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IINDUSTRY UPHEAVALS and corporate restructurings 
are common occurrences these days. Deepening 
your know-how and demonstrating your value are 
more important than ever if you want to stay in 
the game. How can you stand out enough to make 
the cut?

 In “Making Yourself Indispensable,” John H. 
Zenger, Joseph Folkman, and Scott K. Edinger 
show that it’s better to be exceptional at just a few 
things than good at several. Instead of building a 
strength further, however, they advocate devel-
oping complementary skills that turn you into a 
true powerhouse. For example, if you’re brilliant at 
analyzing issues and solving problems, try working 
on your strategic perspective and your ability to 
communicate powerfully. Similarly, if you’re espe-
cially innovative, learn how to champion change 
and support others in risk taking. These skills will 
enhance your current strengths and help you shine 
even brighter.

 So how might you acquire those skills? Shad-
owing the best people in your organization opens 
up a direct channel for acquiring what Dorothy 
Leonard, Gavin Barton, and Michelle A. Barton 
call “deep smarts” in their article “Make Yourself 

an Expert.” Extracting the instinctive and unarticu-
lated knowledge of go-to experts is not simple, but 
it’s worth the effort. As you spend more time with 
these masters, start practicing their behaviors until 
you can solve problems the way they do. 

 You won’t make your value apparent unless you 
can communicate effectively. That is why learning 
to deliver information clearly and compellingly is 
vitally important. In “How to Give a Killer Presen-
tation,” TED curator Chris Anderson offers time-
tested pointers that all presenters should heed. His 
main advice: Focus on substance over style. The 
quality of your idea, the story it tells, and your 
passion are what will make or break your talk, not 
whether you’re nervous or have exquisite Power-
Point slides. 

 Being your team’s MVP is about more than job 
security. It’s about excelling at what you do and 
knowing that you’re contributing in a substantial, 
meaningful way. Building capabilities that increase 
your knowledge and reach, along with identifying 
opportunities to use them, is the key.

 

 —The Editors
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I
Establish Expertise 
Inside Your Company
by Dorie Clark 

subject was related to his job, it wasn’t part of 
his actual responsibilities—he began studying 
it simply because he wanted to. He started out 
as a novice, compared to worldwide authori-
ties, but he quickly grew to be one of the most 
knowledgeable people about talent develop-
ment within his company. “When you start 
building your brand in a corporation, it’s a con-
fined space,” he says. “You don’t need to be the 
best in the world; you just need to be the best 
one there. You can be a big fish in a little pond, 
and if you’re the biggest fish in that environ-
ment, you get bigger and can then start to do 
things outside the organization.”

In these early stages, it’s important to be 
clear about what you know and what you don’t. 
If you try to prematurely position yourself as an 
expert who can compete with industry giants, 
you risk losing credibility when you’re faced 
with a question or challenge you’re unsure 
about. But if you’re honest about where you 
are in the process—experienced with some fac-
ets but still learning others—others are likely to 

IN A COMPETITIVE MARKETPLACE, developing a reputation as an expert is one 
of the best forms of career insurance. Having a blue-chip personal brand is 
powerful for international thought leaders, who can leverage it to command 
exorbitant speaking fees. But it’s also helpful for professionals who work 
inside corporations, where a great reputation can bring coveted promotions 
and opportunities. Here’s how you can become recognized for your expertise 
inside your company.

 First of all, it’s important to recognize that you don’t have to start out as  
a worldwide expert. Too many people discount their value. You can coach 
others on writing better business memos even if you’re not Shakespeare, or 
lead an office running group even if you’re not Usain Bolt.

Michael Leckie was the vice president of human resources for a prominent 
research company when he developed an interest in coaching. Although the 
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respect you for your superior knowledge 
and not hold it against you if you don’t 
know everything.

As your profi le grows, it’s also useful 
to ensure that your company under-
stands the value of your public brand. 
This is especially crucial if, like Leckie, 
you’re cultivating expertise on a subject 
that isn’t part of your core responsibili-
ties. “My world is [the fi rm], so I need to 
have my brand aligned to what matters 
to them,” says Leckie. Developing his 
coaching brand began to raise Leckie’s 
professional profi le in general, which 
eventually led to an invitation to give a 
keynote talk at a client’s conference of 
technology leaders. The keynote was an 
exciting opportunity for him, but his su-
periors could have viewed it with suspi-
cion (Why is he getting all this attention? 
Why isn’t he concentrating on his real 
job?) if he hadn’t taken the time to show 
them how it was relevant to the compa-
ny’s business objectives.

“With outside things, you have to make 
sure you’re explaining them [in terms of] 
what matters to the organization,” says 
Leckie. “Otherwise, they may start to 
look like a distraction.” He didn’t assume 
his boss’s boss would understand why 
it was important for him to speak at the 
conference; rather, Leckie explicitly ar-
ticulated the keynote’s business benefi ts 
to him. “What he’ll be excited about is 
great interactions with the client,” Leckie 
says, “and that I’m developing business 
and increasing the relationship they 
have with us.”

Finally, it’s essential to recognize 
when it’s time to strategically expand 
what you’re known for. “Sometimes 
your brand is more happenstance than 
thoughtful,” says Leckie. “It may be 
about things you like, but it’s not nec-
essarily leading you where you want to 
be moving toward.” Leckie realized he’d 
been so successful at building his expert 
reputation around coaching and talent 
development that those skills—even 
though they were valuable for an HR 
leader—were beginning to overshadow 
others that were deemed more critical 
inside his company. “My brand got es-

tablished and it opened the door, but it 
also began to shut other doors. It became 
clear to me that while I was really good at 
building and driving a team that got great 
business results, when people were talk-
ing about me, it wasn’t about business 
results; it was about the more unique ele-
ments of my brand [such as coaching].”

That’s why Leckie decided to make 
coaching a “subbrand.” In other words, 
he didn’t abandon it, but he started em-
phasizing it less in favor of talking about 
his ability to drive the bottom line. By 
shifting the topics that you discuss and 
enlisting friendly ambassadors to high-
light your relevant accomplishments, 

“it’s subtly giving people a language of 
how to think about you,” he says. That’s 
been especially important to him as he’s 
risen in the ranks of his company and 
now holds a broader leadership role.

It’s slightly trickier for professionals, 
compared with entrepreneurs or other 
free agents, to build a strong personal 
brand inside a company. You have to bal-
ance the unique mix of your skills and 
interests with your company’s needs and 
sensibilities. But when done right, culti-
vating a brand as a “local expert” inside 
your company can enhance your profes-
sional reputation and ensure you’re val-
ued the way you should be.
Originally published on HBR.org 
August 19, 2015

Dorie Clark is a marketing strategist and 
professional speaker who teaches at Duke 
University’s Fuqua School of Business. She 
is the author of Reinventing You: Defi ne 
Your Brand, Imagine Your Future (Harvard 
Business Review Press, 2013) and Stand Out: 
How to Find Your Breakthrough Idea and 
Build a Following Around It (Portfolio, 2015). 
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To Build Influence, 
Master How You 
Enter a Room
by Nick Morgan 

AN AIRLINE INDUSTRY EXECUTIVE has 
been promoted regularly for more than 
two decades because he’s good in a crisis. 
He’s cool, competent, and authoritative 
when the rest of the team is panicking. 
But now he finds himself in charge of a 
huge swath of the company—and a large 
number of employees. And the board is 
asking for something different from him: 
He needs to motivate people. For that, he 
has to emote—to show people he cares—
a skill he’s hidden for more than 20 years. 
Where to start? How can you wield in-
fluence while being empathic? It begins 
with how you enter a room.

Be aware of your unconscious cues. 
When you stand, are you taking up all 
your space, or do you shrink into cor-
ners? When you move, do you move 
confidently or slink? When you’re sitting, 
do you slouch or sit straight? When I be-
gan working with that airline executive, 
I noted that he walked into a room as 
invisibly as possible. His shoulders were 
slumped; his eyes were down. In discus-
sion, it turned out he had been bullied 
as a young teen for about five years. His 
body had carried the trace of that misery 
ever since. And he wasn’t even aware of 
the price paid in his posture—and in his 
day-to-day work. He couldn’t connect 
with others because he was afraid. In a 
crisis, however, he was able to put aside 
his fears and focus on the job at hand.

There are two essential points here. 
The first is that you’re always signaling 
about your intentions and feelings, and 
so is everyone else. The second is that 
most of the time you don’t pay conscious 
attention to all those signals—either the 
ones you’re putting out or the ones oth-
ers are sending to you. Your unconscious 
mind determines an extraordinary 

amount of the relationships you have 
with other people and your influence 
on them. It’s therefore essential to get a 
handle on these unconscious cues. Once 
you’ve formed a picture of yourself and 
have either embraced what you see or 
resolved to improve it, you’re ready for 
the next step.

Focus on a key emotion. Think about 
the charisma of an actor like Kevin 
Spacey. How does he achieve it? Most 
people think of charisma as something 
you’re born with, but in fact we all have 
our charismatic moments. Remember a 
time when you’ve walked into a meet-
ing, or come home to your significant 
other, and been asked without pre-
amble, “What happened?” You’ve been 
brimming over with some news—either 
good or bad. You’re excited, or in despair, 
or triumphant, or whatever the case is. 
That’s charisma. It’s really about focus.

You need to concentrate on your emo-
tions before any meeting, conversation, 
or presentation. Most of us go through 
our days with lots on our minds—what 
Buddhists call “monkey mind.” Like the 
random movements of a pinball in one of 
those old-fashioned machines, we think 
of one thing and then another. That’s not 
charisma. That’s just a to-do list, and it 
doesn’t compel attention. But the people 
who can free their minds of the usual 
daily detritus and focus on one emotion 
compel attention. We are hardwired to 
notice strong emotions in others. We have 
mirror neurons that fire (unconsciously) 
when we see someone else in a state of 
great excitement, or anger, or delight. We 
are infected with those emotions. That’s 
how a person takes over a room.

Have something interesting to say. 
If you’re going to wield influence, you 
need to know what you want to be influ-
ential about. And you’d better have done 
your homework, because once all eyes 
are upon you, everyone will expect you 
to say something worthwhile.

That’s how you build influence. Take 
inventory of how you habitually posi-
tion yourself in front of the world, and 
make repairs if necessary. Then, focus on 
a key emotion for any important meet-
ing. And finally, the place where most 
leaders mistakenly begin, be prepared to 
say something interesting and relevant. 
Leaders often start with content because 
it’s the natural job of the conscious mind. 
But connection, or the lack of it, begins 
in the unconscious mind.
Originally published on HBR.org 
September 23, 2014

Nick Morgan is a speaker, a coach, and 
the president and founder of Public Words, 
a communications consulting firm. He is 
also the author of Power Cues: The Subtle 
Science of Leading Groups, Persuading Oth-
ers, and Maximizing Your Personal Impact 
(Harvard Business Review Press, 2014).

READER COMMENTS

Not a soul in this world hasn’t experienced 
doubt or discouragement, and even lower-
than-normal self-esteem, when preparing 
to interact with others. Remember that 
everyone has flaws—that alone can boost 
your morale and confidence. Pay attention 
to your body language, and practice it alone. 
And if you don’t have anything interesting to 
say, let the other guy go first. Look at what 
he is missing, and learn from his mistakes. 

—alexandergrigsby

You have to be relaxed to exude confidence 
and charisma. You also have to look and  
feel good—I dislike that a person’s appear-
ance matters so much, but it does. Being 
relaxed is the key to influencing others 
because it puts them at ease and makes 
them open to new things, including your 
influence. 

—sarakesler

People who  
can focus on  
one emotion 
compel attention.



The Surprising 
Secret to Selling 
Yourself
by Heidi Grant Halvorson 

THERE IS NO SHORTAGE of advice on how 
to make a good impression—one good 
enough to land you a new job, score a 
promotion, or bring in that lucrative 
sales lead: Practice your pitch. Speak 
confidently, but not too quickly. Make eye 
contact. And for the love of Pete, don’t 
be modest—highlight your accomplish-
ments. After all, a person’s track record 
of success (or a company’s, for that mat-
ter) is the single most important factor 
in whether he or she gets hired. Or is it?

As it happens, it isn’t. When we are 
deciding whom to hire, promote, or do 
business with, it turns out that we don’t 
like the “big thing” nearly as much as 
we like the “next big thing.” We uncon-
sciously prefer people with the potential 
for greatness over people who have al-
ready achieved it.

A set of ingenious studies conducted 
by Stanford’s Zakary Tormala and Jay-
son Jia, and Harvard Business School’s 
Michael Norton, paint a clear picture of 
our unconscious preference for potential 
over actual success.

In one study, they asked participants 
to play the role of an NBA team manager 
offering a contract to a particular player. 
To evaluate the player, they were given 
five years of excellent statistics (points 
scored, rebounds, assists, and so on). 
These statistics were described either as 
ones that the player had actually earned 
in five years of professional play or as pro-
jections of how he was capable of playing 
(his potential) in his first five years.

Then the “managers” were asked, 
“What would you pay him in his sixth 
year?” Those who evaluated the player 
with potential for greatness said they 
would pay him nearly a million dollars 
more in annual salary ($5.25 million 
versus $4.26 million) than those who 
evaluated the player with a record of ac-
tual greatness. Potential evaluators also 
believed their player would score more 
and would be more likely to make the  
All-Star team.

Tormala, Jia, and Norton found 
the same pattern when they looked at 
evaluations of job candidates. In this 
case, they compared the perceptions of 
someone with two years of relevant ex-
perience who scored highly on a leader-
ship achievement test versus someone 
with no relevant experience who scored 
highly on a leadership potential test. 

(Both candidates had equally impres-
sive backgrounds in every other way.) 
Evaluators believed that the candidate 
with leadership potential would be more 
successful at the new company than the 
candidate with a proven record of leader-
ship ability. (Incidentally, if you ask the 
evaluators to tell you whose résumé is 
more impressive, they agree it’s the one 
with experience. They still prefer the 
other guy anyway.)

In other studies, the researchers 
showed how we prefer artwork and art-
ists with the potential to win awards over 
those who actually have won them, and 
prefer restaurants and chefs with the po-
tential to be the next big thing in dining 
over the ones who have already made 
their name. In a particularly clever study, 
they compared two versions of Facebook 
ads for a real stand-up comedian. In the 
first version, critics said, “He is the next 
big thing” and “Everybody’s talking 
about him.” In the second version, crit-
ics said, “He could be the next big thing” 
and “In a year, everybody could be talk-
ing about him.” The ad that focused on 
his potential got significantly more clicks 
and likes.

And this is not, incidentally, a pro-
youth bias in disguise. It’s true that the 
person with potential, rather than a 

People are more impressed by your 
potential than by your track record.
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proven record, is sometimes also the 
younger candidate—but the researchers 
were careful to control for age in their 
studies and found that it wasn’t a factor.

So, since preferring potential over a 
proven record is both risky and inher-
ently irrational, why do we do it? Accord-
ing to these findings, the potential for 
success, as opposed to actual success, is 
more interesting because it is less certain. 
When human brains come across uncer-
tainty, they typically pay attention to in-
formation more because they want to fig-
ure it out, which leads to longer and more 
in-depth processing. High- potential 
candidates make us think harder than 
proven ones do. As long as the informa-
tion available about the high-potential 
candidate is favorable, all this extra 
processing can lead (unconsciously) 
to an overall more positive view of the 
candidate (or company). (The fact that 
the information available is favorable  
is important. In another study, when the 
candidate was described as having great 
potential, but with little evidence to back 
that up, people liked him far less than 
they liked the proven achiever.)

All this suggests that you need a differ-
ent approach to selling yourself than the 
one you intuitively take, because your 
intuitions are probably wrong. People 
are much more impressed, whether or 
not they realize it, by your potential than 
by your track record. It would be wise to 
start focusing your pitch on your future, 
as an individual or as a company, rather 
than on your past—even if that past is 
impressive. It’s what you could be that 
makes people sit up and take notice. 
Learn to use the power of potential to 
your advantage.
Originally published on HBR.org 
August 29, 2012

Heidi Grant Halvorson is the associate 
director for the Motivation Science Center at 
Columbia Business School and author of the 
best-selling Nine Things Successful People 
Do Differently (Harvard Business Review 
Press, 2012). Her latest book is No One 
Understands You and What to Do About It 
(Harvard Business Review Press, 2015).

Be Generous  
at Work 
by Jodi Glickman

IF YOU TOOK A POLL of what skills are 
most critical to business success, you’d 
be hard-pressed to come up with a list 
that didn’t include vision, leadership, 
drive, ambition, or intellect. You’d be 
equally hard-pressed to find one that in-
cluded, much less led with, generosity. 
That generosity is important and valued 
isn’t news—but it’s often not considered 
to be a key driver of success.

Generosity is more typically an after-
thought, a by-product, a “nice to have” 
quality. If a manager or leader is gener-
ous, he is probably well liked. But it’s 
more important than that: Elegantly 
simple, yet extremely powerful, gener-
osity can make your career.

Generous people offer information 
readily, share credit often, and eagerly 
provide their time and expertise. Others 
perceive them as having a strong work 
ethic, great communication skills, and a 
willingness and an ability to collaborate. 
Generous leaders and managers engen-
der trust, respect, and goodwill from 
their colleagues and employees.

Here are eight concrete ways to be 
generous at work.

Show a Strong Work Ethic
1. Make your boss’s life easier or bet-
ter. Easier said than done, but you’ll be 
amazed at how much better you’ll do 
personally if you improve your boss’s life. 
Put her agenda ahead of your own, and 
watch as your star rises in tandem. Make 
her look smart in meetings, prep her be-

fore trips, provide as much value-add on 
projects, and work toward the greater 
good. It will pay dividends.

2. Consider next steps so that your 
boss (or board of directors) doesn’t 
have to. Always think about how you’re 
moving the ball forward. When you com-
plete a project, take a moment to cele-
brate; then quickly shift gears to think 
about what comes next—implemen-
tation, execution, distribution? Don’t 
wait for your boss to ask the questions— 
anticipate his questions, and be armed 
and ready with a plan of action for mov-
ing forward.

Be a Better Communicator
3. Lead with the punch line. When 
you are sharing information, start with 
what is new, different, or important so 
that your colleagues know the exact 
purpose of your conversation. Don’t 
make people guess at your meaning,  
and don’t take five minutes to give  
someone an update that should take 

only two. Process information for others 
so that they’re not left wondering: “What 
does she want from me?” “What am I  
supposed to do with this information?” 
Or worse yet, “What the heck is she talk-
ing about?”

4. Share information readily. Don’t 
hoard information; it makes you look 
power hungry and conniving. Keep 
your teams posted on where things 
stand or what’s coming next. Make sure 
your subordinates have all the informa-
tion they need to make well-informed 
decisions. When assigning work, com-
municate your expectations clearly so 
that people know what you really want. 
And set your junior teams up for success 
by giving guidance so that they have 
the resources they need to get the job  
done well.

Elegantly simple, yet extremely 
powerful, generosity can make  
your career.
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5. Always ask if someone has a mo-
ment to speak. Just because someone 
picks up the phone or has his door open 
doesn’t mean it’s a good time to talk. Be-
fore you launch into a dialogue about to-
morrow’s meeting or start shooting off 
questions, ask if the person has a minute 
for you. Give him an “out” if it’s not a 
good time to catch up. Offer to come back 
later, or ask to be put on his calendar. 
You’ll get better results when you have 
the other person’s full attention. You’ll 
come off as respectful and professional. 
And people will probably start taking 
your calls.

Be a Better Collaborator
6. Share credit easily. People love to be 
told they’re doing a great job. Recognize 
your staff regularly for either a job well 
done or extraordinary effort. It doesn’t 
cost you anything. Amazingly, it’s not 
always just about the money. Seventy-
eight percent of employees say it’s “ex-
tremely important” to be recognized by 
their managers for good work. So e-mail 
the top brass and mention the great work 
of your team (by name), or give them a 
shout-out at the next staff meeting. 

7. Mentor. Be gracious with your time 
and expertise, and contribute to the col-
lective learning available to those around 
you. Don’t let all the brilliance you’ve 
gathered over the years go to waste. Your 
professional highs and lows are equally 
valuable to those just starting out in 
the workplace. Concede your mistakes, 
highlight your proud moments, give 
feedback, and offer guidance. Take the 
time to help develop your junior team 
and build up your bench.

8. Assume collective responsibility 
for failure; assign individual praise for 
success. Dallas Mavericks owner Mark 
Cuban once made a comment about a 
star player’s missed game-tying free-
throw shot. Cuban said: “He made the 
first shot, and we missed the second.” 
Cuban’s comment was distinctively 
subtle but inherently generous—he 
gave his player credit for making the 
first shot without assigning blame for 
missing the second one. A simple “we” 

instead of a “he” reminded everyone 
that basketball is a team sport. So is the  
workplace.

Individually, these concepts are not 
difficult to master. Collectively, however, 
they represent a powerful approach to 
working with your colleagues and your 
team that will help you earn your way  
to the top.
Originally published on HBR.org 
June 8, 2011

Jodi Glickman is a keynote speaker  
and the founder of the communication  
training and leadership development firm 
Great on the Job. She is the author of  
Great on the Job: What to Say, How to  
Say It (St. Martin’s Griffin, 2011) and a  
contributor to the HBR Guide to Getting  
the Right Job (Harvard Business Review 
Press, 2014).

When You’ve Done 
Enough, Do More
by Mark Goulston  
and John Ullmen 

HOW DO YOU become truly influential? 
The most highly respected leaders avoid 
techniques to gain short-term compli-
ance and steer clear of the self-centered 

“How can I get people to do what I want?” 
mindset. Instead, they take a different 
approach altogether.

We interviewed more than 100 high-
impact influencers from a wide range of 
industries and organizations. To achieve 
real influence, they typically follow four 
steps that turn the usual persuasion 
strategies upside down: (1) Go for great 
outcomes; (2) listen past your blind 
spots; (3) engage others in “their there”; 
and (4) when you’ve done enough… 
do more. Following these action guide-
lines not only yields great results but 
also strengthens relationships and en-
hances credibility. This article focuses 
on step #4.

Think about the last time you helped 
someone important in your life achieve 
a goal. Maybe you assisted a friend with 
a business venture, participated in plan-
ning a wedding, or pitched in when a son 
or daughter moved to a new city.

When you offered your help, we bet 
you didn’t say, “I’ll take a few minutes to 
offer some advice, but if you want more 
than that, you’ll have to do something 
for me.” Instead, you spent hours stuff-
ing envelopes, running errands, or mov-
ing furniture. You volunteered for messy, 
difficult, or time-consuming chores like 
cleaning the fridge or carefully writing 
300 names on 300 place cards.

Why? Because you automatically 
do more for the people you care about 
deeply. In fact, you usually don’t even 
stop to think about it. It comes naturally 
because these people matter and you 
want to strengthen your bond with them.

Of course, personal relationships are 
special; they mean more to you than 
your relationships with business con-
nections or casual friends. But in any 
relationship, you can go beyond what’s 
expected. When you do this, you make a 
statement about who you are as a person 
and a professional.

Our friend Kouji Nakata, a leadership 
counselor, offers this description: “It’s 
about not being the main attraction. You 
look for the angle of help; look for the 
angle of assistance. It’s like being a caring 
relative, like an uncle who really is taking 
an interest in his nephew. Look for the 
way that they can shine, and help them 
do it. Don’t be the important piece. Step 
aside, get alongside them, and help them 
do great things. Help them be happy.”

When you do more for someone, you 
set the stage for positive influence both 
now and in the future. “Overdelivering” 
makes you stand out in the moment and 
helps people remember you later. You 
become locked in their minds as some-
one who deserves to be listened to, and 
people don’t wonder whether you have 
an ulterior motive or a hidden agenda.

Doing more isn’t just a onetime thing 
but an ongoing practice. For maximum 
effect, focus on three distinct times 
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when you can do more: before, during, 
and after an interaction.

When you begin interactions in this 
way—by doing more, and sometimes 
even taking a risk in the process—you 
form instant bonds with people who are 
tired of being ripped off, manipulated, or 
given the bare minimum of service. You 
prove immediately to these people that 
you have integrity. And they tell other 
people, who tell still more people.

In fact, you can “do more” for people 
who have no connection with you at all. 
Think of this as committing “random 
acts of doing more.”

David Bradford, former CEO of Fusion-
IO, got great results by doing exactly that. 
Here’s the story behind his breakthrough 
addition of Apple cofounder Steve Woz-
niak to Fusion-IO, which helped to drive 
the organization’s phenomenal success.

Bradford didn’t target Wozniak. In-
stead, one of Bradford’s random acts of 
doing more led to a cascade of positive 
results.

Bradford, who at the time was living in 
Utah, had a friend whose son was mov-
ing into the state and needed help set-
ting up his law practice. Bradford obliged, 
helping the young man get connected 
and raising his visibility in the state.

A few months later, because of this 
connection, Bradford received a request 
to speak at the Utah Bar Association. The 

event was in Sun Valley, a five-hour drive 
away, and he’d be speaking to a relatively 
small group. Many people would have 
considered it a complete waste of time. 
But Bradford cheerfully agreed.

After the speech, he stayed for lunch. 
As it turned out, the keynote speaker 
was Steve Wozniak. Wozniak’s execu-
tive assistant sat right next to Bradford. 
She decided that Wozniak would prob-
ably enjoy speaking with him, joking that 
he’d welcome “a kindred spirit from the 
information technology world in a room 
full of lawyers,” and she was right—they 
struck up a conversation.

It turned out that Wozniak had his eye 
on the solid-state trends that Fusion-IO 
was exploring. Later Bradford sent him 
materials and asked if he’d like to be a 
part of the advisory board. Wozniak said 
yes, taking the role of chief scientist.

Just random chance? Maybe. But in 
the bigger picture, the David Bradfords 
of the world don’t perceive it as blind 
chance. They think, “That’s how it 
works.” It’s about having a mindset that 
starts not with results but with relation-
ships. You may not have any clue where 
those relationships will lead . . . but that’s 
part of the excitement of real influence.

When you do more, always remember 
that you’re not “giving to get.” Never see 
your actions as a prelude to springing 
an uncomfortable request on another  

person. Instead, understand that your 
goals are to build long-term relationships 
and to make things better.

If you’ve noticed you have a zero-sum 
mentality, work to move beyond it. It’s 
holding you back. Instead, think of when 
people have done more for you. How can 
you pay forward to others the positive in-
fluence these people gave you? How can 
you do more for people before, during, 
and after the projects you’re currently 
planning?

When you help other people learn, 
grow, gain, avoid problems, make prog-
ress, and fulfill their goals, you achieve 
something far more important than near-
term gain. You form the basis for ongo-
ing results, enriched relationships, and 
an integrity-based reputation. And that 
will lead—in wonderful ways you can’t 
even begin to predict right now—to real, 
lifelong influence.
Originally published on HBR.org 
July 12, 2013

Mark Goulston is a business psychiatrist, 
an executive consultant, a keynote speaker, 
and a cofounder of Heartfelt Leadership. 
John Ullmen oversees MotivationRules.
com and teaches at the UCLA Anderson 
School of Management. They are the  
coauthors of Real Influence: Persuade  
Without Pushing and Gain Without Giving  
In (Amacom, 2013).

“Overdelivering” makes you stand out.
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Why Chris Rock Is  
on Broadway, or How 
to Learn New Skills
by Jodi Glickman

celebrity at the top of his game, you don’t have 
to wait for the zenith of your career to venture 
outside yours.

Learning new skills while earning a paycheck 
is like getting paid for research and develop-
ment into your own career. Imagine someone 
paying you to go to college instead of you writ-
ing that tuition check every semester. If you 
have the opportunity to learn on the job, why 
not take or create it?

In my book Great on the Job: What to Say, 
How to Say It, I suggest using what I call the 

“LEARN strategy” as paid R&D into your career. 
How can you get paid to learn? Assuming you’re 
not going to quit your day job and head to 
Broadway, consider creating opportunities to:

1. Learn a new skill.
2. Excel elsewhere at something you’re  

already good at.
3. Assist others.
4. Redirect unwanted work.
5. Network with well-regarded or  

well-connected colleagues.

IN 2011 Chris Rock spoke about his Broadway debut. Arguably one of the 
funniest men in America, Rock was venturing outside his comfort zone of 
stand-up comedy to perform eight live shows a week as an ensemble cast 
member in a play. One wonders what drives Rock’s ambition to push himself 
to new heights.

As Rock explained in the interview: “You’ve got to be really good to last. 
You really do. You’re not going to get by just on being popular. So I’m really 
just trying to learn and get better. Being rich is not about having a lot of money. 
Being rich is about having lots of options.”

Rock is creating options for himself by venturing outside his comfort zone. 
And although some people may argue that he can do just that because he’s a 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
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Learn and  Excel
One of the best ways to learn a new skill 
is to offer to take your expertise to an-
other group or division in your firm. If 
you’ve honed your skills for marketing 
consumer products and your company 
is creating a task force to rebrand your 
organization or expand services over-
seas, volunteer for the project. You’ll 
gain a ton of new learning by sharing 
your marketing expertise and applying 
it to a new area. Or, if you want to switch 
careers—you’ve excelled as a news-
room writer but now want to work for a 
start-up—put your writing skills to work 
while learning about the entrepreneur-
ial mindset in business development or 
corporate communications. By taking a 
skill you’re inherently great at and using 
it for something outside your comfort 
zone, you’ll undoubtedly accelerate your  
learning curve.

Assist
It’s no coincidence that the NBA ranks 
player assists—helping teammates is 
critically important to winning the game. 
Helping colleagues is no less important. 
Often, opportunities for visibility and 
growth within an organization present 
themselves as part of seemingly unde-
sirable tasks.

For example, at a large nonprofit in 
Chicago, a junior staffer is tapped every 
year to serve as secretary of the board. 
It’s a thankless job that rarely tops any-
one’s wish list of assignments, but for the 
junior staffer, it provides unparalleled 
access to senior leadership. By being 
able to listen in on every board meeting, 

the secretary can gain insight into the 
organization, visibility with the execu-
tive director, and a chance to build rela-
tionships with the board. Furthermore, 
more often than not, a former secretary 
will land a plum new role within the or-
ganization after fulfilling his duties for 
the year. Smart people are catching on, 
and what was once a dreaded activity is 
now becoming a coveted role.

Redirect 
Sometimes you’ve got more thankless 
work than you know what to do with. If 
you notice your learning curve flatlining, 
it’s critical that you speak up. If you’re 
always working on unchallenging as-
signments or seeing promotions or ro-
tational opportunities pass you by, raise 
your hand and ask for the projects that 
will help you get promoted or compen-
sated well.

Although you shouldn’t say, “Brian, I 
don’t want to do any more client pitches,” 
you certainly can say, “I’m always happy 
to help prepare client pitches, but I 
haven’t had a chance to present in a 
meeting yet. I’d really like to make sure I 
have an opportunity to do so in the next 
few months. Can we talk about ways to 
make that happen?”

If you present your case as being fo-
cused on the long term and highlight 
your desire to challenge yourself, some 
of those stretch assignments might come 
your way and increase your opportuni-
ties to learn.

Network
Finally, every organization has mov-
ers and shakers—decision makers and 
power brokers and the people who have 
access to them. If you’re not interact-
ing with the powers that be, ask to be 
assigned to some projects or deals with 
specific people whom you respect or ad-
mire or who wield real influence.

Make a point of seeking those people 
out. Ask to work with them directly, or 
let others know you’d like to work with 
them. It won’t always happen right away, 
but more often that not, people are flat-
tered to hear that you admire them and 

want to work with or for them. People 
who are well regarded, well respected, 
or even just well connected typically 
have valuable wisdom to impart—make 
it your business to be there when that  
learning happens.

As a senior partner on Wall Street once 
said to me, “No one cares more about 
managing your career than you do.” You 
can’t expect your manager or mentor to 
continually suggest new roles or oppor-
tunities: You’ve got to ask for those roles 
and make the opportunities come your 
way. Make it your priority to continually 
learn and push yourself to new heights 
professionally.
Originally published on HBR.org 
April 27, 2011

Jodi Glickman is a keynote speaker and 
the founder of the communication training 
and leadership development firm Great on 
the Job. She is the author of Great on the 
Job: What to Say, How to Say It (St. Martin’s 
Griffin, 2011) and a contributor to the HBR 
Guide to Getting the Right Job (Harvard 
Business Review Press, 2014). 

Shifting from  
Star Performer  
to Star Manager 
by Annie McKee 

YOU’VE ALWAYS BEEN a high achiever—
top of your class, captain of your sports 
team, star performer at work. Now, 
you’re going to be managing a team of 
high performers in a division of your 
company that everyone’s buzzing about. 
You’re confident that you can navigate 
this new challenge with characteristic 
success.

You’re pumped. You set clear goals 
for yourself and targets for the division. 
You’re well aware that you’ll need to rely 
on your emotional intelligence to under-
stand and work through your new team’s 

Don’t wait until 
the zenith of  
your career to 
step out of your  
comfort zone.
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dynamics. You’re focused on achiev-
ing your goals and getting results…but  
before long, you’ve got problems. Your 
team doesn’t seem to be on board with 
your plan and they’re not delivering. 
Worse, they seem to be shutting you out. 
In desperation, you go to a few trusted 
mentors who tell you:

“You’ve inherited the cream of the 
crop. I’m not sure they even really need 
a manager; they’re that good and that 
motivated.”

“These are our stars. Have you noticed 
that you’re the third new manager ap-
pointed in the past two years?”

It turns out it’s not so easy to manage 
ultrasmart high achievers—especially 
when you’re one of them. As a superstar 
in your previous jobs, you met every 
goal, every time. You didn’t let anything 
get in your way—you just did it. While 
you had decent relationships with team-
mates, you didn’t really need them. Now 
you do, because you can’t achieve even 
your own goals without them, much less 
the targets set by management. You rec-
ognize that you’ve been pushing them 
pretty hard to achieve your goals, and 
you suspect there’s something about 
what’s driving you that’s the problem 
here. And you’re onto something.

The late, great scholar David McClel-
land studied three human needs, or mo-
tivators, that are profoundly important 
when it comes to managing people: the 
need for achievement, the need for affili-
ation, and the need for power. He points 
out that these motivators can serve us 
well in our work and interactions with 
people. But if we don’t understand and 
manage these needs, they can backfire. 
Let’s look at each motivator in turn.

Need for Achievement
Your achievement drive is most likely a 
big part of the reason you’ve been so suc-
cessful all your life. You love to excel. You 
set challenging goals for yourself; then 
you align all your personal resources so 
that you can meet and even exceed your 
expectations. You want to win, and you 
usually do. And you expect the same of 
your team members. That can be a very 

good thing—as long as you manage your 
achievement drive rather than it manag-
ing you.

Unfortunately, a lot of star perform-
ers have a really hard time redirecting 
their achievement drive away from 
their personal goals and toward others’ 
success. For example, you might think 
you’re helping people when you dive in 
to complete a report or put the “finish-
ing touches” on someone’s slide deck. 
But people see that you really care about 
your goals, your standards—not theirs. 
Very quickly, they learn not to trust you. 
And your hard-driving impatience and 
tendency to correct people’s work can 
actually be insulting.

The right way to use your achieve-
ment drive is to let it help others find 
and achieve challenging goals. You must 
learn to step out of the spotlight and 
shine a light on others’ accomplishments. 
It makes them feel great, while inspiring 
their peers. Your need for achievement 
isn’t going to go away, of course. You 
just need to balance it with concern for 

others’ desire to do a good job, on their 
own terms. This takes tremendous emo-
tional intelligence, starting with self-
awareness. Then you need empathy, a 
willingness to understand others, and 
self-management.

Need for Affiliation
We all need friends at work. But as a new 
manager, it can be hard to strike the right 
balance in your relationships with your 
direct reports. Part of your success to 
date has been linked to your ability to 
make people like you. You’ve navigated 
being top of the class without having 
people hate you by being everyone’s 
friend. You’re most likely still relying on 
that strategy now.

But you need to be careful. The 
boundaries between you and your em-
ployees are real. They work for you. That 
doesn’t mean you can’t be friendly and 
human. In fact, learning to be warm and 
authentic with people who report to you 
will serve you for the rest of your life. 
But beware of the jealousy factor. No 

It’s not easy to manage ultrasmart 
overachievers—especially when 
you’re one of them.
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doubt you’ve inspired a bit of envy on 
the way up. And now that you’ve been 
tapped to become a manager, it can tip 
people over the edge from envy to jeal-
ousy. Jealousy is a dangerous, destruc-
tive state—for you and for them. And, 
while you can’t control others’ emotions, 
you can certainly do a few things to help 
people through. Don’t inadvertently 
compare their work to what you used to 
do in that job. Shine a light on their suc-
cesses, give them credit, and build them 
up—authentically.

Lots of other reasons make it hard to 
be true friends with your direct reports—
you control your employees’ schedules, 
workloads, promotions, and salaries, to 
name a few. And sometimes you have 
to make tough business decisions that 
can strain personal relationships. But 
you can be friends with certain people 
at work. Now’s the time to look around, 
not up or down. Seek out your peers for 
friendship. This might be hard for you, 
because coming up, most star perform-
ers focus on the boss, not their peers. But 
your peers will either help you succeed 
or pull you down as you move up. If you 
build trusting relationships with peers 
early on—and there’s no better way to do 
that than through friendships—you will 
be better off later.

Need for Power
Most of us have a love/hate relationship 
with our power drive, partly because 
power is considered a bit “dirty.” So some 
of us try to ignore it or tamp it down. But, 
as McClelland pointed out, the need for 
power is very human.

And if you’re a manager, you do in fact 
need to have influence over others. This 
drive, however, can get you in trouble if 
you don’t learn to manage it well early on. 
That’s because it is easy to allow our nat-
ural need for power to escalate as we are 
granted legitimate authority—especially 
if our “star status” has given us special 
privileges.

Even good people fall prey to the temp-
tation to use power for their own good. 
This is what McClelland called “personal-
ized power.” You can, however, channel 

your need for power toward the better-
ment of others, and of the group—this is 
called “socialized power.” It allows you to 
satisfy your human need to have, and be 
seen to have, influence while also doing 
good for people and your company. For 
star performers who are now managers, 
this is particularly important—people 
will be watching your every move to see 
if you’ll continue to succeed. Your direct 
reports are hypersensitive to your use (or 
misuse) of power. And those around and 
above are checking you out to see if you’ll 
be able to stay the course. And they’re 
not looking at results only—they’re look-
ing at how you manage your new role and 
the power that comes with it.

There’s a lot to learn when star per-
formers like you take that first big man-
agement job. And the most important 
learning has little to do with the techni-
cal aspects of the job, and a lot to do with 
you as a person. Most of us don’t think 
too much about what motivates us to be-
have as we do, but learning to use your 
emotional intelligence to understand 
why you act the way you do is a first and 
often-missed step in becoming an excel-
lent manager—and a great leader.

In essence, you need to understand 
what drives you and learn how to use 
your motives to build positive relation-
ships to serve others first, yourself sec-
ond. That’s not always easy for people 
who have been at the top of the class all 
their lives. In fact, it’s a major shift that 
takes concentration and effort. Most of 
all, it takes emotional intelligence. De-
veloping your self-awareness, empa-
thy, and self-management will help you 
understand and manage your motives. 
And the payoff: As you leave your star-
performer self behind, you’ll become a 
successful, well-liked manager.
Originally published on HBR.org 
October 20, 2015
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READER COMMENT

Most managers don’t lack the ability to 
accomplish goals but the skills necessary 
to create them. Once a plan is set, most 
of them can enact it, but they fail when it 
comes to planning. Most of the problems are 
not embedded in interteam relations or bad 
management.

—Al-iroud Imad, 

head of vocational training division,  

Prince Hussein Technical College

What Really Makes 
Tech Stars Shine
by Scott K. Edinger 

WHAT’S BETTER than a really excellent 
engineer working on a project? Not just 
more engineers working on a project, 
but more engineers who can collaborate 
effectively.

A few years ago, I worked on a proj-
ect focused on increasing the productive 
output of teams of software engineers. 
One part involved identifying who the 
most successful software engineers were 
so that their performance could be repli-
cated. To supplement my own observa-
tions, I talked with a team at IBM that 
was doing much the same thing—analyz-
ing data from surveys of more than 200 
software developers to determine the 
traits that made them successful in that 
role. They had expected the most suc-
cessful developers to be the ones most 
technically competent, but what they 
found was that the best were those most 
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adept at working on a team, collaborat-
ing, and building relationships.

“Most of the time, rightly or wrongly, 
software engineers and developers 
are thought of as loners, preferring to 
work independently and not neces-
sarily working well with others,” says  

Bryan Hayes, a director with Kenexa 
(which IBM acquired in 2012) and a re-
searcher on the project. “But in fact, 
according to IBM’s findings, the most 
successful software engineers buck the 
common stereotypes.”

In particular, IBM found, the most 
successful technical staffers are the  
ones who:

Make a contribution to others. 
One of the ways already-expert techni-
cal leaders can further strengthen their 
technical and professional skills, as the 
article “Making Yourself Indispensable” 
(see page 28) explains, is to become bet-
ter at developing other people. Coaching 
and developing others enables technical 
professionals to share their knowledge 
and experience, thereby broadening 
their impact on the organization they 
work for. The old saying credited to Yogi 
Bhajan—“If you want to learn something, 
read about it. If you want to understand 
something, write about it. If you want to 
master something, teach it”—is particu-
larly apt for technical experts. If you’ve 
ever prepared to teach a class or even 
coach someone, you know that it forces 
you to think much more explicitly about 
how and why you do what you do well.

Work together in complementary 
ways to accomplish a common goal. 
The most effective technical experts de-
velop working relationships and forge  

alliances with colleagues so that they can 
effectively share both information and 
resources critical to the success of a proj-
ect. They recognize that their expertise 
is only a means to an end of accomplish-
ing common goals. On one very effective 
team I observed, for instance, software 

engineers were particularly deft at di-
viding up tasks in a way that would help 
the group reach the company’s goals the 
fastest. They focused on who could most 
effectively get each task done even when 
that meant some people would have to 
give more effort and time than others. 

Embody a highly collaborative 
spirit. You don’t often think of engineers 
as having a lot of spirit, but the most suc-
cessful ones possess it. Dan Goleman 
highlighted a study at Bell Labs in his 
seminal book Emotional Intelligence: 
Why It Can Matter More Than IQ (Bantam, 
2006), which sought to identify what set 
apart the top 10% of this already elite 
group. The critical difference, detailed 
interviews revealed, was not academic 
pedigree or IQ but the stars’ interper-
sonal skills and how much their profes-
sional relationships contributed to their 
engineering work performance. When 
technical experts don’t do a good job 
developing relationships, their technical 
competence is hidden. 

Are highly responsive to their cus-
tomers’ needs. It will not surprise the 
less technical among you that the most 
effective software engineers maintain  
a firm eye on the purpose of their efforts 
by keeping the customer at the center of 
their activities. This should go without 
saying, but any software engineer will 
tell you how easy it is to focus on the de-

tails of a job and lose sight of its ultimate 
purpose. Rather than just designing or 
building to specs, the best technical ex-
perts use questions like “How will cus-
tomers ultimately use this?” and “What 
is the client trying to accomplish?” to 
spur creative solutions or anticipate un-
intended consequences.

The best of the best shatter our stereo-
typical image of technicians toiling away 
in isolation, coding, solving, building, 
and fixing. They are, in fact, among the 
most relationship-focused people in an 
organization.
Originally published on HBR.org 
May 31, 2013

Scott K. Edinger is the founder of  
Edinger Consulting Group. He is a coauthor, 
with John H. Zenger and Joseph Folkman,  
of the HBR article “Making Yourself Indis-
pensable” (October 2011). His latest book  
is The Hidden Leader: Discover and  
Develop Greatness Within Your Company  
(Amacom, 2015). 

Why Start-Ups  
Replace Early  
Employees  
(and How to  
Keep Your Job)
by N. Taylor Thompson 

JOHN JOINED a hot enterprise start-up, 
backed by a top venture capitalist. His 
job: Close pilot deals with enterprise 
customers. Jess joined a SaaS company 
backed by the same investor to develop 
an inside sales process to convert indi-
vidual users into enterprise clients.

Two years later, both John and Jess 
had closed key early clients, confirming 
their business’s customer-acquisition as-
sumptions and helping secure premium 
Series B valuations. Jess was leading a  

The most successful software 
engineers buck the common 
stereotypes.
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department of 10 reps, but John was 
replaced by an experienced sales direc-
tor—quickly becoming the most junior 
member of his team, with the least re-
sponsibility and the least extensive list 
of customer prospects.

What Happened?
Harvard Business School professor 
Noam Wasserman describes a paradox of 
founder success: Succeeding as a start-
up founder increases the chance that 
you’ll be fired, because—among other 
reasons—the skills required to scale a 
company are so different from those 
needed to launch one.

A similar dynamic exists for early em-
ployees at high-growth companies: A 
chasm can separate the experience you 
gain by creating a department and the 
experience required to scale that same 
department. Often, accomplishments at 
a 20-person company cannot prepare 
you for a leadership role at a 200-person 
company. But, unlike in the founder’s 
paradox, there’s hope for employees:  

Sometimes, as it was for Jess, the 
20- person job really is the best prepara-
tion for the 200-person job, providing a 
continuous path for career growth. The 
key is to recognize these opportunities in 
order to end up like Jess, not John.

To avoid John’s plight, ask yourself 
two questions:

Will entry-level activities and pro-
cesses change when the company (and 
departmental) head count grows 10X?

Does success in the role depend 
heavily on external relationships?

Continuous career trajectories exist 
in functions that require the same ba-
sic resources, activities, and process for 
success, regardless of business or team 
scale; discontinuous trajectories exist 
in functions that need differing skills, 
depending on team size and company 
maturity.

For example, enterprise sales and soft-
ware development both look very dif-
ferent between early stage and at scale, 
whereas customer service or inside sales 
use the same processes whether there 
are 10 employees or 1,000 employees. 
Developing, improving, and teaching 
the process for inside sales made Jess 
the best person to scale that process, 
whereas John’s skills at early-stage busi-
ness development didn’t translate to sell-
ing an established product or managing 
a seasoned enterprise sales team. Com-
panies hire enterprise sales reps for their 
existing relationships—a resource John 
couldn’t hope to build in two years.

So, what can you do if the job you’re 
applying for has a discontinuous career 
trajectory? Examine your priorities: If 
you’re happy as an individual contribu-

tor and want to focus on honing specific 
skills more than positioning yourself to 
grow into a leadership role if the com-
pany succeeds, the difference between 
these two kinds of jobs doesn’t matter. 
But if, like John, you expect increased 
responsibility as a reward for success at 
a risky, early-stage company, you need 
to find a different role. Fortunately, all 
start-ups have both, and roles with con-
tinuous trajectories—customer service, 
inside sales, and many operations roles—
are often less coveted. 
Originally published on HBR.org 
September 18, 2014

N. Taylor Thompson is the director  
of Partnerships at Curious Learning,  
a nonprofit that has created software  
that lets children teach themselves to  
read on a smartphone or tablet. He has  
also researched disruptive technology  
with Clayton Christensen and writes on 
technology, start-ups, and social impact.

READER COMMENT

Customer service isn’t the same in  
a small company as it is in a large one. 
Start-up companies often overlook  
customer service as they focus on  
building and selling products. Large  
firms often lose sight of true customer 
service in a quagmire of misguided  
initiatives and metrics. Regardless of 
company size, the customer service  
function must be intentional, not  
accidental.

Andrew McFarland, 

VP, customer care, 

Packet Design

Succeeding as a start-up founder 
increases the chance that you’ll be 
fired.

iS
to

ck



28   Harvard Business Review OnPoint  |  SUMMER 2016  |  HBR.org

Originally published in October 2011

Vi
nc

en
t F

ou
rn

ie
r

A MANAGER we’ll call Tom was a midlevel sales executive at a Fortune 500 
company. After a dozen or so years there, he was thriving—he made his 
numbers, he was well liked, he got consistently positive reviews. He ap-
plied for a promotion that would put him in charge of a high-profile world-
wide product-alignment initiative, confident that he was the top candidate 
and that this was the logical next move for him, a seemingly perfect fit for 
his skills and ambitions. His track record was solid. He’d made no stupid 
mistakes or career-limiting moves, and he’d had no run-ins with upper 
management. He was stunned, then, when a colleague with less experi-
ence got the job. What was the matter?

As far as Tom could tell, nothing. Everyone was happy with his work, his 
manager assured him, and a recent 360-degree assessment confirmed her 
view. Tom was at or above the norm in every area, strong not only in deliv-
ering results but also in problem solving, strategic thinking, and inspiring 
others to top performance. “No need to reinvent yourself,” she said. “Just 
keep doing what you’re doing. Go with your strengths.”

But how? Tom was at a loss. Should he think more strategically? Become 
even more inspiring? Practice problem solving more intently?

It’s pretty easy and straightforward to improve on a weakness; you 
can get steady, measurable results through linear development—that 

by John H. Zenger, Joseph R. Folkman,  
and Scott K. Edinger

If you want to get to the top, develop skills that complement  
what you already do best.

Making Yourself 
Indispensable

MANAGING YOURSELF
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is, by learning and practicing basic techniques. But the 
data from our decades of work with tens of thousands of 
executives all over the world has shown us that developing 
strengths is very different. Doing more of what you already 
do well yields only incremental improvement. To get ap-
preciably better at it, you have to work on complementary 
skills—what we call nonlinear development. This has long 
been familiar to athletes as cross-training. A novice runner, 
for example, benefits from doing stretching exercises and 
running a few times a week, gradually increasing mileage to 
build up endurance and muscle memory. But an experienced 
marathoner won’t get significantly faster merely by running 
ever longer distances. To reach the next level, he needs to 
supplement that regimen by building up complementary 
skills through weight training, swimming, bicycling, interval 
training, yoga, and the like.

So it is with leadership competencies. To move from good to 
much better, you need to engage in the business equivalent of 
cross-training. If you’re technically adept, for instance, delving 
even more deeply into technical manuals won’t get you nearly 
as far as honing a complementary skill such as communication, 

which will make your expertise more apparent and accessible 
to your coworkers.

In this article we provide a simple guide to becoming a far 
more effective leader. We will see how Tom identified his 
strengths, decided which one to focus on and which com-
plementary skill to develop, and what the results were. The  
process is straightforward, but complements are not always  
obvious. So first we’ll take a closer look at the leadership equiv-
alent of cross-training.

The Interaction Effect
In cross-training, the combination of two activities produces an 
improvement—an interaction effect—substantially greater than 
either one can produce on its own. There’s nothing mysterious 
here. Combining diet with exercise, for example, has long been 
known to be substantially more effective in losing weight than 
either diet or exercise alone.

In our previous research we found 16 differentiating leader-
ship competencies that correlate strongly with positive busi-
ness outcomes such as increased profitability, employee en-
gagement, revenue, and customer satisfaction. Among those 16, 
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we wondered, could we find pairs that would 
produce significant interaction effects?

We searched through our database of more 
than a quarter million 360-degree surveys of 
some 30,000 developing leaders for pairings 
that resulted in far higher scores on overall 
leadership effectiveness than either attribute 
did on its own. The results were unambiguous. 
Take, for example, the competencies “focuses 
on results” and “builds relationships.” Only 14% 
of leaders who were reasonably strong (that is, 
scored in the 75th percentile) in focusing on 
results but less so in building relationships 
reached the extraordinary leadership level: 
the 90th percentile in overall leadership effec-
tiveness. Similarly, only 12% of those who were 
reasonably strong in building relationships 
but less so in focusing on results reached that 
level. But when an individual performed well 
in both categories, something dramatic hap-
pened: Fully 72% of those in the 75th percentile 
in both categories reached the 90th percentile  
in overall leadership effectiveness.

We measured the degree of correlation be-
tween overall leadership effectiveness and 
all possible pairings of our 16 differentiating 
competencies to learn which pairings were the 
most powerful. We also matched our 16 com-
petencies with other leadership skills and mea-
sured how those pairs correlated with overall 
leadership effectiveness. We discovered that 
each of the 16 has up to a dozen associated 
behaviors—which we call competency compan-
ions—that were highly correlated with leader-
ship excellence when combined with the dif-
ferentiating competency. (For a complete list 
of the competencies and their companions, 
see the exhibit “What Skills Will Magnify My 
Strengths?”)

Consider the main competency “displays 
honesty and integrity.” How would a leader 
go about improving a relative strength in this 
area? By being more honest? (We’ve heard that 
answer to the question many times.) That’s 
not particularly useful advice. If an executive 
were weak in this area, we could recommend 
various ways to improve: Behave more con-
sistently, avoid saying one thing and doing an-
other, follow through on stated commitments, 
and so on. But a leader with high integrity is 
most likely already doing those things.

Our competency-companion research sug-
gests a practical path forward. For example, as-

sertiveness is among the behaviors that when 
paired with honesty and integrity correlate 
most strongly with high levels of overall lead-
ership effectiveness. We don’t mean to imply a 
causal relationship here: Assertiveness doesn’t 
make someone honest, and integrity doesn’t 
produce assertiveness. But if a highly principled 
leader learned to become more assertive, he 
might be more likely to speak up and act with 
the courage of his convictions, thus applying his 
strength more widely or frequently to become a 
more effective leader.

Our data suggests other ways in which a 
competency companion can reinforce a leader-
ship strength. It might make the strength more 
apparent, as in the case of the technically strong 
leader who improves her ability to communi-
cate. Or skills learned in developing the compe-
tency companion might be profitably applied 
to the main competency. A leader strong in  
innovativeness, for instance, might learn how 
to champion change, thus encouraging his 
team to achieve results in new and more cre-
ative ways.

Building Strengths,  
Step by Step
As a practical matter, cross-training for lead-
ership skills is clear-cut: (1) Identify your 
strengths. (2) Choose a strength to focus on ac-
cording to its importance to the organization 
and how passionately you feel about it. (3) Se-
lect a complementary behavior you’d like to 
enhance. (4) Develop it in a linear way.

Identify your strengths. Strengths can ar-
guably be identified in a variety of ways. But 
we contend that in the context of effective 
leadership, your view of your own (or even 
some perfectly objective view, supposing one 
could be had) is less important than other peo-
ple’s, because leadership is all about your ef-
fect on others. That’s why we start with a 360— 
as Tom did.

Ideally, you should go about this in a psycho-
metrically valid way, through a formal process 
in which you and your direct reports, peers, 
and bosses anonymously complete question-
naires ranking your leadership attributes on a 
quantitative scale. You and they should also 
answer some qualitative, open-ended ques-
tions concerning your strengths, your fatal 
flaws (if any), and the relative importance 
of those attributes to the company. By “fatal 

Before you can build on 
your strengths, you need 
an objective view of what 
they are. Ideally, this comes 
from a formal, confidential 
360-degree evaluation. But 
if that’s not possible, a 
direct approach can work. 
Try simply asking your team 
members, colleagues, and 
boss these simple ques-
tions, either in person or  
in writing.

WHAT LEADERSHIP  
SKILLS do you think are 
strengths for me?

IS THERE ANYTHING 
I DO THAT MIGHT BE 
CONSIDERED A FATAL 
FLAW—that could derail 
my career or lead me to fail 
in my current job if it’s not 
addressed?

WHAT LEADERSHIP  
ABILITY, IF OUTSTANDING, 
WOULD HAVE THE MOST 
SIGNIFICANT IMPACT on 
the productivity or effec-
tiveness of the organization?

WHAT LEADERSHIP  
ABILITIES OF MINE have 
the most significant impact 
on you?

Do your best to exhibit re-
ceptiveness and to create a 
feeling of safety (especially 
for direct reports). Make 
it clear that you’re seeking 
self-improvement. Tell your 
colleagues explicitly that 
you are open to negative 
feedback and that you will 
absorb it professionally and 
appropriately—and without 
retribution. Of course, you 
need to follow through on 
this promise, or the entire 
process will fail. 

An Informal 360 
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ARTICLEAT� A� GLANCE
THE IDEA IN BRIEF

Good leaders can become exceptional by developing just 
a few of their strengths to the highest level—but not by 
merely doing more of the same.

Instead, they need to engage in the business equivalent 
of cross-training—that is, to enhance complementary 
skills that will enable them to make fuller use of their 
strengths. 

For example, technical skills can become more ef-
fective when communication skills improve, making a 
leader’s expertise more apparent and more accessible.

Once a few of their strengths have reached the level of 
outstanding, leaders become indispensable to their orga-
nizations despite the weaknesses they may have.

leaders close to the top quartile, three put them in the top quin-
tile, and four put them nearly in the top decile. (See the exhibit 

“What Difference Can a Single Strength Make?”)
In this context, a look at Tom’s 360 results sheds light on 

the question of why he was passed over for a plum assignment. 
Tom had no critical flaws, but he hadn’t yet demonstrated any 
outstanding strengths either. With no strengths above the 70th 
percentile, he didn’t score “good,” let alone “outstanding,” in 
overall leadership ability. Anyone in the organization with a 
single notable strength was likely to outpace him for promo-
tion opportunities. But if Tom could lift just a few of his relative 
strengths from the 70th to the 80th and then the 90th percen-
tile, his overall leadership effectiveness might go from above 
average to good to exceptional. Clearly, those strengths merited 
a closer examination.

Like many people, though, Tom was initially galvanized by 
the low bars on his chart, which evoked a mixture of guilt and 
denial. His relatively low score on building relationships called 
up uncomfortable memories of high school—something he 
didn’t mention as he looked over the results with his boss. But 
he did say that he couldn’t believe he wasn’t scored higher on 
innovativeness, and he started to tick off initiatives he felt he 
deserved credit for. Maybe he was innovative, and maybe he 
wasn’t. It’s common for your self-assessment to vary sharply 
from everyone else’s assessment of you. But remember that it’s 
others’ opinions that matter.

When Tom did turn his attention to his strengths, he wasn’t 
surprised to see that he scored well in focusing on results and 
in solving problems and analyzing issues. Less obvious to him, 
and perhaps more gratifying, were his relatively high marks in 
developing strategic perspective and inspiring and motivating 
others. Now he could move on to the next step.

flaws,” we mean flaws so critical that they can overpower any 
strengths you have or may develop—flaws that can derail your 
career.

Not every organization is able or willing to conduct 360s for 
everyone. So if that’s not feasible, you may be able to solicit 
qualitative data from your colleagues if—and this is a big ca-
veat—you can make them feel comfortable enough to be honest 
in their feedback. You could create your own feedback form 
and ask people to return it anonymously. (See the sidebar “An 
Informal 360” for a suggested set of questions.) We have also 
seen earnest one-on-one conversations work for this purpose; 
if nothing else, they show your coworkers that you are genu-
inely interested in self-improvement. (Nevertheless, it’s un-
likely that anyone will tell you directly if you have fatal flaws.)

In interpreting the results, people commonly focus first on 
their lowest scores. But unless those are extremely low (in the 
10th percentile), that’s a mistake. (We have found that 20% of 
executives do typically discover such a critical problem in their 
360s; if you’re among them, you must fix the flaw, which you 
can do in a linear way.)

What makes leaders indispensable to their organizations, 
our data unmistakably show, is not being good at many things 
but being uniquely outstanding at a few things. Such strengths 
allow a leader’s inevitable weaknesses to be overlooked. The 
executives in our database who exhibited no profound (that 
is, in the 90th percentile) strengths scored only in the 34th 
percentile, on average, in overall leadership effectiveness. 
But if they had just one outstanding strength, their overall 
leadership effectiveness score rose to the 64th  percentile, 
on average. In other words, the difference between being  
in the bottom third of leaders and being almost in the top third 
is a single extraordinary strength. Two profound strengths put 

Raising just  
one competency 
to the level of 
outstanding  
can up your 
overall leadership 
effectiveness 
ranking from  
the bottom  
third to almost  
the top third. 

PERCENTILE RANKING

34

LEADERS WITH 
NO OUTSTANDING 
STRENGTHS

64
LEADERS WITH ONE

72
...TWO

81
...THREE

89
...FOUR

91
...FIVE

What Difference Can a Single Strength Make?
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and a strength the organization needs that you don’t feel pas-
sionate about is just a chore.

You can use your colleagues’ importance ratings from the 360 
assessment to get a somewhat objective view of organizational 
needs. But the prospect of following his passions alarmed Tom, 
who didn’t know how to begin. Answering a series of questions 
made the notion more concrete. For each of the 16 competen-
cies, he ran down the following list:

Do I look for ways to enhance this skill?
Do I look for new ways to use it?
Am I energized, not exhausted, when I use it?
Do I pursue projects in which I can apply this strength?
Can I imagine devoting time to improving it?
Would I enjoy getting better at this skill?

What Skills Will Magnify My Strengths?

ABOVE Our research shows that 16 leadership competencies 
correlate strongly with positive business outcomes. Each of them 
has up to a dozen “competency companions” whose development 
will strengthen the core skill.

DISPLAYS 
HONESTY 
AND 
INTEGRITY

Shows concern and 
consideration for others

Is trustworthy

Demonstrates optimism

Is assertive

Inspires and motivates 
others

Deals well with ambiguity

Is decisive

Focuses on results

EXHIBITS 
TECHNICAL/
PROFESSIONAL 
EXPERTISE

Solves problems and 
analyzes issues

Builds relationships and 
networks

Communicates powerfully 
and broadly

Pursues excellence

Takes initiative

Develops others

Displays honesty and 
integrity

Acts in the team’s best 
interest

INNOVATES

Is willing to take risks and 
challenge the status quo

Supports others in risk 
taking

Solves problems and 
analyzes issues

Champions change

Learns quickly from success 
and failure

Develops strategic 
perspective

Takes initiative

Inspires and motivates 
others

Is willing to take risks and 
challenge the status quo

Gains the support of others

Develops strategic 
perspective

Champions change

Is decisive

Has technical and business 
expertise

Focuses on results

SOLVES 
PROBLEMS 
AND ANALYZES 
ISSUES

Takes initiative

Is organized and good at 
planning 

Is decisive

Innovates

Wants to tackle challenges

Develops strategic 
perspective

Acts independently

Has technical expertise

Communicates powerfully 
and broadly

PRACTICES 
SELF-
DEVELOPMENT

Listens

Is open to others’ ideas

Respects others

Displays honesty and 
integrity

Inspires and motivates 
others

Provides eff ective feedback 
and development

Takes initiative

Is willing to take risks and 
challenge the status quo

TAKES 
INITIATIVE

Anticipates problems

Emphasizes speed

Is organized and good at 
planning

Champions others

Deals well with ambiguity

Follows through

Inspires and motivates 
others

Establishes stretch goals

Displays honesty and 
integrity

FOCUSES 
ON RESULTS

Is organized and good at 
planning

Displays honesty and 
integrity

Anticipates problems

Sees desired results clearly

Provides eff ective feedback 
and development

Establishes stretch goals

Is personally accountable

Is quick to act

Provides rewards and 
recognition

Creates a high-performance 
team

Marshals adequate 
resources

Innovates

CHARACTER PERSONAL CAPABILITY GETTING RESULTS

ESTABLISHES 
STRETCH 
GOALS

Choose a strength to focus on. Choices between good and 
bad are easy. But choices between good and good cause us to 
deliberate and second-guess. It may not matter which compe-
tency Tom selected, since enhancing any one of them would 
markedly improve his leadership eff ectiveness. Nevertheless, 
we recommend that developing leaders focus on a competency 
that matters to the organization and about which they feel 
some passion, because a strength you feel passionate about 
that is not important to your organization is essentially a hobby, 
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Counting his “yes” answers gave Tom a solid way to quan-
tify his passions. A simple worksheet showed him how his 
skills, his passions, and the organization’s needs dovetailed 
(see the exhibit “Narrowing Down the Options”). When Tom 
checked off  his top fi ve competencies, his fi ve passions, and the 
organization’s top priorities, he could see a clear convergence. 
He decided to focus on the strength that, as it happens, we 
have found to be most universally associated with extraordi-
nary leadership: “inspires and motivates others.”

Select a complementary behavior. People who excel at mo-
tivating others are good at persuading them to take action and 
to go the extra mile. They eff ectively exercise power to infl u-
ence key decisions for the benefi t of the organization. They 
know how to motivate diff erent people in diff erent ways. So 

it was not surprising that Tom already did those things pretty 
well. He scanned the list of competency companions:

Connects emotionally with others
Establishes stretch goals
Exhibits clear vision and direction
Communicates powerfully and broadly
Develops others
Collaborates and fosters teamwork
Nurtures innovation
Takes initiative
Champions change
Is a strong role model

You should choose a companion behavior that, like a good 
strength, is important to the organization and makes you 

COMMUNICATES 
POWERFULLY 
AND BROADLY

Inspires and motivates others

Develops strategic perspective

Establishes stretch goals

Deals eff ectively with the outside 
world

Is trustworthy

Involves others

Translates messages for clarity

Solves problems and analyzes 
issues

Takes initiative

Innovates

Develops others

INSPIRES AND 
MOTIVATES 
OTHERS 

Connects emotionally with 
others

Establishes stretch goals

Exhibits clear vision and 
direction

Communicates powerfully 
and broadly

Develops others

Collaborates and fosters 
teamwork

Nurtures innovation

Takes initiative

Champions change

Is a strong role model

DEVELOPS 
OTHERS

Practices self-development

Shows concern and consider-
ation for others

Is motivated by the success 
of others

Practices inclusion and values 
diversity

Develops strategic 
perspective

Provides eff ective feedback 
and development

Inspires and motivates others

Innovates

Provides rewards and 
recognition

Displays honesty and integrity

CHAMPIONS 
CHANGE

Inspires and motivates others

Builds relationships and 
networks

Develops others

Provides rewards and 
recognition

Practices inclusion and values 
diversity

Innovates

Focuses on results

Is willing to take risks and 
challenge the status quo

Develops strategic perspective

BUILDS 
RELATIONSHIPS

Collaborates and fosters 
teamwork

Displays honesty and 
integrity

Develops others

Listens

Communicates powerfully 
and broadly

Provides rewards and 
recognition

Practices inclusion and 
values diversity

Demonstrates optimism

Practices self-development

COLLABORATES 
AND FOSTERS 
TEAMWORK

Is trustworthy

Builds relationships and 
networks

Practices inclusion and values 
diversity

Develops strategic perspective

Establishes stretch goals

Communicates powerfully and 
broadly

Displays honesty and integrity

Adapts to change

Inspires and motivates others

Develops others

DEVELOPS 
STRATEGIC 
PERSPECTIVE

Focuses on customers

Innovates

Solves problems and 
analyzes issues

Communicates powerfully 
and broadly

Establishes stretch goals

Demonstrates business 
acumen

Champions change

Inspires and motivates 
others

CONNECTS 
THE GROUP TO 
THE OUTSIDE 
WORLD

Develops broad perspective

Develops strategic 
perspective

Inspires and motivates 
others

Has strong interpersonal 
skills

Takes initiative

Gathers and assimilates 
information

Champions change

Communicates powerfully 
and broadly

INTERPERSONAL SKILLS LEADING CHANGE



34   Harvard Business Review OnPoint  |  SUMMER 2016  |  HBR.org

Making Yourself IndispensableMANAGING YOURSELF

presentations to senior management or ask colleagues to cri-
tique some of his memos and e-mails. He might volunteer to 
help high school students write college application essays. 
He could videotape himself making speeches or join a local 
Toastmasters club.

Tom decided to seek the advice of a colleague whose com-
munication skills he admired. The colleague suggested (among 
other things) that because writing was not a strong point, Tom 
should practice communicating more in person or over the 
phone. This turned out to be challenging: Tom found that be-
fore he could even begin, he had to change his approach to 
e-mail, because he was in the habit of constantly checking and 
replying to it throughout the day. He couldn’t always substi-
tute the phone, because he couldn’t make calls while he was 
in a meeting or talking to someone else. He started to set aside 
specific times of the day for e-mail so that he could reply by 
phone or in person—a small change that had unexpected con-
sequences. Instead of being interrupted and distracted at ran-
dom moments throughout the day (and evening), his staffers 
had concentrated, direct interactions with him. They found 
these more efficient and effective, even though they could no 

longer choose when (or whether) to reply 
to Tom’s cryptic e-mails. Tom found that 
he connected better with people he talked 
to, both because his attention wasn’t di-
vided between them and his BlackBerry 
and because he could read their tone of 
voice and body language. As a result, he 
absorbed more information, and his col-
leagues felt he was more attentive to  
their views.

Tom also started to pay more attention 
not just to how he was communicating 
but to what he was saying. His colleague 
suggested that Tom start to keep track of 
how often he issued instructions versus 
how often he asked questions. Tom also 
took note of how much of what he said 
was criticism (constructive or otherwise) 
and how much was encouragement. In-
creasing the proportion of questions and 
encouragement had an immediate effect: 
His team began to understand him more 
quickly, so he didn’t have to repeat him-
self as often. Several team members ac-
tually thanked him for allowing them to 
express their points of view.

Like Tom, you should expect to see 
some concrete evidence of improve-
ment within 30 to 60 days. If you don’t, 
what you’re doing is not working. That 
said, complementary behaviors improve 
steadily with practice, and Tom’s prog-

Narrowing Down the Options

The strength you focus on should be both important 
to the organization and important to you. A simple 
worksheet (like Tom’s, below) can help you see 
where your strengths and interests and the needs of 
your organization converge. Choose five competen-
cies in each of the three categories. 
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  1. DISPLAYS HONESTY AND INTEGRITY

  2. EXHIBITS TECHNICAL/PROFESSIONAL EXPERTISE X 1

  3. SOLVES PROBLEMS AND ANALYZES ISSUES X 1

  4. INNOVATES X X 2

  5. PRACTICES SELF-DEVELOPMENT

  6. FOCUSES ON RESULTS X 1

  7. ESTABLISHES STRETCH GOALS

  8. TAKES INITIATIVE X 1

  9. COMMUNICATES POWERFULLY AND BROADLY X 1

10. INSPIRES AND MOTIVATES OTHERS X X X 3

11. BUILDS RELATIONSHIPS X 1

12. DEVELOPS OTHERS X 1

13. COLLABORATES AND FOSTERS TEAMWORK X 1

14. DEVELOPS STRATEGIC PERSPECTIVE X X 2

15. CHAMPIONS CHANGE

16. CONNECTS THE GROUP TO THE OUTSIDE WORLD

feel enthusiastic about tackling it. But at this point it’s also  
constructive to consider your lower scores. In talking these 
points over with his manager, Tom decided to work on his com-
munication skills, which didn’t score particularly high but were 
high enough that raising them a little could make a significant 
difference.

Develop it in a linear way. Having settled on a competency 
companion, Tom could now work at directly improving his ba-
sic skills in that area. Strong communicators speak concisely 
and deliver effective presentations. Their instructions are clear. 
They write well. They can explain new concepts clearly. They 
help people understand how their work contributes to broader 
business objectives. They can translate terms used by people 
in different functions. Tom saw lots of room for improvement 
here: No one would ever call him concise; he didn’t always fin-
ish sentences he’d started; and he found writing a challenge.

We would have recommended that he look for as many 
opportunities as possible, both inside and outside work, to 
improve his communication. He could take a course in busi-
ness writing. He could practice with friends and family, in 
his church or his community. He could volunteer to make 
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ress is typical: Fifteen months later, on taking another 360, 
he found he’d moved into the 82nd percentile in his ability to 
inspire. He wasn’t extraordinary yet, but he was getting close. 
Our advice would be to keep at it—to improve another compe-
tency companion or two until he reaches the 90th percentile 
and becomes truly exceptional at inspiring others. Then he 
can start the entire process again with another strength and its 
complements, and another—at which point he will be making 
a uniquely valuable contribution to his company.

Can You Overdo It?
Everyone knows someone who is too assertive, too technically 
oriented, too focused on driving for results. Many people cite 
examples like these to argue against the wisdom of improving 
your leadership effectiveness by strengthening your strengths. 
Our research does in fact show a point where balance becomes 
important. The data suggests that the difference between hav-
ing four profound strengths and having five is a gain of merely 
2 percentage points in overall leadership effectiveness. Thus 
leaders who are already exceptional should consider one  
more variable.

You will note in the exhibit “What Skills Will Magnify My 
Strengths?” that the 16 differentiating competencies fall into 
five broader categories: character, personal capability, getting 
results, interpersonal skills, and leading change. People who 
have many strengths should consider how they are distributed 
across those categories and focus improvement efforts on an 
underrepresented one.

But we cannot think of a less constructive approach to 
improving your leadership effectiveness than treating your 

strengths as weaknesses. Have you ever known anyone who 
had too much integrity? Was too effective a communicator? 
Was just too inspiring? Developing competency companions 
works precisely because, rather than simply doing more of the 
same, you are enhancing how you already behave with new 
ways of working and interacting that will make that behavior 
more effective.

FOCUSING ON YOUR strengths is hardly a new idea. Forty-four 
years ago Peter Drucker made the business case eloquently in 
The Effective Executive: “Unless…an executive looks for strength 
and works at making strength productive, he will only get the 
impact of what a man cannot do, of his lacks, his weaknesses, 
his impediments to performance and effectiveness. To staff 
from what there is not and to focus on weakness is wasteful—a 
misuse, if not abuse, of the human resource.” Since then a body 
of work has grown up supporting and advocating for Drucker’s 
approach. Our own research shows how big a difference 
developing a few strengths can make. It is distressing to find 
that fewer than 10% of the executives we work with have any 
plan to do so.

We are convinced that the problem is less a matter of convic-
tion than of execution. Executives need a path to enhancing 
their strengths that is as clear as the one to fixing their weak-
nesses. That is the greatest value, we believe, of the cross- 
training approach: It allows people to use the linear improve-
ment techniques they know and understand to produce a 
nonlinear result.

Often executives complain to us that there are not enough 
good leaders in their organizations. We would argue that in 
fact far too many leaders are merely good. The challenge is not 
to replace bad leaders with good ones; it is to turn people like 
Tom—hardworking, capable executives who are reasonably 
good at their jobs—into outstanding leaders with distinctive 
strengths. 

John H. Zenger is the CEO and Joseph R. Folkman is the president 
of Zenger Folkman, a leadership development consultancy. They  
are also coauthors of The Extraordinary Leader (McGraw-Hill).  
Scott K. Edinger is the founder of Edinger Consulting Group.
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SOME EMPLOYEES are more talented than others. That’s a fact of organiza-
tional life that few executives and HR managers would dispute. The more 
debatable point is how to treat the people who appear to have the highest 
potential. Opponents of special treatment argue that all employees are 
talented in some way and, therefore, all should receive equal opportunities 
for growth. Devoting a disproportionate amount of energy and resources to 
a select few, their thinking goes, might cause you to overlook the potential 
contributions of the many. But the disagreement doesn’t stop there. Some 
executives say that a company’s list of high potentials—and the process 
for creating it—should be a closely guarded secret. After all, why dampen 
motivation among the roughly 95% of employees who aren’t on the list?

For the past 15 to 20 years, we’ve been studying programs for high-
potential leaders. Most recently we surveyed 45 companies worldwide 
about how they identify and develop these people. We then interviewed 
HR executives at a dozen of those companies to gain insights about the 
experiences they provide for high potentials and about the criteria for get-
ting and staying on the list. Then, guided by input from HR leaders, we met 
with and interviewed managers they’d designated as rising stars.

Our research makes clear that high-potential talent lists exist, whether 
or not companies acknowledge them and whether the process for  

by Douglas A. Ready, Jay A. Conger,  
and Linda A. Hill

Leaders at your company are constantly wondering that about you,  
whether they own up to it or not. Here’s how to get them to answer yes.

Are You a  
High Potential?

MANAGING YOURSELF



HBR.org  |  SUMMER 2016  |  Harvard Business Review OnPoint   37

developing them is formal or informal. Of the companies 
we studied, 98% reported that they purposefully identify 
high potentials. Especially when resources are constrained, 
companies do place disproportionate attention on develop-
ing the people they think will lead their organizations into  
the future.

So you might be asking yourself, “How do I get—and stay—
on my company’s high-potential list?” This article can help you 
begin to answer that question. Think of it as a letter to the mil-
lions of smart, competent, hardworking, trustworthy employ-
ees who are progressing through their careers with some degree 
of satisfaction but are still wondering how to get where they re-
ally want to go. We’ll look at the specific qualities of managers 
whose firms identified them as having made the grade.

The Anatomy of a High Potential
Let’s begin with our definition of a high-potential employee. 
Your company may have a different definition or might not 
even officially distinguish high potentials from other employ-
ees. However, our research has shown that companies tend to 
think of the top 3% to 5% of their talent in these terms:

“High potentials consistently and significantly outperform 
their peer groups in a variety of settings and circumstances. 
While achieving these superior levels of performance, they ex-
hibit behaviors that reflect their companies’ culture and val-
ues in an exemplary manner. Moreover, they show a strong 
capacity to grow and succeed throughout their careers within 
an organization—more quickly and effectively than their peer 
groups do.”

That’s the basic anatomy of a high potential. Gaining mem-
bership in this elite group starts with three essential elements.

Deliver strong results—credibly. Making your numbers 
is important, but it isn’t enough. You’ll never get on a high-
potential list if you don’t perform with distinction or if your 
results come at the expense of someone else. Competence is 
the baseline quality for high performance. But you also need 
to prove your credibility. That means building trust and confi-
dence among your colleagues and, thereby, influencing a wide 
array of stakeholders.

Look at Jackie Goodwin, a bank executive cited by her HR 
department as a high potential. Jackie started out in the in-
surance division but wanted to switch to banking, which she 
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perceived as a career path with more room for 
growth. Her general management skills were 
highly regarded, and she had a proven track 
record in fi nancial services within insurance. 
The banking side’s desire for new blood and a 
lack of succession planning in the region posi-
tioned her well as an outsider. Indeed, her rec-
ord was as strong—if not stronger—than that 
of the insiders.

When Jackie was off ered a stretch assign-
ment in the banking division—a promotion to 
vice president and regional operating offi  cer 
in Germany, the bank’s second largest Euro-
pean operation—she accepted it, even though 
the odds were against her. Nobody there had 
heard of her, and she knew little about banking. 
What’s more, she’d been forced on the regional 
president, who wanted someone with experi-
ence. Her biggest challenge was to gain cred-
ibility. The German staff  was accustomed to 
running its own show, so Jackie fi gured she’d 
fail if she couldn’t get the team on her side.

Jackie resolved to make helping her new 
colleagues a priority. In her fi rst three weeks, 
she met with dozens of managers and openly 
acknowledged that she faced a steep learning 
curve. She also focused on achieving small 
wins on issues that had long been thorns in 
their sides. For example, she went out of her 
way to streamline the process for opening new 
accounts. As for her skeptical boss, she aimed 
to take as much off  his plate as possible. She 
would ask, “What time-consuming tasks would 
you like to see addressed within 90 days?” 
Then she’d get right to work. For instance, he 
disliked confrontation, so Jackie tackled issues 
with potential for confl ict, such as redesign-
ing planning processes and resolving decision 
rights. She gained a reputation as a problem 
solver, and her infl uence grew steadily. Today, 
Jackie is the head of all commercial lending for 
the bank and is still considered a rising star.

Master new types of expertise. Early in 
your career, getting noticed is all about mas-
tering the technical expertise that the job re-
quires. As you progress, you need to broaden 
that expertise. You start by managing an em-
ployee or a small group and then move on 
to larger teams and positions (for instance, at 
corporate headquarters) that require you to ex-
ercise infl uence despite having limited formal 
authority. For example, in senior roles techni-
cal excellence might fade in value relative to 

strategic-thinking and motivational skills. At 
a certain point, you will face the challenge of 
letting go as much as the challenge of adding 
on. Don’t aspire, for example, to be the best en-
gineer and the best design team leader at the 
same time.

For some, such lessons are learned the hard 
way. One exceptionally talented software engi-
neer, whom we’ll call Luke, had won many ac-
colades during a relatively short career. Confi -
dent in his potential, Luke’s managers put him 
in charge of a team that was creating a product 
extension expected to attract a whole new cat-
egory of users. Luke was well liked and happily 
took on the challenge, but he failed to recog-
nize that technical skill alone wouldn’t suffi  ce. 
After several missed deadlines, company ex-
ecutives created a face-saving, senior-level 

“expert” post for him. Meanwhile, they put an-
other technically skilled employee, who also 
had project-management expertise, in charge. 
Luke, no longer a high potential, went on to 
have a fairly distinguished career as a technical 
expert, but not in an enterprise leadership role.

Recognize that behavior counts. Although 
your performance gets you noticed and pro-
moted early in your career, your behavior is 
what keeps you on the radar as a high potential. 
Outstanding skills never really diminish in im-
portance, but they become a given as you are 
expected to excel in roles with broader reach. 
Prospective candidates for that coveted high-
potential label must demonstrate a behavioral 
shift from “fi t and affi  liation” to “role model 
and teacher.”

The rise of general manager Phil Nolan to 
the executive ranks of his company, a market 
leader in laundry products, was due in large 
part to his role-model qualities. Phil was placed 
in charge of the fi rm’s troubled core product, a 
liquid detergent whose sales were in a multi-
year downward slide. Two high-visibility mar-
keting managers had each been given a chance 
to reinvigorate product sales. Both had tried 
price-reduction tactics, to no avail. Then it was 
Phil’s turn. But, with a background in product 
development rather than marketing, he was 
the dark horse candidate.

Fortunately, corporate executives saw more 
in Phil, who had engineered a turnaround at a 
troubled product-development group by fos-
tering cooperative relationships and teamwork. 
Highly trustworthy, he could engage people in 

Jackie resolved to make helping her new 
colleagues a priority. In her fi rst three weeks, 
she met with dozens of managers and openly 
acknowledged that she faced a steep learning 
curve. She also focused on achieving small 
wins on issues that had long been thorns in 
their sides. For example, she went out of her 
way to streamline the process for opening new 
accounts. As for her skeptical boss, she aimed 
to take as much off  his plate as possible. She 
would ask, “What time-consuming tasks would 
you like to see addressed within 90 days?” 
Then she’d get right to work. For instance, he 
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with potential for confl ict, such as redesign-
ing planning processes and resolving decision 
rights. She gained a reputation as a problem 
solver, and her infl uence grew steadily. Today, 
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the bank and is still considered a rising star.
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your career, getting noticed is all about mas-
tering the technical expertise that the job re-
quires. As you progress, you need to broaden 
that expertise. You start by managing an em-
ployee or a small group and then move on 
to larger teams and positions (for instance, at 
corporate headquarters) that require you to ex-

have a fairly distinguished career as a technical 
expert, but not in an enterprise leadership role.

Recognize that behavior counts. 
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Prospective candidates for that coveted high-
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The rise of general manager Phil Nolan to 
the executive ranks of his company, a market 
leader in laundry products, was due in large 
part to his role-model qualities. Phil was placed 
in charge of the fi rm’s troubled core product, a 
liquid detergent whose sales were in a multi-
year downward slide. Two high-visibility mar-
keting managers had each been given a chance 
to reinvigorate product sales. Both had tried 
price-reduction tactics, to no avail. Then it was 
Phil’s turn. But, with a background in product 
development rather than marketing, he was 
the dark horse candidate.

Fortunately, corporate executives saw more 
in Phil, who had engineered a turnaround at a 

colleagues a priority. In her fi rst three weeks, 
she met with dozens of managers and openly 
acknowledged that she faced a steep learning 
curve. She also focused on achieving small 
wins on issues that had long been thorns in 
their sides. For example, she went out of her 
way to streamline the process for opening new 
accounts. As for her skeptical boss, she aimed 
to take as much off  his plate as possible. She 
would ask, “What time-consuming tasks would 
you like to see addressed within 90 days?” 
Then she’d get right to work. For instance, he 
disliked confrontation, so Jackie tackled issues 
with potential for confl ict, such as redesign-

your performance gets you noticed and pro-
moted early in your career, your behavior is 
what keeps you on the radar as a high potential. 
Outstanding skills never really diminish in im-
portance, but they become a given as you are 
expected to excel in roles with broader reach. 
Prospective candidates for that coveted high-
potential label must demonstrate a behavioral 
shift from “fi t and affi  liation” to “role model 
and teacher.”

Anatomy 
of a High  
Potential

1
2
3
4

Drive to excel

 Catalytic learning 
capability

Enterprising spirit

Dynamic sensors

High potentials always 
deliver strong results, 
master new types of 
expertise, and recognize 
that behavior counts. 
But it’s their intangible 
X factors that truly 
distinguish them from 
the pack.

THE FOUR 
X FACTORS OF 
HIGH POTENTIALS
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ARTICLEAT� A� GLANCE
THE IDEA IN BRIEF

Nearly all companies identify their high-potential manag-
ers. Processes for developing lists of high potentials vary, 
but the rising stars who make the grade are remarkably 
similar in their core characteristics and behaviors. In a 
sense, they share a basic anatomy.

The constitution of a high potential includes four 
intangible factors: a drive to excel, a catalytic learning ca-
pability, an enterprising spirit, and dynamic sensors that 
detect opportunities and obstacles. The best exemplars 
of the high-potential profile exhibit all four in spades.

Getting onto a high-potential list is extremely desirable, 
but it can demand great sacrifice. And the consequences 
of falling off the rolls after having been given the honor 
can be substantial and permanent.

new approaches, could actually become a recipe for career di-
saster. High potentials can get derailed for a number of reasons. 
They may, for instance, be tempted to impulsively accept what 
seems like a hot opportunity, only to find that it’s a break (not a 
stretch) assignment or that there’s no long-term career payoff. 
Another possibility of derailment comes from a desire to please. 
High potentials may avoid open disagreement with the boss 
or resist giving honest, potentially disappointing feedback to 
a peer. Successful high potentials have well-tuned radar that 
puts a higher premium on quality results.

Beyond judgment, high potentials possess what we call “dy-
namic sensors,” which enable them to skirt these risks, even 
if just barely. They have a feel for timing, an ability to quickly 
read situations, and a nose for opportunity. Their enterprising 
spirit might otherwise lead them to make foolish decisions, but 
these sensors help them decide, for example, when to pursue 
something and when to pull back. High potentials have a knack 
for being in the right place at the right time.

very candid conversations about business challenges. As a re-
sult, he was able to get to the core of a problem quickly and find 
viable solutions. Phil not only was superb at motivating people 
but also had a keen eye for patterns and an impressive strategic 
vision. He applied all those skills to the new assignment.

Within the first year in his new role, Phil led his team to grow 
product sales by 30%. In our interview with the company’s HR 
executive, she emphasized Phil’s ability to win people over: 

“There is humility to him despite the fact that he is now the 
public face of the brand. Phil helps his peers succeed rather 
than threatening them. He is a role model for the organization.”

How High Potentials Are Hardwired
You’re doing everything right. You’re delivering value and early 
results. You’re mastering new areas of expertise as you face 
increasingly complex challenges. You embrace your organi-
zation’s culture and values. You exude confidence and have 
earned the respect of others. Maybe you’re regularly putting 
in a 50-hour week and getting excellent reviews. Nevertheless, 
high-potential status remains elusive.

This can be infuriating because the real differentiators—what 
we call the “X factors”—are somewhat intangible and usually 
don’t show up on lists of leadership competencies or on perfor-
mance review forms. Here are those factors, which can tip the 
scales and help you achieve and maintain that coveted high-
potential rating.

X FACTOR #1 A drive to excel. High potentials aren’t just high 
achievers. They are driven to succeed. Good, even very good, 
isn’t good enough. Not by any stretch. They are more than will-
ing to go that extra mile and realize they may have to make sac-
rifices in their personal lives in order to advance. That doesn’t 
mean they aren’t true to their values, but sheer ambition may 
lead them to make some pretty hard choices.

X FACTOR #2 A catalytic learning capability. We often think 
of high potentials as relentless learners, but a lot of people out 
there learn continually yet lack an action or results orientation. 
The high potentials we have come across possess what we call 
a “catalytic learning capability.” They have the capacity to scan 
for new ideas, the cognitive capability to absorb them, and the 
common sense to translate that new learning into productive 
action for their customers and their organizations.

X FACTOR #3 An enterprising spirit. High potentials are al-
ways searching for productive ways to blaze new paths. They 
are explorers and, as such, take on the challenges of leaving 
their career comfort zones periodically in order to advance. It 
might mean a risky move—a tricky international assignment, 
for instance, or a cross-unit shift that demands an entirely new 
set of skills. Given high potentials’ drive to succeed, you might 
think they’d be reluctant to take such a chance. But most seem 
to find that the advantages—the excitement and opportunity—
outweigh the risks.

X FACTOR #4 Dynamic sensors. Being driven to excel and 
having an enterprising spirit, combined with the urge to find 10%

Half of survey respondents said 
their top teams spend less than 

of their time developing 
high-potential leaders.
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tice. This move initially meant a pay cut for Vineet, but also 
another chance to learn about building a business.

Vineet recounted other intriguing opportunities that had 
opened up during his consulting career, when the Sarbanes–
Oxley Act became law in the United States in 2002. Clients were 
banging down his door. Although compliance work promised 
handsome compensation, it didn’t match his priorities of learn-
ing and effecting large-scale positive change in emerging econ-
omies. So Vineet moved to Synthes, where his X factors were 
evident in spades.

A drive to excel. A drive to succeed can, well, drive some 
people to the brink. The key is to channel the instinct. So, for in-
stance, Vineet decided he should always think like people one 
level above him. That meant asking many questions—some-
times to the consternation of his peers and bosses—but he bal-
anced his incessant questioning with an insatiable desire to 
deliver. Nobody could doubt his commitment to the work and 
the company, and Vineet’s ambition was not a matter of per-
sonal triumph. In fact, as country manager for India he created 
a 150-page book celebrating the contributions of his colleagues 
and highlighting their common values. It became something of 
a textbook for the Indian operation at Synthes, and employees 
found it illuminating. Indeed, it generated so much buzz that 
some employees who had left the company actually returned 
because the organization had been energized by it.

Vineet was not driven primarily by a wish to get ahead. His 
original aspiration was what fueled him. To that end he wrote 
an 85-page business plan that included a vision for bringing 
world-class education to all Indian surgeons, including those 
in remote areas. Synthes’s CEO has said that the plan changed 
how the company looked at India.

A catalytic learning capability. When Vineet traveled to 
the United States for a Synthes strategy meeting, he stayed on 
longer to be a “fly on the wall” with the U.S. salespeople. During 
his stay, Vineet went with them on dozens of sales calls. Hav-

Anatomy of an X Factor Exemplar
One of the many high potentials we met was Vineet Kapoor, 
described as a rising star by his bosses at Swiss medical device 
company Synthes. This more than $3 billion business manufac-
tures and markets implants and biomaterials used in surgery 
and regeneration of the skeleton and soft tissues.

In school, long before ending up at Synthes, Vineet intended 
to pursue science and had a passion for improving the lives of 
people in emerging economies such as India. That basic vision 
remained with him, but his career took an unexpected path. 
After college, to the surprise of his peers, he chose account-
ing in order to gain financial expertise that would serve him 
well in any business career. He accepted a position with Indian 
professional services firm A.F. Ferguson, which had a leading 
portfolio of audit clients (it was eventually acquired by Deloitte 
in 2004). He then moved to Arthur Andersen (which merged 
with Ernst & Young) and eventually to KPMG in Gurgaon, India, 
where his then-boss was charged with leading the India prac-

Should You Tell Her She’s a High Potential?
Whether or not a company 
should make its list of high 
potentials transparent is an 
evergreen question. In our 
surveys of 45 company policies 
and in our work with firms 
during the past 15 to 20 years, 
we have found a growing trend 
toward transparency. The 
percentage of companies that 
inform high potentials of their 
status has risen from 70% 

about a decade ago to 85% 
today. Employers, we believe, 
are coming to see talent as a 
strategic resource that, like 
other types of capital, can 
move around. Executives are 
tired of exit interviews in which 
promising employees say, “If  
I had known you had plans for 
me and were serious about 
following through, I would  
have stayed.”

Nevertheless, making 
your list of high potentials 
transparent increases the 
pressure to do something with 
the people who are on it. If 
you tell someone you view her 
as a future leader, you need 
to back that up with tangible 
progress in her professional 
development. Otherwise, she 
may feel manipulated and 
even lose motivation. In one 

case, we witnessed a near riot 
at a company offsite, where a 
group of high potentials said 
they felt “played”—that their 
status was just a retention 
tactic, with no real plans to 
promote them. Either approach 
has risks: If you don’t make the 
list public, you might lose your 
best performers; if you opt for 
transparency, you’ll heighten 
the expectation of action.

You’re doing everything 
right. You’re delivering 
value and early results. 
But high-potential 
status remains elusive. 
Developing your X factors 
puts it in reach. 
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ing gotten the CEO’s attention with his growth strategy, Vineet 
thought the company would be able to execute it only with 
the help of more and diff erent employees. He took what he’d 
learned from the U.S. sales staff  to create a new salesperson 
competency profi le for India—one that highlighted entrepre-
neurship, an attribute he thought would be crucial for deliver-
ing on the promise of the Indian market.

An enterprising spirit. For Vineet, one of the toughest 
aspects of career growth was leaving his comfort zone, both 
professionally and personally. He turned down several oppor-
tunities, including one that would have required relocating 
to the United States. But he eventually took a post as director 
of strategic initiatives for the Asia Pacifi c region, a move that 
forced him to leave India for Singapore. To prepare himself, 
Vineet agreed to a year of global rotation, spending part of his 
time in the U.S. corporate offi  ce and the rest in the European 
headquarters in Switzerland. He had to adapt his personal style 
and develop new strategies. He knew how to lead a team as 
a country manager, but supporting other country managers 
in achieving their visions was daunting. Vineet loved running 
his own business and having P&L responsibility; the new job 
meant playing a support role and getting things done through 
infl uence instead of direct control.

Dynamic sensors. High potentials may be resented and en-
vied as well as admired—all of which can be a source of stress. 
A true high potential understands this and strives to reduce 
animosity. Vineet certainly cared about how he was perceived. 
When he was fi rst off ered the country manager lead for India, 
at age 29, he considered turning it down because he thought 
others might see him as too young or inexperienced. That 
awareness of others’ perceptions is a defi ning attribute of a 
high potential.

93%
of survey respondents said that high 
potentials get promoted faster than 
other employees do. Self-fulfi lling 
prophecy or great selection?

Developing Your X Factors
The X factors of high potentials not only don’t show up in lead-
ership competency models, but also are diffi  cult to teach and 
learn, particularly in a classroom setting. Nevertheless, you can 
boost your odds of developing your X factors.

Becoming aware of where you’re falling short is the fi rst step. 
For instance, if you fi nd yourself repeatedly getting blindsided 
by events, chances are your dynamic sensors aren’t very strong. 
Some people are more attuned to their environment than oth-
ers, but you can learn to improve your radar by taking simple 
measures such as listening to others more carefully, observing 
their reactions to what you say, and refreshing your network of 
relationships so that it better attunes you to the new businesses 
and markets your company is pursuing.

Catalytic learning requires an interest in acting, not just 
learning. Learning without actually changing your behavior 
is an opportunity wasted. It may be diffi  cult to develop more 

Three C’s for CEOs and HR Professionals
As you cultivate your pipeline of high potentials, follow these principles:

Be   Clear

in how you develop talent. Avoid adopting a 
“development for all” mentality when times 
are good but then making deep cuts when 
times are tight.

about the next gener ation. 
That marketing manager from 
Shanghai who doesn’t quite 
fi t your mold might be just 
the talent you need to win 
in the future.

with your people about the 
skills and behaviors that your 
organization needs for the 
future—and about why these 
characteristics will matter.

   Be 
Consistent

    Be   
Creative
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stakeholders whose clients needed new technology applica-
tions. She “knew the right answer” regardless of whether it 
met clients’ needs and expectations. Her dynamic sensors and 
catalytic learning capability were nowhere to be found. She was 
intelligent but not wise, and every effort at coaching her failed. 
Marta was too valuable to be fired, but she was removed from 
the succession track, which in the end cost her a possible multi-
million-dollar payout. She directed the project from a technical 
standpoint, but her career essentially stalled.

Being singled out for extra developmental attention also 
can entail sacrifices in your personal life. Some people love 
to change jobs often, but for others that creates an enormous 
amount of stress, not to mention tough family-related and 
other choices. People’s expectations of you are high, and col-
leagues who aren’t on the list may secretly, perhaps uncon-
sciously, want you to falter, or even resent you enough to hope 
you fall from grace.

GETTING ON a high-potential list can be a significant growth op-
portunity, so it’s not our intention to discourage great manag-
ers from aiming for it. However, you need to figure out not just 
how to get on the list but why you want to in the first place. And 
that means soul-searching. Are you ready for high-potential 
status? Is it what you really want? If so, the rewards of obtain-
ing it can be huge. If not, then focus on your passions in other 
ways. Whatever your answer, don’t forget: Performance always 
counts; your behavior matters more and more as you grow; and 
those X factors are your secret weapons. 

Douglas A. Ready is a senior lecturer in organization effectiveness at 
the MIT Sloan School of Management and the founder and president 
of ICEDR, a global talent-management research center in Lexington,  
Massachusetts. Jay A. Conger is the Henry R. Kravis Research  
Professor in Leadership Studies at Claremont McKenna College and a 
visiting professor of organizational behavior at London Business School. 
Linda A. Hill is the Wallace Brett Donham Professor of Business 
Administration and the faculty chair of the Leadership Initiative at 
Harvard Business School.
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drive or an enterprising spirit, but with reflection you can begin 
to be more proactive or take a few more risks. This all speaks to 
the importance of investing time and energy in self-reflection. 
You must also recognize the value of seeking advice from a 
coach or mentor—and of figuring out where an adviser’s help 
ends and your independence begins.

High-Potential Status Has Its Downsides
It’s great to be recognized for what you can do and how you 
might contribute to your company’s future, but high-potential 
status comes at a price. For starters, there’s no tenure. People 
can—and do—fall off the list, and some remove themselves vol-
untarily or by default because they don’t have the time or the 
passion for the journey. Virtually all companies we surveyed in-
dicated that remaining a high potential is not guaranteed, and 
we found that anywhere from 5% to 20% drop off the rolls each 
year, whether by choice or not.

Among the reasons for losing a spot on the high-potential 
list are making a poor transition into a new role, diminished 
performance two years in a row, behavior that’s out of line  
with the company’s culture and values, and a significant vis-
ible failure. A dramatic fall from grace that stands out in our 
research involved an executive, whom we’ll call Marta, who 
was in line for the position of chief technology officer at a lead-
ing financial services firm.

Marta was an extremely bright high-potential manager with 
superb technical skills. But she let her smarts get in the way. 
She didn’t want to “waste her time” talking with other senior 

ARTICLE

The Higher-Ambition 
Leader
by Nathaniel Foote,  
Russell Eisenstat,  
and Tobias Fredberg
HBR, September 2011
Product no. R1109G
A “higher-ambition” leader can 
drive a company to excellence 
despite daunting challenges. 
The authors examine the case 
of Standard Chartered Bank, 
particularly how successive 
CEOs propelled the company to 
high performance even during 
a difficult time for financial 
institutions.

BOOK

What You’re  
Really Meant to Do 
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How can you create your own 
definition of success—and 
reach your unique potential? 
Kaplan outlines specific exer-
cises to help you understand 
yourself more deeply, take 
control of your career, and 
build your capabilities ac-
cording to your passions and 
aspirations.
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What companies look  
for is a manager who  
can move from being  
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a game changer.
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Make Yourself  
an Expert
How to pull knowledge from the smartest people around you 

by Dorothy Leonard, Gavin Barton,  
and Michelle Barton

I DON’T KNOW what we’d do without him!” That’s what an executive in 
a Fortune 100 company recently told us about a brilliant project leader. 
We’ve heard the same sentiment expressed about many highly skilled spe-
cialists during the hundred-plus interviews we’ve conducted as part of 
our research into knowledge use and sharing. In organizations large and 
small, including NASA, the U.S. Forest Service, SAP, and Raytheon, man-
agers spoke of their dependence on colleagues who have “deep smarts”—
business-critical expertise, built up through years of experience, which 
helps them make wise, swift decisions about both strategy and tactics. 
These mavens may be top salespeople, technical wizards, risk managers, or 
operations troubleshooters, but they are all the “go-to” people for a given 
type of knowledge in their organizations.

Because deep smarts are mostly in experts’ heads—and sometimes 
people don’t even recognize that they possess them—they aren’t all that 
easy to pass on. This is a serious problem, both for the organization and for 
those who hope to become experts themselves. Several professions build 
apprenticeships into their training systems. Doctors, for instance, learn 
on the job as interns and residents, under the close guidance of attending 
physicians, before practicing on their own. But the management profes-
sion has no such path. You’re responsible for your own development. If you 
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wish to become a go-to person in your organization but don’t 
have the time or opportunity to accumulate all the experience 
of your predecessors, you must acquire the knowledge in a dif-
ferent way. The purpose of this article is to help you do just that.

A Rare Asset
Deep smarts are not merely facts and data that anyone can ac-
cess. They consist of know-how: skilled ways of thinking, mak-
ing decisions, and behaving that lead to success again and again. 
Because they are typically experience-based, deep smarts take 
time to develop. They are often found in only a few individuals. 
They are also frequently at risk. Baby boomers—some of whom 
have knowledge vital to their companies—are retiring in droves. 
And even in organizations where key experts are years from 
retiring, there are often only a few people with deep smarts in 
certain areas. If they’re hired away or fall ill, their knowledge 
could be lost. In some fields, rapid growth or geographic expan-
sion creates a sudden need for expertise that goes far beyond 
employees’ years of experience. Whatever the cause, the loss or 
scarcity of deep smarts can hurt the bottom line when deadlines 
are missed, a customer is alienated, or a process goes awry. 

This potential loss to the organization is an opportunity for 
would-be experts. Deep smarts can’t be hired off the street or 
right out of school. High-potential employees who prove their 
ability to quickly and efficiently acquire expertise will find 
themselves in great demand. 

So how do you acquire deep smarts? By consciously thinking 
about how the experts in your organization operate and delib-
erately learning from them. Of course, you can’t—and don’t 
want to—become a carbon copy of another person. Deeply 
smart people are unique—a product of their particular mind-
set, education, and experience. But you should be able to iden-
tify the elements of their knowledge and behavior that make 
them so valuable to the organization. For example, a colleague 
of the expert project leader mentioned earlier described him as 
an exceptional manager who could effortlessly solve any tech-
nical problem and always got the best out of his people. Initially, 
the colleague said he didn’t know how the guy did it. But, in 
fact, with some prodding, he could tell us that the project leader 
motivated his team members by matching their roles to their 
interests, offering them opportunities to present to clients, and 
taking personal responsibility for shortfalls and mistakes, while 
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Becoming an expert begins with deciding whom you will acquire knowledge from and how. Here is an excerpt 
from a step-by-step plan drawn up by Melissa, a high-potential sales rep in the beverage industry who aspires 
to become her firm’s in-house whiz at distribution. Her chosen mentor is George, a general manager at her 
company who is the “go-to” guy in that area.

Tools for Building Deep Smarts

IMMEDIATE GOAL
2 MONTHS
Learn how to evaluate dis-
tributors by studying retail 
stores they service 

TO-DO Visit five stores 
with George, and record 
what he notices. 

OBSERVATION
SHORT-TERM GOAL
6 MONTHS
Learn how to evaluate our 
firm’s performance from the 
distributors’ point of view

TO-DO Interview three dis-
tributors in region, asking 
about three things we do 
better and three things we 
do worse than competitors.

PRACTICE

TO-DO Analyze data from 
problem region, and visit 
stores there. With George, 
visit underperforming
distributors; then help 
him formulate a plan for 
addressing.

MIDTERM GOAL 
12 MONTHS
Be able to diagnose prob-
lems with distributors where 
our sales are down, and 
suggest solutions

PARTNER &  
PROBLEM SOLVE

TO-DO Take the lead on 
resolving conflicts between 
distributors and our 
company, and let George 
become the backup.

ULTIMATE GOAL  
24 MONTHS
Be considered a go-to 
person for issues with 
distributors

TAKE RESPONSIBILITY

LEARNING LOG

Visit to five retail stores with 
George

WHAT HAPPENED 
Looked at product position in 
coolers, and percentage of our 
product there, pricing, and 
promotions vs. the competition. 
George rearranged products in 
the cooler! Cited stats about 
positioning when manager pro-
tested, and manager gave in.

INSIGHTS
Store is a lens into how good 
the distributor is; George paid 
close attention to small details. 
See why we must go out into 
the field frequently—this was 
a good seller but could still 
improve.

FEBRUARY 2011

Visit to Kevan Wine & Beer,  
a distributor

WHAT HAPPENED 
George led off: Small talk,  
discussion of industry trends 
(puts guy at ease). Then he  
let me ask questions.

INSIGHTS  
We have the best price points, 
but our ads and promotions are 
not as good as the competitors’. 

Distributor gave good feed-
back; could we institutionalize 
collecting it quarterly? Maybe 
build better feedback loop to 
ad agencies?

Distributor mentioned best-
selling outlet in vicinity;  
I should visit and find out  
why it’s doing so well.

AUGUST 2011

Interview of bottom three 
distributors in Midwest  

WHAT HAPPENED 
Distributor complains that 
we’re creating minor brands 
on rigid schedules, causing 
stockouts or oversupply (and 
expiration of “sell by” dates).

INSIGHTS
Possible to schedule smaller 
but more-frequent batches?
Rigid scheduling has ripple 
effect on distribution, from 
warehousing to delivery and 
merchandising in stores.

Maybe top distributors have 
way to handle this that these 
underperformers don’t. Need 
to explore by visiting more 
distributors and interviewing 
sales reps.

MARCH 2012

Creation of a task force on com-
peting with microbreweries and 
craft beers. I’m the distributor 
liaison on this! 

WHAT HAPPENED
Visited our distributors who are 
also dealing with craft beers.  

INSIGHTS
Our distributors aren’t good at 
handling so many product lines in 
their warehouses. Our traditional 
lines are suffering from less 
attention.

Two possible options:
Help distributors move more 

swiftly into better automated 
warehouse processes.

Push for more-exclusive con-
tracts, so distributors handle only 
national brands—not craft beers. 

Need to investigate economics 
and feasibility of those solutions.  

APRIL 2013

As she puts her plan into effect, Melissa codifies her new knowledge in notes, which she later reviews 
and discusses with George.

ACTION PLAN
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ARTICLEAT� A� GLANCE
THE IDEA IN BRIEF

Organizations rely on them—go-to people with deep  
smarts: business-critical expertise that facilitates wise and  
swift strategic and tactical decisions, the result of years of 
experience. Most of that knowledge is in experts’ heads,  
posing a problem for the organization that loses its go-to  
and for anyone who wants to become the go-to without  
putting in all that time. 

To become indispensible, the authors advise that you 
unearth from the expert the essential skills that make this 
person effective. But that will get you only so far, as experts 
are not always aware of their skills. To help “pull” deep 
smarts from another, follow the OPPTY process: observation, 
practice, partnering and joint problem solving, and taking 
responsibility. 

This method works best with close proximity and training. 
But, as the U.S. Army has shown, it can also be used effec-
tively to transfer expertise across distances and when there 
are time constraints.

be experts who don’t work alongside their role models typically 
need to rely on this approach. If Melissa is good at questioning, 
and George is able to articulate much of his knowledge, she will 
learn a lot. George might tell her, for instance, the story of how 
he first discovered the power of sales data to persuade retail 
store managers to display his brand of beer more prominently.

This process has limits, however. George can’t tell Melissa 
everything he knows, because much of his wisdom is uncon-
scious; he doesn’t think about it until a particular situation calls 
for it. Moreover, he’s often unaware of the communication style, 
diagnostic patterns, and body language that he uses. 

How can Melissa learn these things? Through a process we 
call OPPTY, which stands for observation, practice, partnering 
and joint problem solving, and taking responsibility. Observa-
tion involves shadowing an expert and systematically analyz-
ing what he or she does. Practice requires identifying a specific 
expert behavior or task that you can attempt on your own, but 
with supervision and feedback. Partnering and joint problem 
solving mean actively working with the expert to analyze and 
address challenges. Finally, when you’re ready, you can take 
over a significant part of the expert’s role. Along the way, you 
should deliberately reflect on each experience and internalize 
as much as possible.

When Melissa asks George to help her, she’s careful to frame 
his doing so as an opportunity for both of them, since having 
another distribution expert at the company will mean he’ll 
have more time to handle other issues. She also promises to 
structure the knowledge sharing so that it minimizes the dis-
ruption to his heavily packed schedule. 

giving others credit for progress. On the technical front, the 
project leader used certain identifiable diagnostic questions to 
understand complex issues. 

The admiring colleague could have recorded and mimicked 
these behaviors—but he didn’t. One reason, of course, is that 
the expert himself had never articulated his approach to proj-
ect leadership. He simply recognized patterns from experi-
ence and applied solutions that had worked well in the past.  
It was second nature to him, like managerial muscle memory. 
The second stumbling block was that the colleague was accus-
tomed to having people “push” expertise to him. That’s how 
school and formal management-development programs work. 
But in today’s competitive work world, that model isn’t suf-
ficient. You can’t count on companies or mentors to equip you 
with the skills and experience you need. You must learn how to 

“pull” deep smarts from others. 

The Right System
Let’s look at a specific case, a composite drawn from the many 
executives we’ve helped to attain deep smarts: 

Melissa has been with a large international beer company for 
more than eight years, having previously worked in a retail out-
let that sold its products. She is currently a sales representative, 
but she has her eye on a regional VP position. In thinking about 
how to become more valuable to her organization (indeed, to 
any beverage company), she considers which in-house experts 
she would like to emulate. George, a general manager who has 
risen through the ranks from sales, is known as a smart decision 
maker, an outstanding negotiator, and an innovator. His col-
leagues say he has a remarkable ability to think both strategi-
cally and tactically about the entire business, from the brewery 
to the consumer, and that he balances a passion for data with 
in-depth talks with people in the field. In short, he would be an 
excellent role model.

Not everything George knows is equally valuable, of course. 
And Melissa does have some expertise of her own. She doesn’t 
want to emulate George in every way. But she wishes she had 
his ability to evaluate, work with, and motivate the distributors 
who serve as the company’s conduit to retailers and, ultimately, 
to consumers. George knows a lot about distributors because 
he used to work for them; he started out driving a delivery truck 
and made his way up the ladder before being hired by the beer 
company. Still, Melissa isn’t going to work for a distributor; nor 
would it be necessary for her to experience everything George 
has. What she needs is to unearth the essential skills that make 
him so effective with distributors, internalize his insights, and 
mimic his critical behaviors.

Fortunately, George is willing to share his deep smarts with 
Melissa, but he has neither the time nor the inclination to make 
her training a priority. So it’s up to Melissa to figure out how to 
learn from him. She can take two approaches, which are not 
mutually exclusive. She can interview George and get him to 
tell her stories that will provide vicarious experiences. Would-
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Next, she creates an action plan that outlines her near-term 
and ultimate goals and the steps required to achieve them, 
along with suggested deadlines. (See the exhibit “Tools for 
Building Deep Smarts.”) George, and possibly his boss, will 
need to sign off on it. 

As she goes along, Melissa notes what she has learned in a log. 
It’s tempting to think this is unnecessary work, because we all 
remember very well what we’ve observed or done, and we as-
sume we understand why experts behave as they do. Keeping 
a log forces you to check those assumptions. It serves as an ac-
curate record of progress (allowing for the reevaluation of goals 
if need be) and ensures you’ve learned what you and the expert 
intended. You’ll want to ask yourself questions like, What was 
the context of the situation? What did the expert do, and why 
did he do it? What did I do, and what feedback did I get? What 
worked? What didn’t? What should I do next? 

In the observation phase, Melissa accompanies George on 
his regular visits to retail stores. This takes no additional time 
or effort on his part but is an eye-opener for her. Before they 
enter the first site, George challenges her: What in the store 
would indicate that a top-notch distributor is serving it? She 
sees that he pays close attention to details such as the posi-
tioning of products in coolers, pricing relative to competitors, 
and even how prices are displayed. Melissa also listens when 
George talks with distributors, noticing how careful he is to 
speak about the broad advantages of suggested changes and to 
ask probing questions about operations—for example, about 
what incentives salespeople are given. His body language  
suggests empathy; he leans forward and listens intently.

After a couple of months, Melissa is ready to move on to prac-
tice what she’s picked up from George. A few months after that, 
she begins to solve problems jointly with him. When George 
asks her to help analyze why a particular sales region has high 
sales volume but very low margins, she sees how useful it is 
to juxtapose data analysis with visits to the field. She watches 
George reject a distributor’s insistence on sticking with an un-
successful strategy because it’s “just the way it’s always been 
done” and helps him brainstorm three alternative strategies for 
the distributor. When she reviews the learning log with George, 
he often comments that he rarely thinks about why he does 
what he does—but he agrees with her analysis.

You’ll note that Melissa has both the motivation and the 
discipline to persevere in learning—vital requirements for this 
process. And George is happy to help her, which is more com-
mon among experts than you might think. Many of those we’ve 
interviewed are willing to share their knowledge—thanks to an 
intrinsic interest in coaching or because they have incentives  
to do so, such as a lightened workload, kudos from manage-
ment, or the opportunity to build new knowledge and find new 
paths to innovation themselves. 

Guided Experience
The system we outline in this article works best when aspir-
ing experts have both time to learn and geographic proxim-
ity to the masters who will train them. However, our methods 
can be applied across distances and compressed in time. The 
U.S. Army, for example, uses parts of this process to transfer 
knowledge from officers serving overseas to personnel about 
to be deployed to the same regions. The transfer of expertise 
need not be one-on-one, either. An individual can accrue deep 
smarts from more than one expert, and an expert can mentor 
more than one individual. 

No matter how sophisticated current technologies for 
data capture and analysis are, we are still highly dependent 
upon human skills in many situations, and such skills are best 
learned from experts. There is an old saying: Good judgment 
comes from the experience of having made bad decisions. But 
we believe it’s more effective and efficient to build expertise 
through experiences guided by the smart people around you. 
If you observe, practice, partner, and problem solve with them 
before taking responsibility on your own, you’ll soon become 
as indispensable as they are. 

Dorothy Leonard is the William J. Abernathy Professor of Business 
Administration, Emerita, at Harvard Business School and a coauthor 
of Deep Smarts (Harvard Business School Press, 2005). Gavin 
Barton is managing director of the consulting and coaching firm 
Leonard-Barton Group and coauthor of Critical Knowledge Transfer: 
Tools for Managing Your Company’s Deep Smarts. Michelle Barton 
is an assistant professor at Boston University School of Management 
and researches learning strategies during transitions and crises.
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Originally published in June 2013

How to Give a  
Killer Presentation
Lessons from TED 

by Chris Anderson

A LITTLE MORE than a year ago, on a trip to Nairobi, Kenya, some colleagues 
and I met a 12-year-old Masai boy named Richard Turere, who told us a 
fascinating story. His family raises livestock on the edge of a vast national 
park, and one of the biggest challenges is protecting the animals from 
lions—especially at night. Richard had noticed that placing lamps in a field 
didn’t deter lion attacks, but when he walked the field with a torch, the 
lions stayed away. From a young age, he’d been interested in electronics, 
teaching himself by, for example, taking apart his parents’ radio. He used 
that experience to devise a system of lights that would turn on and off in 
sequence—using solar panels, a car battery, and a motorcycle indicator 
box—and thereby create a sense of movement that he hoped would scare 
off the lions. He installed the lights, and the lions stopped attacking. Soon 
villages elsewhere in Kenya began installing Richard’s “lion lights.”

The story was inspiring and worthy of the broader audience that our 
TED conference could offer, but on the surface, Richard seemed an unlikely 
candidate to give a TED Talk. He was painfully shy. His English was halt-
ing. When he tried to describe his invention, the sentences tumbled out 
incoherently. And frankly, it was hard to imagine a preteenager standing 
on a stage in front of 1,400 people accustomed to hearing from polished  
speakers such as Bill Gates, Sir Ken Robinson, and Jill Bolte Taylor. 
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But Richard’s story was so compelling that we invited him 
to speak. In the months before the 2013 conference, we worked 
with him to frame his story—to fi nd the right place to begin and 
to develop a succinct and logical arc of events. On the back of 
his invention Richard had won a scholarship to one of Kenya’s 
best schools, and there he had the chance to practice the talk 
several times in front of a live audience. It was critical that he 
build his confi dence to the point where his personality could 
shine through. When he fi nally gave his talk at TED, in Long 
Beach, California, you could tell he was nervous, but that only 
made him more engaging—people were hanging on his ev-
ery word. The confi dence was there, and every time Richard 
smiled, the audience melted. When he fi nished, the response 
was instantaneous: a sustained standing ovation.

Since the fi rst TED conference, 30 years ago, speakers have 
run the gamut from political fi gures, musicians, and TV per-
sonalities who are completely at ease before a crowd to lesser-
known academics, scientists, and writers—some of whom feel 
deeply uncomfortable giving presentations. Over the years, 
we’ve sought to develop a process for helping inexperienced 
presenters to frame, practice, and deliver talks that people en-
joy watching. It typically begins six to nine months before the 
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event and involves cycles of devising (and revising) a script, re-
peated rehearsals, and plenty of fine-tuning. We’re continually 
tweaking our approach—because the art of public speaking is 
evolving in real time.  But judging by public response, our basic 
regimen works well: Since we began putting TED Talks online, 
in 2006, they’ve been viewed more than one billion times.

On the basis of this experience, I’m convinced that giving a 
good talk is highly coachable. In a matter of hours, a speaker’s 
content and delivery can be transformed from muddled to 
mesmerizing. And while my team’s experience has focused on 
TED’s 18-minutes-or-shorter format, the lessons we’ve learned 
are surely useful to other presenters—whether it’s a CEO doing 
an IPO road show, a brand manager unveiling a new product, or 
a start-up pitching to VCs. 

Frame Your Story
There’s no way you can give a good talk unless you have some-
thing worth talking about. Conceptualizing and framing what 
you want to say is the most vital part of preparation.

We all know that humans are wired to listen to stories, and 
metaphors abound for the narrative structures that work best 
to engage people. When I think about compelling presentations, 

I think about taking an audience on a journey. A successful talk 
is a little miracle—people see the world differently afterward.

If you frame the talk as a journey, the biggest decisions are 
figuring out where to start and where to end. To find the right 
place to start, consider what people in the audience already 
know about your subject—and how much they care about it. If 
you assume they have more knowledge or interest than they do, 
or if you start using jargon or get too technical, you’ll lose them. 
The most engaging speakers do a superb job of very quickly 
introducing the topic, explaining why they care so deeply about 
it, and convincing the audience members that they should, too.

The biggest problem I see in first drafts of presentations is 
that they try to cover too much ground. You can’t summarize 
an entire career in a single talk. If you try to cram in everything 
you know, you won’t have time to include key details, and your 
talk will disappear into abstract language that may make sense 
if your listeners are familiar with the subject matter but will be 
completely opaque if they’re new to it. You need specific ex-
amples to flesh out your ideas. So limit the scope of your talk to 
that which can be explained, and brought to life with examples, 
in the available time. Much of the early feedback we give aims 
to correct the impulse to sweep too broadly. Instead, go deeper. 

Find the Perfect Mix of Data and Narrative by Nancy Duarte

Most presentations lie somewhere on the continuum between a  
report and a story. A report is data rich, exhaustive, and informative— 
but not very engaging. Stories help a speaker connect with an 
audience, but listeners often want facts and information, too. Great 
presenters layer story and information like a cake and understand 
that different types of talks require differing ingredients.

Research 
Findings
If your goal is to commu-
nicate information from 
a written report, send 
the full document to the 
audience in advance, and 
limit the presentation to 
key takeaways. Don’t do 
a long slide show that 
repeats all your findings. 
Anyone who’s really 
interested can read the 
report; everyone else will 
appreciate brevity. 

Financial 
Presentation
Financial audiences 
love data, and they’ll 
want the details. 
Satisfy their analytical 
appetite with facts, 
but add a thread of 
narrative to appeal 
to their emotional 
side. Then present 
the key takeaways 
visually, to help them 
find meaning in the 
numbers.

Product 
Launch
Instead of covering 
only specs and 
features, focus on the 
value your product 
brings to the world. 
Tell stories that show 
how real people will 
use it and why it will 
change their lives.

VC Pitch
For 30 minutes with 
a VC, prepare a crisp, 
well-structured story 
arc that conveys your 
idea compellingly in 
10 minutes or less; 
then let Q&A drive the 
rest of the meeting. 
Anticipate questions, 
and rehearse clear 
and concise answers.

Keynote 
Address
Formal talks at big 
events are high-
stakes, high-impact 
opportunities to 
take your listeners 
on a transformative 
journey. Use a clear 
story framework, and 
aim to engage them 
emotionally.

Nancy Duarte is the author of HBR Guide to Persuasive Presentations, Slide:ology, and Resonate.  
She is the CEO of Duarte, Inc. which designs presentations and teaches presentation development.

Report 
Literal,  
Informational,  
Factual,  
Exhaustive

Story 
Dramatic, 

Experiential, 
Evocative,  

Persuasive
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ARTICLEAT� A� GLANCE
THE IDEA IN BRIEF

The notion of telling a story in front of a live audience can be 
paralyzing. Fortunately, giving a good talk is highly coachable. 
Here are valuable lessons from the field that can help anyone 
who wants their words to land.  

 ●  Have something meaningful to say, and frame it as an 
example-rich journey that doesn’t try to cover too much 
ground. 

 ●  Plan your delivery of the talk, and leave yourself plenty 
of time to implement the approach. 

 ●  Develop stage presence: Make eye contact, and try to 
keep you lower body still. 

 ●  Plan your multimedia, be it photos, video, music—or 
even silence. 

 ●  Put it all together. Rehearse in front of the right people, 
and take the time you need to get things right. 

Most important, remember that there’s no one best way 
to give a successful talk. You have to make it your own. Ulti-
mately, presentations rise and fall on the quality of the idea, 
the narrative, and the passion of the speaker.

of bullet points that map out what you’re going to say in each 
section rather than scripting the whole thing word for word. Or 
you can memorize your talk, which entails rehearsing it to the 
point where you internalize every word—verbatim.

My advice: Don’t read it, and don’t use a teleprompter. It’s 
usually just too distancing—people will know you’re reading. 
And as soon as they sense it, the way they receive your talk 
will shift. Suddenly your intimate connection evaporates, and 
everything feels a lot more formal. We generally outlaw read-
ing approaches of any kind at TED, though we made an excep-
tion a few years ago for a man who insisted on using a monitor. 
We set up a screen at the back of the auditorium, in the hope 
that the audience wouldn’t notice it. At first he spoke naturally. 
But soon he stiffened up, and you could see this horrible sink-
ing feeling pass through the audience as people realized, “Oh, 
no, he’s reading to us!” The words were great, but the talk got  
poor ratings. 

Many of our best and most popular TED Talks have been 
memorized word for word. If you’re giving an important talk 
and you have the time to do this, it’s the best way to go. But 
don’t underestimate the work involved. One of our most mem-
orable speakers was Jill Bolte Taylor, a brain researcher who 
had suffered a stroke. She talked about what she learned during 
the eight years it took her to recover. After crafting her story 

Give more detail. Don’t tell us about your entire field of study—
tell us about your unique contribution. 

Of course, it can be just as damaging to overexplain or pains-
takingly draw out the implications of a talk. And there the rem-
edy is different: Remember that the people in the audience are 
intelligent. Let them figure some things out for themselves. Let 
them draw their own conclusions. 

Many of the best talks have a narrative structure that loosely 
follows a detective story. The speaker starts out by presenting 
a problem and then describes the search for a solution. There’s 
an “aha” moment, and the audience’s perspective shifts in  
a meaningful way. 

If a talk fails, it’s almost always because the speaker didn’t 
frame it correctly, misjudged the audience’s level of interest, or 
neglected to tell a story. Even if the topic is important, random 
pontification without narrative is always deeply unsatisfying. 
There’s no progression, and you don’t feel that you’re learning.

I was at an energy conference recently where two people—
a city mayor and a former governor—gave back-to-back talks. 
The mayor’s talk was essentially a list of impressive projects his 
city had undertaken. It came off as boasting, like a report card 
or an advertisement for his reelection. It quickly got boring. 
When the governor spoke, she didn’t list achievements; instead, 
she shared an idea. Yes, she recounted anecdotes from her time 
in office, but the idea was central—and the stories explanatory 
or illustrative (and also funny). It was so much more interesting. 
The mayor’s underlying point seemed to be how great he was, 
while the governor’s message was “Here’s a compelling idea 
that would benefit us all.” 

As a general rule, people are not very interested in talks about 
organizations or institutions (unless they’re members of them). 
Ideas and stories fascinate us; organizations bore us—they’re 
much harder to relate to. (Businesspeople especially take note: 
Don’t boast about your company; rather, tell us about the prob-
lem you’re solving.) 

Plan Your Delivery
Once you’ve got the framing down, it’s time to focus on your de-
livery. There are three main ways to deliver a talk. You can read 
it directly off a script or a teleprompter. You can develop a set 

A successful talk is a 
little miracle—people 
see the world differently 
afterward.



54   Harvard Business Review OnPoint  |  SUMMER 2016  |  HBR.org

How to Give a Killer PresentationMANAGING YOURSELF

and undertaking many hours of solo practice, she rehearsed 
her talk dozens of times in front of an audience to be sure she 
had it down. 

Obviously, not every presentation is worth that kind of in-
vestment of time.  But if you do decide to memorize your talk, 
be aware that there’s a predictable arc to the learning curve. 
Most people go through what I call the “valley of awkwardness,” 
where they haven’t quite memorized the talk. If they give the 
talk while stuck in that valley, the audience will sense it. Their 
words will sound recited, or there will be painful moments 
where they stare into the middle distance, or cast their eyes 
upward, as they struggle to remember their lines. This creates 
distance between the speaker and the audience. 

Getting past this point is simple, fortunately. It’s just a mat-
ter of rehearsing enough times that the fl ow of words becomes 
second nature. Then you can focus on delivering the talk with 
meaning and authenticity. Don’t worry—you’ll get there.

But if you don’t have time to learn a speech thoroughly and 
get past that awkward valley, don’t try. Go with bullet points on 
note cards. As long as you know what you want to say for each 
one, you’ll be fi ne. Focus on remembering the transitions from 
one bullet point to the next. 

Also pay attention to your tone. Some speakers may want to 
come across as authoritative or wise or powerful or passionate, 
but it’s usually much better to just sound conversational. Don’t 
force it. Don’t orate. Just be you. 

If a successful talk is a journey, make sure you don’t start 
to annoy your travel companions along the way. Some speak-
ers project too much ego. They sound condescending or 
full of themselves, and the audience shuts down. Don’t let 
that happen. 

Develop Stage Presence
For inexperienced speakers, the physical act of being on stage 
can be the most diffi  cult part of giving a presentation—but 
people tend to overestimate its importance. Getting the words, 
story, and substance right is a much bigger determinant of suc-
cess or failure than how you stand or whether you’re visibly 
nervous. And when it comes to stage presence, a little coaching 
can go a long way.

The biggest mistake we see in early rehearsals is that people 
move their bodies too much. They sway from side to side, or 
shift their weight from one leg to the other. People do this natu-
rally when they’re nervous, but it’s distracting and makes the 
speaker seem weak. Simply getting a person to keep his or her 
lower body motionless can dramatically improve stage pres-
ence. There are some people who are able to walk around a 
stage during a presentation, and that’s fi ne if it comes naturally. 
But the vast majority are better off  standing still and relying on 
hand gestures for emphasis. 

Perhaps the most important physical act onstage is making 
eye contact. Find fi ve or six friendly-looking people in diff erent 
parts of the audience, and look them in the eye as you speak. 

It’s really easy to blow a great talk. Here are 
some common mistakes that TED advises its 
speakers to avoid.

10 Ways to Ruin a Presentation

Take a really long time 
to explain what your 
talk is about.

Speak slowly and 
dramatically. Why talk 
when you can orate?

Make sure you subtly 
let everyone know how 
important you are.

Refer to your book 
repeatedly. Even better, 
quote yourself from it.

Cram your slides 
with numerous text 
bullet points and 
multiple fonts.

Use lots of unexplained 
technical jargon to 
make yourself sound 
smart.

Speak at great length 
about the history of 
your organization 
and its glorious 
achievements.

Don’t bother rehearsing 
to check how long your 
talk is running.

Sound as if you’re 
reciting your talk 
from memory.

Never, ever make eye 
contact with anyone 
in the audience.

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10Never, ever make eye 

contact with anyone 
in the audience.
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Think of them as friends you haven’t seen in a year, whom 
you’re bringing up to date on your work. That eye contact is 
incredibly powerful, and it will do more than anything else 
to help your talk land. Even if you don’t have time to prepare 
fully and have to read from a script, looking up and making eye 
contact will make a huge difference.

Another big hurdle for inexperienced speakers is nervous-
ness—both in advance of the talk and while they’re onstage. 
People deal with this in different ways. Many speakers stay out 
in the audience until the moment they go on; this can work well, 
because keeping your mind engaged in the earlier speakers can 
distract you and limit nervousness. Amy Cuddy, a Harvard 
Business School professor who studies how certain body poses 
can affect power, utilized one of the more unusual preparation 
techniques I’ve seen. She recommends that people spend time 
before a talk striding around, standing tall, and extending their 
bodies; these poses make you feel more powerful. It’s what she 
did before going onstage, and she delivered a phenomenal talk. 
But I think the single best advice is simply to breathe deeply 
before you go onstage. It works.

In general, people worry too much about nervousness. 
Nerves are not a disaster. The audience expects you to be ner-
vous. It’s a natural body response that can actually improve 
your performance: It gives you energy to perform and keeps 
your mind sharp. Just keep breathing, and you’ll be fine. 

Acknowledging nervousness can also create engagement. 
Showing your vulnerability, whether through nerves or tone 
of voice, is one of the most powerful ways to win over an audi-
ence, provided it is authentic. Susan Cain, who wrote a book 
about introverts and spoke at our 2012 conference, was terrified 
about giving her talk. You could feel her fragility onstage, and it 
created this dynamic where the audience was rooting for her—
everybody wanted to hug her afterward. The fact that we knew 
she was fighting to keep herself up there made it beautiful, and 
it was the most popular talk that year.

Plan the Multimedia
With so much technology at our disposal, it may feel almost 
mandatory to use, at a minimum, presentation slides. By now 
most people have heard the advice about PowerPoint: Keep it 
simple; don’t use a slide deck as a substitute for notes (by, say, 
listing the bullet points you’ll discuss—those are best put on 
note cards); and don’t repeat out loud words that are on the 

slide. Not only is reciting slides a variation of the teleprompter 
problem—“Oh, no, she’s reading to us, too!”—but informa-
tion is interesting only once, and hearing and seeing the same 
words feels repetitive. That advice may seem universal by now, 
but go into any company and you’ll see presenters violating  
it every day.

Many of the best TED speakers don’t use slides at all, and 
many talks don’t require them. If you have photographs or 
illustrations that make the topic come alive, then yes, show 
them. If not, consider doing without, at least for some parts of 
the presentation. And if you’re going to use slides, it’s worth 
exploring alternatives to PowerPoint. For instance, TED has 
invested in the company Prezi, which makes presentation 
software that offers a camera’s-eye view of a two-dimensional 
landscape. Instead of a flat sequence of images, you can move 
around the landscape and zoom in to it if need be. Used prop-
erly, such techniques can dramatically boost the visual punch 
of a talk and enhance its meaning. 

Artists, architects, photographers, and designers have the 
best opportunity to use visuals. Slides can help frame and pace 

a talk and help speakers avoid getting lost in jargon or overly in-
tellectual language. (Art can be hard to talk about—better to ex-
perience it visually.) I’ve seen great presentations in which the 
artist or designer put slides on an automatic timer so that the 
image changed every 15 seconds. I’ve also seen presenters give 
a talk accompanied by video, speaking along to it. That can help 
sustain momentum. The industrial designer Ross Love grove’s 
highly visual TED Talk, for instance, used this technique to 
bring the audience along on a remarkable creative journey. 

Another approach creative types might consider is to build 
silence into their talks, and just let the work speak for itself. The 
kinetic sculptor Reuben Margolin used that approach to power-
ful effect. The idea is not to think “I’m giving a talk.” Instead, 
think “I want to give this audience a powerful experience of my 
work.” The single worst thing artists and architects can do is to 
retreat into abstract or conceptual language.

Video has obvious uses for many speakers. In a TED Talk 
about the intelligence of crows, for instance, the scientist 
showed a clip of a crow bending a hook to fish a piece of food 
out of a tube—essentially creating a tool. It illustrated his point 
far better than anything he could have said.

Used well, video can be very effective, but there are common 
mistakes that should be avoided. A clip needs to be short—if it’s 

Nerves are not a disaster.  
The audience expects you to be nervous.
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more than 60 seconds, you risk losing people. Don’t use vid-
eos—particularly corporate ones—that sound self-promotional 
or like infomercials; people are conditioned to tune those out. 
Anything with a soundtrack can be dangerously off-putting. 
And whatever you do, don’t show a clip of yourself being inter-
viewed on, say, CNN. I’ve seen speakers do this, and it’s a really 
bad idea. No one wants to go along with you on your ego trip. 
The people in your audience are already listening to you live; 
why would they want to simultaneously watch your talking-
head clip on a screen?

Putting It Together
We start helping speakers prepare their talks six months (or 
more) in advance so that they’ll have plenty of time to practice. 
We want people’s talks to be in final form at least a month be-
fore the event. The more practice they can do in the final weeks, 
the better off they’ll be. Ideally, they’ll practice the talk on their 
own and in front of an audience.

The tricky part about rehearsing a presentation in front of 
other people is that they will feel obligated to offer feedback 
and constructive criticism. Often the feedback from different 

people will vary or directly conflict. This can be confusing or 
even paralyzing, which is why it’s important to be choosy about 
the people you use as a test audience, and whom you invite to 
offer feedback. In general, the more experience a person has as 
a presenter, the better the criticism he or she can offer.

I learned many of these lessons myself in 2011. My colleague 
Bruno Giussani, who curates our TEDGlobal event, pointed out 
that although I’d worked at TED for nine years, served as the 
emcee at our conferences, and introduced many of the speak-
ers, I’d never actually given a TED Talk myself. So he invited me 
to give one, and I accepted.

It was more stressful than I’d expected. Even though I spend 
time helping others frame their stories, framing my own in  
a way that felt compelling was difficult. I decided to memo-
rize my presentation, which was about how web video powers 
global innovation, and that was really hard: Even though I was 
putting in a lot of hours and getting sound advice from my col-
leagues, I definitely hit a point where I didn’t quite have it down 
and began to doubt I ever would. I really thought I might bomb. 
I was nervous right up until the moment I took the stage. But it 
ended up going fine. It’s definitely not one of the all-time great 
TED Talks, but it got a positive reaction—and I survived the 
stress of going through it.

Ultimately I learned firsthand what our speakers have been 
discovering for three decades: Presentations rise or fall on the 
quality of the idea, the narrative, and the passion of the speaker. 
It’s about substance, not speaking style or multi media pyro-
technics. It’s fairly easy to “coach out” the problems in a talk, 
but there’s no way to “coach in” the basic story—the presenter 
has to have the raw material. If you have something to say, you 
can build a great talk. But if the central theme isn’t there, you’re 
better off not speaking. Decline the invitation. Go back to work, 
and wait until you have a compelling idea that’s really worth 
sharing.

The single most important thing to remember is that there 
is no one good way to do a talk. The most memorable talks 
offer something fresh, something no one has seen before. The 
worst ones are those that feel formulaic. So do not on any ac-
count try to emulate every piece of advice I’ve offered here. 
Take the bulk of it on board, sure. But make the talk your own. 
You know what’s distinctive about you and your idea. Play to 
your strengths, and give a talk that is truly authentic to you. 

Chris Anderson is the curator of TED.
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Get Ready for Your  
Next Assignment
Three steps for making the most of an internal move

by Katie Smith Milway, Ann Goggins Gregory,  
Jenny Davis-Peccoud, and Kathleen Yazbak

WHEN BRUCE WILKINSON, an executive in World Vision Inter national’s 
Zambia operation, learned that he was going to be promoted to regional 
director for southern Africa, he immediately started reading performance 
reviews of key staff members and talking to his peers, other national of-
ficers in the $2.6 billion organization. In doing so he uncovered a serious 
weakness: A host of critical positions in the region had gone unfilled for as 
long as 16 months, leading to lost contracts and deterioration in the pro-
grams WVI undertakes to empower poor communities. Human resources 
needed to step up its game. 

But Wilkinson also saw that his appointment offered an opportunity—to 
both fix broken functions, such as HR, and create new ones, such as quality 
assurance, that could improve his region’s performance. He developed a 
plan of action that would involve laying off the top two tiers of managers—
about 20 people—and asking them to reapply for their jobs. “You want the 
elements of your vision to take shape before you start,” Wilkinson explains. 

“In my case, I was redefining the role of the regional office as a true service 
center, and managers got the message.” 

Most executives know what their next project or promotion will be well 
before the day it starts, but too few take advantage of their insider status 
and the time beforehand to prepare well. That is an opportunity lost. 
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Your next assignment is your next chance to create results—
for your organization and for your career. A smart investment 
of time and effort up front can make the difference between 
simply getting by and truly excelling, between a dead-end move 
and a stepping-stone to bigger and better things. 

A key factor in your transition will be knowledge—not only 
substantive information about the project or field, but an un-
derstanding of how others inside and outside the organization 
have tackled similar assignments, what challenges and opportu-
nities lie ahead, and what resources are available and how you 
can mobilize them to overcome obstacles. Combining insights 
from our ongoing study of how knowledge is best captured and 
shared, our experience with consulting and executive search 
clients, and interviews with successful leaders across differ-
ent types of enterprises, this article identifies three practical 
steps for building your knowledge capital to excel in new roles 
throughout your career. We call them phase zero, learning tour, 
and affinity groups.

Wilkinson used all three to implement his plan, reinterview-
ing staff members and translating his network of former peers—
the national directors—into a source of feedback. This enabled 

him to upgrade the HR leadership, add a director of quality, and 
rapidly fill open positions. Let’s look at each step in detail. 

Phase Zero 
This is a chance to use your insider advantage to become famil-
iar with a new unit’s people and performance and to discern 
the opportunities and challenges of your assignment—before 
it begins or is even announced. In the weeks leading up to the 
assignment, carve out and hold sacred at least 30 minutes a day 
to prepare. You may find ways to increase effectiveness, reduce 
costs, or even reassess a business model. In phase zero you can 
identify problems and develop a hypothesis for how to solve 
them—as Wilkinson did in southern Africa. And your solutions 
can be tested and adjusted as you move into your new role. 

Among the likeliest places to look for objective data in this 
step are company documents—such as performance reviews 
and reports on services and operations—and feedback from 
customers and suppliers. For qualitative input, turn to col-
leagues who have supervised the role, interacted with it, or 
previously filled a similar role. Push to understand the story 
behind the story—for example, ask “What challenges might I 
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encounter that aren’t apparent from the description of the as-
signment?” Finding these people and getting the information 
you need, without fanfare, will help you understand expec-
tations and possibilities, think through a plan of action, and 
prepare personally for the transition. 

Consider the experience of Todd Hoddick, who in early 2011 
became vice president of the North American entertainment 
division of Barco, a global visual solutions company based in 
Belgium, in January 2011. Having joined the firm in 2008 as 
vice president of digital cinema in North America, Hoddick had 
developed a strong reputation for building a profitable single-
business unit. In 2010 he was approached for the new position, 
which would add rental and staging, digital signage, home cin-
ema, image processing, and corporate audiovisuals to his plate. 

It would be a big leap. “I wanted to understand the chal-
lenges of the role I was about to assume compared with what 
I was already handling,” Hoddick told us. He began gathering 
information from a colleague then in the role who would be 
moving to another position, as yet unannounced. “He and I 
were in similar strategic meetings for the company, so I was 
able to ask questions about the business without seeming odd,”  
Hoddick said. He learned, for example, that the division had 
significantly streamlined the sales force while maintaining  
ambitious revenue targets. 

His next stop was Barco’s worldwide head of sales, to whom 
he would be reporting. Hoddick had one pressing query: “What 
constitutes success, and what do you expect me to accomplish 
that others haven’t been able to?” The answer: “Help Barco 
to be the number one projection company in the world.” That 
clearly meant more travel and some long hours up front. So 
Hoddick spent time preparing his family for the change and 
getting their support for his additional responsibilities. 

Learning Tour
Phase zero involves solitary study and under-the-radar conver-
sations. The learning tour involves systematic dialogue with 
the people who can help you do your new job, including direct 
reports, suppliers, and customers. You’ll be testing your defini-
tions of problems and your hypotheses for solving them, iden-
tifying leverage points, building relationships, and tapping into 

Six Mistakes to Avoid  
in Your Next Move

Defining success but forgetting to identify the 
people who will help you get there 

Failing to identify the true questions, 
problems, and roadblocks to be addressed, 
which may be quite different from what you 
assumed

Dominating conversations as you introduce 
yourself and your plan; if you speak for more 
than 30% of a meeting, you are hearing but 
not listening 

Letting perspectives you’ve heard before  
you start overly affect your views

Relying on old power dynamics, which 
 may have shifted with the new role

Focusing too narrowly rather than 
incorporating diverse perspectives

Time and effort up front 
can make the difference 
between getting by and 
truly excelling.

diverse perspectives to help you understand how to energize 
support and convert opposition.

Hoddick’s learning tour started with a big meeting in Austin, 
Texas, where he asked key salespeople what they needed to be 
successful. The answer was less paperwork and a specific back-
office resource: a jack-of-all-trades named Carlos who had been 
laid off during the recent retrenchment. Hoddick told them that 
he would fix both problems if the reduced sales force would 
commit to hitting its numbers. Six months later the group was 
ahead of plan. 

You should use your change of role as an excuse to meet 
with all the important stakeholders—even those you already 
know. But remember that your “first 90 days” will differ 
from those of an external hire, because both your reputation 
and your biases are established. We recommend two tactics 
for making the most of this step: Be mindful of your reputa-
tion in the organization, reinforcing your positive attributes 
and acknowledging where you will need help. And approach 
your team members and their ideas with an open mind. Ask  
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ARTICLEAT� A� GLANCE
THE IDEA IN BRIEF

Most executives know what their next project or promotion 
will be before it starts, but too few prepare beforehand. A 
promotion within the company allows you to take advantage 
of your insider position to succeed in your new role. The au-
thors offer three practical steps to keep learning and growing 
as you move up:

1. Phase zero. Set aside time before you move into your 
new role to prepare for success. Study company documents 
and reports and talk to colleagues to find out information 
about the new position or department.

2. Learning tour. Build relationships within your new 
team, with important stakeholders, and with suppliers and 
customers. This is the time to find problems and come up 
with solutions.

3. Affinity groups. Join networks you now have access to. 
You need a group that sharpens thinking, garners fresh ideas, 
and connects you to the broader mission of the organization. 
If a group doesn’t already exist, create one. Remember that 
the right group for you may change over time as you change 
within your role.

A smart investment of time and effort up front can make 
the difference between simply getting by and truly excelling 
in your new position.

tionally construct and hone support networks that will help 
them garner the skills and fresh ideas they need to succeed. 

Two mind-sets can help you get the expertise and perspec-
tives necessary for your new role: Be open to the idea that the 
affinity group you’re looking for may not exist—and if it doesn’t, 
then create it, either formally or informally. And recognize that 
the right affinity group at the start of an assignment may not  
be the right one over time; be willing to make changes to the 
composition of your internal network. Rather than asking your-
self “Who can help me get this done?” as you did in your learn-
ing tour, continually ask “Whose perspectives will keep me on 
the right footing to advance my organization’s mission, and 

inclusive, open-ended questions, such as “If you could make 
one change in this area tomorrow, what would it be?”

Gary Chapman took a learning tour in early 2011, when he 
was promoted from vice president of field operations to ex-
ecutive vice president of the national network at Communities 
in Schools—a $225 million nonprofit singled out by the White 
House as one of the most effective youth mentoring organiza-
tions in the nation. “I had two sides to my new team,” Chap-
man recalls. “Field operations, where I had worked before, and 
research and evaluation [R&E, which audits field operations]. 
I had a lot of work to do to understand the latter.” Right away 
he met with staff members to learn about their responsibili-
ties and what motivated them. “A number of people told me 
there was a disconnect,” he says. Audit teams worried that field 
teams weren’t learning from their research, and field teams 
thought they weren’t getting enough feedback and felt too busy 
to elicit it themselves. Although Chapman came from the field, 
he listened to both sides as an honest broker. He decided to 
introduce weekly meetings between field and R&E directors in 
an effort to promote collaboration.

He also reached out to the four other members of CIS’s ex-
ecutive team and realized that he could work more closely with 
communications, government relations, and the development 
team on advocacy and fundraising. “These teams needed more 
information on certain groups of students so that they could 
make our case on the Hill, with the right data at the right time, 
and plug us into education dollars we hadn’t accessed in the 
past,” Chapman says. He encouraged his field and audit staffs 
to engage with those colleagues as well—in effect taking his 
unit on a learning tour of the organization and giving everyone 
a chance to participate in change with an open mind. 

Affinity Groups
Chapman’s initial check-in with other leaders on the executive 
team led to ongoing relationships that made him part of an 
internal network of influencers he hadn’t been able to reach in 
his prior position. Finding and staying in touch with colleagues 
who can sharpen your thinking and connect your role to your 
organization’s broader mission is essential not only to getting 
smart but also to staying smart in your new job. Many managers 
tap existing peer networks to share experiences, or get assigned 
to a working group on a specific initiative. But too few inten-

Be mindful of your reputation in the organization. 
Approach your team members with an open mind.
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how can I connect with those people?” Your answers may lead 
you to other unit heads, former leaders, or even the board. 

That’s exactly the question Austin Rothbard asked when he 
moved from vice president of strategy and business develop-
ment for bowling and billiards at the leisure equipment com-
pany Brunswick to president of its Cabo Yachts division, which 
makes premium boats for sport fishing. His answer—after pre-
assignment preparation that included fishing trips, dealer visits, 
and a switch from business attire to khakis and boat shoes—was 
to become familiar with dealer networks and create ties to the 
two founders of the business, who had sold it to Brunswick and 
were three weeks from the end of their contractual obligations. 
Staying in touch with those two men was critical, because deal-
ers had great respect for them and because they continued to be 
innovative and bold. “As long as I could keep the founders in-
volved,” Rothbard says, “especially since I was limited in what I 
understood, we were able to build the best boat in the business.”

Rothbard also connected regularly with the chief financial 
officer and the vice president for HR of Cabo’s sister company, 
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Hatteras. They gave him advice about financial and personnel 
decisions at Cabo. “They were extremely willing to help me un-
derstand the business and make decisions about handling chal-
lenging employees,” he says. “They helped me grow as a leader.”

In a very different enterprise—Maine Medical Center, in 
Portland—Peter Bates, newly promoted to chief medical officer, 
built an affinity group of senior administrators, including the 
CEO and the board, and tapped their wisdom for a project that 
represented a huge bet for MMC: developing a medical school 
to strengthen the hospital’s talent pipeline. 

“I had to understand the board’s needs and interests and 
ground the vision in a progression of strategies that people 
could agree to,” Bates told us. Ultimately, the CEO and key di-
rectors became passionate advocates, and the vision resulted 
in a partnership with the Tufts University School of Medicine, 
in Boston, to build a branch campus at MMC. Bates also helped 
create a network of community hospitals, which provide in-
novative educational experiences for medical students, includ-
ing up to nine months in a rural facility during the third year. 
Throughout, he has continued to see patients, which keeps him 
connected to the front line. “I still practice one day a week,” 
Bates said. “Others see that I’m not just a guy in a suit. I walk 
through the hospital and make myself accessible.” 

Phase zero, learning tours, and affinity groups can help any 
manager prepare for the next promotion and keep learning and 
growing in the job. Sometimes the steps neatly follow this se-
quence, and sometimes they don’t. An existing affinity group 
may inform your approach to phase zero, for example, or an 
inflection point in the job may become a good excuse to take 
a renewed learning tour. Whatever their order, these steps are 
critical for role changers who want to have greater impact in 
their organizations—and greater success in their careers.  

Katie Smith Milway is a partner with The Bridgespan Group and  
the head of its knowledge unit. Ann Goggins Gregory is the Chief 
Operating Officer of Habitat for Humanity Greater San Francisco. 
Jenny Davis-Peccoud is a partner with Bain & Company and leads 
Bain’s Organization practice in EMEA. She is based in London. 
Kathleen Yazbak is the founder of Viewcrest Advisors and brings 
more than twenty years experience identifying and attracting game-
changing leaders for mission-driven and diverse organizations.
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WHY IS IT that so many smart, ambitious professionals are less produc-
tive and satisfied than they should or could be? Why do so many of them 
find their upward trajectories flattening into a plateau? In our experi-
ence—Tom’s as a business school professor and consultant and Sara’s as 
a psychiatrist—high achievers often let anxiety about their performance 
compromise their progress. Because they’re used to having things come 
easily to them, they tend to shy away from assignments that will truly test 
them and require them to learn new skills. They have successful images to 
preserve, so instead of embracing risk, they hunker down and lock them-
selves into routines—at the expense of personal growth. 

We’ve seen this time and again with the executives and managers we’ve 
counseled—between us, some 600 professionals over a combined 35 years. 
Many high performers would rather do the wrong thing well than do the 
right thing poorly. And when they do find themselves in over their head, 
they’re often unwilling to admit it, even to themselves, and refuse to ask 
for the help they need.

Consider Ted, a highly successful sales executive at a major enterprise 
software firm. He excelled at the huge deals that were the revenue engine 
for the company. He knew the product inside and out, understood the 
pain points of his customers, and could unerringly sniff out and connect 

by Thomas J. DeLong and Sara DeLong

High achievers often undermine their leadership by  
being afraid to show their limitations.

The Paradox of 
Excellence

MANAGING YOURSELF
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with the real decision maker in a deal. After years of praise and 
enormous commission checks, Ted began to sense that some-
thing was off. The company had expanded in a new direction, 
shifting to a software-as-a-service business model. Though the 
majority of revenue was still coming from the legacy products, 
all the innovation and energy were focused on the subscription 
offerings. At first, Ted was contemptuous—selling software as a 
service was all about small transactions and high volume. “Just 
get some telemarketers for that nickel-and-dime stuff,” he’d say. 

“I’ll handle the big boys.” Soon, though, he began to see the writ-
ing on the wall: He was becoming increasingly marginalized in 
the company—and in the industry. But he was paralyzed by fear 
and self-doubt. His professional identity and self-esteem were 
wrapped up in his success as a salesman. 

Consider, too, Kurt, a lawyer known for his trial skills and 
intellectual heft; he was a natural in the courtroom and a skilled 
writer with a keen sense of nuance. When he was assigned a 
case that required combing through thousands of technical 
documents, he believed it would just be a matter of rolling up 
his sleeves and getting to work. But early on, he realized he 
didn’t have enough content expertise and couldn’t make sense 

of the casework his associates delivered. He began to find him-
self alone in his office, late at night and on weekends, wading 
through and deciphering the facts. It wasn’t until almost the 
eve of a trial that Kurt finally asked for help—which didn’t en-
dear him to colleagues who suddenly found themselves joining 
him in the office after hours.

Of course, leaders within organizations bear some of the 
blame for this mind-set. They don’t always want to hear that 
somebody’s struggling, nor do they necessarily reward new 
ways of doing things, despite the lip service they might pay 
to innovation and prudent risk taking. As one executive we 
worked with pointed out, “My boss wants innovation as long 
as it’s done perfectly the first time.” Another confided, “We tell 
our people over and over again that we will support their pro-
fessional development, but if a new project doesn’t work out 
immediately, we basically push them over the cliff.” 

However, it’s possible to break this cycle and make the next 
move toward professional growth. First, you have to take a hard 
look at yourself and identify the forces that escalate your anxi-
eties and cause you to turn to unproductive behaviors for relief. 
(See the sidebar, “The Curse of Being a High Achiever.”) Then 
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you must adopt counterintuitive practices that give you the 
courage to step out of your comfort zone. This won’t happen 
overnight. It requires acknowledging vulnerability, something 
that driven professionals don’t like to do and that runs counter 
to their obsession with managing their image at all costs. 

To achieve continued success, you must open yourself up to 
new learning experiences that may make you feel uncertain at 
best and incompetent at worst. Remember that those feelings 
are temporary and a prelude to greater professional ability. 

Let’s look at steps you can take to get past self-imposed 
limitations.

Put the Past Behind You 
No doubt you’ve had negative experiences when it comes to 
taking on new challenges. Research shows—and our experi-
ence bears out—that most of us tend to make irrational com-
parisons between a past bad experience and a current situation. 
But painful memories don’t have to remain obstacles to change. 

One exercise we use successfully with our clients can help 
you distinguish between reality and perception, with regard 
to both your own past behavior and the way your organiza-
tion responds to honesty and risk taking. Think about a time 
when you tried something new and were disappointed with 
the result. Why did you take the assignment on? Why did you 
struggle? Did you ask for help? Did your perception of your per-
formance match that of your colleagues? Knowing what you 
know now, what would you have done differently? Write down 
in two columns the similarities and the differences between 
a risk you are currently contemplating and that past negative 

experience. Identifying the key differences will make it easier 
to move forward.

Or, think of a risk you took that went badly and rewrite the 
story from another person’s perspective. Let’s say you obsess 
about a longtime customer who signed on for an engagement 
from your firm’s fledgling consulting division but then sud-
denly backed off and switched his business to a competitor. 
He’s a liar and a jerk; he made a fool of you. Now put yourself 
in his shoes and retell the story: Maybe his boss made some 
unexpected demands or his company had to revisit cost or 
feature trade-offs. You don’t have to believe that version, but 
acknowledging that a credible alternative perspective exists is 
a reminder that it’s not just about you.

Another simple but surprisingly effective strategy is to write 
down what happened in a difficult interpersonal interaction—
one page should suffice—and then read it over, underlining just 
the facts. You will find that there are only a handful of under-
lined phrases—the rest is pure interpretation. The point is that 
when you shift the way you view a painful interaction, you can 
begin to put the past behind you.

This approach helped Joanna, a marketing manager at an in-
ternational spirits company. Her particular talent was in creat-
ing sophisticated branding campaigns to appeal to big high-end 
retailers. When the company started selling directly to consum-
ers over the web, an entirely new skill set was required. At first 
she dug in: She insisted that her marketing approaches would 
be just as successful online and refused to ask for help. She was 
faltering badly until she forced herself to think hard about why 
she was so afraid to adapt to the new medium. She thought 

Driven to get results. 
Achievers don’t let anything 
stop them. But they can  
get so caught up in tasks  
that providing transparency 
to colleagues or helping  
others feels like a waste  
of valuable time.

A doer.  
Achievers believe, often 
rightly, that nobody can do it 
as well as they can. That can 
make them poor delegators—
or micromanagers.

Highly motivated.  
Achievers take all aspects of 
their jobs seriously. But that 
means they often fail to dis-
tinguish between the urgent 
and the merely important. 

Craving of positive  
feedback.  
Achievers care intensely 
about how others view their 
work—but they tend to 
ignore positive feedback and 
obsess over criticism.

Competitive.  
An appetite for competition is 
healthy, but achievers obses-
sively compare themselves 
with others, which can lead 
to a chronic sense of insuffi-
ciency, false calibrations, and 
ultimately career missteps.

Passionate about work.  
Intense highs can give way to 
crippling lows. For achiev-
ers, it’s a fine line between 
triumph and agony.

A safe risk taker.  
Achievers aren’t likely to 
recklessly bet the company 
on an risky move, but they 
may shy away from the 
unknown.

Guilt-ridden.  
Achievers are driven to  
produce, but no matter  
how much they accomplish, 
they feel like they aren’t  
doing enough. 

Some behaviors that help you succeed can also get in your way. The classic high achiever is:

The Curse of Being a High Achiever
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High achievers often set self-imposed limitations on their 
professional growth due to fear of failure. They are used to 
excelling and therefore shy away from learning new tasks 
or tackling unknown risks. They would rather do the wrong 
thing well than do the right thing poorly. And they find it  
hard to admit—to both themselves and others—when they 
need help.

However, you can take steps to move past these  
limitations. 

 ●  Avoid making irrational comparisons between painful 
past experiences and your current situation. 

 ●  Challenge yourself to establish a support network of 
people who give you honest feedback.

 ●  Practice handling (possibly) embarrassing situations in 
groups out of the office to feel more comfortable putting 
yourself in vulnerable situations at work.

 ●  And, finally, focus on your long-term goals and realize 
that working on improving your short-term weaknesses 
now will pay off in the long run.

Moving your A game to a new level or in a new direction 
takes humility, practice, and patience, but it’s necessary to 
truly keep your high-achieving status.

Many high achievers avoid other people’s opinions when 
they fear their work is not up to par. That kind of behavior is 
self-destructive. Challenge yourself to develop a support 
network and then regularly ask individuals to give you hon-
est feedback, even if the process is painful. Ask key people  
to engage in what a former professor of mine, Phil Daniels, calls  
an SKS. It’s a process where you ask others what you  
should stop doing, what you should keep doing, and what  
you should start doing. 

When you review the answers, consider—or better yet 
ask—why people might suggest that you stop a behavior (it 
could even be a behavior you view as a strength). Think about 
whether you’ve been dismissive of certain skills or behaviors 
because they come easily to you. Consider why people may 
have suggested that you acquire other skills.

Become Vulnerable 
Practice acknowledging uncertainty or confessing mistakes 
with people who are close to you or about projects that aren’t 
central to your professional identity. Admit to small failures—
without rattling off a litany of extenuating circumstances. Con-
sider another executive, who had joined the board of a local 
nonprofit. He believed in the cause and wanted to give back to 
his community. But realistically, with his day job, his children 

back to her first job as an assistant at a publishing company.  
She had volunteered a risky idea for an author promotion, and 
the president, known for her temper, had thrown a pencil at 
her. A little older and a little wiser, Joanna could laugh at the 
story. But it was nonetheless a formative experience, and for 
years it subtly influenced her behavior at work. Upon reflec-
tion, Joanna realized that the incident was not about her poor 
judgment or misguided risk taking—it was about her erstwhile 
boss’s unprofessional behavior. The president was probably 
taking out her own deep-seated insecurities on Joanna, an easy 
target owing to her youth and inexperience. 

It’s hard to exorcise past demons until you’ve looked at them 
dispassionately from multiple points of view. Almost without 
exception, overwhelming feelings of inadequacy are in our 
own minds. Our personal disasters are but tiny specks when it 
comes to other people’s reality. 

Once Joanna realized how that long-ago episode had been 
holding her back, she challenged herself to volunteer for a task 
force exploring new channel opportunities. She also got up the 
nerve to ask a colleague to serve as a sounding board. The aim 
was not just to test the viability of her ideas but to bolster her 
courage. What began as a fairly stressful career-booster turned 
into a productive monthly dinner. In the end, Joanna moved on 
to a senior position at a global cosmetics company as the vice 
president for duty-free promotions. She surrounded herself 
with a team of smart, reasonable people and resolved never to 
let her own fears get in the way of embracing new ideas. 

Use Your Support Network 
High achievers are, as a rule, very independent and don’t like to 
think they need a lot of help. Even those who have been lucky 
enough to have good mentors think they’ve won them by be-
ing excellent contributors. As they rise to the senior level and 
become mentors themselves, they often become even more 
reluctant to confess to fear, confusion, or incompetence. Mak-
ing matters worse, they confide in people who tell them what 
they want to hear, not what they need to hear.

A case in point is Catherine, a manager at a rapidly growing 
software firm, who was accustomed to having the high regard 
of her executive team. After a few years on the job, she found 
herself in charge of a presentation that included an overview 
of a project run by her previous boss, who was now in a more 
senior role. She put off her review of his slides because she was 
worried she wouldn’t be able to deliver the content as well as 
he would have. She was terrified of sounding stupid or embar-
rassing herself in front of somebody she truly respected. She 
kept procrastinating until the night before the presentation, 
when she finally reviewed the content and sent him an e-mail 
with some very cautious inquiries. He surprised her by answer-
ing her questions without defensiveness and offering sugges-
tions for improving the presentation. Catherine felt as though 
a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She realized how 
silly she’d been not to ask for his feedback sooner.
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acerbated by the fact that some leaders were embarrassed to 
acknowledge that they did not understand the fi nancial prod-
ucts they were selling. Things might have gone diff erently if 
somebody had had the courage to raise a hand and say, “I’m 
not getting this—could you please explain again the product 
you’ve created?”

Another way to practice vulnerability is to deliberately put 
yourself in situations where you literally know nothing. Take 
a language class unrelated to your heritage. Join a book group 
where you can’t control the selections—and force yourself to 
speak up at every meeting. 

Most likely, your colleagues and acquaintances are also high 
achievers who hold back from sharing their concerns. When 
you take the bold step of being vulnerable, you send a powerful 
message to those around you that invites them to do the same.

Focus on the Long Term
Major goals can withstand interim setbacks. When you are 
looking at the big picture, you often give yourself more latitude 
to make a few missteps. One lawyer with a passion for civil 
liberties, Steven, told us of an experience writing a brief that 
was in an area of law that lay outside his experience. He was 
paralyzed by the prospect of looking incompetent to the mem-
bers of the legal community he admired most. That the subject 
matter was only slightly out of his area of expertise made it all 
the more daunting—he felt he should know instinctively how 
to respond.

Steven realized that he had to grant himself the permis-
sion to be mediocre—an appalling prospect for achievers. He 
weighed the possible consequences of a subpar brief against 
the broader benefi ts of expanding his expertise and making 
an infl uential contribution to the case. As it turned out, his 
work on the brief garnered him additional respect from his col-
leagues. It was a solid eff ort that demonstrated his ability to 
stretch beyond his comfort zone. 

Long-term success requires some willingness to commit 
to necessary short-term risks. High achievers often let their 
fear of failure stop them from taking those chances. That was 
the case with Rick, a respected professor but a dismal team 
player. His students loved him, but his peers were increas-
ingly vocal about his refusal to contribute at an organizational 
level. He couldn’t be counted on to complete any work other 
than what was on his own to-do list. Rick consciously ignored 
his colleagues’ feedback, in part because he knew he was less 

at home, and his wife also working full time, he didn’t have 
the bandwidth to keep up. He skipped board meetings, mak-
ing excuses, and avoided duties that would expose his inabil-
ity to fulfi ll his obligations. The commitment became, for him, 
a source of deep embarrassment.

He suff ered quietly for nine months before telling his wife of 
20 years that he thought he couldn’t do the job. Even then, he 
felt humiliated and was reluctant to admit that he’d bitten off  
more than he could chew.

But it turned out that just voicing his anxiety brought him a 
surprising degree of relief. He shared the same story with sev-
eral close friends, and after a few days he decided to resign his 
directorship. He told the board quite simply that he’d taken on 
too many responsibilities and that, although he would still help 
with individual fundraising events, he could no longer commit 
to full board membership. His fellow members, who were by 
no means unaware of his struggle to keep up, were actually 
pleased to come to some closure and genuinely appreciated his 
commitment to contribute in a way that was manageable. Be-
cause of his honesty, his relationship with the board improved.

Consider, too, Anne, an executive who called in an analyst 
to demonstrate a sophisticated modeling approach to improve 
forecasting at her company. The analyst plunged into the mate-
rial, using highly technical jargon to explain the model. Anne 
was reluctant to admit that she couldn’t follow the presenta-
tion, but swallowing her pride, she interrupted, saying, “I’m 
sorry—this is not a comfortable area for me—could you explain 
those terms and go a bit slower?” The analyst began to speak in 
clearer terms, and in doing so, some faulty assumptions came 
to the surface. The meeting took on a much more collaborative 
tone, and both left with a better understanding of the chal-
lenges facing the company. 

Often the failure to admit vulnerability can have devastat-
ing consequences. Arguably, the recent fi nancial crisis was ex-

Almost without exception, 
overwhelming feelings 
of inadequacy are in our 
own minds. 
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talented at organizational tasks. Mostly, though, he was just 
too self-absorbed to pay attention to anything other than his 
own teaching, research, and publishing agenda. Unfortunately, 
Rick’s inability to see the big picture was his undoing, and his 
contract was not renewed.

In his next position, Rick resolved to do things differently. 
He invested time and effort in shoring up his organizational 
abilities. Though he worried initially about not focusing all his 
energies on teaching, his farsightedness paid off: He’s now one 

of the most highly regarded professors in his department—on 
all counts. He still feels anxiety about his weaknesses—that’s 
who he is—and in a way it’s what makes him great. He’s never 
satisfied.

DOING THE RIGHT THING POORLY is painful for high achievers. It’s 
much more satisfying to do something well, even if it’s not the 
best use of your time. Moving your A game to a new level or 
in a new direction takes humility, it takes practice, and it takes 
patience (not necessarily your strong suit). But it’s a necessary 
step on the road to doing the right thing well. 

Thomas J. DeLong is the Philip J. Stomberg Professor of Manage-
ment Practice at Harvard Business School where he teaches the 
second-year course on leadership. He is the author of Flying Without 
a Net (Harvard Business Review Press, 2011). His daughter  
Sara DeLong is a psychiatrist in private practice and community 
mental health in San Francisco and an assistant clinical professor  
at UCSF’s Department of Psychiatry. HBR Reprint R1106K

Long-term goals can 
withstand minor setbacks, 
so look at the big picture 
and give yourself the 
latitude to make some 
missteps along the way.
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Be Seen as  
a Leader
A simple exercise can boost your status and influence. 

by Adam D. Galinsky and Gavin J. Kilduff

YOU’VE BEEN ASSIGNED to a new cross-divisional task force, and the 
first meeting is today. Managers from across the company are gathered 
in a conference room at headquarters; colleagues from international  
offices are participating via conference call and Skype. The CEO, there 
just to oversee the group’s kickoff, opens with a pep talk. “So we’re asking 
all of you to help chart a new path,” he says. “We expect some exciting 
ideas to emerge from this group.” You look at the unfamiliar faces around 
you and imagine the other people listening in from afar. You’re a mix of  
men and women, with varied ages and titles, representing different  
divisions and functional backgrounds, living in different countries. Who 
among you will become the stars of this team?

Social scientists have spent decades studying how individuals achieve 
status within organizational groups—that is, how they gain respect, promi-
nence, and influence in the eyes of others. We know, for example, that 
demographics matter: People of the historically dominant race and gender 
and a respected age (white men over 40 in the western corporate world) are 
typically afforded higher status than everyone else. Appearance also plays 
a role (the tall and the good-looking are favored over those less genetically 
blessed), as do personality (confident extroverts win out) and formal rank 
(the boss is the boss).
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Thankfully, we also use more legitimate measures to size 
up new teammates. These include expertise, competence, and 
commitment—all good indicators of whether a person will 
command others’ respect. But although educational and pro-
fessional credentials may testify to these assets, they can be 
difficult to assess immediately. So at first, as a shortcut, we of-
ten revert to using the aforementioned easily observable char-
acteristics to determine who is worthy of leading the group.

Initial perceptions, of course, are subject to change as peo-
ple work together and prove their merit. Still, the old adage 

“You never get a second chance to make a first impression” is 
at least partially true. Numerous studies show that social hier-
archies develop quickly and are generally stable: People who 
achieve high status early tend to retain it.

All these findings suggest—rather dishearteningly—that 
the influence you’ll have on a group is largely predetermined 
by factors beyond your control. In this article, we present evi-
dence that challenges that notion. Through a series of experi-
ments, we have shown that anyone can achieve higher status 
on a team, both at the outset and over time, by temporarily 
shifting his or her mindset before a first meeting. Put simply, 
the attitude with which you enter a new group—something 
completely within your control—can help boost your chances 
of leading it.

We believe these findings have important implications for 
managers in today’s increasingly flat and matrixed organiza-
tions, where temporary, diverse teams are becoming the norm. 
Traditional predictors of status simply aren’t as important as 
they used to be, and workers are forming and joining different 
groups all the time. First impressions matter more than ever, 
and you can improve the ones you make with a simple five-
minute exercise.
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Temporarily shifting to an 
approach-oriented mindset 
doesn’t just help you gain status 
in groups. It can also improve 
your interviewing, negotiating, 
and speaking skills.

Other Ways Priming Can Foster Success

GET THE POSITION

In a study  with colleagues from 
the University of Cologne, INSEAD, 
and Northwestern University, we 
explored how priming students 
for power aff ected their success 
in practice interviews for business 
school. One set of students heading 
into these interactions were told to 
think about a time they had power, 
and another to think about a time 
someone had power over them. Can-
didates in the former category saw 
their odds of acceptance increase 
by 81% compared with a baseline 
control group and 162% compared 
with those primed to feel low power. 
Interviewers, who weren’t aware 
that the students had been primed 
in any way, said the students in the 
high-power condition seemed more 
confi dent and persuasive.

SEAL THE DEAL

In another experiment  with col-
leagues from the University of 
Toronto, the University of Utah, 
and the University of Cologne, we 
found that priming people with 
a promotion focus made them 
more successful in business deals. 
Participants were asked to engage in 
a mock sales negotiation for a phar-
maceutical plant, and buyers were 
told to spend no more than $25 mil-
lion. Those primed for promotion 
made more aggressive and confi dent 
fi rst off ers and paid almost $3 million 
less, on average, than their counter-
parts who were primed to avoid risks 
and prevent negative outcomes. We 
conducted another study, this time 
priming for power, and found similar 
eff ects—power-primed negotiators 
got better deals because they 
became more proactive at the 
bargaining table.

NAIL THE SPEECH 

Finally, working with researchers 
from San Diego State University 
and using rigorous acoustical anal-
ysis, we learned that power prim-
ing can even alter one’s voice. After 
thinking about a time when they had 
power, study subjects varied their 
pitch less and their volume more. 
When we later played recordings of 
these and other voices for indepen-
dent parties, they identifi ed those 
primed for power as sounding more 
authoritative. Analysis of Margaret 
Thatcher’s voice before and after she 
became Great Britain’s prime minister 
(and reportedly after voice coaching) 
showed the same change. Like our 
study participants, she maintained 
a steadier pitch but shifted between 
loud and quiet more often as she 
gained authority and status.
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THE IDEA IN BRIEF

Social scientists confirm that in a group setting, demographics— 
race, age, gender, appearance, personality, and formal rank—
matter. But while much of the influence you can have on a 
group may be predetermined, there is something you can  
do to achieve higher status on a team: Change your mindset.

The authors have found that shifting your attitude by 
“priming for power” before a first meeting can help you stand 
out in a group and even maintain that status over time. You 
can do this by triggering one or more of three approach-
based psychological states: promotion focus (centering on 
aspirations and goals), happiness, and feelings of power. All 
three of these states reduce the stress hormone cortisol and 
increase optimism and performance. 

By engaging in the priming tasks the authors suggest, 
the small change you make in your thoughts and emotions 
before a new project meeting can have a major impact on 
your status within the group. When you start off with the right 
mindset, you’ll be better positioned for influence, leadership, 
and impact at work.

ing the best way to launch a company. Afterward, teammates 
rated one another on status (To what extent do you respect and 
admire this person? Did she lead the group? To what extent did 
he influence task decisions?) and proactivity (How assertively 
did he act? How much initiative did she take in the discussion?). 

The effects were clear. People made to feel promotion- 
focused, powerful, or happy before the group task behaved 
more proactively and achieved significantly higher status than 
those in other states. For example, in one experiment, 60% of 
those primed with an approach orientation were described by at 
least one teammate as the “leader of the group”—nearly double 
the rate expected by chance. In another experiment, we video-
taped the group discussions, and independent observers con-
firmed that people primed with power spoke earlier and more 
assertively than their teammates during the first 10 minutes of 
discussion. We also found that these temporary psychologi-
cal states mattered as much as or more than stable, tradition-
ally status-enhancing personality traits such as extroversion  
and dominance.

Our conclusion: It’s pretty easy to push yourself into  
the kind of proactivity that marks you as a person worthy of 
respect—someone others want to follow.

An Enduring Effect
How far does that first impression take you, though? We  
know from previous research that the behavioral changes 
stem ming from a primed mind are fleeting: Duration estimates 
range from a few minutes to an hour. But our experiments  

A Push Toward Proactivity
Because you can’t change your demographic characteristics, 
personality, appearance, rank, functional background, or ex-
pertise to get ready for a big meeting, our focus is on mindset 
and behavior. Research tells us there are certain “competence 
cues,” such as speaking up, taking the initiative, and express-
ing confidence, that suggest leadership potential. These proac-
tive behaviors can be good indications that a person has useful 
expertise and experience, or they might simply reflect deep-
seated personality traits such as extroversion and dominance. 
However, there’s increasing evidence that people can propel 
themselves into proactivity by temporarily shifting their psy-
chological frame of mind.

We start with the two motivation systems that underlie 
much of our behavior. One, the avoidance or inhibition sys-
tem, pushes us to steer clear of threats and adverse outcomes. 
The other, the approach system, concentrates our attention on 
achieving positive outcomes and rewards, and it’s this latter 
system that can spark the behaviors that lead to higher status.

In our research, we studied the effects of triggering three  
approach-based psychological states: promotion focus (de-
fined as a focus on aspirations and goals), happiness, and a 
feeling of power. Previous work by others has shown that all 
three activate the same left frontal regions of the brain, reduce 
the stress hormone cortisol, and increase optimism and confi-
dence. And these neurological, hormonal, and psychological 
effects lead to behavioral changes: For example, people primed 
to feel powerful are more likely to take action such as turning 
off an annoying fan, while those primed to focus on promotion 
and happiness offer more ideas in brainstorming and guessing 
tasks. In our studies, we wanted to know whether these mind-
sets would make people more proactive—and thus boost their 
status—in live, face-to-face group interactions.

Our priming method involved a simple exercise that you 
can do with a pen and paper or your smartphone right now or 
before your next team project kickoff. To shift people toward 
a promotion focus, we asked them to write a few paragraphs 
describing their ambitions and what they hoped to achieve in 
life. To make them feel more powerful, we had them recall and 
describe an incident in which they had power over another 
person. And to stimulate happiness, we had them write about a 
time when they felt excited and joyful. Other study participants 
were primed to be in the opposite avoidance-oriented psycho-
logical state (describing their duties and obligations rather than 
their aspirations, a time when someone had power over them, 
or a sad experience). A third set of participants weren’t primed 
either way; they wrote about their commutes or recent grocery 
store trips.

We then put people into same-sex groups of three—one 
person primed with an approach orientation, one primed with 
the opposite avoidance orientation, and one in a neutral state. 
Their task was to work together to make a group decision, such 
as ranking items necessary to survive in the Arctic or determin-
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offered evidence that the effects can last longer in the con-
text of a newly formed group. This is because team hierar-
chies not only arise quickly but also produce reinforcing pat-
terns that lock them in. Workers who are initially perceived 
as valuable and afforded high status on a team continue to 
be seen that way, even when their contributions are equal  
to those of others. And the way they are treated—for exam-
ple, being given more valuable information or more speaking  
opportunities—actually leads them to perform at a higher level 
and protects their elevated position. It’s much like the Pygma-
lion effect in the classroom: Students initially favored by their 
teachers do better a year later on standardized tests.

We confirmed our finding by having participants in two of 
our studies return 48 hours after their original group interac-
tion and rejoin the same teams to complete two more tasks. 
They spent 20 minutes together generating an idea for an en-
vironmental organization and five minutes estimating statis-
tics (for example, the percentage of Americans who use dental 
floss daily). No one wrote any essays or described any expe-
riences this time; they simply got to work. Once the job was 
done, participants completed the same proactivity and status 
rankings as before, and the results were again clear. The people 
who had been made to feel powerful or happy two days earlier 
continued to wield more influence over their teammates, even 
though those mindsets were no longer being primed and the 
tasks had changed.

In one of these experiments, we also added a resource al-
location exercise to see if the people perceived to be leaders 
would reap tangible gains from their status. They did: When 
subjects were asked to spread prize-giveaway lottery points 
among themselves and their teammates on the basis of every-

one’s respective contribution to the group, they gave more to 
those who had been previously primed for happiness, even 
though that meant keeping fewer points for themselves.

Our conclusion: The temporary mindset that you bring to an 
initial group meeting can have a lasting impact on your status 
and influence with your teammates.

Putting It to Work
So how can you turn this research to your advantage? Before 
you embark on your next group project or have your first in-
teraction with colleagues you don’t know well, simply do the 
priming tasks we’ve described. We’ve found consistent results 
across all approach orientations—regardless of whether people 
thought about their aspirations and ambitions, their experi-
ences with power, or times they were happy. So pick the mind-
set that feels most authentic for you.

We can’t promise miraculous results. For one thing, we 
know that most group projects last far longer than two 
days, and although we believe that status is self-reinforcing, 
we haven’t tested whether the effects we observed would  
diminish—or grow—over time. We also realize that priming for 
proactivity may be less likely to work in cultures where leaders 
aren’t expected to exhibit such behavior. And because our ex-
periments have been mostly lab-based, we can’t yet prove that 
people in real-world organizations can use these techniques 
to advance themselves. However, these studies—and others 
(see the sidebar “Other Ways Priming Can Foster Success”)— 
pre sent a strong argument for the power of priming when it 
comes to setting yourself up for influence, leadership, and  
impact at work.

The phenomenon reminds us of what chaos theorists call the 
“butterfly effect”: the idea that a small change in conditions in 
the natural world, even the mere flap of a butterfly’s wings, can 
have profound consequences, such as setting off a hurricane 
weeks later and thousands of miles away. Fiction writers and 
filmmakers have fantasized about how the butterfly effect can 
play out in human interaction, and they might be on to some-
thing. We now know that a small change in the thoughts and 
feelings you bring to your first encounter with a group—acti-
vated by something as quick and easy as a writing task—can 
have a significant impact on your status in it. Conventional wis-
dom says that success comes from having the right attributes, 
or from being in the right place at the right time. Our research 
suggests that it is also a matter of being in the right frame of 
mind at the right time. 

Adam D. Galinsky is chair of the Management Division and the 
Vikram S. Pandit Professor of Business at Columbia Business School. 
He is a coauthor of Friend and Foe: When to Cooperate, When to 
Compete, and How to Succeed at Both (Crown Business, 2015).  
Gavin J. Kilduff is an associate professor of management and  
organizations at NYU’s Stern School of Business.
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In 2008, Dr. Michael Kordecki (DPT ’03), physical therapist and 
former pro football athletic trainer, took part in a panel on spinal 
injuries. After hearing horrifying accounts of on-the-fi eld injuries, 
participants were left with one thought, “Somebody has to design 
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WE ARE DRAWN to the stories of effective leaders in action. Their decisive-
ness invigorates us. The events that unfold from their bold moves, often 
culminating in successful outcomes, make for gripping narratives. Perhaps 
most important, we turn to accounts of their deeds for lessons that we can 
apply in our own careers. Books like Jack: Straight from the Gut and Execu-
tion: The Discipline of Getting Things Done are compelling in part because 
they implicitly promise that we can achieve the success of a Jack Welch or 
a Larry Bossidy—if only we learn to emulate his actions.

But this focus on what a leader does is misplaced. That’s because moves 
that work in one context often make little sense in another, even at the 
same company or within the experience of a single leader. Recall that Jack 
Welch, early in his career at General Electric, insisted that each of GE’s busi-
nesses be number one or number two in market share in its industry; years 
later he insisted that those same businesses define their markets so that 
their share was no greater than 10%, thereby forcing managers to look for 
opportunities beyond the confines of a narrowly conceived market. Try-
ing to learn from what Jack Welch did invites confusion and incoherence, 
because he pursued—wisely, I might add—diametrically opposed courses 
at different points in his career and in GE’s history. 

by Roger Martin

We look for lessons in the actions of great leaders. We should instead  
be examining what goes on in their heads—particularly the way they 
creatively build on the tensions among conflicting ideas.

How Successful 
Leaders Think

LEADERSHIP
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So where do we look for lessons? A more productive, though 
more difficult, approach is to focus on how a leader thinks—that 
is, to examine the antecedent of doing, or the ways in which 
leaders’ cognitive processes produce their actions. 

I have spent the past 15 years, first as a management consul-
tant and now as the dean of a business school, studying leaders 
with exemplary records. Over the past six years, I have inter-
viewed more than 50 such leaders, some for as long as eight 
hours, and found that most of them share a somewhat unusual 
trait: They have the predisposition and the capacity to hold 
in their heads two opposing ideas at once. And then, without 
panicking or simply settling for one alternative or the other, 
they’re able to creatively resolve the tension between those 
two ideas by generating a new one that contains elements of 
the others but is superior to both. This process of consideration 
and synthesis can be termed integrative thinking. It is this dis-
cipline—not superior strategy or faultless execution—that is a 
defining characteristic of most exceptional businesses and the 
people who run them. 

I don’t claim that this is a new idea. More than 60 years ago,  
F. Scott Fitzgerald saw “the ability to hold two opposing ideas in 
mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function” as 
the sign of a truly intelligent individual. And certainly not every 
good leader exhibits this capability, nor is it the sole source of 
success for those who do. But it is clear to me that integrative 
thinking tremendously improves people’s odds. 

This insight is easy to miss, though, since the management 
conversation in recent years has tilted away from thinking and 
toward doing (witness the popularity of books like Execution). 
Also, many great integrative thinkers aren’t even aware of their 
particular capability and thus don’t consciously exercise it. 
Take Jack Welch, who is among the executives I have inter-
viewed: He is clearly a consummate integrative thinker—but 
you’d never know it from reading his books. 

Indeed, my aim in this article is to deconstruct and describe 
a capability that seems to come naturally to many success-
ful leaders. To illustrate the concept, I’ll concentrate on an 
executive I talked with at length: Bob Young, the colorful co-
founder and former CEO of Red Hat, the dominant distributor 
of Linux open-source software. The assumption underlying 
my examination of his and others’ integrative thinking is this: 
It isn’t just an ability you’re born with—it’s something you  
can hone. 

Opposable Thumb, Opposable Mind 
In the mid-1990s, Red Hat faced what seemed like two alterna-
tive paths to growth. At the time, the company sold packaged 
versions of Linux open-source software, mainly to computer 
geeks, periodically bundling together new versions that in-
cluded the latest upgrades from countless independent devel-
opers. As Red Hat looked to grow beyond its $1 million in an-
nual sales, it could have chosen one of the two basic business 
models in the software industry.

One was the classic proprietary-software model, employed 
by big players such as Microsoft, Oracle, and SAP, which sold 
customers operating software but not the source code. These 
companies invested heavily in research and development, 
guarded their intellectual property jealously, charged high 
prices, and enjoyed wide profit margins because their custom-
ers, lacking access to the source code, were essentially locked 
into purchasing regular upgrades. 

The alternative, employed by numerous small companies, 
including Red Hat itself, was the so-called free-software model, 
in which suppliers sold CD-ROMs with both the software and 
the source code. The software products weren’t in fact free, but 
prices were modest—$15 for a packaged version of the Linux 
operating system versus more than $200 for Microsoft Win-
dows. Suppliers made money each time they assembled a new 
version from the many free updates by independent develop-
ers; but profit margins were narrow and revenue was uncertain. 
Corporate customers, looking for standardization and predict-
ability, were wary not only of the unfamiliar software but also 
of its small and idiosyncratic suppliers.

Bob Young—a self-deprecating eccentric in an industry full 
of eccentrics, who signaled his affiliation with his company 
by regularly sporting red socks and a red hat—didn’t like ei-
ther of these models. The high-margin proprietary model ran 
counter to the whole philosophy of Linux and the open-source 
movement, even if there had been a way to create proprietary 
versions of the software. “Buying proprietary software is like 
buying a car with the hood welded shut,” Young told me. “If 
something goes wrong, you can’t even try to fix it.” But the 
free-software model meant scraping a slim profit from the 
packaging and distribution of a freely available commodity 
in a fringe market, which might have offered reasonable re-
turns in the short term but wasn’t likely to deliver sustained  
profitable growth.

Young likes to say that he’s not “one of the smart guys” in 
the industry, that he’s a salesman in a world of technical ge-
niuses. Nonetheless, he managed to synthesize two seemingly 
irreconcilable business models, placing Red Hat on a path to 
tremendous success. His response to his strategic dilemma 
was to combine the free-software model’s low product price 
with the proprietary model’s profitable service component, in 
the process creating something new: a corporate market for 
the Linux operating system. As is often the case with integra-
tive thinking, Young included some twists on both models that 
made the synthesis work.

Although inspired by the proprietary model, Red Hat’s ser-
vice offering was quite different. “If you ran into a bug that 
caused your systems to crash,” Young said of the service you’d 
buy from the big proprietary shops, “you would call up the 
manufacturer and say, ‘My systems are crashing.’ And he’d say, 

‘Oh, dear,’ while he really meant, ‘Oh, good.’ He’d send an engi-
neer over at several hundred dollars an hour to fix his software, 
which was broken when he delivered it to you, and he’d call 
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THE IDEA IN BRIEF THE IDEA IN PRACTICE

ARTICLEAT� A� GLANCE

What does integrative thinking look like in 
action? Contrast conventional and integra-
tive thinkers’ approaches to the four steps of 
decision making:

STEP 1: IDENTIFYING KEY FACTORS
Conventional thinkers consider only obvi-
ously relevant factors while weighing options.  
Integrative thinkers seek less obvious but 
potentially more relevant considerations.

EXAMPLE
Bob Young disliked the two prevailing 
software business models: selling operat-
ing software but not source code needed to 
develop software applications (profitable 
but anathema to open-source advocates) 
or selling CD-ROMs containing software 
and source code (aligned with open-source 
values but not profitable). Seeking a third 
choice, he considered CIOs’ reluctance to 
buy new technology that would be compli-
cated to maintain. Viewing their reluctance 
as relevant eventually helped Young see that 
selling software service would be a superior 
alternative to the existing product-based 
business models.

STEP 2: ANALYZING CAUSALITY
Conventional thinkers consider one-way,  
linear relationships between factors: More of  
A produces more of B. Integrative thinkers 
consider multidirectional relationships.

EXAMPLE
Young analyzed the complex relationships 
among pricing, profitability, and distribu-
tion channels. He recognized that a product 
based on freely available components 
would soon become a commodity. Any 
electronics retailer could assemble its own 
Linux product and push it through its well-
developed distribution channel—leaving 
Red Hat stranded. Analysis of these causal 
relationships yielded a nuanced picture of 
the industry’s future.

STEP 3: ENVISIONING THE DECISION’S 
OVERALL STRUCTURE
Conventional thinkers break a problem 
into pieces and work on them separately. 
Integrative thinkers see a problem as a 
whole—examining how its various aspects 
affect one another.

EXAMPLE
Young held several issues in his head 
simultaneously, including CIOs’ concerns, 
the dynamics of individual and corporate 
markets for system software, and the evolv-
ing economics of the free-software business. 
Each “piece” could have pushed him toward 
a separate decision. But by considering the 
issues as an interrelated whole, Young began 
to realize only one player would ultimately 
dominate the corporate market.

STEP 4: ACHIEVING RESOLUTION
Conventional thinkers make either-or  
choices. Integrative thinkers refuse to  
accept conventional options.

EXAMPLE
To pursue market leadership, Red Hat began 
helping companies manage the software up-
grades available almost daily through Linux’s 
open-source platform. It also gave the 
software away as a free internet download. 
Thus, Red Hat acquired the scale and market 
leadership to attract cautious corporate cus-
tomers to what became its central offering: 
service, not software.

The secret to becoming a great 
leader? Don’t act like one, 
Martin advises. Instead, think 
like one.

Brilliant leaders excel at 
integrative thinking. They can 
hold two opposing ideas in their 
minds at once. Then, rather than 
settling for choice A or B, they 
forge an innovative “third way” 
that contains elements of both 
but improves on each.

Consider Bob Young, cofounder 
of Red Hat, the dominant 
distributor of Linux open-source 
software. The business model 
Young created for Red Hat tran-
scended the two prevailing soft-
ware industry models—winning 
Red Hat entrée into the lucrative 
corporate market.

How to become an integrative 
thinker? Resist the simplicity 
and certainty that comes with 
conventional “either-or” think-
ing. Embrace the messiness and 
complexity of conflicting options. 
And emulate great leaders’ deci-
sion-making approach looking 
beyond obvious considerations.

Your reward? Instead of mak-
ing unattractive trade-offs, you 
generate a wealth of profitable 
solutions for your business.
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Unfortunately, because people don’t exercise this capa-
bility much, great integrative thinkers are fairly rare. Why is 
this potentially powerful but generally latent tool used so in-
frequently and to less than full advantage? Because putting it 
to work makes us anxious. Most of us avoid complexity and 
ambiguity and seek out the comfort of simplicity and clarity. 
To cope with the dizzying complexity of the world around us, 
we simplify where we can. We crave the certainty of choosing 
between well-defined alternatives and the closure that comes 
when a decision has been made. 

For those reasons, we often don’t know what to do with 
fundamentally opposing and seemingly incommensurable  

models. Our first impulse is usually to determine which of the 
two models is “right” and, by the process of elimination, which 
is “wrong.” We may even take sides and try to prove that our 
chosen model is better than the other one. But in rejecting one 
model out of hand, we miss out on all the value that we could 
have realized by considering the opposing two at the same time 
and finding in the tension clues to a superior model. By forcing 
a choice between the two, we disengage the opposable mind 
before it can seek a creative resolution. 

This nearly universal personal trait is writ large in most or-
ganizations. When a colleague admonishes us to “quit compli-
cating the issue,” it’s not just an impatient reminder to get on 
with the damn job—it’s also a plea to keep the complexity at a 
comfortable level. 

To take advantage of our opposable minds, we must resist 
our natural leaning toward simplicity and certainty. Bob Young 
recognized from the beginning that he wasn’t bound to choose 
one of the two prevailing software business models. He saw the 
unpleasant trade-offs he’d have to make if he chose between 
the two as a signal to rethink the problem from the ground up. 
And he didn’t rest until he found a new model that grew out of 
the tension between them. 

Basically, Young refused to settle for an “either-or” choice. 
That phrase has come up time and again in my interviews with 
successful leaders. When asked whether he thought strategy or 
execution was more important, Jack Welch responded: “I don’t 
think it’s an ‘either-or.’” Similarly, Procter & Gamble CEO A.G. 
Lafley—when asked how he came up with a turnaround plan 
that drew on both cost cutting and investment in innovation—

that customer service.” Red Hat, by contrast, helped companies 
manage the upgrades and improvements available almost daily 
through Linux’s open-source platform. 

Young also made a crucial change to what had been the 
somewhat misleadingly dubbed free-software model: He ac-
tually gave the software away, repackaging it as a free down-
load on the Internet rather than as an inexpensive but cumber-
some CD-ROM. This allowed Red Hat to break away from the 
multitude of small Linux packagers by acquiring the scale and 
market leadership to generate faith among cautious corporate 
customers in what would become Red Hat’s central offering—
service, not software.

In 1999, Red Hat went public, and Young became a billionaire 
on the first day of trading. By 2000, Linux had captured 25% of 
the server operating system market, and Red Hat held more 
than 50% of the global market for Linux systems. Unlike the 
vast majority of dot-com era start-ups, Red Hat has continued 
to grow. 

What enabled Young to resolve the apparent choice be-
tween two unattractive models? It was his use of an innate but 
underdeveloped human characteristic, something we might 
call—in a metaphor that echoes another human trait—the  
opposable mind. 

Human beings are distinguished from nearly every other 
creature by a physical feature: the opposable thumb. Thanks 
to the tension that we can create by opposing the thumb and 
fingers, we can do marvelous things—write, thread a needle, 
guide a catheter through an artery. Although evolution pro-
vided human beings with this potential advantage, it would 
have gone to waste if our species had not exercised it in ever 
more sophisticated ways. When we engage in something like 
writing, we train the muscles involved and the brain that con-
trols them. Without exploring the possibilities of opposition, 
we wouldn’t have developed either its physical properties or 
the cognition that accompanies and animates it. 

Analogously, we were born with opposable minds, which al-
low us to hold two conflicting ideas in constructive, almost dia-
lectic tension. We can use that tension to think our way toward 
new, superior ideas. Were we able to hold only one thought 
or idea in our heads at a time, we wouldn’t have access to the 
insights that the opposable mind can produce.

We often don’t know what to do with fundamentally 
opposing models. Our first impulse is usually to 
determine which is “right” and, by the process  
of elimination, which is “wrong.”
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said: “We weren’t going to win if it were an ‘or.’ Everybody can 
do ‘or.’”

The Four Stages of Decision Making 
So what does the process of integrative thinking look like? 
How do integrative thinkers consider their options in a way 
that leads to new possibilities and not merely back to the same 
inadequate alternatives? They work through four related but 
distinct stages. The steps themselves aren’t particular to inte-
grative thinking: Everyone goes through them while thinking 
through a decision. What’s distinctive about integrative think-
ers is how they approach the steps. (See the exhibit “Conven-
tional Versus Integrative Thinking.”)

Determining salience. The first step is figuring out which 
factors to take into account. The conventional approach is to 
discard as many as possible—or not even to consider some 
of them in the first place. In order to reduce our exposure to 
uncomfortable complexity, we filter out salient features when 
considering an issue.

We also do this because of how most organizations are struc-
tured. Each functional specialty has its own narrow view of 
what merits consideration. Finance departments haven’t tra-
ditionally regarded emotional factors as salient; similarly, de-
partments concerned with organizational behavior have often 
ignored quantitative questions. Managers pressure employees 
to limit their view of what’s salient to match the department’s 
doctrine, leaving people with only a subset of the factors to 
which they might otherwise have productively paid attention.

When our decisions turn out badly, we often recognize after 
the fact that we’ve failed to consider factors that are significant 
to those outside the immediate reach of our jobs or functional 
specialties. We say to ourselves, “I should have thought about 
how the employees in our European operation would have in-
terpreted the wording of that memo” or “I should have thought 
about the state’s road-repair program before choosing a site 
for our new distribution center.” The integrative thinker, by 
contrast, actively seeks less obvious but potentially relevant 
factors. Of course, more salient features make for a messier 
problem, but integrative thinkers don’t mind the mess. In fact, 
they embrace it, because it assures them that they haven’t dis-
missed anything that may illuminate the problem as a whole. 
They welcome complexity, because that’s where the best an-
swers come from. They are confident that they’ll find their way 
through it and emerge on the other side with a clear resolution.

In his thinking about a new business model for Red Hat, Bob 
Young added into his calculations something ignored both by 
software companies generally and by Linux suppliers in par-
ticular: the day-to-day concerns of corporate CIOs and their 
systems administrators. Doing this allowed him to envision an 
innovative model that tapped into an entirely new market for 
Linux-based products and services.

As a whole, the software industry disdains CIOs’ reluctance 
to buy the newest and best technology, attributing it to timidity 

or strict adherence to the “you’ll never get fired for buying IBM” 
mantra. Young not only empathized with the CIOs but found 
their caution understandable. “It’s not FUD—fear, uncertainty, 
and doubt,” he said. “It’s sensible.” 

Linux software was an entirely new product for corporate 
buyers, one that didn’t follow any familiar rules. It was free. 
No one supplier controlled it. Thousands of versions were out 
there, and each one changed nearly every day. From the CIOs’ 
perspective, that Linux was cheaper and better than Windows-
based products—the basic sales message delivered by Red Hat’s 
rivals—played a relatively small part in the calculation. The 
CIOs were thinking about whether their investment would be 
in a stable and consistent platform that would work across their 
organizations and whether their suppliers would still be around 
in ten or 15 years. Systems administrators worried that the com-
plexity of Linux—with its random and almost daily upgrades—
would create a management nightmare, since different teams 
of people throughout the company would have to maintain the 
software packages. 
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Viewing these concerns as salient helped lead Young to con-
clude that, in the case of Linux, service was a bigger selling 
point than product and that a vendor’s long-term credibility 
was crucial.

Analyzing causality. In the second step of decision making, 
you analyze how the numerous salient factors relate to one an-
other. Conventional thinkers tend to take the same narrow view 
of causality that they do of salience. The simplest type of all is 
a straight-line causal relationship. It’s no accident that linear 
regression is the business world’s preferred tool for establishing 
relationships between variables. Other tools are available, of 
course, but most managers shun them because they’re harder 
to use. How many times has a superior scolded you for making a 
problem more complicated than it needs to be? You protest that 
you’re not trying to complicate anything; you just want to see 

the problem as it really is. Your boss tells you to stick to your job, 
and a potentially complex relationship becomes a linear one in 
which more of A produces more of B.

When we make bad decisions, sometimes it is because we got 
the causal links between salient features wrong. We may have 
been right about the direction of a relationship but wrong about 
the magnitude: “I thought that our costs would decrease much 
faster than they actually did as our scale grew.” Or we may have 
gotten the direction of a relationship wrong: “I thought that 
our capacity to serve clients would increase when we hired a 
new batch of consultants, but it actually shrank, because the 
experienced consultants had to spend a huge amount of their 
time training the new ones and fixing their rookie mistakes.”

The integrative thinker isn’t afraid to question the validity 
of apparently obvious links or to consider multidirectional and 
nonlinear relationships. So, for example, rather than simply 
thinking, “That competitor’s price-cutting is hurting our bot-
tom line,” the integrative thinker may conclude, “Our product 
introduction really upset our rivals. Now they’re cutting prices 
in response, and our profitability is suffering.”

The most interesting causal link that Young identified was 
the rather subtle one between the free availability of Red Hat 
software’s basic components and the likely—or inevitable, in 
Young’s view—evolution of the industry. The relationships 
he saw between pricing, profitability, and distribution chan-

nel drove his company in a different direction from its Linux 
competitors, which saw a perfectly good market for their “free” 
software. This is what allowed him to create and then lock up 
the new corporate market. 

For example, Young recognized the vulnerability of a product 
based on freely available components. Whatever you charged 
for the convenience of getting a Linux operating system bun-
dled together on one CD-ROM, inevitably “someone else would 
come in and price it lower,” he said. “It was a commodity in the 
truest sense of the word.” He also realized that a company that 
wasn’t a current rival—say, a big electronics retailer—could put 
together a Linux product of its own and then push it through its 
own well-developed distribution channel, leaving Red Hat and 
other suppliers out in the cold. “I knew I needed a product I had 
some control over so I could make CompUSA a customer”—that 
is, a corporate purchaser of Red Hat’s service package—“rather 
than a competitor” with its own CD-ROM product. 

The causal relationships spotted by Young weren’t earth-
shattering on their own, but putting them together helped 
Young create a more nuanced picture of the industry’s future 
than his competitors were able to.

Envisioning the decision architecture. With a good handle 
on the causal relationships between salient features, you’re 
ready to turn to the decision itself. But which decision? Even 
the simple question of whether to go to a movie tonight in-
volves deciding, at the very least, which movie to see, which 
theater to go to, and which showing to attend. The order in 
which you make these decisions will affect the outcome. For 
example, you may not be able to see your preferred movie if 
you’ve already decided you need to be back in time to relieve a 
babysitter who has plans for later in the evening. When you’re 
trying to invent a new business model, the number of decision-
making variables explodes. And with that comes the impulse 
not only to establish a strict sequence in which issues will be 
considered but also to dole out pieces of a decision so that vari-
ous parties—often, different corporate functions—can work on 
them separately.

What usually happens is that everyone loses sight of the 
overriding issue, and a mediocre outcome results. Suppose that 
Bob Young had delegated to different functional heads ques-
tions concerning the pricing, enhancement, and distribution 
of Red Hat’s original software product. Would their individual 
answers, agglomerated into an overall Red Hat strategy, have 
produced the spectacularly successful new business model 
that Young came up with? It doesn’t seem all that likely. 

Integrative thinkers don’t break down a problem into inde-
pendent pieces and work on them separately or in a certain 
order. They see the entire architecture of the problem—how 
the various parts of it fit together, how one decision will af-
fect another. Just as important, they hold all of those pieces 
suspended in their minds at once. They don’t parcel out the 
elements for others to work on piecemeal or let one element 
temporarily drop out of sight, only to be taken up again for 

To take advantage of our 
opposable minds, we must 
resist our natural leaning 
toward simplicity and 
certainty.
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consideration after everything else has been decided. An archi-
tect doesn’t ask his subordinates to design a perfect bathroom 
and a perfect living room and a perfect kitchen, and then hope 
that the pieces of the house will fit nicely together. A business 
executive doesn’t design a product before considering the costs 
of manufacturing it. 

Young held simultaneously in his head a number of issues: 
the feelings and the challenges of chief information officers and 
systems administrators, the dynamics of both the individual 
and the corporate markets for operating system software, the 
evolving economics of the free-software business, and the mo-
tivations behind the major players in the proprietary-software 
business. Each factor could have pushed him toward a sepa-
rate decision on how to address the challenge. But he delayed 
making decisions and considered the relationships between 
these issues as he slowly moved toward the creation of a new 
business model, one based on the belief that dominant market 
share would be critical to Red Hat’s success. 

Achieving resolution. All of these stages—determining what 
is salient, analyzing the causal relationships between the salient 
factors, examining the architecture of the problem—lead to an 
outcome. Too often, we accept an unpleasant trade-off with 
relatively little complaint, since it appears to be the best alter-

native. That’s because by the time we have reached this stage, 
our desire for simplicity has led us to ignore opportunities in 
the previous three steps to discover interesting and novel ways 
around the trade-off. Instead of rebelling against the meager 
and unattractive alternatives, instead of refusing to settle for 
the best available bad choice, the conventional thinker shrugs 
and asks, “What else could we have done?” 

“Much else,” the integrative thinker says. A leader who em-
braces holistic rather than segmented thinking can creatively 
resolve the tensions that launched the decision-making pro-
cess. The actions associated with the search for such resolu-
tion—creating delays, sending teams back to examine things 
more deeply, generating new options at the 11th hour—can ap-
pear irresolute from the outside. Indeed, the integrative thinker 
may even be dissatisfied with the fresh batch of options he’s 
come up with, in which case he may go back and start over. 
When a satisfactory outcome does emerge, though, it is inevi-
tably due to the leader’s refusal to accept trade-offs and con-
ventional options.

The outcome in the case of Red Hat was completely uncon-
ventional—not many companies suddenly decide to give away 
their products—and ultimately successful. Young’s gradual 
realization that only one player in his industry would have  

INTEGRATIVE 
THINKERS

CONVENTIONAL 
THINKERS

Seek less obvious 
but potentially 
relevant factors

Focus only on 
obviously relevant 
features
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Conventional Versus Integrative Thinking
When responding to problems or challenges, leaders work through four steps. Those who are conventional 
thinkers seek simplicity along the way and are often forced to make unattrac tive trade-offs. By contrast,  
integrative thinkers wel come complexity—even if it means repeating one or more of the steps—and this  
allows them to craft innovative solutions.
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leverage with and support from corporate customers—and 
that such leverage and support could reap attractive service 
revenues from totally free software—shaped the dramatically 
creative decision he made. 

The thinking that he intuitively engaged in is very different 
from the thinking that produces most managerial decisions. 
But, he said, his experience was hardly unique: “People are 
often faced with difficult choices—for instance, ‘Do I want to be 
the high-quality, high-cost supplier or the low-quality, low-cost 
supplier?’ We’re trained to examine the pros and cons of such 
alternatives and then pick one of them. But really successful 
businesspeople look at choices like these and say, ‘I don’t like 
either one.’” Using that recurring phrase, he added: “They don’t 
accept that it’s an ‘either-or.’” 

Born and Bred
The consequences of integrative thinking and conventional 
thinking couldn’t be more distinct. Integrative thinking gen-
erates options and new solutions. It creates a sense of limit-
less possibility. Conventional thinking glosses over potential 
solutions and fosters the illusion that creative solutions don’t 
actually exist. With integrative thinking, aspirations rise over 

time. With conventional thinking, they wear away with every 
apparent reinforcement of the lesson that life is about accept-
ing unattractive trade-offs. Fundamentally, the conventional 
thinker prefers to accept the world just as it is, whereas the in-
tegrative thinker welcomes the challenge of shaping the world 
for the better.

Given the benefits of integrative thinking, you have to ask, 
“If I’m not an integrative thinker, can I learn to be one?” In  
F. Scott Fitzgerald’s view, only people with “first-rate intelli-
gence” can continue to function while holding two opposing 
ideas in their heads. But I refuse to believe that the ability to use 
our opposable minds is a gift reserved for a small minority of 
people. I prefer the view suggested by Thomas C. Chamberlin, 
a 19th-century American geologist and former president of the 
University of Wisconsin. More than 100 years ago, Chamberlin 
wrote an article in Science magazine proposing the idea of “mul-
tiple working hypotheses” as an improvement over the most 
commonly employed scientific method of the time: testing the 
validity of a single hypothesis through trial and error. Cham-
berlin argued that his  approach would provide more accurate 
explanations of scientific phenomena by taking into account 

“the co-ordination of several agencies, which enter into the 
combined result in varying proportions.” While acknowledg-
ing the cognitive challenges posed by such an approach, Cham-
berlin wrote that it “develops a habit of thought analogous to 
the method itself, which may be designated a habit of parallel 
or complex thought. Instead of a simple succession of thoughts 
in linear order…the mind appears to become possessed of the 
power of simultaneous vision from different standpoints.”

Similarly, I believe that integrative thinking is a “habit of 
thought” that all of us can consciously develop to arrive at 
solutions that would otherwise not be evident. First, there 
needs to be greater general awareness of integrative think-
ing as a concept. Then, over time, we can teach it in our 
business schools—an endeavor that colleagues and I are cur-
rently working on. At some point, integrative thinking will 
no longer be just a tacit skill (cultivated knowingly or not)  
in the heads of a select few. 

Roger Martin is the director of the Martin Prosperity Institute at 
the Rotman School of Management at the University of Toronto and 
the author of The Opposable Mind: How Successful Leaders Win 
Through Integrative Thinking (Harvard Business Press, 2007).
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they welcome complexity, because that’s where the best 
answers come from.
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THE WORLD OF WORK has changed dramatically over the past 
decade. Companies are more global and employee groups 
more diverse than ever before. Organizational structures 
are less hierarchical and more collaborative. And today’s 
networked offices are full of technological distractions that 
would have been unimaginable to the 20th-century manager.

We asked experts in cross-cultural communication, infor-
mation networks, and the science of attention what specific 
skills executives should cultivate to tackle these new chal-
lenges. Here are their answers.

LEADERSHIP
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MARCO, THE ITALIAN COO of a technology company in Mumbai, 
can’t motivate his Indian employees. Anat, an Israeli manage-
ment consultant working in the United States, struggles to give 

“American style” feedback. Seungwoo, the CEO of a Korean soft-
ware firm with a new Shanghai office, has trouble retaining Chi-
nese staffers. All three of these executives should be successful 
in their respective cross-cultural contexts. They all have what 
Mansour Javidan, of the Thunderbird School of Global Man-
agement, calls a “global mind-set”: They are seasoned manag-
ers who appreciate diversity and have international work ex-
perience. They also have specific cultural intelligence: Marco 
knows that Indian workers are accustomed to leaders who are 
more authoritarian than those in Italy; Anat knows that most 
Americans prefer criticism couched in kindness over the blunt 
feedback she might ordinarily give; and Seungwoo knows that 
Chinese bosses tend to be more paternalistic than Korean ones. 
These three leaders are motivated to use this knowledge; in fact, 
their professional success depends on it. 

So what’s holding them back? I’ve spent the past 10 years 
studying hundreds of savvy business professionals who were 

thrust into unfamiliar cultures or who work with foreign col-
leagues, and I believe that what Marco, Anat, and Seungwoo 
lack is a very specific skill I call “cultural code-switching”—
the ability to modify behavior in specific situations to accom-
modate varying cultural norms. Code-switching requires far 
more than the right mind-set, information, and motivation. 
It requires a capacity to manage the psychological challenges 
that arise when someone tries to translate cultural knowledge 
into action.

Executives often feel inauthentic when their behavior con-
flicts with their ingrained values and beliefs, and doubly un-
comfortable when others assume that it is a true reflection of 
who they are. They may also feel incompetent—anxious and 
embarrassed about acting in a way so far outside their comfort 
zone. Deeper down, they may feel frustrated and angry that 
they had to make changes in the first place. After all, manag-
ers don’t usually have to adapt their behavior to the needs of 
their subordinates; most often it’s the other way around. To-
gether, these feelings can prevent executives from making a 
successful code-switch, thus imperiling their careers and their  
companies’ success.

The good news is that it’s possible to overcome this problem. 
The first step is to diagnose the challenges you face. In Marco’s 
case, a deep belief in empowering subordinates was prevent-
ing him from embracing the top-down, often harsh leadership 
style that his Mumbai team seemed to need in order to meet 
deadlines. Whenever progress was so poor that he had to yell 
out directives, he felt guilty (“I shouldn’t treat employees this 
way!”) and ineffective (“I sound ridiculous!”). 

The second step is to adapt your behavior to reduce your dis-
tress. That means making small but meaningful adjustments 
that are both appropriate in the new setting and true to your 
own values. It may mean electing behavior that blends ele-
ments of both cultures. Marco was able to find a middle ground 
between his participative European management style and the 
more authoritarian kind expected in India. He could be signifi-

Code-Switching 
Between Cultures

by Andrew L. Molinsky

SKILL 1

To work well with foreign colleagues,  
you may have to risk feeling inauthentic 
and incompetent.
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cantly more hands-on and assertive without yelling. Anat was 
able to give feedback better tailored to an American audience 
while retaining some of her direct, demanding Israeli style. 

The third step is to fully appreciate the value of code- 
switching. One way is to focus on how the desired outcome 
aligns with your personal goals and values, even if the behav-
iors themselves do not. Marco knew that adapting his style in 
India would help him become a more effective global manager, 
which was very important to him. Seungwoo was able to ease 
up on his Chinese employees when he reminded himself how 
important the Shanghai operation was to future growth. 

Another way is to view your code-switching from the per-
spective of the other culture, rather than exclusively through 
your own lens. Once Marco came to see that his employees 
actually valued his new management style, it became far easier 
to practice. Similarly, when Anat learned to appreciate the rea-
sons for giving American-style feedback—her colleagues were 
hurt and demotivated by criticism delivered without praise—
she could more easily change her approach.

Being culturally fluent means being able to enter a new 
context, master the norms, and feel comfortable doing so. In 
situations where executives perceive a serious threat to their 
competence and identity, they often show a strong psycho-
logical resistance to appropriate behavior. Learning to be effec-
tive at cultural code-switching is the key to becoming a truly  
global leader.

Andrew L. Molinsky is a professor of international management and 
organizational behavior at the Brandeis International Business School. 
Twitter: @andymolinsky

Wielding Digital 
Influence

by Thomas H. Davenport and Bala Iyer

As companies become less hierarchical, 
the effective use of online networks will  
be crucial to success. 

SKILL 2

DHARMESH SHAH, THE FOUNDER and chief technology officer of 
HubSpot, a web marketing company, has an impressive on-
line network: He runs a 216,000-member LinkedIn group for 
entrepreneurs, hosts a Q&A community for start-ups on Stack 
Overflow, and has more than 98,000 Twitter followers. But even 
more enviable than the size of Shah’s network is how he uses it. 
During a recent hiring push at HubSpot, he tweeted about the 
company’s need for talented engineers and quickly received re-
ferrals for hundreds of candidates, several of whom he hired. On 
another occasion, while wrestling with an error-prone program 
for a new product, he asked his online followers for help. Within 
hours he received many suggestions, and one person provided 
instructions for debugging the program.

Most managers today understand how to use online tools to 
build and expand their networks. It’s easy to reach out to indus-
try contacts and colleagues through LinkedIn and Facebook, to 
follow and be followed on Twitter, and to actively participate in 
corporate social media initiatives. Less well understood is how 
managers can use these networks to gather information and 
wield influence in an increasingly interconnected, collaborative, 
and less-hierarchical workplace. Shah provides a perfect case 
study, offering lessons that will help even executives outside 
the technology industry. 

To build an effective online network, you need to focus, as 
Shah does, on three things: reputation, specialization, and net-
work position. As in the real world, reputation is currency—it’s 
how you get people you’ve never met to seek you out, give you 
information, and collaborate with you. In the virtual world you 
build your reputation by offering interesting content, drawing 
attention to your web presence, and motivating others to circu-
late and act on your ideas. Reputation can be assessed using ser-
vices such as Klout, Identified, PeerIndex, and Empire Avenue, 
which score you on the basis of how many people you influence, 
how much influence you wield, and how influential your con-
tacts are. Shah has a Klout score of 80 (on a scale of 1 to 100). 

He and other successful online operatives enhance their rep-
utations and expand their networks by focusing on key areas of 
expertise. Shah’s are technology and entrepreneurship—topics 

Executives often feel 
inauthentic when their 
behavior conflicts with 
their ingrained values  
and beliefs.
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ARTICLEAT� A� GLANCE
THE IDEA IN BRIEF

Companies have become more global and employee groups 
more diverse than ever before. Organizations are more 
collaborative and their structures less hierarchical. And 
today’s offices are full of technological distractions. How can 
a 21st-century manager cope—and flourish—among these 
challenges?

Experts in cross-cultural communications, information 
technology, and the science of attention offer this advice:

 ●  Overcome psychological barriers in order to successfully 
code-switch between cultures. 

 ● Build and wield influence through digital networks. 
 ●  Embrace the brain’s natural tendency towards divided 
attention.

Cultivate these skills, and you will succeed in an office 
climate characterized by multiculturalism, collaboration, and 
technological multitasking.

that are central to each of his web ventures. Yours might be sales 
or HR or nonprofit management. Take Barry MacQuarrie, an 
accountant who set up a community on LinkedIn with the goal 
of understanding how social media could be used in his profes-
sion. It now has 1,800 users, who advise MacQuarrie on that 
subject. And prospective clients have found him and his firm 
through the group. Specialization involves demonstrating deep 
knowledge, establishing links with other experts both inside 
and outside your organization, committing to learn from them, 
and being willing to offer relevant information and referrals to 
others. Google+ and similar tools allow users to create “circles” 
or communities with shared interests; LinkedIn is fragmenting 
into specialist groups as well. 

Although focus is important, the best online networkers also 
position themselves as bridges between otherwise unconnected 
groups. This can increase your influence, because it gives you a 
chance to identify potential collaborations or conflicts and to 
accumulate superior information. Shah, who graduated from 
the MIT Sloan Fellows Program, has access to MIT’s student and 
alumni networks as well as his start-up network. He can act as a 
broker between student ventures and VCs or between start-ups 
and talent, and can even find his own angel investment oppor-
tunities. LinkedIn Maps and TouchGraph enable users to visu-
ally examine their networks for connections, clusters, density, 
and redundancy. 

Good networkers use their contacts as a source of quick feed-
back on—and even solutions to—work challenges of all sorts. 
We know a manager at an IT company who took advantage of 
internal social-networking technology to crowdsource reviews 
of a contractor he was considering. He discovered that the man 
had done sloppy work on a few recent projects and so chose 
not to hire him. If your network is strong, you are connected 
to well-placed colleagues, suppliers, customers, and fellow ex-
ecutives in your field—a host of experts who can help you at a 
moment’s notice. 

Shah’s debugging challenge is one example. Consider also 
Michelle Lavoie, an enterprise community manager at the IT 

services company EMC, who used her internal blog to tackle an 
even bigger problem: how to cut costs during the 2008 financial 
crisis. “Constructive Ideas to Save Money,” her 430th post to the 
network, requested a moratorium on complaints about a contro-
versial change in the vacation policy, offered five positive sug-
gestions, and encouraged colleagues to contribute their own. A 
year and a half later the post had gotten more than 26,000 views 
and had generated 364 responses with cost-saving ideas, many 
of which were implemented. Lavoie gained visibility at every 
level of the company and ensured that getting EMC through the 
crisis was an all-hands initiative rather than a top-down edict.

You can also use your network to test proposals and strate-
gies, inside and outside your organization. Float an idea and 
see how many “likes” it gets. Or direct certain groups of people 
to an online survey. The feedback might help you persuade a 
reluctant boss or client to come around to your point of view. 
These methods of exploiting strong virtual networks are only 
the beginning. Newer techniques, such as engaging your on-
line contacts in work “games” so that they happily take action 
in your or your company’s behalf, are now coming to the fore. 

Soon, we expect, organizations will begin to seek out em-
ployees with demonstrably strong online connections and a 
track record of wielding influence through them. The best net-
workers will become even more highly valued.

Thomas H. Davenport is the President’s Distinguished Professor of 
Information Technology and Management at Babson College and a 
senior adviser to Deloitte Analytics. Twitter: @tdav Bala Iyer is a 
professor of information technology management and chair of the 
Technology, Operation, and Information Management Division  
at Babson. Twitter: @BalaIyer
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has been interrupted, it takes an average of 25 minutes to return 
to it. Some say we should try to eliminate those distractions. 
But I think today’s managers are capable of coping with and 
sometimes even thriving on them.

Mark’s research also shows that 44% of the switches cited 
above are caused by “internal” rather than “external” sources 
of distraction—meaning that our minds simply wander. We 
can’t blame technology for our failure to focus, because our 
brains are built to multitask. Close your eyes for five minutes 
and notice how your thoughts stray, jump, zigzag, and double 
back. Success in 20th-century factories and offices may have 
required paying strict attention to systematic tasks and taking 
those tasks to completion, but that is not a natural way for hu-
mans to operate. Perhaps our 21st-century connectedness gives 
us the freedom to acknowledge this. 

Why should we make undivided attention an ideal and cling 
to it in an environment where it is so hard for us? Why not “un-
learn” that skill, as the futurist Alvin Toffler puts it, in order to 
let our brains work the way they do naturally? In my research 
on attention, I’ve come across many tools that help managers 
eliminate distraction. A productivity application called Free-
dom lets you block the internet for a specified period, and Con-
centrate is a service that makes available only those programs 
you need for a specific task. The former Apple executive Linda 
Stone, who coined the term “continuous partial attention” to 
describe our habit of constantly scanning the horizon and 
never fully focusing on a given task, suggests simply turning  
technology off. 

Such controls on information streams do help some peo-
ple in some situations feel more focused and productive. But 
it’s not clear that their feelings reflect reality. A study of 300 
workers conducted at the University of Melbourne shows that 
although people who use the internet at work for personal 
reasons assume it makes them less productive, it actually in-
creases their productivity by 9%. That isn’t true for internet 

“addicts” who use social media to excess. But for those whose 
minds simply wander between work and play, a break to surf 
the web can provide a cognitive refresher that improves their 
performance when they return to the task at hand. This even 
has its own acronym: WILB, for “workplace internet leisure 
browsing.” Maybe managers will learn to embrace it as a posi-
tive distraction that relieves stress and boosts creativity.

Another productivity-enhancing strategy is to deliberately 
divide attention and harness it, just as those IBM employees did 

SEVEN IBM EMPLOYEES, each in a different location, are on a con-
ference call. As two of them talk over the telephone line, two 
others chat about the conversation via text messages; another 
accesses a spreadsheet, trying to answer a question posed ear-
lier in the call; still another Googles a potential competitor; and 
the last taps out an e-mail to a colleague who is not on the call. 
Are these employees distracted by 21st-century technology? Or 
has 21st-century technology empowered them to pay attention 
in a new, perhaps more natural, creative, and productive way? 

We all know the story of contemporary distractions. In the 
past decade the world has gone from a total of 12 billion e-mails 
a day to 247 billion, from 400,000 text messages to 4.5 billion, 
from an individual average of 2.7 hours a week online to 18 
hours. We may still sit in offices or cubicles designed to shut out 
the external world, but the center of our work life is a computer 
that keeps us connected to that world—to colleagues, custom-
ers, clients, family, community, entertainment, and hobbies; 
to everything we know we should be doing and everything we 
know we shouldn’t.

Gloria Mark, a professor at the University of California, Ir-
vine, has shown that modern workers switch tasks an average 
of once every three minutes. Once their focus on a given task 

Dividing Attention
Deliberately

by Cathy Davidson

Instead of battling distraction, embrace 
your brain’s proclivity for it.

SKILL 3

We can’t blame technology 
for our failure to focus, 
because our brains are 
built to multitask.
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on their conference call. Charles Hamilton, an e-learning strat-
egy leader at IBM, explains that his managers are more engaged 
in their virtual meetings because of the simultaneous text mes-
saging (which they call “back chatting”) that has become stan-
dard practice; in fact, when the feature isn’t turned on, they 
start to worry that someone isn’t being heard. By encouraging 
these multiple conversations, managers marshal wandering 
minds. They also promote more-equitable participation in 
group calls—people can respond without interrupting—and 
ensure that the entire conversation flows in an interactive and 
productive way. Attention is “distributed” more evenly and flu-
idly, rather than being dominated by one or two loquacious par-
ticipants who leave everyone else disengaged and distracted. 

At the individual level, a good example is the software de-
veloper Aza Raskin, formerly of Mozilla and now the CEO of 
the start-up Massive Health. Raskin knows he can’t spend all 
day, every day focused on only the most important tasks. But 
he sets limits on his divided attention by using two computers 
at his workstation and another down the hall. The work he 
must accomplish is loaded onto the first, most prominent de-
vice, with no internet connection. Off to the side is a machine 
that offers access to e-mail and the web. The third, a short walk 
away, is linked to Twitter and his blog, with a flashing reminder 
of the “real” work he needs to do back at his desk. His strategy 
is to make procrastination difficult but not impossible, because 
complete focus is beyond his reach—and not necessarily even 
desirable in today’s workplace. Raskin’s three computers help 
him program interruption and mind- wandering into his day.

Not everyone has the same style or requirements for atten-
tion, so a good 21st-century manager needs to figure out how 
to let multimedia work to everyone’s advantage. Gazing aim-
lessly out the window is as important to creativity as logging 
on to Facebook to view the latest photo of your young nephew 
and then returning to work in a better, lighter, more productive 
mood. Research shows that accident, disruption, distraction, 
and difference increase our motivation to learn and to solve 
problems, both individually and collectively. The key is to em-
brace and even create positive interruptions. 

In the future, continuous partial attention will perhaps be 
seen not as a problem but as a critical new skill. And maybe we 
won’t call it multitasking—we’ll call it multi-inspiring.  

Cathy Davidson is a distinguished professor and founding director 
of the Futures Initiative at the Graduate Center, City University of 
New York. Her latest book is Now You See It: How the Brain Science 
of Attention Will Transform the Way We Live, Work, and Learn 
(Viking, 2011).  HBR Reprint R1201N
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MANAGERS HAVE A FULL SET of tools for translating strategy into action. 
They can redraw their organization charts, redesign their business pro-
cesses, realign employee incentives, or build sophisticated IT systems to 
track performance. Nevertheless, critical initiatives stall, and important 
work goes undone. Emerging business opportunities fall by the wayside  
or, even worse, into the hands of more agile competitors.

Execution fails for a variety of depressingly familiar reasons: Employees 
disengage because they don’t buy in to the company’s priorities; they be-
come dissatisfied and unproductive. Functional silos hinder the coordina-
tion necessary for companies to seize new business opportunities. Matrix 
organizational structures obscure accountability for projects and initia-
tives. Indeed, execution becomes especially difficult when executives are 
charged with managing the activities not only of their direct reports but 
also of a far-flung network of suppliers, partners, knowledge workers, and 
colleagues in different time zones around the world. 

Managers cannot overcome these and other obstacles to execution by 
doing more of the same; instead, they must fundamentally rethink how 
work gets done. Specifically, they must acknowledge that a company is 
more than a bundle of processes or a set of boxes and lines on an org chart. 
At its heart, every company is a dynamic network of promises. Employees  

by Donald N. Sull and Charles Spinosa
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Promise-Based 
Management: The 
Essence of Execution
By examining the commitments people make to colleagues and customers, 
executives can figure out why work stalls and how to get it moving again.

LEADERSHIP
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up and down the corporate hierarchy make pledges to one 
another—the typical management by objectives. Employees 
also make commitments to colleagues in other divisions and 
to customers, outsourcing partners, and other stakeholders. 
Promises are the strands that weave together coordinated  
activity in organizations. 

Most of the vexing challenges leaders face—improperly 
executed strategy, lack of organizational agility, disengaged 
employees, and so on—stem from broken or poorly crafted 
commitments. Executives can overcome some of their thorni-
est problems in the short term and foster productive, reli-
able workforces for the long term by practicing what we call 

“promise- based management”: cultivating and coordinating 
commitments in a systematic way.

Why Promises, and Why Now?
Promise-based management builds on a tradition that extends 
back at least to the emergence of contract law in the Roman 
Empire. It draws on the tenets of speech act theory, a branch of 
linguistic philosophy that explores how people commit them-
selves to action through assertions, questions, requests, prom-
ises, declarations, and other speech acts. (See the sidebar “A 
Primer on Speech Act Theory.”) Promise-based management 

is particularly relevant to today’s executives as they increas-
ingly specialize in their core businesses, divest noncore units, 
and outsource peripheral activities. It also helps executives to 
capitalize on business opportunities outside their core com-
petencies and to engage and retain employees within a highly 
mobile workforce. Let’s examine each of these business chal-
lenges in turn.

Increase coordination and collaboration. It’s fairly straight-
forward for managers to get things done when all the relevant 
people and resources fall within the same P&L or functional 
division. There is a clear hierarchy, and positional power mo-
tivates people to honor their promises—bosses wield carrots 
and sticks. But the drift toward corporate specialization has 
been steady in recent years. Executives struggle to make things 
happen in matrix organizations or networks of loosely allied 
firms when the people they’re relying on don’t share their as-
sumptions or objectives. A researcher in a pharmaceutical 
company, for instance, may define success as a breakthrough 
drug developed over decades. Meanwhile, an outside sales rep 
may focus on units sold in the short term, rarely looking be-
yond the next quarter’s quota. Well-made promises can help 
bridge the gap between such individuals, who may be literally 
and figuratively miles apart. The dialogues that are central to  

A Primer on Speech Act Theory
Most executives prefer doing to talking, but they also spend 
between two-thirds and three-quarters of the workday in 
formal or casual discussions. So how do they get things 
done with words? Speech act theory—a branch of linguistic 
philosophy that explores how people use words to coordi-
nate action—says that talking is doing. 

For centuries, philosophers viewed language as a tool for 
describing external reality. Sentences such as “It is raining” 
were considered true or false on the basis of how well they 
corresponded to real-world conditions. But in the 1950s, 
Oxford philosopher John L. Austin argued that many state-
ments are intended to get things done rather than describe 
reality. When an umpire calls a strike, a military officer is-
sues an order, or a supplier promises to provide a service, 
that individual is not describing reality but changing it 
through his or her utterances. Austin argued that speech 
always falls somewhere along a wide spectrum between 
purely descriptive statements, such as scientific equations, 
and purely active statements, such as a priest’s declaration 
that a couple is married. 

University of California philosophy professor John Searle 
later introduced a taxonomy of speech acts based on the 
roles that different statements play in getting things done. 
Commissives bind the speaker to a future course of action 

and include not only promises but also offers (I will do this if 
you accept) and counteroffers (I can’t do that but could do 
this). Directives attempt to induce the listener to do some-
thing; they include entreaties, requests, and commands. 
Declarations are authorized pronouncements that change 
the state of affairs in the world, as when a boss fires a sub-
ordinate. Expressives commit the speaker to feeling a cer-
tain way about the current state of affairs, as when some-
one apologizes for doing something. Assertives commit 
the speaker to a truth and imply future actions consistent  
with it.

Searle’s student Fernando Flores argued that most cor-
porate conversations are waylaid by attempts to unearth 
absolute truths that everyone can agree on and that will 
produce a clear agenda for all to follow. Like philosophers, 
Flores argued, managers have been seduced by the belief 
that talking is about describing rather than doing. Re-
quests and promises are the basic units of coordination in 
commercial organizations, and assertives should be used 
primarily to clarify those requests and promises. 

Consciously or not, managers (through their utterances) 
create an intricate web of requests, commitments, as-
sertions, and declarations that affect how people in their  
organizations act. 
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THE IDEA IN BRIEF THE IDEA IN PRACTICE

ARTICLEAT� A� GLANCE

Sull and Spinosa offer these guidelines for 
managing promises carefully:

UNDERSTAND A PROMISE’S  
THREE PHASES
To create and execute an effective promise, 
the “provider” of the promise and its  

“customer” move through three phases:

1. Meeting of minds. The customer requests 
something from the provider. Both clarify 
how the request will be fulfilled, why it’s 
important to the customer, when it will be 
fulfilled, and which resources will be used. 
This phase ends when the provider makes a 
promise the customer accepts.

2. Making it happen. The provider executes 
on the promise, while he and the customer 
continue interpreting and reinterpreting their 
agreement in light of any reshuffled priori-
ties or reallocated resources. The provider 
renegotiates delivery terms if he realizes 
he can’t satisfy the promise. The customer 
initiates renegotiations if his priorities or cir-
cumstances change. This phase ends when 
the provider declares the task complete and 
submits it to the customer for evaluation.

3. Closing the loop. The customer publicly 
declares that the provider has delivered the 
goods—or failed to do so. Each offers the 
other feedback on how to work together 
more effectively in the future.

CULTIVATE THE FIVE QUALITIES  
OF A GOOD PROMISE

Well-made promises are:
 ●  Public. People strive to make good 
on declarations they’ve pronounced 
publicly, because their reputations and 
trustworthiness are on the line—and 
they can’t selectively “forget” what they 
committed to do.

 ●  Active. Promises languish when 
customers hurl requests at providers 
who passively catch them, throw them 
on the pile, and go back to work. Skilled 
promise-crafters actively negotiate their 
commitment—including unearthing 
conflicting assumptions that could 
spawn misunderstandings.

 ●  Voluntary. People assume personal 
responsibility when they make promises 
willingly, versus under duress. Effective 
promise makers have freedom to 
decline customers’ requests or make 
counteroffers: “What you’re asking  
isn’t possible, but this is what I can  
do for you.”

 ●  Explicit. Explicitness is crucial 
especially when parties have different 
cultural backgrounds or the promise 
involves an abstract construct 
(“optimization,” “innovation”) subject 
to multiple interpretations. To avoid 
misunderstandings, the parties make 
requests clear from the start, provide 
progress reports accurately reflecting 
the promise’s execution, and detail 
success (or failure) at the time  
of delivery.

 ●  Mission-based. When customers 
explain to providers why their request 
is important, providers keep executing 
even when they encounter unforeseen 
roadblocks. They also creatively address 
customers’ underlying concerns— 
rather than blindly fulfilling the letter  
of the request.

In many companies, critical 
strategic initiatives keep stalling. 
Important work sits undone. And 
emerging opportunities fall by 
the wayside.

Why such difficulty translat-
ing strategy into action? In this 
world of far-flung suppliers, ex-
ternal partners, and colleagues, 
companies can no longer rely 
on their internal organizational 
structures and processes to 
push strategic work forward. 
What really drives successful 
execution? Promises: employ-
ees’ personal pledges to satisfy 
concerns of stakeholders within 
and outside an organization. And 
when strategy implementation 
falters, poorly crafted promises  
are usually the culprits.

How to combat execution 
problems? Manage promises as 
carefully as you do other orga-
nizational resources, suggest 
Sull and Spinosa. Well-made 
promises share distinguishing 
characteristics. For example, 
they’re public and voluntary. 
All parties understand what 
needs to be done and why. The 

“provider” of the promise delivers 
as agreed. And the “customer” 
acknowledges delivery.

Craft promises carefully, and 
you enhance coordination and 
cooperation among colleagues. 
Equally valuable, your company 
builds the agility required to 
seize new business opportunities.
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negotiations around individual promises, dramatically in-
creases employees’ engagement and therefore boosts overall 
performance. 

Although promises are critical to business success, too often 
they fail in practice. To a large extent, these breakdowns result 
from managers’ and employees’ imperfect understanding of 
how to make effective commitments.

Conversations for Commitment
A promise is a pledge a provider makes to satisfy the concerns of 
a customer within or outside an organization. For our purposes, 

“customer” and “provider” refer to roles, not individuals, and 
these roles can vary depending on the situation. The CIO, for 
example, is a customer when requesting financial data from  
the CFO or soliciting a commitment from a subordinate. But 
she is a provider when supplying technical support to the  
finance department or making promises to her boss. 

A promise rarely occurs in isolation: In order to deliver on  
a promise, a provider must solicit and oversee a network of  

supporting commitments from colleagues, subordinates, part-
ners, vendors, and so on. Having to weave this web of pledges 
makes it that much more complex for the provider to deliver 
the goods and underscores the importance of managing com-
mitments effectively. 

People often take a legalistic view of promises, defining 
them according to the terms of a deal, much as lawyers might 
focus on specific clauses in a contract. More important than 
the actual content of a promise, however, are the discussions 
that give it life. Both sides must explicitly thrash out what the 
customer wants and why, how the provider would go about sat-
isfying the request, and any constraints or competing priorities 
that could derail fulfillment of the promise.

Specifically, the customer and the provider should rigor-
ously go through three phases of conversation to develop and 
execute an effective promise. The first is achieving a meeting 
of minds, which is easier said than done. This phase typically 
starts when the customer requests something from the pro-
vider. The two parties will have different takes on what should 
be done to fulfill the request, why, how quickly it can be done, 
and which resources should be used. Because of divergent 
worldviews—across divisions, companies, countries, and lan-
guages—people often end up talking past one another. The cus-
tomer and the provider must therefore sit down and explore 

promise-based management allow people from disparate back-
grounds to achieve a common understanding of what needs 
to be done. Promises also foster a mutual sense of personal 
obligation to deliver the goods.

Increase agility. Companies with well-honed business 
processes usually do a good job of executing on high-volume, 
routine activities. However, those same processes can pre-
vent firms from taking advantage of opportunities that fall 
outside their core capabilities—say, entering an emerging 
market, rolling out a large-scale IT system, or managing an 
ecosystem of partners to create and capture value. The very 
standardization that generates continuous improvements in 
traditional business processes limits companies’ flexibility— 
and agility matters. In a recent McKinsey survey on building 
nimble organizations, 89% of the more than 1,500 executives 
polled worldwide ranked agility as “very” or “extremely” im-
portant to their business success. And 91% said it had become 
more important for their companies over the past five years. 
Promise-based management can help organizations act more 

quickly and flexibly. When putting out a request for help with 
a project or an initiative, for instance, employees can cast their 
nets wide, within the organization and beyond, to find the 
right person for the job. Each party to the promise can establish 
terms to suit his or her specific circumstances and can renegoti-
ate as new information comes to light or as priorities shift—and 
that’s much less cumbersome than reengineering a well-oiled 
business process. Because both sides have voluntarily agreed 
to the commitment—and have put their reputations on the 
line—they are likely to act with urgency and discipline. 

Increase employee engagement. Many managers attempt 
to rein in today’s fragmented workforce by creating rigid pro-
cesses that dampen employees’ initiative and engagement. 
But organizations that engender well-made, reliable promises 
create a sense of community among workers—that is, people 
promise to do things because they buy in to the company’s 
overall mission and priorities and see their part in making 
things happen. Promise-based management empowers in-
dividuals to act like true entrepreneurs within the organiza-
tion—to spot opportunities, assemble the resources required 
to seize those opportunities, and adjust on the fly. Within 
the bounds of the firm’s objectives, employees can own and 
run their own personal networks of promises. This sense of 
ownership, when coupled with wide latitude in managing the 

Conversations should comprise offers, counteroffers, 
commitments, and refusals rather than endless 
assertions about the state of nature.
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the fundamental questions of coordinated effort: What do  
you mean? Do you understand what I mean? What should  
I do? What will you do? Who else should we talk to?

The customer and the provider should strive to obtain a 
common and realistic understanding of what it will take to sat-
isfy the customer, possible obstacles to delivery, and what the 
customer can do to help if difficulties arise or other priorities 
compete for the provider’s time and attention. This phase of 
discussion concludes when the provider makes a promise that 
the customer accepts.

In the next phase—making it happen—the provider executes 
on the promise. Regardless of what the provider may think, 
now is not the time to take the phone off the hook. Conver-
sation is more critical than ever. Even well-crafted promises 
remain fragile, susceptible to shifts within the organization 
or in the broader business environment that prompt executives 
to reshuffle priorities and reallocate resources. In light of such 
shifts, the customer and the provider will need to continue 
interpreting and reinterpreting the promise. Indeed, if the 
provider realizes he cannot satisfy the promise he made to 
the customer, he should immediately renegotiate the terms of 
delivery. Likewise, the customer is obliged to initiate renego-
tiations if her priorities or circumstances change in ways that 
affect what she has asked the provider to do. This phase ends 
when the provider declares the task complete and submits it to 
the customer for evaluation. 

In the final phase—closing the loop—the customer pub-
licly declares that the provider has delivered the goods (or 
failed to do so). Closing the loop gives the customer and 
provider a chance to offer each other feedback on how they 
could work more effectively in the future, thereby building 
continuous improvement into the quality of other promises 
they make. 

Note that the customer and the provider must come not only 
to a meeting of minds but also to a common purpose. A pro-
vider may be reluctant to enter into a commitment for good 
reasons—such as keeping her options open and protecting her 
reputation for delivering the goods. It’s critical that conversa-
tions about what to do go hand in hand with discussions about 
why it matters for both sides. In their haste to get things done, 
many managers rush through these important dialogues or 
skip them altogether.

The Five Characteristics  
of a Good Promise
In more than a decade of research on commitments, we’ve 
asked hundreds of managers to evaluate the quality of prom-
ises made within their organizations. We’ve asked them what 
percentage of all commitments made to them they could actu-
ally rely on. The typical response is about 50%. When promises 
are unreliable, managers waste a lot of time checking progress, 
exerting political pressure, or duplicating work. Organizational 
efficiency and effectiveness suffer.

If managers and employees understand how to solicit and 
make good promises, they can minimize this kind of friction. 
More important, they’ll be able to overcome the execution chal-
lenges thrown at them. We’ve found that well-made promises 
share the following five characteristics. 

Good promises are public. Promises that are made, moni-
tored, and completed in public are more binding—and there-
fore more desirable—than side deals hammered out in private. 
When employees make promises out in the open, in front of 
their peers and bosses, they can’t conveniently forget what 
they said they would do, recall only a few conditions of a prom-
ise, or back out of an uncomfortable commitment entirely. Nor 
will they want to, in all likelihood: Psychologists have found 
that most people strive to make good on declarations they’ve 
made in public. After all, their reputations for competence and 
trustworthiness are on the line. 

A good example of the power of public promises comes from 
Royal Bank of Scotland. In the past decade, RBS has moved from 
the number two bank in Scotland to one of the top ten banks in 
the world. It broke into the big leagues through its 2000 acquisi-
tion of England’s NatWest, a bank three times its size. RBS did 
not make the first or the highest bid for NatWest, but it won 
the prize by promising to improve the target company’s oper-
ating performance. RBS didn’t make vague statements about 
projected synergies or scale efficiencies; instead, its leaders  
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publicly promised to deliver on 154 specific initiatives that, 
combined, would grow revenues by £390 million and cut costs 
by £1.2 billion. Moreover, RBS pledged that its managers would 
take personal responsibility for delivering on those initiatives.

A promise made in public should remain public through-
out the life of the commitment. The managers at the Brazil-
ian brewer AmBev each year publicly promise to accomplish 
five individual goals, all of which are linked to the company’s 
overall objectives. They pledge to hit target numbers for, say, 
increasing company margins, improving service levels, or cut-
ting costs. The managers’ performance against these stated ob-
jectives is tracked weekly, and the data is posted in the office for  
all to see. The resulting culture of transparency and execution 
has helped propel AmBev from the number two brewer in Bra-
zil to the largest brewer in the world (by volume) through InBev, 
its joint venture with the Belgian company Interbrew. 

Good promises are active. In many organizations, custom-
ers hurl requests at providers like paperboys cycling through a 
neighborhood chucking newspapers onto doorsteps. Providers 

catch the requests, throw them on a pile, and go back to work. 
Requests like these rarely elicit good promises. As we discussed 
earlier, negotiating a commitment should instead be an active, 
collaborative process. 

Misunderstandings will inevitably occur when providers 
and customers come together from different disciplines, busi-
ness units, organizations, or countries, or when they are pur-
suing a novel initiative. Even worse, when an organizational 
promise is broken, people often believe that the other party has 
acted in bad faith. Business unit managers complain about the 
idiots in IT, while software engineers grumble about managers 
who don’t know what they want. No one gets the benefit of the 
doubt, and every miscommunication is interpreted as further 
evidence of evil intentions. This downward spiral of distrust 
poisons relationships and impedes performance. In such situ-
ations, probing discussions can unearth the different assump-
tions customers and providers are making. 

In many organizations, the active negotiation of a promise 
turns into an exploration of multiple assertions and scenarios, 
leading everyone to engage in time-consuming rebuttals and 

“gotcha” questions designed to demonstrate the inquisitor’s 
cleverness rather than get closer to a good promise. These dis-

cussions often start out productively but stall when the par-
ticipants seek complete certainty before hammering out a deal. 
The top executives of one biotech firm were caught in exactly 
this trap. The senior team consisted of brilliant scientists who 
spent all their time trying to prove they were right. The discus-
sion was insightful and erudite, but in the end nothing got done.

Active conversations should comprise offers, counter offers, 
commitments, and refusals rather than endless assertions 
about the state of nature. In the biotech company, the senior 
executives eventually agreed to make clear requests of one an-
other and provide only the background information necessary 
to flesh out those requests for potential providers. (One of the 
executives was tasked with interrupting those who went over-
board explaining their rationales.) Potential providers were al-
lowed two rounds of questioning for clarification. They were 
then required to get back to the customer within 48 hours with 
a refusal, a commitment to act, or a counteroffer. In a matter 
of weeks, the team’s discussions shifted from endless debates 
about reality to clear requests for action and promises to deliver. 

Good promises are voluntary. In many organizations, 
people feel compelled to comply with each and every re-
quest in order to be seen as team players, please their bosses, 
or avoid looking like jerks. For instance, in the past, employ-
ees at General Motors made liberal use of the “GM nod”— 
a polite yes to every request. But when the response to every 
request is yes, what does it really mean? It might mean “yes”—
but it might mean “no” or “Is it time for lunch yet?” or “I have 
a pulse.” 

The most effective promises are not coerced; they are vol-
untary. The provider has viable options for saying something 
other than yes. Contracts signed under duress are not binding 
in a court of law. Similarly, psychologists have found, people 
assume little personal responsibility for promises made un-
der threat (although they may comply out of fear). By contrast, 
people feel deeply obliged to follow through on a promise if 
they exercised free will in making it. 

While providers shouldn’t be expected to fulfill every re-
quest, they also cannot be allowed to avoid making promises. 
Instead of automatically saying no, a provider can respond to 
a customer’s request with a counteroffer—for instance, “What 
you’re asking is not possible, but this is what I can do for you.”  

Renegotiation of promises may not always be  
pleasant, but it is critical. People on both sides  
must have the scope to recalibrate in order to  
seize emerging business opportunities.
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Employees are  
disengaged.

Employees fail to see the link  
between corporate strategy and  
their own activities. 

Employees feel they can’t decline or 
renegotiate requests, and they end 
up overcommitting.

Ensure that employees understand how their promises  
support the firm’s overall mission and priorities. 

Publicly celebrate delivery on promises. 

Empower employees to decline unreasonable requests,  
make counteroffers, and renegotiate promises when  
circumstances change. 

The organization  
lacks clear  
accountability.

Promises are made in private,  
progress isn’t tracked openly, and 
managers refuse to express their  
dissatisfaction publicly.

Ensure that promises are made publicly, track progress  
toward delivery in a transparent manner, and publicly  
declare satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the results. 

The organization 
lacks agility.

Managers are slow to capture emerg-
ing opportunities because they try to 
come to complete agreement in their 
assessments and strive for perfect  
solutions.

Empower people to seek out the right providers within or  
outside the organization to secure the resources required  
for seizing emerging opportunities. 

Introduce a “good enough” prototype and refine it over  
time through ongoing dialogue, renegotiating promises as  
circumstances and priorities change.

Focus on honoring promises rather than checking off boxes  
to demonstrate compliance. 

Stakeholders don’t 
trust executives  
to honor their  
commitments.

Customers, investors, NGOs,  
regulators, and other stakeholders 
call for cumbersome monitoring 
mechanisms and withhold their 
cooperation.

Make promises to stakeholders publicly; invite credible  
third parties to monitor progress on delivery. 

Rigorously make and deliver on a succession of small  
but highly visible promises to rebuild trust.

The organization  
is trapped in the  
status quo.

Senior executives articulate a new 
strategy, but the firm continues in  
its old ways. Or the firm executes 
well in crisis mode but lapses into old 
routines once the crisis has passed.

Recognize that a change in strategy requires a new set  
of promises. 

Articulate the promises necessary to execute the new strategy, 
and assign customer and provider roles where absent.

Aggressively publicize when providers deliver on new promises.

Obstacles to  
Getting Things Done 

Organizational silos  
hinder coordination.

Root Causes

Requests and promises are honored 
within units but considered optional 
across units.

Requests and promises made across 
units are viewed as political struggles 
for power, breeding distrust.

Remedies 

Publicly monitor progress of requests and promises made 
across units. 

Train employees to make and fulfill requests across the  
organization and to manage their networks of promises. 

Rigorously make and deliver on a succession of small but 
highly visible promises to rebuild trust. 

Explicitly link requests and promises to an overarching  
mission that all can agree on. 

Applying Promise-Based Management

Our research on commitments suggests that work stalls in organizations when people fail 
to make or deliver on promises. As the chart below indicates, managers who systematically 
cultivate and coordinate promises can jump-start critical projects and initiatives.
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A thoughtless yes and a reflexive no are both passive responses 
to a customer’s request, but a counteroffer signals the provid-
er’s active interest and voluntary engagement in helping the 
customer succeed. 

Senior executives must therefore give providers the space to 
decline customers’ requests or to make counteroffers. An 
executive in one information technology company we worked 
with gave his direct reports a set of cards in which most were 
marked “yes” or “counteroffer” and three were marked “no.” 
Using those cards, subordinates could decline three requests 
per quarter, provided they publicly offered a clear explana-
tion why. 

Of course, managers should recognize that some team mem-
bers may abuse an opt-in philosophy toward making promises. 
Keeping commitment-phobic employees on the team degrades 
the power of promises for everyone else.

Good promises are explicit. Customers and providers 
should clearly acknowledge who will do what for whom and by 
when. The need for explicit negotiation increases in situations 
in which a new party replaces an established one, a company’s 
employees are culturally diverse, or an abstract construct (op-
timization or innovation, for example) gives rise to multiple in-
terpretations. Implicit promises are quick and easy to establish 
but often result in misunderstandings.

The customer and the provider must be explicit about their 
promise throughout its life cycle. Requests must be clear from 
the start, progress reports should accurately reflect how the 
promise is being executed, and success (or failure) should 
be outlined in detail at the time of delivery rather than after 

the fact, during a quarterly performance check-in or through  
annual 360-degree feedback. 

A large hydroelectric engineering joint venture we 
worked with recognized the need for clarity of organiza-
tional promises and created a system for making sure the 
lines of communication stayed open between customers 
and providers. From its inception in 2000, Voith Siemens 
Hydro Power Generation battled upstart Chinese and Indian 
manufacturers at the low end of the market and established  
rivals, including GE and Alstom, at the high end. Voith Siemens 
decided that the best way for it to compete would be to offer its 
customers integrated solutions—entire power houses, includ-
ing turbines, generators, and other components. To make this 
strategy work, however, managers needed to re-create the way 
employees in different disciplines, departments, and regions 
coordinated their activities. CEO Hubert Lienhard and his team 
initiated a program to improve the quality of commitments 
people in the organization were making. The engineers in the 
various disciplines, for instance, created and widely distributed 
a set of checklists and memo templates to be used as guides 
for making requests and promises. The checklists specified a 
half-dozen or so aspects of any request or promise that must 
be explicit to both parties. These included names, dates, un-
derlying rationales for requests, the skills necessary to fulfill 
promises, and so on. The engineers also established periodic 
design freezes, during which design coordinators, referring to 
their checklists, would ensure that customers and providers 
maintain identical understandings of their requests, promises, 
and counteroffers.

Explicit promises foster coordination and execution across 
an organization. They keep customers satisfied and providers 
on point. But that doesn’t mean the terms of a promise should 
be etched in stone; they can and will evolve as circumstances 
change, priorities shift, or new information emerges. Renego-
tiation of promises may not always be pleasant—it can be risky, 
time-consuming, and resource intensive—but it is critical. 
Customers and providers must have the scope to recalibrate in 
order to seize emerging business opportunities.

Onset Ventures, in California, has cultivated more than 
100 early-stage technology start-ups since 1984, and nearly 
80% of them (compared with the industry average of about 
20%) have gone on to higher rounds of financing. Like 
most venture capital companies, Onset stages its funding 
in rounds. At the start of each round, the entrepreneur and 
Onset negotiate a small set of explicit objectives to meet 
before moving on to the next round—for instance, develop  
a working beta product, sign five reference customers, and 
survey 100 potential customers to determine demand. The 
promises are ironclad within a round, but they are expected 
to change (and do) in subsequent rounds. Throughout the 
rounds, the entrepreneur and the VC firm reassess the situ-
ation and agree on new promises to accommodate shifting  
business needs. 
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Good promises are mission based. Often, a customer will 
solicit a promise from a provider without offering any ex-
planation for why the request matters. As a result, the provider 
infers that the request isn’t critical or that the customer doesn’t 
consider the provider important enough to deserve an expla-
nation or smart enough to understand it. In any case, the out-
come won’t be pretty. The most effective promises are mission 
based—that is, the customer explains the rationale for the re-
quest and invests time to ensure that the provider understands 
the mission. Sure, it can be cumbersome to explain where a 
division fits in the corporate strategy and where a particular re-
quest belongs within that division. But when providers under-
stand why their promise matters, they are more likely to persist 
in executing even when they encounter conflicting demands 
and unforeseen roadblocks. They can also exercise creativity in 
addressing customers’ underlying concerns rather than blindly 
fulfilling the letter of the stated request. 

The U.S. Marine Corps, for instance, uses what it calls 
mission-based orders. These requests clearly articulate what 
the commanding officer wants and why, while leaving the 
methods of implementation to the discretion of the subordi-
nate officer closest to the situation on the ground. Each order 
includes an explanation—known as the commander’s intent— 
of why the objective matters to the commanding officer and to 
his superior as well. Business leaders can apply a similar disci-

pline by explaining to providers why requests matter to them. 
They can gauge whether providers understand and support 
the overall rationales for a request by asking them to articu-
late in their own words why the request matters.

PROMISES ARE THE fundamental units of interaction in busi-
nesses. They coordinate organizational activity and stoke the 
passions of employees, customers, suppliers, and other stake-
holders. While they hold an organization together, they are as 
fragile as they are crucial. Individuals’ divergent worldviews 
and objectives tug constantly at the filaments of promises, and 
unexpected contingencies can tear precarious agreements. 
Leaders must therefore weave and manage their webs of prom-
ises with great care—encouraging iterative conversation to 
make sure commitments are fulfilled reliably. If they do, they 
can enhance coordination and cooperation among colleagues, 
build the agility required to seize new business opportunities, 
and tap employees’ entrepreneurial energies. If they don’t, 
they will lose out to rivals who do. 

Donald N. Sull is a senior lecturer at the MIT Sloan School and  
has written or coauthored 12 HBR articles, including “Managing by 
Commitments” (June 2003). Charles Spinosa is a group director  
at Vision Consulting, based in Dublin, Ireland. 
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In the end, fate wasn’t totally unkind to Bill Davis.Sc
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WHY IS IT that so often after a manager has expended a lot of time and 
energy in discussion or planning, nothing happens? Why do so many man-
agers who appear crisp, logical, and determined at the conference table 
frequently accomplish little or nothing when they return to their offices? 
But why do other managers work effectively both within and outside their 
organizations and produce a string of significant accomplishments in a 
short time?

Our subject in this article is the operating skills of the manager—that is, 
the process of getting work done and changes made rather than the pro-
cess of formulating policy. We believe that at least as many management 
careers are damaged by weak operating skills as by a lack of competence 
in the realm of strategy and policy making. This belief is supported by our 
analysis of the activities of key managers in 31 case studies used in a course 
that we have both taught for several semesters. Most of these managers 
worked in manufacturing industries. Large and small companies and top-, 
middle-, and lower-level managers were almost equally represented.

While the sample is admittedly small, our analysis suggests a reasonable, 
but perhaps surprising, conclusion: Managers who consistently accom-
plish a lot are notably inconsistent in their manner of attacking problems. 
They continually change their focus, their priorities, their behavior pat-

by Wickham Skinner and W. Earl Sasser

An operating manager’s executive style of action must be tailored  
to fit the situation.

Managers with 
Impact: Versatile 
and Inconsistent
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terns with superiors and subordinates, and indeed, their own 
“executive styles.” In contrast, managers who consistently ac-
complish little are usually predictably constant in what they 
concentrate on and how they go at their work. Consistency, if 
our findings are correct, is indeed the hobgoblin of small and 
inconsequential accomplishment.

We shall explore these findings in this article by analyzing 
the differences we noted in the operating styles of the low 
achievers and the high achievers. 

Patterns of Failure
For low accomplishers, consistency is the shadow of their fail-
ures. Apparently as bright, as energetic, and as mature as the 
high accomplishers, they sound analytical and persuasive, but 
their results are hollow. Meanwhile, their styles fit into one of 
several persistent and predictable patterns. 

Tendency to “wing it.” Accepting established rules of thumb 
without question or analysis is surprisingly frequent, even 
among highly trained managers. In most organizations, infor-
mal rules of thumb ease decision making with such guides as 

“carry two weeks’ inventory,” “no overtime,” “promote from 

within,” or “keep direct labor costs at 19 cents” becoming  
conventional wisdom.

Rules such as these may have made sense at one prior point 
in time but often have no current economic or strategic ratio-
nale. Unquestioning adherence to existing ways of doing things 
was surprisingly prevalent even among managers formally 
trained to analyze. The common tendency we noted was for 
managers to do a great deal of analysis in the first few months 
of a new job but after that to “wing it.”

Inappropriate attention to details. On the one hand, many 
managers don’t get involved enough with the details of their 
jobs. This pattern occurs more frequently among well- educated 
younger managers than it does among less-educated self-made 
managers. The cause may perhaps be the widespread accep-
tance of such commonly accepted notions as “a manager must 
stay out of detail,” “a manager must learn to delegate,” and  

“a manager must never get involved in day-to-day short-term 
firefighting.”

These deceptively simple notions hurt the careers of sev-
eral people in our study and even, in our opinion, devastated 
several enterprises. In-depth knowledge at the critical level of 
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detail provides the manager not only with the facts but also 
with the confidence to come to a correct decision and then to 
stick to it without compromise.

On the other hand, attention to details without a strategy 
or plan led several of our subjects into a morass where they 
floundered and struggled for a sense of control. When things 
are not going well and the pressure is on, the operating manager 
is often afraid to delegate much, tends to draw problems into 
personal control, becomes increasingly engrossed, and may be 
finally overwhelmed by the workload generated.

This vicious circle is a common syndrome, which the reader 
has probably observed frequently. It is especially prevalent 
among older managers who have worked themselves up 
through the organization. Comfortable with what they know 
best, they stick with it and invest their energy in nearly every 
problem that enters their span of observation.

No handle on priorities. With the telephone constantly ring-
ing, a never-ending series of meetings and conferences, and a 
flurry of memos and paperwork, the operating manager can 
easily work day after day at a feverish pace and feel a comfort-
ing sense of accomplishment. However, quite a few managers 
go for months and never make much headway in the face of 
looming or existing problems. In some instances, the situation 
for which they are responsible, in fact, deteriorates.

Not moving fast enough. Determining the rate of change 
making can also be difficult. One manager took one full year to 
get costs under control. Although his primary assignment to 
reduce costs had been spelled out, he spent most of that year 
asking his people to give him advice and attempting to gain 
their wholehearted participation and support in recommend-
ing changes. The fact was that the time available for reducing 
costs was short, and he simply could not afford to take a long 
time to get his organization to develop its own improvements 
or to let his ideas trickle down. His division lost the next big 
contract for cost reasons and had to be closed down.

Lack of boldness, nerve, and self-confidence. This theme 
of failure was apparent in a number of the case studies. In one 
situation a business school graduate assigned to a decentral-
ized division could see after several months that the reason 
the division was losing money was a poor labor contract that 
made the company noncompetitive with foreign imports. Be-
cause the union was unwilling to renegotiate the contract, only 
a bold move leading to a major confrontation had any chance of 
straightening out the situation. The new manager recognized 
rightly that his boss, a middle-aged plant manager, would prob-
ably never precipitate this move. Afterward, it was learned that 
the young man had been placed there by the division manage-
ment in the hope that with his trained analytical skills and his 
personality, he would bring the problem to a head. When he 
failed to do so because he was unwilling to make a bold and 
personally risky move, he was ultimately sidelined.

Tolerance of ineffective subordinates. Some managers who 
consider themselves excellent at developing subordinates take 

pride in attempting to get people to radically change their be-
havior. Many of these same managers are also quite reluctant 
about firing or replacing an individual, always hoping that his 
or her performance will soon improve. Some offer mild hints 
and suggestions for improvement; others just ignore a bad situ-
ation in the apparent hope that the individual will be able to 
learn on his own.

We commonly observed beliefs that “the best managers are 
those whose people are happy,” that happiness comes from 
encouragement and praise, and that consistent demands for 
better performance are bad for morale. With this conventional 
wisdom often comes the simultaneous toleration of ineffective 
subordinates. 

Not seeking advice or help. Several failures can be attrib-
uted to a kind of managerial arrogance, the inability of the man-
ager to recognize or admit that help is needed. A director of 
manufacturing kept insisting to his superior vice president that 
he and his group could and would soon straighten out a set of 
problems attached to a new product that was bottlenecking all 
output at 50% of plan. The vice president, who was anxious to 
help in this situation, was held at arm’s length from personal 
involvement. His participation not only would have been use-
ful but probably would have defused his subsequent attack on 
the director of manufacturing, an attack that resulted in the 
latter’s firing.

Similarly, some managers are unable to seek advice from 
knowledgeable, experienced subordinates. They seem to feel 
that this might admit weakness and that they must always 
show themselves to be equal to their own problems. The result 
is a waste of know-how and, perhaps worse, a negative and 
critical set of subordinates.

In addition, some managers feel compelled to take com-
mand, to make a showing with a decision, and to deal with situ-
ations probably better ignored or pushed “upstairs.” Often no 
decision and delay are wiser than moving aggressively ahead.

Personal blind spots: Some managers are unaware of their 
own weaknesses. As they describe experiences, they do not ap-
pear to realize that they lack a certain skill or body of knowledge.

Managers who consistently 
accomplish a lot  
continually change their 
focus, their priorities, their  
behavior, even their own  
executive styles.
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ARTICLEAT� A� GLANCE
THE IDEA IN BRIEF

Some managers are able to work effectively both inside 
and outside their organizations, producing significant  
accomplishments time after time, while others seem 
to suffer a disconnect between planning and execution, 
frequently getting little or nothing of consequence done. 
How can these low performers make the leap from setting 
strategy to achieving results?

The authors’ research suggests that executives who con-
sistently accomplish a lot are notably inconsistent in how 
they attack problems. To cultivate the versatility shown by 
high achievers, managers should do the following:

 ●  Carefully analyze each situation to look for fresh, 
practical solutions.

 ●  Develop operating strategies to create and maintain 
direction, purpose, and objectives.

 ●  Recognize classic dilemmas and use judgment and 
maturity to see beyond habitual responses.

 ●  Use a variety of techniques to introduce change and 
make improvements.

 ●  Adapt their style to different situations, using the 
most effective activities and tactics.

Avoiding consistency and developing versatility can  
prevent stagnation and help operating managers achieve  
a reliable track record of accomplishment.

other. They delegate a lot one time or a little the next time. They 
are close and supportive one day and remote and demanding 
another. They communicate verbally with some colleagues and 
in writing with others. They analyze some problems in great 
depth for months while they move with seeming abruptness 
and intuition on others. They talk a great deal or are suddenly 
apt listeners.

It is not surprising that consistency causes managers to fail, 
for one cardinal imperative of life as a manager is the necessity 
to perceive differences—differences between one situation and 
another; differences between people, circumstances, motives, 
and assumptions; and differences between physical and tech-
nological realities. The manager analyzes in order to discern 
differences.

The problem is that situations change but the ordinary exec-
utive often does not perceive it and fails to adopt a different ap-
proach. The approach that has often worked out so well will not 
work on what seems to be the same problem. Why? Because 
one or two critical ingredients have changed. Meanwhile, the 
manager is under pressure to simplify the decision-making pro-
cess by extracting from experience generalizations for the next 
time that kind of problem is faced. Our study also indicates that 
the more experienced the manager, the greater the likelihood 

For example, a manager in a hardware manufacturing com-
pany did a fine job of improving the sales force and develop-
ing an effective sales strategy. Subsequently, he moved into 
marketing, where he obtained good results in introducing new 
products and was then promoted to executive vice president. 
There, he failed. His failure, we assert, was due to his blindness 
to the fact that he did not understand production and manu-
facturing operations enough to manage his subordinates. They 
were able to mislead him.

His approach heretofore had been to focus solely on strategy 
and conceptual matters, and his blind spot was not realizing 
that implementation, follow-up, and close attention to detail 
are critical in manufacturing.

Observations from Patterns
When the failure patterns are examined as a group, they are so 
numerous and so contradictory that they may seem frighten-
ing. They should be. They explain why so many managers fail 
at their jobs. Managers get involved in too much detail—or too 
little. They are too cautious or too bold. They are too critical 
or too accepting. They are too tough or too supportive. They 
delegate too much or too infrequently. They plan and analyze 
and procrastinate, or they blindly plunge ahead day after day 
without arithmetic, homework, analysis, or plan. They are ex-
cessively aware of their weaknesses and damaging compulsive 
tendencies, or they have blind spots.

In fact, managing is enormously difficult at any level in the 
organization, and no single approach works consistently. You 
are damned if you do and damned if you don’t. The best for-
mula seems to be “it all depends.”

To get at something more useful, we took another look at 
these patterns. They appear at first to contradict each other 
as, for example, managers get into trouble by becoming too 
involved in details as well as not involved enough. But the key 
to the paradox is that no manager in the cases we examined 
failed because he became bogged down in details at the wrong 
time and then overlooked them at another time when it was 
equally inappropriate to do so. On the contrary, each manager 
who had a problem had it at one end of the scale or the other, 
consistently, but never at both.

In other words, low accomplishers tend to develop a set 
style or approach, and, when they err, it is always in the same 
particular direction. Consistency is their downfall, not only 
a general consistency of style but also a tendency to persist 
in using a limited number of tools and techniques based on  
a small assortment of managerial premises, which they use 
over and over again.

In contrast, each outstanding achiever in our cases not only 
had a different executive style but was inconsistent in per-
sonal style. Paradoxically, successful implementors have many 
styles. They are regularly inconsistent.

The paradox is revealing. The high accomplishers get into 
fine detail in one situation yet stay at the strategic level in an-
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managers. What had always worked before was precisely what 
caused the failure. Operating skills can never be considered set; 
they must always be renewed, reconsidered, developed.

Develop operating strategy. A strategy is necessary for the 
manager in order to develop and hold onto a sense of direction, 
purpose, and objectives. But a strategy is more than a choice of 
objectives; it involves determining what will be difficult, mak-
ing an assessment of favorable and unfavorable factors, and 
recognizing strengths and weaknesses. 

An operating strategy can seldom be long lasting; it needs to 
be reanalyzed every three to six months. But it will deal with 
key elements of the situation such as determining the needs, 
wishes, and expectations of the boss and the boss’s boss. It 
will clearly establish objectives and set priorities. It will include 
development of policies and plans that marshal alternatives, 
opportunities, and resources.

Recognize classic dilemmas. The high accomplishers ap-
peared to be aware that their problems and dilemmas were 
not unique, that certain situations repeat themselves, and that 
nearly every operating manager faces at one time or another a 
common set of problems. These managers seemed to develop 
competent judgment and an element of maturity that enabled 
them to lift themselves beyond the bounds of their habitual 
responses and handle each situation appropriately.

For example, the first four to eight weeks on a new job is a 
critical and hazardous period. The manager must size up his 
subordinates at the same time that he is being sized up by them. 
They are especially sensitive to every signal that may indicate 
what it is going to be like to work for this new boss. What he 
does in those first few days and weeks is multiplied in its sig-
nificance by those watching, both “upstairs” and “downstairs.”

The new boss faces a further dilemma in that whatever 
standards of performance he sets or does not set at the start 
tend to become precedents for the future. It is more difficult to 
criticize a poor practice after seeming to tolerate it for a month 
or two. But early criticism or demands for change are risky at 
best, for the new manager is in jeopardy of being wrong, of 
making a mistake, or of being unaware of perhaps valid rea-
sons for the superficially apparent poor practice. The problem 
is how to avoid establishing unfortunate relations and prec-
edents without seeming to tolerate low standards or making  
foolish moves.

Another set of classic issues involves information needs. The 
operating manager needs, but is often cut off from, information 
held by superiors about objectives, strategies, and priorities. 
The manager must know the superior’s expectations for the 
manager’s organization. The dilemma, however, is that fre-
quently this information is not available at the lower level. It is 
not available because it is held upstairs purposely or, carelessly, 
it is not communicated downward.

Sometimes the information is not available, of course, be-
cause the executives at high levels have no plans and have not 
made their expectations explicit. The operating manager is of-

that he will have adopted one consistent approach to decision 
making, delegation, communication, and relationships.

While many social scientists believe that basic elements of 
personal behavior are rather well fixed from childhood, it is be-
yond the scope of this article and indeed of our competence to 
assay how a manager can modify his or her rather basic psy-
chological givens—that is, motives, self-concepts, and cognitive 
styles. The fact is that some managers are able to modify their 
executive styles better than others. Our observation of success-
ful operating managers includes men and women who seem to 
have always been versatile and interchangeable, and others who 
have apparently learned from experience to loosen their prior 
rigidities and adopt a more situational approach to managing.

In the balance of this article we shall offer some prescriptive 
concepts learned from the managers whose accomplishments 
were well above average and, in some cases, outstanding.

Traits of Success
While the high accomplishers we studied showed much versa-
tility and inconsistency, they were also consistent, but in a dif-
ferent way. They were persistent in analysis and self-discipline, 
which permitted them to be inconsistent in their own execu-
tive styles. Consistency was no problem for these people. They 
used the following approaches, concepts, and techniques.

Perform careful analysis. The high accomplishers were 
above all else analyzers. They examined each situation to get at 
the facts, cause-and-effect relationships, and strategic realities. 
The single most common cause of operating failure among the 
low accomplishers was their unwillingness to do this.

Careful analysis leads to an approach in operating manage-
ment that is freshly tuned to the situation. While it is done in 
management training courses and seminars and done under 
pressure when the superior demands it, it is more often than 
not neglected. But good analysis produces power and cred-
ibility that cannot be turned aside easily. It leads to practical, 
realistic solutions, and, most important, develops personal 
confidence in the manager when he knows what is going on.

But, practically, many operating managers wing it 99% of 
the time. There seems to be little time to think things through. 
They rely on the lessons of past success. Curiously, most of 
the failures we observed were those of previously successful 

Low accomplishers tend 
to develop a set style, and 
when they err, it is always 
in the same particular 
direction.
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ten in the dark not only about what is expected but also about 
what should not be done. In these circumstances several of the 
managers we studied made moves that to their surprise imme-
diately brought down upon them the wrath of their superiors.

Another recurring dilemma is dealing with difficult employ-
ees—those whose values or motives differ from the manager’s, 
who have serious problems in morale, or who have negative 
feelings about the organization or unrealistic expectations. 
Dealing with upstairs may be equally difficult. The example of 
one manager is typical:

“How do I deal with a boss who, while brilliant and held in es-
teem at high levels in the industry, won’t sit down long enough 
to plan objectives and strategy, or even read his mail. He says, 

‘Don’t write it, tell it.’ But when you talk with him, he’s eas-
ily distracted. When you’re discussing one problem, his mind 
jumps to another and he usually doesn’t listen well. When you 
are trying to reason with him, he extends your argument to an 
absurd extreme, argues rhetorically, with unrealistic ‘what ifs,’ 
or makes totally unreasonable ‘principles’ out of points you 
have raised.

“He makes sudden, impulsive, and sometimes angry deci-
sions based on little data and mostly on intuition. In making 
these hasty, long-postponed decisions, however, he often fails 
to consider their inevitable second-order implications. He 
doesn’t keep me informed and seldom levels with me about 
what is on his mind or concerns him. We never set clear objec-
tives or goals. He forgets from one time to the next what we’ve 
talked about or decided. Sometimes he tells me the same thing 
two or three times. We have few staff meetings when we can 
discuss our problems and plan together.

“When we do meet, we ramble around and reach few clear 
decisions unless he suddenly and sometimes angrily lays down 
the law. He is successful and technically competent, but as a 
boss he’s a disaster. All I get is specific criticisms or vague praise. 
He has no idea really, in any depth, of what I do.”

But this manager cannot be content to merely blow off 
steam and criticize his boss. He must learn somehow to find 
out what the organization and the boss need from him; he 
must assist the boss in the boss’s own way to do some plan-
ning; he must learn to get through to him. He cannot blame 
things on the “disastrous boss” for he will usually be the loser 
if the relationship is poor and he’s kept in an information vac-
uum. He is the one who will be criticized when things aren’t 
letter-perfect, even if expectations are vague and never made 
explicit. The management of the relationship upstairs is often 
the responsibility of the subordinate. It’s his neck; he must 
make the relationship work.

Other classic issues and dilemmas include the following:
How to stir up an organization that is sleepy, frozen, and 

stagnant.
When and how to question higher-level policies, run the 

system versus change the system, fight city hall.
How to handle “no-win” situations.

Action-Oriented Tools and  
Techniques for Operating Managers
Structural
Formal organization
Changes in equipment and process technology methods
Physical moves, relocations
Expansion of resources, investments
Procedures, systems, routines
Job content
Job assignments
Personnel: lend, borrow, or exchange
Project, task
Long-range planning exercises
Consultants, outside advisers

Employee management and development
Reward system
Training, courses, management development, coaching
Performance evaluations
Incentives
Informal assignments
Problem-solving meetings
Short-range planning exercises
Competition: encourage and initiate
Replacement of managers
Greater participation in decision making

Communication
Short-range goals
Clear change in tone, atmosphere, system, norms, direction
Management by objectives: set objectives, get precise plan  

to achieve, set precise measurement and controls
Timing: postpone, delay, or speed up
Written announcements
Meetings
Ceremonies, speeches
Conflict resolution
Necessary commitment

Controls
Standards, norms, limits, specifications
Due dates, schedules, timing
Measurement system regarding output, individual  

performances, subordinates
Regular reporting sessions
Plans, reports, results

Evaluations, redesign
Evaluation of performance of unit, individuals, systems
Analysis of breakdowns
Redesign to overcome organizational weaknesses
Redesign to buttress own personal weaknesses
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frustrated about how little they could do in a situation. “I feel 
boxed in and helpless,” one said. “The people and procedures 
and precedents are so firmly set up and frozen in place. Change 
is resisted by everybody around here. I can’t seem to get any 
change accomplished whatsoever.”

The reason for this myopia is reminiscent of a machinist or 
carpenter with a wall full of mounted tools before his eyes who 
scratches his head in discouragement and mutters, “I don’t 
know how to go at this job.” For instance, some managers we 
studied were unaware of the arsenal at hand and unfamiliar 
with its usage. When managers are too close to their problems, 
they lose perspective and, mentally locking out constructive 
possibilities, tend to become either conservative or unimagina-
tive. The discouraged manager believes that nothing will work, 
anyway.

Sometimes the manager, in a somewhat arrogant mood, 
claims that the few techniques he is using or has used in the 
past are the proper and best ones to use again. He uses these 
familiar approaches whether or not analysis of the situation 
indicates that another approach would be better. At other times, 
there is either a lack of energy or the situation has begun to  

Whether to seek consensus, wait for it to emerge, or go 
ahead and make a decision.

How to identify, manage, and make use of power, clout, 
and pressure points in the organization.

How to overcome bureaucratic resistance, red tape, and 
inertia.

Use a wide variety of techniques. The range of operating 
problems is so great that one habitual set of responses or choice 
of alternatives is entirely inadequate. To understand that there 
is a vast array of tools and techniques and that discriminating 
choices among them must be made is another part of the devel-
opment of high accomplishers.

Our cases of operating problems indicate that the number 
of tools and techniques available is impressively large. We 
have compiled a 39-item arsenal of action-oriented techniques 
from which the operating manager can choose, in order to  
introduce change and bring about improvements. (See the 
exhibit “Action- Oriented Tools and Techniques for Operating 
Managers.”)

In spite of the existence of this powerhouse of techniques, 
it surprised us how many of the 31 managers felt baffled and 

Attributes of an Executive Style
Attributes Range/Continuum

Analytical patterns Intuitive Analytical

Cognitive style  Inductive Deductive, use of generalizations

Decision-making approach Authoritative Consultative

Decision-making speed Fast, quick Studied, worried

Delegation Little Much

Explicit rules of thumb Few Many

Type of follow-up Loose, little Much, rigorous

Communication Informal, verbal Formal, written

Personal relationships Supportive Demanding, challenging

Pressure, pace Relaxed Rigorous, energetic

Availability Easily available Remote

Boldness, audacity Bold, risk-taking Cautious, risk-averse

Focus on time dimension Seldom Continuous

Openness to persuasion Flexible Dogged, persistent, single-minded

Work with subordinates One on one In a group

Work with superior Wants support Works alone
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spin out of control to the point that the manager is unable to 
pull together the time and organization to mount a carefully 
planned attack on the problem. Finally, there may occur a fail-
ure of self-confidence. The manager is afraid to take the initia-
tive and try some bold approach where visibility is high and 
failure will be costly.

Change style to fit situations. The dilemma of the operating 
managers we studied was that each person gradually adopted 
an executive style while different situations called for different 
managerial activities and tactics. Our research suggests that for 
each different operating situation there is a particular executive 
style that would be most effective.

It is a curious yet reasonable fact that nearly all managers 
tend to settle into a fairly rigid or limited executive style. Each 
low achiever we studied had a certain profile when his regular 
practices were marked on a range of 16 attributes. (See the ex-
hibit “Attributes of an Executive Style.”)

In contrast, the high accomplishers seemed to tune into the 
fact that the demands upon a manager vary enormously from 
one situation and one period of time to another. The analogy of 
a college or university is relevant. In one period of time the insti-
tution may need a president who is strong in building a faculty. 
In another time, the need may be fundraising, or strengthening 
relationships with the legislature and student groups, or super-
vising the construction of new facilities, or developing financial 
control. Similarly in business, the needs change from the man-
agement of growth, to new products, cost control, improved 
lead times, mergers, or cash management. Each focus cannot 
be equally important. At any given time there exists indirectly 
or explicitly a key operating task, a task that must be given top 
priority and that demands a particular executive style.

For example, a new production manager found himself in 
charge of installing a new conveyorized system for furniture 
finishing designed and ordered by his predecessor. The equip-
ment had been approved by his boss and was scheduled to 
start up in ten days. A quick size-up of the equipment, however, 
suggested that there were going to be many start-up problems, 
and indeed, it was doubtful to him whether the equipment 
would actually work out as well as anticipated. The operating 
manager’s industrial engineer was enthusiastic about the new 
equipment. However, the superintendent stated that it would 
never work.

If he backed off, the new manager faced a disappointed boss. 
If he went ahead, he would probably “be hung” with the nearly 
inevitable high costs and low production ahead.

He decided to do nothing and let the chips fall where they 
might. In fact, however, when the equipment did not work out 
well, his next four months were nearly disastrous. He caught 
hell from all sides.

What was his operating task during the first weeks? One defi-
nition could be that it was to get the organization that preceded 
him together and get these people to make a decision and full 
plans as to what to do about the new equipment.

Usually, of course, it takes months or even years to be com-
petent at a variety of key operating tasks. In baseball, when a 
particular kind of pitching is called for, the manager brings in a 
certain relief pitcher. In business, this step is a last resort. Yet in 
a number of the situations we studied the manager was finally 
replaced when his executive style proved beyond much doubt 
to be inadequate for handling a certain kind of problem. In each 
case, the manager did not realize the need for a change in style 
or, if he did, was unable to make such a change. Considerable 
flexibility was a hallmark of the high accomplishers.

This is a big order. It says, “Be different. Don’t always man-
age the same way.” Yet only a few managers are able to accom-
plish this kind of self-control and discipline. Those who do act 
intuitively for the most part, and often by dint of experience 
from which they seem to learn that different behavior is called 
for in a new situation.

Why this step is seldom carried out is due perhaps in part to 
the prevailing attitudes that one must be natural and do one’s 
thing in a natural way and that a good manager can manage 
anything and any situation. We believe that these notions are 
largely myths and that careful, honest experimentation with 
executive style is a tool of vast potential, seldom used.

A final concern is the widespread tendency—if our sample 
of 31 managers is typical—toward stagnation. The consistency 
that leads to an inflexible executive style and a myopic selec-
tion of operating management tools and techniques is born out 
of stagnation.

A high percentage of our subjects, old and young, had slipped 
into a kind of lethargy where one day and one experience led 
to another; time slid smoothly by and they became members of 
the gray army of low accomplishers.

A pattern of stagnation among active executives is a striking 
phenomenon. The very need for employing executives is to 
provide organizations with a mechanism for making changes 
as situations and circumstances change. Normal human indo-
lence and mental lethargy on the part of those in positions of 
responsibility not only represent a pragmatic paradox but also 
raise a moral question.

At least one thing seems clear: The promise of personal re-
ward is not enough to refuel this state of intellectual energy, 

When managers are too 
close to their problems, 
they lose perspective and 
become either conservative 
or unimaginative.
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which we found frequently dissipated. What is needed is a state 
of mind that nature itself does not seem to evolve or fortify.  
As in the law of entropy, things run downhill.

Lessons from High Achievers
In summary, the high-level accomplishers share the following 
characteristics: They employ the practice of analysis with great 
effect. They use analytical tools with such discipline and con-
sistency that their establishment of objectives, strategies, plans, 
and priorities are sound and distinctly tuned to the situation. At 
the same time, they develop controls and information systems 
such that they have a flow of data that brings those details and 
problems requiring their attention to the surface.

From regular analysis on both the strategic and tactical lev-
els, they decide how to allocate their time and focus their ener-
gies. They use analysis to give their work direction and so avoid 
the common trap of being consistent—and consistently getting 
into too much or too little detail.

They succeed in motivating subordinates and satisfying su-
periors. The words motivating and satisfying are critical. It ap-
pears that of all interactions between an executive and subordi-
nate—leading, instructing, coaching, communicating, listening, 
demanding, delegating, reporting, supporting, and motivat-
ing—the key to high operating accomplishment is motivated 
subordinates.

Similarly, the satisfaction of the superior is vital to the man-
ager’s bottom-line performance. How to be a good subordinate 
is a part of the operating art that is frequently neglected. Man-
aging the relationship with those who are upstairs is as vital or 
more vital than managing the relationship with those who are 
downstairs.

They manage themselves. They understand their internal 
pressures and needs and their central tendencies in executive 
style. They discipline themselves to control anger, action, delay, 
or domination that could be counterproductive. They are able 
to modify their styles according to the needs of the situation. 
They are sufficiently disciplined to do the analysis necessary 
to provide long- and short-term directional guidance for them-
selves. They avoid stagnation in mental and physical diligence. 

They focus on one task of prime importance at a time. Among 
all the tasks facing them that could be accomplished, they de-
fine and tackle the one that makes or breaks the situation in the 
short run. Such an explicit choice of operating task sets focus, 
strategy, and priorities.

Although these four characteristics form perhaps too simple 
a conclusion about what it takes to be successful in operat-
ing management, the fundamental message is clear from the 
experiences of our research subjects: Analyze, motivate sub-
ordinates, mind the upstairs and downstairs relationships, and 
understand and discipline oneself to avoid consistency, and 
the result could be that you become one of those rare managers 
who always gets a great deal accomplished.  

Wickham Skinner is the Emeritus James E. Robison Professor  
of Business Administration at the Harvard Business School.  
This article is adapted from a chapter in his book Manufacturing 
in the Corporate Strategy (Wiley, 1978). W. Earl Sasser is a Baker 
Foundation Professor at Harvard Business School.
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28 | Making Yourself Indispensable 
John H. Zenger, Joseph R. Folkman, and 
Scott K. Edinger 

Peter Drucker and other leadership thinkers have long 
argued that leaders should focus on strengthening their 
strengths. How should they do that? Improving on a 
weakness is pretty easy and straightforward: You can 
make measurable progress by honing and practicing 
basic techniques. But developing a strength is a 
diff erent matter, because simply doing more of what 
you’re good at will yield only incremental improvements. 
If you are strong technically, becoming even more 
of a technical expert won’t make you a dramatically 
better leader. If, however, you use what the authors 
call “nonlinear development”—similar to an athlete’s 
cross-training—you can achieve exponential results. 
Your technical expertise will become more powerful 
if, for instance, you build on your communication skills, 
enabling you to explain technical problems both more 
broadly and more eff ectively. 

The authors, all from the leadership development 
consultancy Zenger Folkman, present a step-by-step 
process by which developing leaders can identify 
their strengths (through either a formal or an 
informal 360-degree evaluation), select appropriate 
complementary skills (the article identifi es up to a 
dozen for each core strength), and develop those 
skills to dramatically improve their strengths—making 
themselves uniquely valuable to their companies.
HBR Reprint R1110E
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           The Surprising Secret to Selling Yourself PAGE 14
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Deep smarts are not merely facts 
and data that anyone can access. 
They consist of know-how: 
skilled ways of thinking, making 
decisions, and behaving that lead 
to success again and again. 

Make Yourself an Expert
—page 44
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50 | How to Give a Killer 
Presentation 
Chris Anderson

For more than 30 years, the TED conference 
series has presented enlightening talks 
that people enjoy watching. In this article, 
Anderson, TED’s curator, shares five keys  
to great presentations: 

Frame your story (figure out where to 
start and where to end).

Plan your delivery (decide whether to 
memorize your speech word for word or  
develop bullet points and then rehearse it—
over and over).

Work on stage presence (but remember 
that your story matters more than how you 
stand or whether you’re visibly nervous). 

Plan the multimedia (whatever you do, 
don’t read from PowerPoint slides).

Put it together (play to your strengths 
and be authentic). 

According to Anderson, presentations rise 
or fall on the quality of the idea, the narrative, 
and the passion of the speaker. It’s about 
substance—not style. In fact, it’s fairly easy 
to “coach out” the problems in a talk, but 
there’s no way to “coach in” the basic story—
the presenter has to have the raw material. 
So if your thinking is not there yet, he advises, 
decline that invitation to speak. Instead,  
keep working until you have an idea that’s  
worth sharing.
HBR Reprint R1306K

44 | Make Yourself an Expert
Dorothy Leonard, Gavin Barton, and 
Michelle Barton

Almost every organization has people it can’t 
do without—specialists with “deep smarts,” 
who are the go-to experts on critical issues. 
But because their knowledge is experienced-
based, it’s often instinctive and unarticulated, 
and never gets passed on. Capturing it is a 
challenge for both the organization and for 
colleagues who wish to become in-house 
authorities themselves.

This article offers a methodical system  
for acquiring deep smarts from an expert.  
It involves observing that person extensively 
to understand what makes him successful, 
practicing the behaviors he exhibits on your 
own, partnering with him to solve problems, 
and ultimately taking responsibility for some 
of his tasks. Describing the experiences 
of one executive as she takes this journey 
with a mentor, the authors show how you 
too can gain the wisdom that will make you 
indispensable to your firm.
HBR Reprint R1304L 

36 | Are You a High Potential?
Douglas A. Ready, Jay A. Conger,  
and Linda A. Hill

Companies treasure their talent, and most 
keep track of rising stars. These “high 
potentials” tend to win the lion’s share of  
a firm’s resources and attention. But what  
are the traits that put a person on that list? 
And what’s the best way to get there—and 
stay there?

The authors have spent nearly 20 years 
studying programs for high-potential 
leaders. They’ve surveyed 45 companies 
worldwide and interviewed their executives 
to clarify what constitutes a high potential. 
These exceptional individuals consistently 
outperform their peers in a host of 
circumstances. They reflect their firms’ 
culture and values and are able to grow faster 
and more effectively throughout their careers 
than those around them. 

There are three essential elements that 
define this elite group. First, they credibly 
deliver strong results, always performing 
with distinction. Second, they deftly master 
new areas of expertise, based on which 
skills they find to be most valuable. Third, 
they know that their behavior matters: 
Performance can get you noticed, but being  
a role model can propel you above the rest. 

While these characteristics define high 
potentials, the traits alone may not be 
enough. The best of the best also possess four 

“X factors” that distinguish them from their 
peers: They have a drive to excel, catalytic 
learning capability, enterprising spirit, and 
dynamic sensors that give them an uncanny 
ability to identify problems and opportunities 
that may be coming down the line.

Making the high-potential list can 
translate to a high-reward future, but it’s not 
for the faint of heart. It requires continuous 
effort and often personal sacrifice. Whether 
you get on and stay on this elite list or not, 
remember that your behavior matters more 
and more as you grow.
HBR Reprint R1006E
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70 | Be Seen as a Leader
Adam D. Galinsky and Gavin J. Kilduff

When a new work group forms, people often 
make snap judgments about who is qualified 
to lead. If the players don’t already know 
one another, they tend to afford status to 
teammates on the basis of factors such as 
age, gender, race, attractiveness, and rank. 
These are characteristics beyond your control, 
but they don’t necessarily predetermine 
the influence you can have on a group. 
Anyone, the authors say, can achieve higher 
status and more influence by getting in the 
right mind-set before engaging with new 
teammates.

There are three psychological states that 
can increase the optimism, confidence, and 
proactive behavior that people associate with 
leaders: promotion focus (defined as a focus 
on goals and positive outcomes), happiness, 
and a feeling of power. And all it takes to 
help you enter one of these states is a simple 
five-minute exercise before starting a group 
task: Write about your ambitions or a time 
when you felt happy or powerful. The authors 
report that study subjects who did exactly 
that were more likely than others to speak up, 
steer decision making, and be viewed by their 
teammates as leaders—both in initial group 
meetings and in follow-up meetings two  
days later. 
HBR Reprint R1312K

64 | The Paradox of Excellence
Thomas J. DeLong and Sara DeLong

Why is it that so many smart, ambitious 
professionals are less productive and 
satisfied than they could be? Thomas DeLong, 
an academic and consultant to executives, 
and Sara DeLong, a psychiatrist, argue 
that it’s often because they’re afraid to 
demonstrate any sign of weakness. They’re 
reluctant to ask important questions or try 
new approaches that push them outside their 
comfort zones. 

For high achievers, looking stupid or 
incompetent is anathema. So they stick to the 
tasks they’re good at, even while the rest of 
the organization may be passing them by. In 
short, they’d rather do the wrong thing well 
than do the right thing poorly. They get stuck 
in this unproductive and unfulfilling pattern 
and can’t break free. 

Of course, leaders in organizations bear 
some of the blame for this type of play-it-safe 
mind-set. They don’t always want to hear that 
a person is struggling, nor do they necessarily 
reward risk taking, even though they might 
pay lip service to innovative initiative. 

The authors outline several steps that 
individuals can take to shake off fear and 
paralysis, including looking at past negative 
experiences from somebody else’s point 
of view and seeking out safe ways to allow 
themselves to become vulnerable.
HBR Reprint R1106K

58 | Get Ready for  
Your Next Assignment
Katie Smith Milway, Ann Goggins Gregory, 
Jenny Davis-Peccoud, and Kathleen Yazbak

Your next internal assignment is your 
next chance to create results—for your 
organization and for your career—and a smart 
investment of time and effort up front can 
mark the difference between getting by and 
truly excelling. A key factor in your transition 
will be knowledge—not only substantive 
information about the project or field, but 
an understanding of how others inside 
and outside the organization have tackled 
similar assignments, what challenges and 
opportunities lie ahead, what resources 
are available, and how to mobilize those 
resources to overcome any obstacles you 
may encounter. The authors provide practical 
steps that will help you not only get smart 
for your next assignment but also stay smart, 
building knowledge capital to excel in new 
roles throughout your career. They then 
expand on those steps, which they call phase 
zero, learning tour, and affinity groups.
HBR Reprint R1112K
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76 | How Successful 
Leaders Think 
Roger Martin 

In search of lessons to apply in our own 
careers, we often try to emulate what 
eff ective leaders do. Roger Martin says this 
focus is misplaced, because moves that 
work in one context may make little sense 
in another. A more productive, though more 
diffi  cult, approach is to look at how such 
leaders think. After extensive interviews with 
more than 50 of them, the author discovered 
that most are integrative thinkers—that is, 
they can hold in their heads two opposing 
ideas at once and then come up with a new 
idea that contains elements of each but is 
superior to both.

Martin argues that this process of 
consideration and synthesis (rather than 
superior strategy or faultless execution) is 
the hallmark of exceptional businesses and 
the people who run them. To support his 
point, he examines how integrative thinkers 
approach the four stages of decision making 
to craft superior solutions. First, when 
determining which features of a problem 
are salient, they go beyond those that are 
obviously relevant. Second, they consider 
multidirectional and nonlinear relationships, 
not just linear ones. Third, they see the whole 
problem and how the parts fi t together. 
Fourth, they creatively resolve the tensions 
between opposing ideas and generate new 
alternatives.

According to the author, integrative 
thinking is an ability everyone can hone. 
He points to several examples of business 
leaders who have done so, such as Bob 
Young, cofounder and former CEO of Red 
Hat, the dominant distributor of Linux 
open-source software. Young recognized 
from the beginning that he didn’t have to 
choose between the two prevailing software 
business models. Inspired by both, he forged 
an innovative third way, creating a service 
off ering for corporate customers that placed 
Red Hat on a path to tremendous success. 
HBR Reprint R0706C
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86 | Three Skills Every  
21st-Century Manager Needs
Andrew L. Molinsky, Thomas H. Davenport 
and Bala Iyer, and Cathy N. Davidson

Over the past decade companies have 
become more global and employee groups 
more diverse than ever before. Organizations 
are less hierarchical and more collaborative. 
And today’s offices are full of once 
unimaginable technological distractions. 
We asked experts in cross-cultural 
communication, information networks, and 
the science of attention what skills executives 
should cultivate to tackle these new 
challenges. Molinsky thinks that managers 
must overcome psychological barriers in 
order to act in ways that other cultures find 
appropriate. Davenport and Iyer explain why 
the devolution of hierarchy has increased 
the value of building and wielding influence 
through digital networks and offer tips for 
how to do it. And Davidson tells managers 
to get over their fears about distraction and 
embrace the brain’s natural tendency to 
divide attention.
HBR Reprint R1201N

92 | Promise-Based Management: 
The Essence of Execution
Donald N. Sull and Charles Spinosa

Critical initiatives stall for a variety of 
reasons – employee disengagement, a lack 
of coordination between functions, complex 
organizational structures that obscure 
accountability, and so on. To overcome such 
obstacles, managers must fundamentally 
rethink how work gets done. 

Most of the challenges stem from broken 
or poorly crafted commitments. That’s 
because every company is, at its heart, a 
dynamic network of promises made between 
employees and colleagues, customers, 
outsourcing partners, or other stakeholders. 
Executives can overcome many problems in 
the short term and foster productive, reliable 
workforces for the long term by practicing 
what the authors call “promise-based 
management,” which involves cultivating  
and coordinating commitments in a 
systematic way.

Good promises share five qualities: They 
are public, active, voluntary, explicit, and 
mission based. To develop and execute 
an effective promise, the “provider” and 
the “customer” in the deal should go 
through three phases of conversation. The 
first, achieving a meeting of minds, entails 
exploring the fundamental questions of 
coordinated effort: What do you mean? Do 
you understand what I mean? What should 
I do? What will you do? Who else should we 
talk to? In the next phase, making it happen, 
the provider executes on the promise. In the 
final phase, closing the loop, the customer 
publicly declares that the provider has either 
delivered the goods or failed to do so. 

Leaders must weave and manage 
their webs of promises with great care—
encouraging iterative conversation and 
making sure commitments are fulfilled 
reliably. If they do, they can enhance 
coordination and cooperation among 
colleagues, build the organizational agility 
required to seize new business opportunities, 
and tap employees’ entrepreneurial energies.
HBR Reprint R0704E

102 | Managers with Impact: 
Versatile and Inconsistent 
Wickham Skinner and W. Earl Sasser

What makes the difference between 
managers who consistently move the needle 
and those who regularly miss the mark? In 
this article, first published in 1977, research 
done by Harvard Business School professors 
Wickham Skinner and Earl Sasser shows 
that high-performing managers are often 
characterized by inconsistency in how they 
tackle operating situations and versatility in 
their executive style, while low performers 
get stuck in a particular approach, unable to 
see innovative solutions or modify their style.

After analyzing 31 case studies, Skinner 
and Sasser detailed patterns of failure seen 
in low performers: They have a tendency 
to “wing it,” pay inappropriate attention 
to details (either too much or too little), 
can’t prioritize, don’t move fast enough, 
lack self-confidence, tolerate ineffective 
subordinates, and fail to seek advice or help. 
Low performers tend to develop a set style or 
approach, and when they err, it is always in 
the same direction.

By contrast, achievers demonstrate 
certain traits of success. They carefully 
analyze each situation to find fresh, practical 
solutions; develop and revisit operating 
strategies to maintain direction and purpose; 
recognize classic dilemmas but look beyond 
habitual responses; use diverse tools and 
techniques to make improvements; and adapt 
their executive style to the situation. High 
performers are also successful at motivating 
subordinates and satisfying superiors. In 
addition, they focus on one make-or-break 
task at a time—ultimately accumulating 
a track record of significant accomplishments.
HBR Reprint 77609
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