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Introduction

his is a book for those who are serious about improving the human

condition. It is about real leadership—the kind of leadership that
helps organizations, communities, and nations face their toughest chal-
lenges and have their best shot at success.

Real leadership is lacking in the world today. Much of what passes
for leadership, I suggest, is actually counterfeit leadership, even though it
might have the appearance of being effective leadership because people
are following the leader or buying into his or her agenda. This book de-
fines real leadership and explains why it is desperately needed, and it
provides a well-developed model for how to exercise real and responsi-
ble leadership for some of the most demanding challenges organizations,
communities, and nations face.

Fundamentally, real leadership gets people to confront reality and
change values, habits, practices, and priorities in order to deal with the
real threat or the real opportunity the people face. It facilitates improve-
ments in the human condition. Counterfeit leadership, on the other
hand, provides false solutions and allows the group to bypass reality.

Certainly, exercising leadership successfully in a complex world is a
formidable task. Few people do it well. Their knowledge of how to act
in complex, problematic situations is often incomplete and inadequate.
They make mistakes, do foolish things, and, at times, misjudge the dy-
namics of the situation before them, and thereby perpetuate the very
problems that they wish they could resolve.

Part of the problem is that many of the popular notions of leadership
are inadequate for the challenges we face today. They do not address the
complexity and diversity of the problems, threats, and opportunities that
groups and institutions must confront if they are to progress. They focus
primarily on leading in unsophisticated environments and unduly empha-
size the role of the leader in “having convictions,” “articulating a vision,”
“showing the way,” and generating “loyal followers.”

Real leadership is not about having strong convictions and imposing
them on the group. Nor is it about amassing followers and showing the
way forward. Even when the exercise of leadership grows from sincere
moral or ethical considerations, that leadership may be wholly irrespon-
sible if its effect is to damage the long-term viability and well-being of

1X



x Introduction

the group or larger system. One can be “right” in regard to the problem
and what a group should do but be terribly “wrong” and ineffective in
the exercise of leadership. The world is rife with examples of so-called
moral leaders acting irresponsibly and of committed, intelligent men and
women whose stubborn pursuit of a particular strategy weakens the
group or enterprise to which they should be responsible.

Rather than teach people how to be visionaries or motivators, this
book addresses the demanding task of mobilizing people to confront their
predicament and solve their most pressing problems. The focus is not on
getting people to follow but on getting people to face reality and think
and act responsibly, thereby enabling their organizations and communi-
ties to address their toughest challenges and make meaningful progress.

The subject of real leadership is critical for corporate managers,
school superintendents, nonprofit directors, senior government officials,
and politicians. Anyone concerned about leadership must distinguish
more carefully between those acts of power that create value and pros-
perity and those that destroy value and thwart prosperity. How people
conceive of the use of power has serious repercussions. If people with
power do not learn how leadership can advance the well-being of the
collective, corporations will continue to be plagued by productivity
problems, schools will always be leaving children behind, and the na-
tions of the world will lose much of their accumulated gains in unneces-
sary wars, chicanery, and blunders.

If those seeking power and authority can learn the strategies and
practices of real leadership and operate with greater insight and self-
awareness, then they can enhance their chances of success. If leaders can
diagnose their challenges with greater clarity, design and execute smarter
interventions, and improve their ability to reflect and learn while they
are in the midst of action, then they will have a greater hope of generat-
ing and sustaining progress.

This book provides a framework for how to exercise real leadership
in different contexts. It will help the leader

 analyze the specific nature of the most critical challenge the
group or organization faces at a given time (this is the principal
challenge that must be attended to if the group is to advance);

e understand the kind of leadership strategies needed to address
that challenge;

e recognize how real leadership, as an interactive art, can be mani-
fest in different ways to assist people to face the reality of their
predicament, attend to their problems, and be given their best
shot at success; and
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 appreciate the ways in which power, when used irresponsibly,
can wreak havoc on all it touches—therefore the need to be
responsible with one’s power and exercise real leadership.

We need people who can provide real
leadership in multiple and diverse contexts

When I ask my students who they think were responsible leaders
worth emulating—leaders who did something positive—invariably the
responses include the names of Gandhi, Martin Luther King, and Win-
ston Churchill. T point out that even these people, as great as they were,
failed basic principles of real leadership in some contexts in which they
attempted to exercise their power. For example, Churchill provided bril-
liant leadership in mobilizing his country in the face of a formidable
threat posed by Hitler’s Germany.! However, at the end of the war, when
he proceeded to do what he had always done, he was not reelected be-
cause so few people had confidence in him to provide the economic and
developmental leadership needed to rebuild Britain. Earlier in his career,
he also had failed miserably as First Lord of the Admiralty during World
War I, when he sent thousands of Australian and Allied troops to their
deaths at Gallipoli.? For that fiasco, he was fired from the cabinet. While
Churchill provides a decidedly mixed model of leadership, his life high-
lights the incredible difficulty of exercising consistently successful leader-
ship across the sectors and eras of a life.

Sometimes a tough and demanding authority figure finds himself in
a set of circumstances where his style brings great leadership acclaim. In-
deed, this happened with New York mayor Rudolf Giuliani. As mayor,
he was often under attack for his insensitive and domineering approach,
irrespective of the fact that it was, at times, very effective. His personal
life was the subject of daily ridicule in the newspapers and on talk radio.
Nevertheless, following the events of September 11, 2001, Giuliani came
to symbolize the aspirations and resolve of New Yorkers and many
Americans more generally to move forward with courage. This crisis
produced a very different context in which Giuliani’s characteristics and
strategies of operating suddenly provided what New Yorkers needed for
them to deal with and manage the aftermath of that horrific event.

Unfortunately, too many powerful people have recognized too late
that the mode of operating that led to past success was inadequate for
the demands of a new and different context. The person who, based
on his or her natural tendencies and inclinations, keeps using the same
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approach to leadership has a diminished chance of success and will even-
tually fail. For example, the war hero who becomes president or the so-
cial activist who attains formal authority as an elected official rarely
performs as well in the new context, because the person cannot see how
his or her natural tendencies and inclinations are actually dysfunctional
in the different context. They think that leadership is a set of traits or
characteristics that are applicable in any setting. I disagree. Different
contexts call for different leadership strategies if the people are to pro-
ductively address the problems they face and open up pathways to
progress.

More than ever, we need men and women who can succeed in multi-
ple contexts. Nowhere is this more true than in the field of education.
Even straightforward tasks such as teaching children the basic skills of
reading, writing, and arithmetic require a broad array of leadership
strategies to get the complete system functioning in the service of chil-
dren. There are more than fourteen thousand school superintendents in
the United States, all struggling to address the complex educational chal-
lenges of their respective communities. In large urban districts where so-
cial and economic problems exacerbate the demands of reform, the
average tenure of a superintendent is less than three years. For many of
these men and women, the problems are so overwhelming and the poli-
tics so vicious that they find it almost impossible to make lasting
progress. Given the demands of the job, many school boards throughout
the country look for candidates outside the field of education so that
they can get a different kind of individual to lead their districts. In recent
years, a number of businessmen and military generals have been ap-
pointed with the hope that they have this “leadership thing” figured out
and can fix the system. These individuals, like their predecessors, strug-
gle bravely to get something meaningful accomplished and generally do
no better.

And this point is true for business as well. According to a recent re-
port of CEO turnover at the world’s 2,500 largest publicly traded corpo-
rations, most companies are setting higher standards of performance for
chief executive officers than ever before, and CEOs are falling short in
record numbers.? The report notes, “This phenomenon is now fully
global, even in regions not burdened by governance scandals. CEOs are
being replaced at a faster rate in Europe than the United States, and
CEO turnover has skyrocketed in Asia, where chief executives of major
corporations had been relatively protected from market forces.”*

Rakesh Khurana of Harvard Business School has documented how
and why boards of directors have become enamored with charismatic,
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superstar CEOs who they hope will be a corporate savior and guide the
company to the market equivalent of the “promised land.”* Most do a
mediocre job, and many fall short. The excessive reliance on their
charisma and visionary outlook that may have worked in a past setting
is often insufficient to produce real and sustainable progress. Khurana
points out that many of these CEOs have an inadequate appreciation of

the role of context in determining what the best approach to leadership
should be.

Leadership must be approached
as an interactive art

To increase the chances of success, real leadership must be ap-
proached as an interactive art. It is an art in that it requires creativity
and imagination, rather than a singular set of well-honed practices; and
it is interactive in that one must be willing to “dance” with the reality of
the context so that the best solutions can emerge. It cannot be treated as
a hard science with prescriptive approaches such as “Do X and you will
produce Y.” On the contrary, as an art, real leadership requires the ca-
pacity to improvise, be imaginative, and make ongoing corrections ac-
cording to the specific challenge the people face, the discoveries of the
group as they tackle the challenge, and the shifting dynamics of the con-
text. Therefore, strong diagnostic skills and considerable flexibility in
one’s intervention style are essential if one is to lead effectively in multi-
ple contexts on multiple challenges.

Of course, I am not the first to make this observation on the situa-
tional demands of leadership. The social psychologist Victor Vroom has
written extensively on the subject.® But what is missing from these writ-
ings, by Vroom and others, is a way to categorize the specific nature of
the challenge the people face and explain what real leadership should
look like in different settings. In this book, I present a model to assist in
the diagnosis of the context to ascertain the group’s principal challenge. I
also put forward a set of leadership principles and intervention strategies
to get the people to do the requisite problem-solving work to address
that challenge.

For nearly two decades, I have been involved in the teaching and
study of leadership and authority around the world, working with men
and women in business, government, schools, and community organiza-
tions. In recent years, as research for this book, I have interviewed more
than a dozen current or former presidents and prime ministers of nations
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to gain insight into the leadership challenges they have faced. I have in-
teracted with many educational administrators at the local, state, and
national levels to explore the demands of educational reform. I have
been an adviser to many executives in corporations, community groups,
and governments, as they have undertaken reform initiatives to revitalize
their institutions.

I have also had a unique chance to examine power, authority, and
social change at the most primal and traditional level—with the nomadic
Penan people in the rain forest of Borneo. I have observed the Penan
tribe deal with the huge adaptive challenge of cultural survival caused by
the creeping forces of modernization and an eroding habitat due to the
shady practices of logging companies and the misguided strategies of
politicians.

Perhaps my most valuable resource in the study of leadership has
been my students at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard Uni-
versity. They have challenged my thinking and given me an amazing
array of personal case studies that have helped me explore and develop
the notion of real leadership in different contexts.

Of particular importance in my understanding of leadership has
been my relationship with Ronald Heifetz and Riley Sinder. Heifetz was
my professor and mentor at Harvard in the mid- to late 1980s when I
was a doctoral student. Today I am honored to be his colleague at the
Kennedy School, and together we teach and consult on leadership. Sin-
der is also a valued colleague, and, over the past few years, we have
spent many an hour in rich and imaginative discussion about the chal-
lenges of leading in diverse settings. His contribution and support have
enriched my knowledge and helped, in no small way, to shape the ideas
in this book.

Heifetz and Sinder distinguished (1) leadership from authority and
(2) technical challenges from adaptive challenges.” This book is pri-
marily about exercising leadership with authority, although at various
points I discuss the demands of leading when one has little or no author-
ity. But I am mostly referring to people in authority positions who have a
special opportunity to exercise real leadership—an opportunity that is
often neglected or squandered. The book is about helping leaders sense
what those opportunities might be.

The opportunities of real leadership are primarily in addressing de-
manding adaptive challenges. A technical challenge requires the straight-
forward application of expertise to solve the problem, whereas an
adaptive challenge is more complex in that it necessitates changing peo-
ple’s values, habits, practices, and priorities. Leadership for an adaptive
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challenge requires orchestrating a process of getting the various factions
and entities who own a piece of the problem to do adaptive work. In the
following chapters, I present my discoveries about real leadership and
adaptive work. I give examples of people who tried to lead and failed,
while illustrating where they went wrong. I also write about individuals
who were able to treat leadership as an interactive art and understood
the notion of doing adaptive work, and thereby succeeded in helping
people face their most crucial challenges and advance.

In Part I, T describe the concept of real leadership—its features and
characteristics—and distinguish it from counterfeit leadership. Counter-
feit leadership is a set of actions and strategies used by an authority fig-
ure that thwarts progress, whereas real leadership is a set of actions and
strategies that facilitates progress. The first step in exercising real leader-
ship is to diagnose correctly the principal challenge the group really
faces—be it an organization, a school system, a community, or a nation.
I describe six distinct adaptive challenges that can befall a group and
threaten the health and survival of the system. Each challenge requires a
specific leadership approach.

Part IT addresses the six domains of adaptive challenge and provides
an intervention framework for how to lead effectively and responsibly
in these different but extremely critical problem contexts. The six do-
mains are: an activist challenge, a development challenge, a transition
challenge, a maintenance challenge, a creative challenge, and a crisis
challenge. Each chapter in Part II presents cases and examples that illus-
trate leadership successes and leadership failures for these six respective
challenges. T also provide practical tools and specific strategies for help-
ing committed men and woman use their power to exercise real leader-
ship and get the people to address the principal challenge and varied
tasks needed to produce genuine and sustainable progress for their enter-
prise or community.

In Part III, T look at real leadership in the context of multiple chal-
lenges. Using the case of Lawrence of Arabia, I address the question,
How does one transition between challenges, modify one’s role and pro-
vide context-appropriate leadership—and succeed? Leadership for mul-
tiple challenges requires enormous flexibility, creativity, and sensitivity.
In this section I also consider the personal work of being a real leader
and discuss what it means to take responsibility for oneself as an instru-
ment of power. All leaders have personal preferences, idiosyncrasies, and
natural predilections. Such stylistic predispositions can either help or
hinder the adaptive work of progress. Learning how to discover the ef-
fect one’s interventions have on others in their problem-solving endeavors



xvi Introduction

and make adjustments according to situational needs, is essential if one
is to successfully lead in diverse contexts.

We desperately need women and men who can provide real leader-
ship for the full array of problematic challenges we face in this complex
and interdependent world. “What is real leadership, and how does one
employ power to exercise it?” are crucial and central questions for the
operation of business, government, and the full array of our civic and so-
cial institutions. I believe that real leadership can make the difference be-
tween success and failure in all aspects of human activity—between
developed states and failed states; between great schools and poor
schools; between mediocre companies and extraordinary companies;
even between war and peace. And that is why the study of real leader-
ship—the kind of leadership that gets people to face reality, be responsi-
ble for their predicament, and deal with their toughest challenges—is of
paramount concern.
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CHAPTER 1

Odin, Enron, and the Apes

Distinguishing Real Leadership
from Counterfeit Leadership

sat with the prime minister of East Timor to discuss his options. Five

days earlier, a mob of angry protestors burned his home down and
wreaked havoc by destroying government buildings, businesses, and
houses. They were angry because change wasn’t happening fast enough.
During the melee, poorly trained police fired on the protestors, killing
one young man and wounding others. The prime minister had been in
his job for less than a year. Furthermore, he was East Timor’s first local
leader, as the country had been under colonial rule for the previous four
hundred years, by Portugal and then Indonesia. Under the Indonesians,
a tenth of the population was killed. The prime minister had a seemingly
impossible task: to create an honest and effective government and to
build a nation from the ashes (not to mention his own home, which itself
was also in ashes). The country was a powder keg, ready to explode. He
knew he had to be exceptionally astute and responsible in how he used
his power in this demanding and precarious predicament. All eyes were
on him to see what he would do.

Prime Minister Mari Alkatiri faced, at a more extreme level, the
leadership challenge many men and women confront every day: attempt-
ing to employ power to add or protect value and ensure that their orga-
nization, community, or nation not only can survive but is in a position
to thrive. The prime minister had to consider a number of serious ques-
tions, such as, What challenge do the people really face? What strategies
will give the people their best chance of success? What values should be
promoted at this time? How will my behavior impact the people’s per-
ception of those values? In essence, he was considering, “Given this
problem, what would real leadership look like?”

3
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Ultimately, Alkatiri handled the crisis well. He chose not to lash out,
take revenge, or engage in wasteful politics. He realized that the social
contract between the state and the people was fragile and would take
time to strengthen—after all, this was a country that had been denied
self-rule for centuries. He stood before the people and reiterated his com-
mitment to democratic practices, reminded them of what was at stake,
and personally sought out marginalized and discontented factions to as-
sure them that they would be listened to and included in the nation-
building process. These choices ensured that East Timor would not
descend into civil war and would continue to develop the capacity for
democratic self-governance.

The Features of Real Leadership

The question “What is real leadership—the kind of leadership that keeps
our world from falling apart and improves the human condition?” is one
that philosophers, politicians, poets, and prophets have wrestled with
since the beginning of time. Today, depending on whom you ask, you
will probably get a different answer. When I asked the chairman of a
Fortune 500 company, he explained that real leadership was about de-
veloping a unique corporate strategy and creating a sophisticated incen-
tive system to entice managers and staff to focus on financial goals.
Mullah Omar, the former head of the Taliban in Afghanistan, under-
stood real leadership to be the implementation and enforcement of his
interpretation of the Koran. A general in the U.S. Army recently told me
that real leadership was manifest in the “art of motivation” to get sol-
diers to do what you want them to do. A former prime minister ex-
plained that for him real leadership was “all about persuasion™ to ensure
that the people would buy into his government’s agenda. The head of a
church community described real leadership as simply “being an exam-
ple.” A politician explained that, for him, real leadership was about
“being committed to something,” and “when you’re out in front and
you look behind you and your people are still with you, you’re probably
a real leader.”

These notions are different variants on the same theme—*“showing
the way” and “getting people to follow.” These notions of leadership
prevail in the modern marketplace. Basically, the goal is to get the peo-
ple to do what you want them to do. To show the way and get people to
follow, this model suggests that leaders must craft a vision, motivate
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people through persuasive communication, be an example, and employ
a system of punishments and incentives to sustain action.

This perspective is insufficient for dealing with the complexity of the
challenges institutions and communities face in the age of globalization.
What if the leader’s direction is wrong? What if the vision is the product
of delusional thinking? What if the leader seeks to manipulate the people
for his own nefarious purposes? What if the people become unhealthily
dependent on the leader and fail to develop their own capabilities? What
if the people yearn for easy answers and painless solutions, and reward
charismatic, answer-giving demagogues with power? Given these possi-
bilities, I believe that we need a new notion of what it means to be a real
and responsible leader—one that does not emphasize the dynamic of
leader-follower and goal but the dynamic of leadership-group and reality.

Real Leadership Gets People to Face Reality

“Showing the way” and generating “masses of followers” might be the
primary measure of success for an authority figure or politician who seeks
to gain power and get their way, but it should not be the measure of suc-
cess in the realm of real leadership. Leadership that targets authentic
progress must gauge success by the degree to which people are engaging
the real problem versus symptoms, decoy concerns, or false tasks. That is,
are the people facing reality or avoiding reality? Answers to tough prob-
lems are rarely obvious, and real solutions are elusive precisely because
they require due regard for the ingrained values and habits of the group,
which members of the group protect with daily striving and sacrifice.

Therefore, real leadership demands that the people make adjust-
ments in their values, thinking, and priorities to deal with threats, ac-
commodate new realities, and take advantage of emerging opportunities.
At its essence, real leadership orchestrates social learning in regard to
complex problems and demanding challenges. People must learn why
they are in a particular condition in order to invent pathways forward
that produce genuine progress, as opposed to hollow and temporary
gains. If the people refuse to face hard truths, are weak at learning, or
learn the wrong things, then their problem-solving capacity will suffer,
and their group or enterprise may eventually wither and die.

When Carlos Ghosn became president of Nissan Motor Corporation
in 1999, he had to get management and employees to face some hard
truths—the company was deteriorating rapidly, and if it was to be
turned around, the Japanese business practices that had existed in the
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company for generations would have to be revolutionized. This was a
message that the traditionalists did not like to hear. It meant that there
would be plant closures and massive layoffs, and the dismantling of the
Nissan keiretsu—the network of suppliers and affiliated companies that
underlies Japan’s blue chip corporations.!

One reason the company was close to bankruptcy was due to the
negligent behavior of management. They were avoiding reality in regard
to the condition of the company and the nature of the competitive
threats. Ghosn spent time wandering the halls, showrooms, and factory
floors of Nissan, questioning and listening. He wrote of his discovery:

To tell the truth, I never met anyone in Nissan who could give
me an exhaustive analysis of what had happened to it. I never
went to a single place where one could speak about the company
articulately. No one was able to offer me a summary of the prob-
lems listed in order of importance. Management was in complete
and obvious chaos. This was, I believed, the primary cause of
Nissan’s difficulties.?

In putting reality in front of people, Ghosn faced opposition or crit-
icism from many quarters—employees, suppliers, unions, even Japanese
business associations. Few people wanted to acknowledge that the con-
dition of Nissan was so bad, and few people were willing to accept the
“medicine” that Ghosn was offering. Besides, the tradition had always
been that if a company was in trouble, the government would bail it out.
Given that Japan was in the midst of financial crisis, that option was im-
possible. The problem could not be resolved through a technical fix such
as simply throwing money at it. It would require superior leadership. Re-
markably, even though he was a foreigner (or perhaps because he was a
foreigner), Ghosn was able to challenge the system and turn it around.
He succeeded in getting people to face reality and make the necessary
sacrifices and take the essential steps to transform Nissan from a sick
and ailing entity with a $5.6 billion loss in 2000 to the most profitable
large automotive manufacturer in the world by 2004.

Real Leadership Engages the Group
to Do Adaptive Work

Through the exercise of real leadership, the conditions are created to
give the people (or the organization) their best shot at success in the con-
text of the particular challenge that the group faces. Success, however,
should not be narrowly defined. It is not simply achieving a goal,
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although it certainly includes achieving goals. Fundamentally, it is about
ensuring that whatever gets generated is inclusive, not exclusive; is
moral, not immoral; is constructive, not destructive; is substantive, not
delusional.

We need to think of real leadership as a normative activity that adds
real value to a group (in contrast to hollow or superficial gains that can-
not be sustained). When I use the term group, I mean a social system of
some sort, such as a company, school, community, or nation. By value, I
mean the knowledge, relationships, capacity, and goods that produce
sustained well-being, authentic satisfaction, and higher levels of perfor-
mance in the group. Accordingly, real leadership must deal with the
moral and ethical components of human affairs. Without concern for the
moral and ethical elements of problem solving and collective effort,
group value could be lost overnight.

To ensure that the people have their best shot at success and add
value to their enterprise, the leader must get the people to address their
adaptive challenges. An adaptive challenge is a problem that does not
subside even when management applies the best-known methods and
procedures to solve the problem. Generally, the resolution of an adaptive
challenge requires a shift in values and mind-sets. For example, at least
two competing values might shift to resolve a budget crisis in a company.
On the one hand, the problem could be resolved if the employees shifted
their values to take less pay and still be satisfied. On the other hand, the
problem might be resolved if management shifted the values and mind-
sets in the organization to direct the business to new profitable markets,
perhaps global markets.3

The work the people must do to progress in the face of an adaptive
challenge is simply called adaptive work. Adaptive work is the effort
that produces the organizational or systemic learning required to tackle
tough problems. These problems often require an evolution of values,
the development of new practices, and the revision of priorities. Leader-
ship for adaptive work requires getting the various factions of the system
addressing the conflicts in their values and priorities and refashioning
those values and priorities to deal with the threat or take advantage of
the opportunity.

Real Leadership Involves the Pursuit
of Insight and Wisdom

Real leadership is not easy. It requires considerable wisdom to be a real
leader on multiple adaptive challenges and succeed. The work of real
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leadership is often to defend or promote particular values and practices,
while discouraging or phasing out other values and practices that impede
progress, even though some people hold dearly to the impeding values
and practices. Therefore, whoever exercises real leadership must discern
which values to promote and protect, and which values need to be chal-
lenged or changed. It takes a degree of wisdom, not simply experience or
intelligence, to know what to promote and how to promote it so a group
can do the adaptive work.

Unfortunately, outside the realms of religion and folklore, the con-
cept of wisdom seems to be on the decline. We talk easily about intelli-
gence, information, and knowledge, but wisdom seems to be a quaint,
antiquated, outdated notion. We may think of Maimonides, Ben
Franklin, Chaucer’s Wife of Bath, or Tolkien’s Gandalf as wise, but when
was the last time you heard anyone say they admired a corporate CEO,
a manager, or a politician because of her or his wisdom? Wisdom re-
mains outside the standard requirements for CEOs, managers, and
politicians. Such people might be praised as smart, capable, or savvy—
but wise, rarely.

As metaphor for the quest for insight and wisdom in regard to how to
use one’s power in a responsible manner to help organizations and commu-
nities prosper, I use the Norse god Odin. The mythological Odin was deeply
concerned with the issue of real and responsible leadership. Odin was god of
the gods—the chairman of the board—a powerful authority figure who
could use his power to create or destroy.* He was also known as the god
of magic, poetry, wisdom, and battle. You have heard indirectly of Odin
through the days of the week. Wednesday is named after Odin (Wodin’s
day). But what makes Odin an especially compelling and relevant mytho-
logical figure is that unlike many other deities, Odin was not omniscient
or omnipotent. He was a flawed god. He knew his knowledge was in-
complete, and therefore he actively sought to learn more about the
world so that he could do a better job of being head god. Indeed, he was
so hungry for knowledge that he put himself through terrible ordeals, in-
cluding willingly sacrificing his eye, to acquire sufficient wisdom to lead.

Metaphorically, Odin represents all authority figures—bosses, man-
agers, politicians, and CEOs. He is a powerful god, yet he never sees
himself as having all the answers. In spite of his sincere quest for wis-
dom, there are times when his personal hungers and foibles lead him to
commit many errors and to engage in wasteful activities that have more
to do with self-interest and personal gain than with the real work of
progress. His power is both a burden and a boon—and his challenge is
to learn how to use it in a responsible and effective manner.



Odin, Enron, and the Apes 9

Odin’s quest for insight led him to the World Tree (Yggdrasil), the
center of creation. The World Tree represented the physical and moral
laws of the world.’> Odin was informed that in order to gain enough wis-
dom to actually help people, he would have to hang on the World Tree
for nine days and nights. In the epic twelfth-century collection of poems
known as the Elder Edda, Odin recounts his experience:

I know I hung on the wind-swept tree nine entire nights in all.
Wounded by a spear dedicated to Odin, given myself to myself,
On the tree of which nobody knows from which root it grows
With nothing to eat and nothing to drink I bent my head down
and groaning, took the runes up, and fell down thereafter.

... Then I began to thrive and be wise, and grow and prosper.°

Must an aspiring leader go to Odin-like extremes in order to gain
enough wisdom to use power responsibly and exercise real leadership?
Perhaps not—although I am sure that many people would take great sat-
isfaction in seeing their bosses hung on a tree for nine days of torment in
order to be transformed into a wiser, more humane leader. But I suggest
that taking responsibility for a group with a serious problematic chal-
lenge, be it a school, corporation, or nation, will at times feel like one is
hanging alone on the World Tree. The responsibility that comes with the
exercise of real leadership can be a heavy burden.

Wisdom, as it pertains to real leadership, does not mean having all
the answers. It requires pursuing the truth with fervor and passion, being
sensitive to the context in which the problem resides, and holding the
question in each context, “What will make our work worthwhile—to
our lives and the lives of others?” Even if one is accustomed to top-down
management, one needs to understand the relationship between wisdom,
power, and real leadership. For example, upon hearing that Dwight D.
Eisenhower had been elected president of the United States, Harry S.
Truman famously remarked, “He’ll sit here, and he’ll say, ‘Do this! Do
that!” And nothing will happen. Poor Tke—it won’t be a bit like the
Army. He’ll find it very frustrating.”” This is because in complex politi-
cal and organizational systems where power is diffuse, leaders need con-
siderable wisdom to navigate the terrain of thorny and complicated
group dynamics, and to activate processes that get the people focusing
on, not fleeing from, their most pressing problems. A leader cannot rely
on deference, discipline, or dominance conditioning to achieve worth-
while and sustainable results.

The wisdom to lead does not come by being isolated from the people
in one’s office or castle, or being excessively preoccupied with formulating
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strategies and plans. Wisdom derives from the interactive and reflective
process of figuring out with the group how the various strands of a
problematic reality are connected to the people’s values and priorities,
and then determining what values to promote in order to give the people
their best shot at success. Fundamentally, wisdom is a deeper form of in-
sight into why the system works the way that it does.

To accumulate wisdom and avoid the distorted reality that can come
with authority, the great Odin learned to travel in disguise. He wanted to
see the world as it was. This approach enabled him to ask questions of the
people and bargain with them to see what they might be willing to give
up in order to gain something of significant value. Ancient images of
Odin show him as a wandering pilgrim. (The Lord of the Rings author
J. R. R. Tolkien drew the character of Gandalf the wizard directly from
the Odin myth.)

The social psychologist Robert Sternberg has done considerable re-
search on the subject of wisdom and leadership. He suggests that wis-
dom is about working for the “common good” while “balancing various
self-interests . . . with the interests of others and of other aspects of the
context in which one lives, such as one’s city or country or environment
or even God.”® He adds that leadership wisdom “also involves creativ-
ity, in that a wise solution to a problem may be far from obvious.”’

I agree that wisdom, as it pertains to real leadership, is required to
balance the multiple interests and expectations of individuals and groups
in any complex social system—be it a business, school, community, or
nation. I also believe that creativity is essential in addressing demanding
problematic concerns. But no one is wise enough to know what to do, or
creative enough to know how to do it, all the time. Therefore, we should
not look at wisdom as an “arrived state of being” but as an ongoing
process of continuous learning and discovery—for the one leading and
also the people.

Real Leadership Is the Willingness
to Be Responsible

Because of his sacrifice, Odin was granted insight into the hidden me-
chanics of how people conduct themselves—as individuals, in groups,
and in communities. One of the hidden mechanics of human behavior
that Odin soon discovered (which was one of Sigmund Freud’s most im-
portant insights) was that humans will go to great lengths to avoid fac-
ing their real problems. As individuals and in groups, people tend to shy
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away from addressing tough, complex, painful problems that are caused,
perpetuated, or protected by their own values, habits, and priorities.
Rather than look at the reality of the predicament they are in, they often
distort what they see, put the problem outside themselves, scapegoat
others, and create distractions—all as a way of distancing themselves
from responsibility for the real issue.

Given this natural human predilection, a prime duty of real leader-
ship is to help people face the reality of their problematic condition, no
matter how painful or disturbing, and do the requisite problem-solving
work of bringing resolution to the their unresolved concerns and take
advantage of the unique opportunities before them so that progress can
unfold. Fundamentally, real leadership is about being responsible for
one’s world and helping others be responsible.

The word responsible means “being the cause, agent, or source of
something.”1? It also denotes the “ability to act without guidance or su-
perior position,” including to make “moral decisions” as well as “show-
ing good judgment or sound thinking.”!! The word Odin, according to
the mythologist Jacob Grimm, in ancient times literally meant the
“source of movement.”!? Thus, Odin becomes the creator god, the
source of all movement in the world. I assert that our institutions, com-
munities, and the larger global condition can only improve to the degree
that someone takes responsibility for being a source of movement to
help people face the reality of their predicament and deal sensibly with
their problems and challenges. In the absence of real and responsible
leadership, groups perpetuate the dysfunctions embedded in the status
quo, which, in turn, can easily precipitate the loss of the organizational
and social value accumulated through the efforts of committed and
hardworking people over many years.

Hitler’s Germany illustrates the horrific and incomprehensible conse-
quences flowing from the absence of responsibility and real leadership.
Hermann Goering, Hitler’s right-hand man, provides a particularly po-
tent example of the disasters of irresponsibility. During the Nuremberg
trials, Goering discussed his role in the Third Reich’s operations with
American psychiatrist Leon Goldensohn. Goldensohn wanted to under-
stand Goering’s mind and to learn how such an educated and “cultured”
man of Goering’s status could allow, even encourage, the extermination
of six million men, women, and children. Goering told him:

For myself I feel quite free of responsibility for the mass murders.
Certainly, as second man in the state under Hitler, I heard rumors
about mass killings of Jews, but I could do nothing about it and I
knew that it was useless to investigate these rumors and to find
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out about them accurately, which would not have been too hard,
but I was busy with other things, and if I had found out what was

going on regarding the mass murders, it would simply have made
me feel bad and I could do very little to prevent it anyway.'3

While Goering is an extreme example, his pathetic excuses that he
“was too busy doing other things,” “it simply would have made me feel
bad,” and “I could do very little to prevent it anyway” echo the reason-
ing people use all the time when confronted with messy adaptive chal-
lenges. These excuses allow people to distance themselves from
responsibility to produce a shift in people’s values, beliefs, and practices
and tackle the adaptive work needed to advance. Rather than engage in
real and responsible leadership, Goering chose inaction and neglect, thus
colluding in the evil acts of the Third Reich. Or, he was lying altogether,
which is another form of irresponsible behavior.

Fundamentally, real leadership is a choice—a choice to respond to
the problems, dysfunctions, and tremendous opportunities that emerge
in our organizations and communities. It is a willingness to be responsi-
ble for what goes on in the world and take the necessary stands and
make the necessary interventions. It requires thoughtful, creative, strate-
gic, and courageous action to mobilize enough people to confront real-
ity, tackle their problems, and generate solutions that produce morally
based progress.

Specifically, in exercising real leadership to get the people facing their
adaptive challenges, a leader must be responsible for the following:

1. Be responsible for the diagnostic process. This will enable the per-
son exercising leadership to determine the precise nature of the challenge
that the people or enterprise face and ascertain the people’s readiness
level to confront the challenge. That means discovering what aspect of
reality the people are avoiding, understanding the nature of the threat to
the group, and determining the resources needed to deal with the chal-
lenge. Diagnosis is not a one-off activity but must be ongoing so that
midcourse corrections can be made according to what the people learn
and their capacity to accommodate new realities and make adjustments
in their values and behavior.

2. Be responsible for managing the problem-solving processes in the
group, organization, or community. The work of the people is to inter-
rogate reality, work through conflicts in values and priorities, and em-
brace new practices that bring resolution to situations of irresolution
and open up pathways for genuine progress. The problem-solving
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process cannot be left to a small group of “wise-heads” who determine
what the solution is and then impose it on the group. Problem solving
must be viewed as a sense-making activity that includes all factions af-
fected by the prevailing reality.

3. Be responsible for oneself as an instrument of power. A leader’s
awareness of how his or her power—authority, presence, and interven-
tions—affects the thinking and actions of others as they tackle their
challenges is essential to success. Ultimately, one’s power and authority
must be used 7ot to get people to follow but to get the people to con-
front reality and do the necessary adaptive work. In taking responsibil-
ity for oneself as an instrument of power, the leader must ensure that
his or her “personal case”—one’s natural predilections and habitual
ways of operating—are an asset rather than a liability in the exercise of
leadership.

In the following chapters, each of these components will be ad-
dressed in more detail. At this stage it is important to appreciate that the
exercise of real leadership helps people face their challenges; see with
clarity the nature of the problem or opportunity before them; and, if nec-
essary, make adjustments in their values, thinking, and priorities to en-
sure that the group or organization is given its best shot at success.

Although I focus predominantly on the task of leading with author-
ity, real leadership can be exercised by anyone, with or without author-
ity—of course, in varying degrees. Each person has at least some power
that can be used to affect the behavior of others. Hence, each person can
mobilize a few people, at least, to begin tackling the problematic realities
that impede the organization’s capacity to advance. A person who de-
sires to lead might consider the following question: “How can I wisely
use the power I have to start a process that gets enough people to engage
realistically with the problems and opportunities that we face?” The an-
swer will depend on the particular challenge confronting the group,
one’s leadership ability, and the nature and extent of one’s power.

Counterfeit Leadership: How a Group
Is Given a False Set of Tasks

To exercise real leadership, one must understand how easy it is to be unwise
and irresponsible with one’s power and engage in counterfeit leadership.
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Counterfeit leadership is not necessarily deceitful leadership but the kind
of actions, irrespective of one’s intentions, that result in putting a false
set of tasks before the people. False tasks include any activity pursued by
a group that has nothing to do with progress. It could be a false strategy,
a false goal, political game playing, interdivisional rivalries, tolerance of
counterproductive meetings where people skirt around the real problem,
the scapegoating of another person or group, or the refusal to confront
error and learn. If the people are addressing a false set of tasks, then they
will be wasting time and valuable resources and putting the group or or-
ganization in a precarious state. For example, in 1692 the town leaders
of Salem, Massachusetts, put a false set of tasks before the people. They
assumed that by devoting valuable resources to weeding out sorcery and
witchcraft, the town would be in a better position to progress. That was
a costly and mistaken view. But even modern organizations waste time
and valuable resources attending to their own superstitions and spurious
beliefs, and end up putting a false set of tasks before the people that have
nothing to do with making the organization more humane, fair, produc-
tive, and profitable.

Consider the counterfeit leadership provided by Enron’s chairman
and CEO, Kenneth Lay, in 2001. Here was a man with considerable
knowledge and expertise, who was the head of one of the world’s most
successful and profitable companies. The pundits at Fortune magazine
had described Enron as one of the best places to work in America. Enron
at the end of 1999 had a market capitalization of more than $65 billion
and a share price of $82. Lay was hailed as an extraordinary leader. One
year later, however, Enron’s share price had dropped to $0.65, thousands
of employees had lost their retirement investment, and, almost
overnight, the world woke up to a tale of corporate greed, malfeasance,
and financial chicanery of Shakespearean proportions. Once the epitome
of the New Economy’s pride and power, Enron had become a symbol of
corporate America’s irresponsibility.

To appreciate what it was like to be the boss of the Enron kingdom,
with all that Odin-like power, imagine for a moment that you are
Kenneth Lay and how, when the opportunity presented itself, you might
have exercised real leadership to divert the impending disaster. The
following scenario is based on the available documentation of what
happened.

Clearly, Kenneth Lay failed to exercise real and responsible leadership to
resolve the crisis. (Lay himself has argued differently, of course.) It is
possible that nothing he could have done at that stage would have
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SCENARIO

Kenneth Lay, Enron, August to December 2001

You have been asked to return to Enron as CEO, after doing other
things for a number of years. During your first few days back at the
helm, you feel the pressure of people looking to you for direction.
You decide to make a speech to your core employees, assuring them
that you are committed to the aggressive business practices that
have made the company so successful in the past and that you also
want greater employee input—and that you intend to pay attention
to the suggestions and complaints that people put in the comment box.

A few days after that meeting, an anonymous note left in the
comment box expresses concern that many of Enron’s “assets” are
fictitious accounting entries. The note’s author goes on to say, “I
am incredibly nervous that we will implode in a wave of account-
ing scandals.”

At a meeting the next morning with a group of senior man-
agers, you decide not to refer to the issues raised by the anonymous
note. You unveil a business plan as if everything were normal.

Soon after that meeting, a senior executive, Sherron Watkins,
asks to talk with you about some serious concerns. She comes to
your office and tells you about what she calls “phony Enron part-
nerships” to which Enron debts were sold as “fictitious assets” reg-
istering large, but illusory, “profits” on the Enron balance sheet.
She gives you a seven-page memo, including an attachment with a
marked-up copy of the documentation for one of the fake partner-
ships. She has circled one section of the partnership document and
has written in the margin, “There it is! This is the smoking gun.
You cannot do this!”

You tell Watkins that you plan to give the documents to
Enron’s outside law firm so that they can conduct an investigation.
Watkins disagrees, suggesting that you, Kenneth Lay, personally
must make an inquiry and intervene to save the company from dis-
aster. In her view, that is how serious the situation has become.
After all, the outside law firm has reaped a bonanza in litigation
fees. What incentive will they have to bite the hand that feeds them?

As CEQ, you weigh your options and decide to proceed as if all
business functions remained normal. When you talk to Enron’s

15
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outside law firm, you do not say explicitly that you are looking for
ways to fire Watkins, but you hint that you are displeased with her.
The attorneys sense your anger at Watkins and follow up on your
hint: Two days later, one lawyer writes a memo to you that begins,
“Per your request, the following are some bullet thoughts on how
to manage the case with the employee who made the sensitive re-
port.” The memo offers some legal justifications for punishing and
firing “corporate whistle-blowers.”

In the ensuing weeks, several opportunities arise for addressing
the accounting problems that Watkins revealed to you. But a month
later, you exercise your personal stock options while the value of the
stock is still high, netting you an additional $1.5 million. Shortly
after that, you make an upbeat address to Enron employees, telling
them, “Our financial liquidity has never been stronger,” even
though you have evidence that Enron is in deep trouble. You hope
to boost the confidence of the employees, Wall Street analysts, and
the market, perhaps buying the time needed to work out the com-
pany’s problems. Only one month later, however, your accountants
announce a $1.2 billion write-off resulting from losses in partner-
ships similar to the “smoking gun” arrangement described to you
by Watkins. Within two months, Enron’s vendors, customers, and
investors lose confidence, forcing the company into bankruptcy.
Enron’s stock drops from the January 1 value of over $75 to the
December 31 value of less than a dollar. You are despondent.

changed the final outcome. Yet, despite that possibility, his failure to
exercise responsible leadership and seek knowledge about the problem
when it was offered to him should not be excused. Watkins offered Lay a
golden opportunity to learn important truths about his organization—
truths that affected the company’s ability to survive. If he already knew
these truths and was covering them up, then his behavior was deceptive,
even criminal. If he did not, then he failed in one of the cardinal duties
of real leadership: to seek the knowledge and wisdom that he needed to
protect and enhance the value of the organization. Indeed, he was so in-
curious, so fearful of knowledge, so irresponsible that he even took steps
to punish an employee who brought important information to his atten-
tion. Lay’s behavior is illustrative of counterfeit leadership—the using of
power to avoid reality.
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However, while it is easy to target Enron’s management for the ruin
of the company—and, indeed, they should be held accountable—this
scenario seems disturbingly common and very human. After all, many
people at different levels of the organization, as well as academics, jour-
nalists, and management consultants, fueled and perpetuated the organi-
zation’s delusional belief that it could do no wrong. In different ways, all
of these factions contributed to the emperor’s belief that he was in fact
wearing fine new clothes, when in reality he was naked. This led Lay, as
we all do at times, to become distracted, to ignore vital information, and
to promote the wrong values over the right values, or at least the values
that would have given the organization its best chance at success.

The leadership failure was a product not only of Lay’s arrogance but
also of the fear that accompanied disappointing people with bad news
that could lead to the loss of their respect and admiration. Think how
difficult it would have been for Lay to upset everyone’s inflated expecta-
tions of Enron’s success. How do you puncture such a dream bubble?

We see this pattern time and again—what begins as a noble and thrilling
venture of building a great company, upon success, produces a hubris in
management that results in extremely irresponsible choices and behavior.
Management might become complacent and fail to spend adequate time
assessing the competition and developing the capacity of employees to
respond to threats and opportunities. When errors or problems emerge
in such a predicament, they are often covered up, and the myth that
everything is going well is perpetuated—thus creating the conditions that
make it even harder to face reality and attend to the organization’s
toughest challenges.

The point is, no matter how good you think you are, it is very easy
to engage in irresponsible acts that undermine all the value that has been
generated in a group, organization, or community. Irresponsibility is not
a fixed feature of a human being, but it is fluid behavior that is generally
dependent on the dynamics of the context. It is a product of counterfeit
leadership and leads to the toleration and perpetuation of corrosive val-
ues and practices and a false set of tasks being put before the people. The
prevailing values and practices in Enron’s corporate culture of “let the
good times roll” fueled the unhealthy competitive and deceitful dynam-
ics that led management to pursue a false set of tasks, destroying the
abundant wealth and resources of the company that had been garnered
over many years.

As we examine what happened at Enron and other cases, a pattern
begins to emerge that can provide vital signals that one is in the “danger



18 REAL LEADERSHIP

zone” and might be providing counterfeit leadership. These primary in-
dicators are

e a preoccupation with dominance,

* a failure to engage the group and its various subfactions in
figuring out and facing the real work of progress,

» an unwillingness to explore beyond one’s comfort zone to find
a solution, and

« the conviction that you alone have “the truth.”

A Preoccupation with Dominance

A common feature of counterfeit leadership is the propensity to domi-
nate others, maintain excessive control, and get one’s way. This is not so
for all people, but it is true for many who seek power and enjoy posi-
tions of significant authority. We often refer to the dominant individual
in a group as “the leader.” I suggest that to the degree that any dominant
individual acts in ways that reduces the capacity of a group or organiza-
tion to function at peak effectiveness, he or she is providing counterfeit
leadership, not real leadership. Therefore, it is not particularly instruc-
tive to call the dominant figure “the leader.” Kenneth Lay and his part-
ner at Enron, Jeffrey Skilling, had mastered the skills of maintaining
dominance, but not real leadership. To get people to face their challenges
purposefully and productively, the exercise of real leadership requires
imagination, creativity, and resourcefulness. Dominance is often used to
suppress the truth, thwart creativity, and demand compliance—all in the
name of maintaining power and getting people to follow. This has been
a common phenomenon since the beginning of time.

We can learn a lot about dominance—the need to control the group,
maintain status, and get one’s way—by examining primate communities.
After all, we share 98 percent of our DNA with chimpanzees.

Primates live in hierarchical groups with dominant males and fe-
males overseeing the community. The alpha male’s role is to protect the
group and maintain the current order. Significant perks come with being
the alpha, and as such it is a position that others covet. Alpha males
have first pick of the food, enjoy the best nesting area, and mate with
whomever they choose.!* Given the status and benefits of being alpha,
there is constant testing as subordinate members jockey for position in
an attempt to rise in the social hierarchy. This testing includes provoca-
tion and direct challenges as junior males attempt to find vulnerabilities
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and weaknesses in the more dominant ones. Sometimes these tests lead
to violent displays of power and aggression, often leaving a member
wounded and occasionally dead. Younger males in particular are more
aggressively competitive than the older adult males.™

Occasionally chimp communities experience coup d’états. Jane
Goodall, renowned for her study of chimpanzees in the Gombe region,
witnessed several such takeovers.'® Generally, the coup leader in such a
competition is not the biggest or the strongest but ascends to power by
getting the other males to submit to him through a mix of tricks, favors,
and intimidating displays. The coup leader and his allies then become
the new alpha coalition.

As with primate groups, humans have dominance needs and often
seek to gain power and status by rising in the hierarchy or creating coali-
tions that can advance factional interests and intimidate others into sub-
mission.!” Of course, in politics and international affairs we see such
behavior time and again, but it can also be seen in the everyday work-
place. For example, we commonly observe authoritarian bosses or ag-
gressive managers vie for attention in meetings by hogging the airtime,
cutting off competitors, and ingratiating themselves to their superiors. In
business it is not unusual for coalitions to be formed and territorial bat-
tles to take place that pit employees or departments against one another
in order to control valuable resources or gain recognition and status.
Such behaviors have nothing to do with the work of progress but serve
as a frustrating, even entertaining, form of diversion.

Of course, some people seek dominance more than others. This pen-
chant for dominance is known as a social dominance orientation. Ac-
cording to the research by Pratto and Sidanius and their team at
Stanford University, such people seek out hierarchy-enhancing profes-
sional roles and favor hierarchy-enhancing ideologies and policies.'® In
other words, they are highly competitive within the confines of hierarchy,
they value status and the chance to grow in status, and they are inclined
to be rigid in their thinking and beliefs. The rigidity of their thinking
ironically serves to demonstrate loyalty and commitment to their “in-
group.” Their belief that their in-group is superior leads them to discrim-
inate against “out-groups” that they perceive to be inferior. And,
according to the research, they show less concern for the values of empa-
thy, tolerance, communality, and altruism. That is, they are not particu-
larly good listeners, they are intolerant of differences, and they pursue
self-interest to the detriment of the well-being of the larger system.

Of course, seeking power and having a social-dominance orientation
is not a bad thing in and of itself. Psychologist David McClelland has
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shown how the power motive is a major unconscious drive for many
managers, even the most successful managers.'” The fact that an individ-
ual enjoys influencing and controlling others often leads that person to
pursue positions of authority in order to make a genuine contribution to
the organization or in politics. The problem arises, however, when a
craving for status and control leads to excessive dominance and a preoc-
cupation with gaining and maintaining power and status without offer-
ing people any valuable service in return. If such a person has power,
status, and authority and does not provide a valuable service to the
group, he or she is likely to end up putting a false set of tasks before the
group. Either this person personally becomes a distraction, or he or she
generates activities that become a distraction, thus taking the people
away from the adaptive work of progress.

I once consulted to the management of the botanical gardens in a
large tropical city. I was called in by the board of advisers because they
felt that the director was “out of control.” He was so preoccupied with
being the alpha in his garden park that he ignored the board, demanded
complete compliance of his staff, and refused to entertain recommenda-
tions from anyone. The garden was his territory, but it was in a state of
decay as the collaborative work needed to make it a success was not
happening. The community volunteers and all other potential contribu-
tors had been alienated. I asked the director why he was so authoritarian
and whether he knew how his behavior was affecting others. He re-
sponded, “This is not my problem. They hired me to be the boss, and
that’s exactly what I am doing—Dbeing the boss!”

Dominance dynamics are not always manifest like a silverback go-
rilla thumping its chest and roaring, “I’'m the boss! You better follow
me, or else.” Often the dynamics are subtle, even unconscious. They get
played out in the social interactions that form corporate politics and the
organization’s culture. In one company I consulted to, the politics in the ten-
member senior management team was so vicious that it poisoned the
larger organizational culture. The characteristics of that culture included
a lack of trust, the cover-up of errors, the distortion of data in the ser-
vice of one’s narrow interests, and the subtle subversion of the projects
and initiatives of other divisions. The dominance dynamics led managers
and divisions to compete for positions and resources while undermining
each other, thus pursuing a false set of tasks that had nothing to do with
corporate productivity. As a result, the company’s performance was
mediocre.

The only female member of that team, the vice president for infor-
mation technology, repeatedly described how difficult it was for her to
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operate in a group where the men were constantly vying to be the “alpha
chimp.” She was particularly frustrated by the way they treated her, not
as a senior colleague or equal but as a subordinate. The decision-making
dynamics in the team were competitive and dysfunctional. When she
tried to raise her concerns, she would generally be ignored, cut off, or
told, “That’s not important.”

While dominance can be used to get attention, unify people, and
maintain order, it can also displace the energy, responsibility, and com-
mitment of people as they grapple with the reality of their condition. If
one truly seeks to provide real and responsible leadership, it is essential
that one become cognizant of how one’s power might be used, intention-
ally or inadvertently, to perpetuate dominance-submission dynamics
that have nothing to do with the real work of progress.

Failure to Fully Engage the Group
and Its Many Factions

Progress is ultimately dependent on the people’s capacity to do the req-
uisite problem-solving and opportunity-enhancing work. If the people
are resistant, and the leader does not appreciate the nature of that resis-
tance, no amount of pushing, tugging, demanding, or pleading will pro-
duce success. A group, in some ways, is like a five-ton elephant. If it does
not want to move, it won’t. But, unlike a five-ton elephant, a group is
not a singular entity with one brain but a complex system with multiple
brains. That is, in any group—a company or a community—there are
subgroups or factions that coalesce around a particular narrative of the
problem, share common values, and resonate to specific concerns in a
consistent manner. The leader, therefore, must consider and engage the
group—the entire system—in the work of progress. Failure to fully en-
gage the group and orchestrate a learning process for each of the factions
will compromise the foundations of even the most important work. The
appearance of progress might exist for a while, but it will soon evaporate
when people become overwhelmed by the complexity and difficulty of
the adaptive work.

The superintendent of Philadelphia’s school system, David Horn-
beck, fell into such a trap.?® An honorable man with honorable intent,
Hornbeck was on a mission. In many respects, he was probably one of
the finest and most knowledgeable educational administrators in the
country. But when it came to leading change, he could only get so far. He
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aspired to improve an ailing school system where more than half of the
students failed statewide exams. In 1994, when Hornbeck became super-
intendent, the Philadelphia School District was a system in a state of
decay inside a city in a state of decay. The city had high unemployment,
high crime, and considerable social problems. Mayor Ed Rendell de-
scribed the educational context by saying, “We get kids coming in
beaten. We get kids coming in hungry. We get kids coming in sick. And
the average teacher will tell you here they spend more than 50 percent of
their time as a social worker, cutting dramatically into what they can do
as an educator.”?!

Hornbeck had a vision and a plan to achieve his vision. It was called
Children Achieving. It consisted of ten principles that would serve as
guidelines to rejuvenate schools and ensure that each child developed
proficiency in reading, math, and basic computer skills. It also prescribed
teacher accountability for student learning and decentralization of ad-
ministrative functions so that schools could have more autonomy and
flexibility.

This was going to be a daunting challenge as there were 257 public
schools and more than 270,000 students in the district. But Hornbeck
was optimistic and confident in his plan. He visited churches, syna-
gogues, mosques, and civic groups to enroll the community in his vision.
“It is we, not somebody else who are called to lead our children out of
bondage,” he told one church group. “Leave no child behind. Somebody
is calling your name, and yours and yours, throughout this land. We
must not permit another season of bondage for our children.”??

Indeed, there was a “buzz” throughout the city that this former
preacher turned superintendent just might be able to do what he was
promising. The teachers, however, remained skeptical. They had heard
this kind of talk before. As one of them said, “Everyone pretty much as-
sumes they will in fact wait out the new superintendent and they will
wait out the flavor of the month educational reform.”?3

Hornbeck plowed ahead with his reform agenda and possessed the
zeal, focus, and fanaticism of a medieval crusader. Five years later, how-
ever, when the results of Hornbeck’s efforts were supposed to be evident,
he had little to show. The system had not been transformed. What’s
more, it had decayed further. Frustrated with the lack of support, David
Hornbeck resigned. In 2002, the state government took control of the
Philadelphia School District and appointed a special commission to de-
termine its fate.

What went wrong? According to the evaluators of Children Achiev-
ing, the key factor was that Hornbeck had not adequately worked with
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the various stakeholders to get them on board and help with the facilita-
tion of change. There was little ownership in the system. The evaluators
noted, “In its six years of implementation, [the plan] never became a
civic undertaking—that is, an effort widely understood and championed
by the business, civic, and government elites, and frontline educators
who would work tirelessly for its success.”?* What’s more, Hornbeck
had failed to get the support of the teachers’ union, which was a thorn in
his side from the day he began.

Although the business community initially supported Hornbeck,
when the promised results were not forthcoming, they lost faith in his vi-
sion. They were also disappointed with, and embarrassed by, Hornbeck’s
constant bickering with the state legislators. At one point, when the
funding that he wanted for the district was not forthcoming, he called
the legislators “racist.” This was a bold and provocative intervention,
but it alienated the constituents that he needed to enact his agenda.

Hornbeck also tried to push too much reform on the system before
building an adequate foundation.?’ The urgency of doing it all at once
placed an excessive burden on the teachers, principals, and central office
staff. The central office administrators, who were charged with the task
of rolling out the reform agenda, would dictate to schools what needed
to be done and then move on to the next priority. Given the amount of
things that had to be done, they rarely had enough time to work with the
schools on implementation and address the concerns of principals and
teachers, and take feedback. For these reasons, Hornbeck and his team
were not able to learn when and where they were off course and make
the necessary midcourse corrections.?® The program evaluators ob-
served, “The reform plan created fatigue and resistance among teachers
and disempowered principals. Initial support from the business commu-
nity evaporated and civic leaders became exasperated with the in-
tractability of the reform plan and its leader. Children Achieving raised
hopes in Philadelphia, but left the city confused and anxious.”?’

A disappointed Hornbeck quit after a courageous five-year effort to
fix a broken system. The leadership that he provided, though principled
and based on sound ideas, was inadequate for the scope of the complex
political challenge that he faced. He could not mobilize the entire system
to do the adaptive work. Real leadership requires mobilizing all factions
to shoulder their share of the work of modifying values, habits, prac-
tices, and priorities, so that progress can slowly evolve. Adaptive work
takes time and must be paced so the people can adjust to new realities.
Hornbeck bypassed or alienated key actors and failed to orchestrate a
collective discovery process to ascertain the best solution for the system.
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A more measured approach of action, feedback, learning, and corrective
action might have produced a successful outcome.

An Unwillingness to Look for Solutions beyond
One’s Comfort Zone or the Prevailing Paradigm

While curiosity may have killed the cat, the lack of curiosity has killed
many a counterfeit leader. It certainly destroyed Kenneth Lay, given his
lack of curiosity in regard to the information offered him by Sherron
Watkins. Real leadership necessitates a curious disposition in pursuit of
the rigorous exploration and testing of alternatives that generate the best and
most appropriate pathway forward for the group. A rigidity of thought
or action limits the available options and may put the group in a state of
volatility and danger. The unwillingness to test prevailing assumptions
and creatively explore alternatives, due to stubbornness or simple igno-
rance, is irresponsible and foolhardy. To illustrate this point, consider the
story of the Australian explorers Burke and Wills.

In August 1860, Robert O’Hara Burke and William Wills, along
with sixteen others, tried to do something that had never been done be-
fore (by white men, at least): cross Australia from the south to north,
traversing through the central desert—the outback. Burke, Wills, and
two others—John King and Charlie Gray—halfway into the journey, left
the rest of the team at a place they named Cooper’s Creek, to make a
dash to the Northern Gulf. On the return, Gray died of dysentery. When
Burke, Wills, and King arrived back at Cooper’s Creek after two months,
the rest of the exploring team had departed, leaving few supplies. The
confused men wandered in circles for a month. Burke and Wills eventu-
ally died of starvation, but King survived.

A rescue party eventually found King living with a group of Aborig-
ines and discovered the dismembered bodies of Burke and Wills, which
they brought back to Melbourne. Although Burke and Wills had died in
their adventure, they were hailed as heroes, and more than one hundred
thousand people stood in line to walk by their caskets and honor them
at their state funeral.

A royal commission was set up to investigate the tragedy. In regard
to Burke, the leader of the expedition, they concluded, “We cannot too
deeply deplore the lamentable result of an expedition undertaken at so
great a cost to the Colony; but while we regret the absence of a system-
atic plan of operations on the part of the leader, we desire to express our
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admiration of his gallantry and daring.”?® But in the realm of leadership,
gallantry and daring can only get you so far. Gallantry and daring did
not produce success. So what went wrong?

Although the explorers perished from hunger, food and water were
in abundance in the area had they known how to access it. It remained
invisible to them. The Aborigines knew where it was, as they and their
ancestors had inhabited this land for many millennia. The Aborigines
knew not only how to find food but also how to find their way in the
austere environment. This territory was as familiar to them as our own
neighborhoods are to us today. They were the custodians of the land and
could have easily guided Burke and Wills through the confusing terrain.

But for most of the journey, the explorers intentionally avoided deal-
ing with the Aborigines, whom they considered savages. They had a few
brief encounters, but none were meaningful. The Aborigines generally
kept a distance from the Europeans, while monitoring them carefully.
After all, foreign creatures who carried strange weapons, wore bizarre
outfits, and spoke a mysterious tongue were invading their territory and
sacred ground. Naturally, the Aborigines were suspicious, afraid, and, of
course, somewhat curious.

In regard to one encounter with an old Aborigine, Burke wrote,
“The old fellow at King’s Creek who stuck his speak into the ground and
threw dust into the air, when I fired off my pistol, ran off in the most
undignified manner.”2’ Burke’s actions and his words in recording the
experience reveal his attitude toward the Aborigines. He considered
them for naught. Wills provided more insight in his journal into his per-
ception of the desert nomads. At one point the Aborigines approached the
explorers and invited them to participate in a ritual dance. Wills noted:

A large tribe of blacks came pestering us to go to their camp and
have a dance, which we declined. They were troublesome and
nothing but the threat to shoot will keep them away; they are
however, easily frightened, and although fine-looking men, decid-

edly not of a war-like disposition. . . . From the little we saw of
them, they appear to be mean spirited and contemptible in every
respect.’?

When the explorers finally realized that they were lost, they made an
attempt to connect with Aborigines. The members of the Yandruwandha
tribe gave the explorers some food, but given the white men’s patroniz-
ing attitudes, they soon wearied of helping them. The situation came to
a head when a young aboriginal man tried to take a piece of oilcloth
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from Burke. In anger, Burke fired his gun over the head of the young
man to scare him and send a warning message to the tribe. Another
member of the tribe came up to John King, put his boomerang on King’s
shoulder, and threatened to kill him. He did not follow through with this
scare, but it was a warning, similar to Burke’s.

In the evening, some of the tribe came back to the explorers’ camp
and attempted to reestablish a relationship. They gave some fish nets and
food to the men. Burke, in a fit of rage, knocked the items to the ground
and fired again at the Aborigines.?! The Yandruwandha finally had had
enough and left the white men to fend for themselves.

Burke, Wills, and King roamed around the outback in a state of con-
fusion and despair, barely able to find any food. The heat was over-
whelming, and death was fast approaching. In his journal entry of June
24,1861, Wills scribbled: “A fearful night . . . King went out for nardoo
... but he himself is terribly cut up. He says that he can no longer keep
up the work, and as he and Mr. Burke are both getting rapidly weaker,
we have but a slight chance of anything but starvation, unless we can get
hold of some blacks.”32

But it was too late. A few days later both Burke and Wills perished.
John King was eventually taken in by the Yandruwandha people. Three
months later he was found by a rescue team that had been dispatched
from Melbourne to find the explorers. It is from King’s account and
Will’s diary that we are able to get a sense of what those remaining days
were like.

Clearly Burke failed to exercise real leadership. He lacked curiosity,
even as his resources dwindled and his demise approached. He assessed
the Aborigines as unworthy of either consultation or interaction. In ex-
ercising real leadership, one must be open to new ideas and novel infor-
mation. One must be willing to test deeply held assumptions and
question prevailing truths. Too often managers in organizations write
off people they dislike and refuse to entertain ideas that don’t agree
with their particular paradigm or sense of the way things should be.
Essentially, one must be willing to learn and explore beyond one’s com-
fort zone, even if that means reaching across boundaries to connect
with strangers and opponents. Burke and his team were lacking in all
these areas.

There is no denying that Burke and Wills courageously put them-
selves in unfamiliar space, but their mind-sets remained unchanged in
their European bodies. In practice, had they truly been explorers, they
might have explored their prevailing paradigm and sought to push the
boundaries of their thinking so that a pathway through the desert could
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have been created, a respectful relationship with the Aboriginal people
established, and the journey considered a real success.??

The Conviction That You Have the “Truth”
and “Know” the Way Forward

It is easy to be self-righteous about one’s values and goals, and fail to re-
alize that the work of progress always resides with the people—in their
values, habits, practices, and priorities. When a solution is imposed by
force or the threat of punishment, or if the people willingly buy into the
leader’s solution because of the leader’s charisma or persuasive capaci-
ties, there is always the danger that a false set of tasks is put before the
people. Moreover, the people may resort to attacking tangential or irrel-
evant problems rather than the fundamental barriers that are impeding
progress.

Consider the case of Mao Tse-tung, a brilliant strategist who liber-
ated his people from feudalism and warlordism and unified China. Mao
went on to jeopardize much of the goodwill and value that had been
amassed over the years as he pursued the infamous Cultural Revolution.
Why? Because Mao believed that the Chinese people required ideologi-
cal purification in pursuit of national progress. He held this belief not as
a hypothesis to be tested but as the truth.

The “revolution” started in 1962 as Mao looked for a way to curb
creeping capitalist and self-interested tendencies on the part of many
party activists, workers, and government bureaucrats. Mao believed that
the peasants were becoming too attached to material incentives and los-
ing their revolutionary spirit. Over the next three years, he launched an
indoctrination program to address these problems. Known as the Social-
ist Education Movement, the campaign became increasingly fanaticized
as Mao and his diehard supporters attacked a wide variety of intellectuals
and public figures. By mid-1966, the “purification” campaign became a
national movement known as the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.

The foot soldiers of the Cultural Revolution were high school and
university students, called the Red Guard. They traveled the country to
attend and observe party meetings, and to speak with workers and peas-
ants. They became a “shock force” of criticism against anyone who did
not display sufficient revolutionary zeal or were too “bourgeois” in their
thinking or lifestyle. Harsh criticism in meetings, however, soon turned
to public shaming. People were forced to parade through the streets with
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dunce hats or carry signs saying that they were capitalist liars, pigs, and
thieves. Homes were ransacked, and works of art and literature de-
stroyed; thousands of people were beaten, tortured, imprisoned, and killed;
and hundreds of thousands of students, teachers, and intellectuals were sent
to the countryside to work on farms or in factories as a way of reeducat-
ing them and ridding them of their “lazy” Western instincts and habits.

For nearly three years, the country was essentially shut down, and
anger, rage, and violence brought the nation to the verge of civil war.
Seeing that China was about to implode, Mao called his Red Guards off.
However, the atmosphere of paranoia and suspicion—along with occa-
sional purges—continued until Mao’s death in 1976.

Whatever progress China had achieved since 1949 came to an
abrupt halt during the Cultural Revolution. Indeed, by any human or
economic measure, the country regressed. Today China is still paying the
price for this catastrophic misadventure, which pulled an entire genera-
tion out of schools and universities, denying them the opportunity to be
fully educated and productive contributors to the development of their
country. The breakdown in social relations led to mistrust and suspicion
of neighbors, teachers, government officials, and even relatives. The Cul-
tural Revolution significantly damaged the fabric of a healthy and viable
society.3*

The solution provided by a “great man” might give the appearance
of wise and insightful leadership, but, as the Cultural Revolution shows,
it may very well be delusional and ultimately destructive. The reality
was, Mao used his power to put a false set of tasks before the people,
and many people bought into it. These were not the right tasks to bring
resolution to the multiple problems facing the country. Economic reali-
ties demanded enhanced creativity of the Chinese people and developing
a technologically proficient workforce that could contribute quality
goods and services in the global economy. Social realities required pay-
ing more attention, not less, to the material welfare of the Chinese peo-
ple, so that they had a stake in supporting a government that gave them
a better way of life. Corruption, both ideological and financial, could be
purged only by strengthening the institutions of law and regulation and
developing a strong moral compass for the nation, not by scapegoating
and persecuting others for lack of fanaticism. The real work of progress
had less to do with ideological zeal than with feeding and educating the
people, and creating the conditions that could improve the quality of life
of all people. In other words, the people needed to face reality and figure
out the real problems and opportunities that need to be engaged in order
to produce sustainable progress.
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Conclusion

Let me summarize the ways that Enron, Mao, Burke, and dominance-
obsessed primate societies help define what real leadership is not:

» Real leadership is not about dominance and control.

e Real leadership is not about putting a false set of tasks before the
people and getting them to follow you.

» Real leadership is not about “getting one’s way” and trying
to get the people to buy into something they are not ready to
embrace—even if it is born of strong convictions and moral

beliefs.

e Real leadership is not about staying in your comfort zone and
doggedly holding onto the world you know, even as the “ship
is sinking.”

I do not wish to completely denigrate these functions. Sometimes a
group does need a dominant authority figure and does need to be con-
trolled. Sometimes the task is to get people to follow, and a fantasy
might be what the people need momentarily until they have the maturity
to face reality. Certainly, motivating people through the power of one’s
convictions to do what they are reluctant to do is at times an important
skill for any manager. But suggesting that such actions are uncondition-
ally real leadership reduces the larger meaning, function, and value of
real leadership. By being clear on what real leadership is not, we are in a
better position to learn what might make a difference in generating sus-
tainable progress in all domains of human activity—in our corporations,
schools, communities, and governments.

The title of this chapter, “Odin, Enron, and the Apes,” represents the
dangers and opportunities of real leadership. Odin is a metaphor for the
pursuit of the insight and wisdom to be responsible with one’s power so
that one can exercise the leadership that helps people face their toughest
challenges. Enron reminds us that even successful companies can rapidly
deteriorate in the absence of real leadership. The apes embody the ac-
tions and strategies that are the antithesis of real leadership—namely,
counterfeit leadership, which includes the excessive preoccupation with
getting people to follow, the reliance on dominance as a control measure,
and the competitive dynamics of brute politics to protect one’s interests,
rise in a hierarchy, and maintain one’s power. In the absence of real lead-
ership, counterfeit leadership can easily emerge as the mechanism for al-
locating attention, time, and resources, resulting in organizations and
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communities getting caught up in a false set of tasks that have nothing to
do with progress but are potentially destructive distractions.

Fundamentally, real leadership must focus people on tackling their
toughest adaptive challenges—not false tasks. To do that work success-
fully, leaders need a diagnostic process to discover the real threats and
real opportunities the people face. They must have an intervention strat-
egy to draw attention to the problem and the promise. And, they must
be able to mobilize the various actors in the social system to do the nec-
essary sense-making and problem-solving work that will give the people
their best shot at success. It can be difficult and demanding work, but no
other work is more important for our collective well-being and shared
prosperity. In the following chapters, the features and processes of real
leadership will be presented in greater detail.

THE REAL LEADER

® Gets people to face reality as it pertains to their condition,
threats, and opportunities

® Mobilizes the group to do adaptive work and adjust their
values, habits, practices, and priorities

e Pursues the needed insight and wisdom to lead
* Takes responsibility for being the source of movement

THE COUNTERFEIT LEADER

® Places an excessive emphasis on getting people to follow

e Is preoccupied with dominance as a control mechanism

e Fails to fully engage the group and its many factions

e Is unwilling to look for solutions beyond one’s comfort zone
and the prevailing group paradigm

* Holds the conviction that the leader alone has the truth and
knows the way forward




CHAPTER 2

Diagnostic Work

Determining the Principal Challenge

ven the wise god Odin knew the importance of diagnostic work.

From his throne in the holy city of Asgard, Odin every morning sent
his two special ravens, Huginn and Muninn, out to look upon the world
that he made and see how his children were faring and whether they
needed his providential care. They would fly over the kingdom and return
in the evening bringing Odin news of many things. Odin would often
follow up on this intelligence by wandering in disguise among the people
to see for himself what was happening. He was constantly asking him-
self, “What challenge do the people face?” Without valid and reliable
data, it would be impossible for him to know the people’s problems, rec-
ognize threats in the environment, and provide appropriate leadership
that could attend to the well-being of the community.

“What challenge do the people face?” is an important question all
leaders must ask and take the time to pursue. A leader might feel over-
whelmed by the process of diagnosis as he or she could easily be belea-
guered with information and data about the people’s condition and the
threats in the environment. But diagnostic work is too critical to ignore
or conduct in a slipshod manner. Certainly any group or organization
faces many serious problems demanding attention. But the leader must
learn how, like Odin’s ravens, to take a bird’s-eye view of the terrain and
generate a more complete picture of the bits and pieces that are pre-
sented by the individuals and various factions. Every faction has a piece
of the problem and the solution, and they express it in their own way ac-
cording to their values and aspirations. The leader’s diagnostic work is
to put the pieces together, like a jigsaw puzzle. Ultimately, the leader
needs to ascertain what really is unresolved in the group that if allowed

31
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to remain unresolved could destroy the group or impede progress. Or,
said in another way, “What challenge do the people face?”

A well-made leadership diagnosis results in a more complete
understanding of the condition of the social system—be it a school,
corporation, or country—and the interplay between resources of the
group, the people’s capacities and values, and the terrain over which the
people must travel on the road to progress. The diagnosis should lead to
knowledge of the threats to the group and the opportunities or promises
that are available if the people can muster the will and resources to do
the necessary adaptive work. A useful diagnosis can produce a plan of
action that can adjust according to what the people confront or avoid.
The people may be fast learners, or the people may be slow learners.
Either way, the diagnostic process must take into consideration the state
and condition of the people if the most productive course of action is to
be determined.

For example, imagine that you are a tribal chieftain whose people
have been told by their shaman that they can escape a precarious and
difficult existence by crossing a mountain range to find a world of prom-
ise and plenty that awaits them on the other side. If you are given the
responsibility of leading that journey, your first task might be to exam-
ine the assumption that promise really does lie in the unseen, far-off
land. If the data suggest that there is real promise, then you might diag-
nose the terrain from the point of view of those who must make the
journey. In some situations, your people could make the journey safely
and successfully by developing their ability for rock climbing and exer-
tion in thin mountain air. In other circumstances, it may be that the
tribe, given its limited resources, will have a slim chance of success in
making such an arduous journey and must learn to accept that disap-
pointing reality and make the most of its current existence, however dif-
ficult. Each of these possible scenarios requires leadership, but the type
of leadership must be tailored to the specific set of challenges. When it
comes to crossing a mountain range, even the most adaptable and loyal
group of nomadic horsemen are going to have attitudes and capabilities
very different from a group of Himalayan Sherpas.

Having observed many powerful men and women in different set-
tings, I have found that they usually have a “sense” of what needs to be
done but often cannot articulate the general theory or strategy underly-
ing their analysis or course of action. Much of what they do is intuitive,
ad hoc, and emerges out of a limited understanding and a limited set of
capabilities. Given their positional power, they might be able to get away
with an ad hoc approach to diagnosis and intervention, especially in
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static conditions that essentially replay the situations under which they
have achieved and exercised power in the past. They run into trouble,
however, when confronted with a new or novel predicament for which
their habitual way of operating is insufficient. Counterfeit leaders, in
particular, when they get into trouble, rather than try to understand how
their initial diagnosis was incomplete or fundamentally flawed, are in-
clined to blame the group or some external factor, as Mao blamed the
Chinese people for their lack of revolutionary spirit.

In the context of the Cultural Revolution, Mao made an invalid di-
agnosis. He took no account of the real threats and opportunities con-
fronting China or the ingrained values, beliefs, and preferences of his
people. He paid little attention to the “terrain” that must be traversed if
useful change was to unfold. That terrain included the fragility of the na-
tion’s economy and its civic institutions, and the capacity of working
people to cope with severe disruptions in their lives and daily routines.
Had Mao thought more about the nature of these terrain issues, and had
he engaged diverse and even dissident voices in the process to maximize
the production of valid data, he might have reframed the challenge and
adopted a very different strategy—possibly even a successful strategy.

In the following pages I will describe the general features of a sys-
tematic framework for diagnosing the principal challenge the people
face, appreciating the terrain that must be traversed, and determining
what actions the leader should take. I will draw on actual cases of a vari-
ety of people attempting leadership in different settings.

Six Domains for Leadership Challenges

Every leadership challenge is unique in some way, but there are basic
types of terrain, or domains, that recur with such frequency that they
constitute identifiable categories. Through many years of teaching, re-
search, and consulting, I have identified six of the most common do-
mains of leadership challenge. Each one of them poses a distinct set of
problems for the leader and the group. Each requires a different and dis-
tinct approach to leadership. To achieve progress, a useful diagnostic
framework must help the leader determine which of these basic domains
is the one in which she or he must operate—and what type of leadership
will offer the best chance for advancement.

I do not assert that all leadership challenges can be parsed neatly
into these six categories. I remain open to the idea that better classification
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schemes can be constructed. In the meantime, however, these six con-
texts for leadership challenge are distinct enough, and coherent enough,
that they permit useful analysis of past and current leadership initiatives
and the development of general observations about the type of leader-
ship technique needed to cope with emerging challenges. They therefore
can form the basis for a practical diagnostic framework that can increase
the chances of success in getting people to face their problematic realities
and do the adaptive work that adds and protects value.
The six domains for leadership challenge are as follows:

The activist challenge

The development challenge
The transition challenge
The maintenance challenge
The creative challenge

The crisis challenge

In the activist challenge, the group or a faction of the group refuses
to face some element of reality that actually might improve the people’s
quality of life or institutional performance. To meet the activist challenge,
the leadership work includes provoking the group or key decision mak-
ers to reconsider and modify their assumptions, values, and priorities so
that new realities and new ideas can be embraced, or at least entertained.
This is often dangerous work. Think of Martin Luther who, in 1517,
tried to get the church to face the reality that its behavior was not con-
sistent with the values that it espoused. At great risk, he nailed his objec-
tions and concerns to the door of the main chapel in his town in order to
provoke debate and begin a process of reform. From a leadership per-
spective, he faced an activist challenge.

In the development challenge, the group can make significant im-
provements to its quality of life or organizational performance if latent
abilities become effective. Therefore, to meet the development challenge,
the leader must generate a process that brings the group’s latent abilities
to full fruition. David Hornbeck, as mentioned in the previous chapter,
faced a development challenge in building new capabilities in the
Philadelphia school system. He had to get the entire system functioning
at a higher level of performance if it was to deliver on the aspiration of
providing a quality education for all of Philadelphia’s children.

In the transition challenge, there is the possibility of great gains if the
group can transition its current value set to a new value set. Therefore,
to meet the transition challenge the leader must orchestrate a culture
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change process that includes refashioning the loyalties, mind-sets, and
priorities of the people, to the extent necessary, to cope with a new real-
ity. An example of shepherding a transition is Nelson Mandela taking
black and white South Africans through the Truth and Reconciliation
process that laid the nation’s history of violence and racism to rest in
order to permit future coexistence and cooperation.

In the maintenance challenge, the terrain is such that the group can-
not improve its lot even if it develops the full extent of its latent abilities.
Various hindrances to improvement may be lack of investment capital,
enslavement to a foreign power, or a severe downturn in business. Dur-
ing times of peril, the leadership work is to get the people to protect
what value they have amassed and ensure that the essential resources are
preserved until the threat passes. The people need to be strategically de-
fensive and incredibly determined if they are to weather the storm. An
orderly withdrawal may give up ground gained in battle, but it may save
the army to fight another day. An example of a maintenance challenge is
when the 1914 Shackleton Expedition’s ship became trapped in Antarc-
tic ice, the crew immediately abandoned all hope of exploration and fo-
cused instead on surviving and returning home.

In the creative challenge, a combination of events presents an un-
usual opportunity that, if the group can break from routine activity long
enough to exploit it, might lead to a major and permanent new benefit.
The task is to do something that has never been done before. For example,
a great breakthrough is feasible if enough people can muster the time and
resources to think beyond their prevailing beliefs and shared assump-
tions. The task might be to create a new business—as with an entrepre-
neur—or bring into existence a new solution, an innovative product, or
a novel strategy that might benefit the organization or community. A
special kind of leadership is needed to ignite the imagination of people
and instill the energy, attentiveness, and curiosity to create what needs to
be created so that the group can transcend their prevailing paradigm and
make a useful discovery.

In the crisis challenge, the group faces a potentially explosive situation
that could threaten the life of the group or some aspect of the prevailing
order. The predicament is extremely serious, potentially dangerous, and
time-critical. Given that something unexpected and potentially destruc-
tive has happened, the people are anxious, bewildered, and in a highly
vulnerable state. To meet the crisis challenge, the leadership task is to a
generate a process that first dissipates the explosiveness in the situation
and then gets the group to work on any underlying unresolved chal-
lenges that may contribute to a reappearance of the crisis in the future.
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While most groups and institutions face at least one of these leader-
ship challenges, all groups face many subchallenges or tasks that must be
attended to if they are to advance. For example, an organization must
continuously attend to the requisite development tasks if the organiza-
tion is to remain a functioning and viable entity. If the development tasks
in the corporation are insufficient to produce what the corporation
needs, or if the routine activities of development are neglected, then a
major problem likely will emerge, thus generating a development chal-
lenge. As a principal challenge, it will require extraordinary attention
and resource levels.

An analogy with the health of your body may help. Normally, your
circulatory system of heart and arteries provide what your body needs
without your paying extraordinary attention to them. Nevertheless, you
will have regular tasks to keep your circulatory system healthy, such as
exercise and good diet. If your regular tasks do not provide what your
body needs, your doctor may say one day, “My friend, you are over-
weight, your diet is bad, and you need more exercise.” Then you have a
principal challenge in that improving your health will require extraordi-
nary attention and resource levels.

I use Lou Gerstner’s introduction to IBM as an example of framing
the principal challenge. Gerstner joined the troubled company as CEO in
1993. No one quite knew what to do with the business. It had failed to
keep pace with the smaller entrepreneurial companies over the previous
decade and was now paying the price. When Gerstner first looked at
IBM, he realized he faced a maintenance challenge because the company
was losing money and on the verge of bankruptcy, and he needed to ex-
ercise leadership to either hold the company together or sell off parts of
the company for as much as he could get to preserve shareholder value.!

After stopping the hemorrhaging, Gerstner listened to the customers,
employees, and even competitors to detect what the next challenge might
be. He assessed the capacity of the organization and reframed IBM’s
predicament as a transition challenge because he could see that there was
a possibility of transforming the culture of the company to take new ad-
vantage of changes in the market environment and compete with the
smaller, more focused competitors. Specifically, he focused the culture of
IBM on the provision of integrated services targeted specifically to cus-
tomer need. The competencies to make the transition were already in the
organization, but the values were lacking.

Before Gerstner took over as CEO, had the ongoing leadership tasks
in IBM been providing what the corporation needed, the normal course
of business should already have detected this ticking time bomb of a
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change in the market conditions and would have adapted IBM’s opera-
tions to keep the company profitable with minimal disruption. But lead-
ership for these tasks was neglected. In the real leadership framework,
the ongoing development and maintenance tasks of a corporation will
keep people looking for ticking time bombs before they become critical.
Ticking time bombs would include emerging competitors, new technolo-
gies, changing markets, shifts in customer expectations, and changes in
workplace values, habits, and priorities. Because these leadership tasks
were not adequately addressed for more than a decade, Gerstner had to
lead a transition challenge, which required dedicated resources, consid-
erable time and energy, and a focused leadership strategy.

Knowing what kind of challenge the group faces helps the leader de-
termine the nature of the interventions that need to be provided to bring
resolution to a problem or take advantage of an opportunity. Too often
those who seek to lead misread the context and fail to provide context-
appropriate leadership interventions, or, even if they read the problem
correctly, they fail to adjust their interventions to sufficiently address the
overriding challenge and make midcourse corrections as new data
emerge. If the leader misreads the essence of the challenge, then he or she
is in danger of misleading the group, and the problem will remain unre-
solved. If the problem remains unresolved, it might eat away at the
health and well-being of the enterprise and, like a ticking time bomb,
eventually explode and jeopardize all the value and gains accrued by the
people through years of hard work and dedicated effort.

To illustrate the principles of diagnostic work in determining what
challenge the people face and the kinds of interventions that are needed
to bring resolution to a demanding and problematic adaptive challenge,
let us turn to a case drawn from the career of one of the English-speaking
world’s most notorious and controversial figures—William Bligh.

Governor William Bligh
and the Rum Problem

Bligh is best remembered as the captain whose men and officers mutinied
against him in 1789 aboard the HMS Bounty. But his career also in-
cluded service with Captain Cook on his third great voyage of discovery
of the Pacific in 1776 and a term as governor of Britain’s fledgling colony
in New South Wales, Australia, from August 1806 to January 1808. It
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was in New South Wales that Governor Bligh faced a leadership chal-
lenge even more daunting than keeping his ship and crew many years
earlier. This leadership challenge would call for every bit of skill, experi-
ence, and wisdom that Bligh could muster if he were to succeed.

The colony was established as a penal settlement in 1788 to ease the
overcrowding of English prisons. It was populated by about eight thou-
sand convicts working on government road projects, land clearing, port
building, or some other form of hard labor. There was also a combina-
tion of emigrants from England, soldiers, and officials of the British gov-
ernment, many emancipated convicts who chose to remain in the colony
after completing their sentences, and aboriginal tribes who were scat-
tered along the coast, in the forests, and deep in the interior. The total
population of the colony was about twenty thousand people.

For the most part, faraway London showed little interest in the af-
fairs of Australia, as England was preoccupied with the wars against
Napoleon. Bligh’s superiors essentially told Bligh to use his judgment in
managing the affairs of the colony—which would include helping the
settlers get established, maintaining order in the community, keeping the
aboriginals at bay, and overseeing the prison system. Bligh was satisfied
with this arrangement because he was confident that his understanding
of people, his managerial ability, and his knowledge of the process of
governance would serve him, and the colony, well.

Upon arrival in New South Wales, Bligh noticed that rum was a
defining characteristic of community life. His predecessor had warned
him of this, noting, “It was lamentable to behold the excess to which
drunkenness was carried out. It was not an uncommon occurrence for
men to sit around a bucket of spirits and drink it with quart pots until
they were unable to move.”? As a naval officer, Bligh was inured to the
hard-drinking habits of his time, but this situation went well beyond
anything he had seen before. What’s more, in a cash-poor society, rum
had steadily replaced the English pound as the currency for all trading
and was used for buying food, supplies, and even land.

Bligh was particularly disturbed to see the local settlers establishing
stills and brewing their own rum for distribution and sale—and some of
these men had become quite wealthy from the trade. He was even more
disturbed to see soldiers in the New South Wales militia participating in
the distribution of rum and profiting from the business.

Bligh decided that the rum trade had gone far enough, as it was ac-
tually corrupting the colony’s civil authorities and damaging its capacity
to develop socially and economically. He recorded in his journal:
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I have considered this spirit business in all its bearings, and am
come to a determination to prohibit the barter being carried

on any way whatever. It is absolutely necessary to be done to
bring labor to a due value and support the farming interest. . . .
I am aware that prohibiting the barter of spirits will meet with
marked opposition of those few who have so naturally enriched
themselves by it.?

Bligh’s Misdiagnosis

Bligh diagnosed the rum problem as a legal issue, a technical problem,
rather than as an adaptive challenge. His first intervention was to issue a
formal edict declaring the trading of rum a criminal offense. As royal
governor, unencumbered by a legislative body, he had the prerogative to
impose any law that he deemed essential for maintaining order in the
colony. Bligh was accustomed to meting out harsh discipline to ensure
order and compliance, and his new edict carried the promise of heavy
punishment for violators of every rank and social station. For convicts
currently serving their sentence, the penalty was one hundred lashes and
twelve months of hard labor. For ex-convicts, it was three months of im-
prisonment, a twenty-pound fine, and loss of any government benefits;
for free settlers, conviction for rum trafficking resulted in the loss of all
privileges and benefits, and a fine of fifty pounds.*

The new rum law provoked widespread anger and resentment, but
Bligh expected this reaction. He reiterated to the community that disor-
derly conduct and blatant corruption undermined the well-being of the
colony—and therefore had to be dealt with harshly. His men made hun-
dreds of arrests and destroyed dozens of stills. The violators were pub-
licly flogged and jailed, sending a strong message that he was serious in
his resolve to wipe out the rum trade. Feeling satisfied with his accom-
plishments, Bligh wrote to his patron in England, Sir Joseph Banks,
“This sink of iniquity Sydney, is improving in its manners and its con-
cerns. Government is securing a substantive dignity and producing in
good effects on the whole.”’

But, in spite of his firm hand and willingness to inflict harsh punish-
ments, the rum traffic continued. Bligh was certain that some members
of the community were intentionally challenging his authority and at-
tempting to subvert his effort to put the colony on a more solid moral
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and economic footing. His most potent opposition came from two
groups: the New South Wales militia (the government army) and the
merchant community. The militia was made up of volunteers—many of
whom were former convicts—leavened by a sprinkling of professional
soldiers from undistinguished regiments. For more than a decade, they
had engaged in rum trading as a way to augment their meager wages.
They regarded Bligh’s campaign as a direct assault on their livelihoods—
and they had close allies among the local merchants who interpreted the
rum embargo as interference with the principle of free trade.

Bligh’s intelligence sources reported that his key opponent—and
greatest scofflaw—was none other than John Macarthur, a popular
farmer and successful merchant who had been a thorn in his side from
the day Bligh arrived. The entrepreneurial Macarthur had been in the
colony for ten years and amassed a substantial fortune raising sheep—
and selling rum. He became the major power broker among the business
and political interests of the free settlers. He was also well-known to the
convicts, the soldiers, and government officers and was highly regarded
by most. Bligh knew that going after Macarthur would stir things up in
the colony, but he was adamant that no one should be above the law,
particularly the wealthy. Rules were rules, and Bligh felt that he needed
to teach Macarthur and his supporters a painful but essential lesson.

The Rum Rebellion

Bligh worked hard to build a case against Macarthur for making and
distributing rum, but his officers could never catch him in the act. Even-
tually, they got a tip that a merchant ship had just arrived in the harbor
carrying two stills, and both of them, Bligh was told, were destined for
John Macarthur. He immediately arrested Macarthur and had him tried
by the colony’s chief justice for the “importation of stills without permis-
sion of the governor.” But during the trial the judge determined that
Macarthur was not at fault, because at the time that he contracted for
the stills, it was not illegal for him to do so.

One month later Bligh got another chance. A ship in Sydney harbor,
procured by Macarthur for business purposes, was found to have an es-
caped convict on board. The ship was immediately seized, and Mac-
arthur was arrested for “harboring a fugitive.” Bligh now had his man.

As the trial began, people from all over Sydney came to witness the
proceedings. The courtroom was filled with more than a thousand peo-
ple, and many more were gathered in the streets. During the hearing, the
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packed crowd became loud and disruptive. They clearly did not want to
see Macarthur convicted. After a particularly noisy outburst, the judge
shouted to the mob, “Get out of my court!” The head of the militia as-
signed to protect the judge and maintain order responded, “Sir, they are
the court!” The judge decided to suspend proceedings until calmer times
and quickly fled the courtroom. Macarthur was locked in a holding cell
for the night.

The next day, January 26, 1808, the militia freed Macarthur. But
their work was not yet finished. With the band playing the “Grenadiers
March,” they made their way to the governor’s mansion.

Bligh was terrified. He couldn’t believe that government soldiers had
turned against him and taken sides with the renegade Macarthur. He
weighed up his dwindling options. He could try to negotiate with the
troops. He could stand and fight. He could run. Or he could hide under
his bed. Confronting overwhelming evidence that events had slipped
completely out of his control, Bligh took the fourth option: He fled to his
sleeping quarters and hid under his bed.

A mob of soldiers entered the house, apprehended the terrified Bligh,
and placed him in Macarthur’s cell. That evening, all across Sydney
town—as Bligh later recalled—there were “bonfires, burning effigies,
roasting sheep and all manner of riotous dissipation.”® As one historian
noted, “Rum fired the rebellion; in rum it was celebrated.””

For the next fourteen months, Bligh languished in confinement—first
in a Sydney prison and later under house arrest—as he waited for troops
from England to free him and restore him to his rightful place as the
king’s representative in the colony. Eventually a ship arrived, not to re-
store his authority but to take him back to London. Once on board the
ship, Bligh demanded that the captain fire his cannons on Sydney as a
departing “gesture.” The captain ignored the order.

On his return to England, an official hearing was held, and it was
determined that Bligh acted appropriately and honorably, although the
authorities were deeply concerned about his leadership ability—after all,
he once lost his ship, and now he lost a colony!

Diagnostic Principles

As a master navigator, William Bligh would never have charted a course
by line of sight alone; he would want to know the wind, the tide, the sea
depth, and whatever information he could gain from a lookout stationed
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aloft. He would weigh all these factors before choosing a course and trim-
ming his sails. Once under way, he would also remain alert and flexible. If
the seaman taking soundings reported a sudden loss of depth, he would
adjust; and if the wind changed, he would readjust. As a sailor, Bligh
knew these lessons; as a governor, however, he showed far less diagnostic
skill and no flexibility at all. He did not fully appreciate what challenge
the people faced and how that challenge was embedded in the people’s
values, habits, practices, and priorities. He treated the predicament as a
bureaucratic functionary, making and enforcing laws without considera-
tion for the context and the realities that would govern public reaction.

From the mistakes of Bligh and others, we can draw a number of im-
portant lessons about how to diagnose the terrain and assess the context
for leadership problems. Here are five of those lessons.

Set aside your convictions to see what’s there

Whoever takes responsibility for advancing a group or organization
might have a personal idea of what problems the people face and what
needs to happen to resolve those problems. But for difficult adaptive
challenges that require a shift of values to bring resolution to the prob-
lem, that personal idea is probably not enough. Leaders, therefore, must
put their personal ideas—their convictions and notions of “the truth”—
temporarily to the side and learn more about the problem, how it is per-
ceived by others, and the values and aspirations of the people that allow
the problem to persist in its current form.

Governor Bligh did not set aside his convictions to learn more about
the problem and the possible courses of action he might take. Setting
aside his convictions would have meant truly listening to the local fac-
tions to know their concerns and the values underlying them. Bligh never
bothered. He equated leadership with not surrendering his convictions.
He believed, as do many powerful people who rely on dominance to get
their way, that his knowledge of what was right, combined with the
power of his position, would be sufficient to maintain order and bring
resolution to the problem.

Every group has a story about who they are and who they are not,
where they have come from and where they are not from, and where
they hope to go and where they do not want to go. The story is a history,
a mythology, a narrative that captures their fears, concerns, hopes, and
aspirations. The story also reveals how the factions interpret the values
and behavior of other factions that have some bearing on the problem-
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atic reality that the people are struggling with. Therefore, in the realm of
leadership, appreciating the narrative of a group is important work if
one is to discover what might be missing for the people.

In examining the people’s story, one is listening to hear “what drum-
beat people are marching to.” By drumbeat 1 mean the loyalties, values,
and priorities that shape what people do and the direction they move.
Are the people marching to the same drum or different drums? If they
are marching to different drums, then there will be stress points in the
system. If they are marching to the same drum, then who is the drum-
mer, and in what direction are they marching?

There are stress points in most communities and enterprises due to lack
of clarity around purpose and competing notions of reality. In other words,
people are marching in different directions. Sometimes one faction’s pur-
pose does not take into consideration the current reality of the system as
a whole. In addition, as interpretations of reality and the delusional
hopes of the various actors clash, the friction produces further stress in
the system that generates counterproductive work avoidance dynamics.

This inability or unwillingness to set one’s convictions to the side in
order to listen to the story of the “other” and see the problem with
greater clarity was a problem for the decision makers in the United
States government during the Vietnam War. Robert McNamara, former
secretary of defense under Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, undertook
a period of honest reflection and deep soul searching as he tried to un-
derstand how he, and those he worked with, might better have ad-
dressed the problems posed by that long and tragic war. In his view,
American thinking about the Vietnamese people and their struggle for
self-determination was shaped and colored by a larger U.S. preoccupa-
tion with containing a monolithic communist menace controlled with
single-minded efficiency from the Kremlin.

There was a small nugget of truth in this perception, but it was far
outweighed by the larger reality that drove the actions of the Viet-
namese. Recognizing the injustices of Vietnam’s colonial past—injustices
committed by the Chinese, the French, and the Japanese long before the
United States became involved—would have helped American officials
see the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army not simply as Marxist
aggressors but also as idealistic nationalists determined to combat exter-
nal intervention and control their own destiny.

In the 1990s, McNamara and his Vietnamese counterparts had more
than seven meetings where they shared perspectives, explored underly-
ing assumptions behind their strategies, and delved quite forthrightly
into the errors of judgment that escalated the war. What follows is an



44 REAL LEADERSHIP

interaction in one of the meetings between McNamara and the former
Vietnamese foreign minister, Nguyen Co Thach:®

McNamara: Before discussing the U.S. mindset, I want to state . . .
that if I had been a Vietnamese communist in January 1961,
when the Kennedy administration came to office, I might well
have believed, as I judge they did, that the United States’ goal in
Southeast Asia was to destroy the Hanoi government and its ally,
the National Liberation Front—the U.S. was an implacable enemy
whose goal, in some fashion, was victory over their country.
However, if I had been a Vietnamese communist and had
held those views, I would have been totally mistaken. We in the
Kennedy administration had no such intention. . . . On the con-
trary, we believed our interests were being attacked all over the
world by a highly organized, unified communist movement, led
by Moscow and Beijing, of which we believed, and I now think
incorrectly, the government of Ho Chi Minh was a pawn.

Nguyen Co Thach: In my way of thinking, the principal problem
in the evolution of these mindsets was that the U.S. seemed to
want to become the world’s policeman. Mr. McNamara correctly
quotes President Kennedy’s Inaugural Address as evidence of a
certain anti-communist mindset. . . . It seemed to us he was as-
serting that the U.S. wished to become something like the “mas-
ter of the world.” In this way, the U.S. would replace the British
and the French, who had previously based their policies on such
a wish. In our part of the world, this “fear of falling dominoes”
was joined to the “threat of the yellow skin”—so those were

two reasons why the U.S. felt justified in taking over as the new
imperialists.

The conversation reveals the thinking of both sides in regard to the
reasons for the war. They were very different perspectives and born of
totally different worldviews. With both sides misdiagnosing the intent
of the other, layer upon layer of faulty assumptions built an intractable
wall that made clear communication almost impossible and war seem-
ingly inevitable.

Reflecting on these meetings with the Vietnamese, McNamara wrote:

What a tragedy! We believed that the North Vietnamese were

merely doing the bidding of the Soviets and the Chinese, ob-
sessed with spreading communism over all Southeast Asia. So we
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discounted their nationalism and completely missed the point of
the war, as they saw it, which was to unify their country under
Vietnamese leadership—not French, not Japanese, not Chinese,
and certainly not American leadership. They, on the other hand,
concluded that our aims were those of these colonial powers and
went to war to throw us out when, in reality, we didn’t want to
be there in the first place, except to prevent them from spreading
communism. There was approximately zero empathy on each side,
no understanding in Washington and Hanoi of the values and as-
sumptions that were driving the policies of their adversaries.’

According to McNamara, failing to understand the true reality and
aspirations of the Vietnamese led to numerous missed opportunities to
end the war earlier and reduce the number of casualties on both sides. At
the cost of many lives—a cost for which he is still vilified—he learned
that, unless a leader can listen to and sense the reality of the various ac-
tors and factions, the results may well be disastrous for all concerned.

By setting aside one’s convictions, a leader can increase his or her ca-
pacity to hear the people’s story unfiltered by personal preferences and
biases. In listening to the people’s story, the leader hopes to ascertain

» how the people define their purpose,

e how they explain how they got to their current state,

e what their aspirations are,

e what they see as the impediments to the fulfillment of their
aspirations,

e what their deepest fears are, and

e what conflicts exist among them—within their group and with
other groups.

When people are not listened to or feel that the boss or the chief au-
thority does not appreciate the reality of their predicament, they can easily
resist the finest initiatives that might well be in their best interest. The as-
sumption that the leader “knows best” is generally a flawed assumption,
particularly when it leads to the imposition of a solution on the group
without due consideration of their narrative and peculiar condition.

Diagnose factional dynamics,
not personalities
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Bligh may have been correct in the view that the role of rum in the
community should be reduced. But even in pushing the community in
the right direction, he did not take responsibility for the progress of the
whole social system because his diagnosis did not consider the opposi-
tion that he would get from various factions, and how that opposition
would impact the problem-solving process and adaptive work of the en-
tire community. He needed to appreciate how painful and challenging it
would be for certain sectors of the community to give up their depen-
dency on alcohol—as a form of power, as a form of barter, and as a form
of solace. The shift away from rum would require people to make signif-
icant adjustments in their lifestyle, working habits, and moral values.

Bligh made Macarthur a target, believing that by getting rid of him,
the problem would be resolved or at least diminished. But Macarthur
was acting out a systemic problem—a problem connected to the values
of various factions in the system.

In taking responsibility for the progress of the whole social system,
Bligh should have taken the time to analyze the factional dynamics, un-
derstand the competing values in the community, consider the various in-
terests that were emerging, and challenge the people to discover what
losses they would be willing to sustain in order to advance the colony in
the direction of sustainable and equitable prosperity. All the factions, in
varying degrees, needed to make adjustments in their values and priorities
to accommodate a changing predicament.

The factions Bligh had to deal with included the following: The free
settlers—who were farmers and traders—were the entrepreneurial fac-
tion who took the initiative to build businesses and establish trading re-
lationships, and put in the hard work to clear the land and develop their
farms. The military, another faction, was a fledgling group of soldiers
made up of volunteers and a few professionals. The volunteers were
undisciplined former convicts. The professional cadre were second-class
soldiers who were not needed in any of the British Empire’s other “hot”
locations. Generally, they were very bored, as life in the colony was quiet
and, for the most part, involved nothing more than arresting drunks,
stopping street fights, and keeping the Aborigines at bay. They cared
little for Bligh and saw him a tragic figure given his Bounty fiasco. The
ex-convict settlers were another faction. They were hardened men and
women who had served their time in appalling conditions. They had ab-
solute contempt for men in significant positions of authority and the
British aristocrats in particular.

Each faction held a piece of the problem, and therefore a piece of the
solution. It was not enough simply to go after Macarthur in order to re-
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solve the issue. The community of New South Wales was in a state of
flux. No one quite knew what the purpose of the community was. Was it
simply to be a penal colony? Was it to be an independent settlement that
could generate revenue for the homeland? Should more thinking and
strategic planning be undertaken to make something of the colony? The
uncertainty of purpose produced considerable anxiety that led people to
exploit their predicament for their own self-interest.

But what Bligh did was not uncommon. Many leaders make the mis-
take of being preoccupied in their diagnosis with individual actors and
personalities, rather than the dynamics of the system. They believe that
if you can apply a technical fix, such as getting get rid of a certain per-
son, then the problem will go away. But this is an unwise and irrespon-
sible strategy. Individual actors might be symptoms of the problem, but
rarely are they the source of the problem. In a diagnosis that focuses pri-
marily on individual players and not the interacting, competing, and
conflicting values of the larger system, leaders have a very incomplete
understanding of why the problem exists. They fail to learn about the
loyalties and concerns of the various factions that support and fuel the
problem. They also fail to learn about the opposition they might get
from disgruntled factions, as they try to make changes in the system. In
being unmindful of the potential opposition, leaders put themselves and
their project at risk of attack and subversion.

Detect what aspects of reality
the people are avoiding

After listening to the various factions, gathering as much informa-
tion as possible about the context, and testing one’s assumptions for va-
lidity, the diagnostic work is to determine what aspect of reality is being
avoided by the people. All factions embedded in a situation of irresolu-
tion hold a view of the problem that is limited, biased, and incomplete.
That aspect of reality that the people are avoiding will be a piece of the
puzzle that needs to be faced if progress is to unfold. The leadership
task, therefore, is to detect what it is that the people are missing that, if
surfaced and confronted, would enhance the people’s capacity to solve
their problems and advance. Related to that is the question, What is it
that the group considers to be more important and critical to their sur-
vival than the facing of a difficult piece of reality? In other words, are
there some aspects of reality that a group does not want to confront be-
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cause in doing so, the group’s habits, practices, priorities, and even iden-
tity might be disrupted and threatened?

For example, a community may want superior schools for their chil-
dren, but the reality is that the quality of their local school is mediocre
because the class sizes are too big and the school’s resources are too few.
Although they desire better schools, if the community is not willing to
pay more in property taxes (an important source of school funding in
the United States), then no progress on better schools might emerge, and
teachers and principals might even be scapegoated by the community.
Thus the aspiration of good schools is not supported by the practices
and values needed to deliver on that aspiration.

The diagnosis of such a predicament might reveal that the commu-
nity considers low property taxes more important than funding public
schools. They might not want to acknowledge that reality, but the data
point to that conclusion. The leadership challenge is to get the people to
confront the gap between their aspiration and what they are willing to
contribute or sacrifice in order to fulfill that aspiration. The group must
also understand how the competing values that they hold serve to per-
petuate the problem. Then, the leader must work with the community to
lower its aspirations, accept an increase in property taxes, or partner
with the educational system—teachers, administrators, parents, and the
union—to find ways to make the system more efficient and effective by
increasing the capacities of people without increasing expenditures, thus
making it a development challenge.

When Lou Gerstner first took over as CEO of the troubled IBM in
1993, he spent nearly a year visiting the field and listening to the stories
of the different IBM divisions to ascertain what reality the various fac-
tions were avoiding. He knew that the people were avoiding some aspect
of reality, as the once highly successful company was on the verge of
bankruptcy.

Everywhere that Gerstner went, analysts and employees were asking
him to spell out his vision. But in that first year, Gerstner’s message was
always the same: “The last thing IBM needs right now is a vision.”1?
IBM had real problems, and creating another vision statement was not
the solution at that period in time. In Gerstner’s words, “I had discov-
ered in my first ninety days on job that IBM had file drawers full of vision
statements. We had never missed predicting correctly a major technolog-
ical trend in the industry.” The problem, as Gerstner saw it, was that
IBM was “paralyzed and unable to act on any predictions.”!!

Clearly the people in IBM were avoiding some aspect of reality and
pursuing a false set of tasks that had nothing to do with creating an ex-
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traordinary company. In order to find out what reality the people were
avoiding, or at least missing, Gerstner traveled the globe meeting with
staff, suppliers, and customers. The value-added that he, as a new CEQO,
could bring to that group would be to notice something that the people
had ignored or missed. It took him a while, but he finally saw the pattern
of how and where the IBM managers were avoiding reality. Gerstner no-
ticed that these very intelligent and competent professionals had ignored
the details of their customers’ needs while paying much attention to
minor clues of “who was in and out and up and down” in the organiza-
tion. They had become excessively internally focused, to the detriment of
understanding customer needs, market conditions, and competitive
threats. As Gerstner explained, “We may not have known much about
customers, but there was one group to which we paid plenty of atten-
tion: ourselves. In the IBM culture, the organization, and how one fit
into the organization, was considered a very important subject.”!?

As Gerstner analyzed the situation, he could see that the IBM man-
agers’ attention to their own organization reflected the business strat-
egy that had made IBM highly successful during the 1960s and 1970s
but that was no longer appropriate. In previous years, what drove the
market was what computers could do. So it was very important to have
detailed knowledge of the technology that IBM could offer the customer.
Customers generally would come to IBM asking what computers could
do, and then the customers would install computers in the parts of
their business that could take efficient advantage of the available IBM
technology, which was limited. But during the 1990s, markets had
shifted, and computers were used all over the customers’ organizations.
So the customers had become very discriminating in expecting IBM to
tailor the computer offerings to how the customers wanted to do their
business.

Gerstner concluded that the reality that his organization had missed
was how much the markets had changed. His job was to orchestrate a
learning process that would get the various parts of his organization to
face the reality of the market changes and then adapt their business
strategies, management styles, and work practices to take advantage of
what they had been ignoring.

Get the factions interacting with each other
to develop a richer view of the problem
and explore possible solutions
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After the leader has identified each of the factions that make up the
system and listened to their respective stories to ascertain their condition
and the reality they might be avoiding, the next activity in the diagnostic
process is to get the factions interacting with each other to produce a
richer view of the problem and explore possible solutions. Answers to
tough problems are rarely obvious, and real solutions that actually work
for most or all parties are often elusive. Given that, it helps to have the
various factions tangle with each other’s values and perspectives to ap-
preciate what is at stake, what shared sacrifices do the people need to
make, and what the best solution might be.

Being a captain of a ship, Bligh had been used to making decisions
on his own. His expertise was generally sufficient to deal with the spec-
trum of problems that presented themselves on the open ocean. But the
rum situation was not a technical problem that could be resolved
through the application of technical expertise. It was a multifaceted
adaptive problem embedded in the values, habits, practices, and priori-
ties of the people. For that reason, Bligh needed to mobilize others to
participate in the diagnostic process.

Think how different Bligh’s tenure might have been if he had con-
sulted with John Macarthur and the merchants, as well as former con-
victs who were now free settlers, and even the militia, about how to
build a new set of values and practices in the community so that rum
was no longer an impediment. He might have sat down with each fac-
tion and explained, “We’ve got a problem. Here’s my view of the prob-
lem and my idea of what needs to be done. What am I missing? What
problems do you foresee with my approach? What do you see as the
problem? How would you handle it? Together, let’s explore what needs
to be done.” In other words, he might have given part of the work back
to Macarthur and the other factions. Macarthur might have become an
ally and worked with the merchants and key community members to di-
agnose the deeper nature of the problem and develop workable win-win
solutions.

In his book Leadership without Easy Answers, Ronald Heifetz sum-
marizes the case of a copper-smelting plant in Washington State that was
the mainstay of the local economy but was so toxic that it was poisoning
area communities and damaging the health of local children.!3 William
Ruckelshaus, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) adminis-
trator at the time, knew that he had to intervene to stop the poisoning.

Unlike Bligh, Ruckelshaus did not take unilateral action without
making a careful diagnosis and engaging the entire group in the process.
Remedying the problem was not a case of simply closing the plant. He
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knew that he needed to work with residents, employees, taxpayers, and
shareholders to identify what capabilities were available to address the
problem and what values were most important to the affected groups.
Would they pay for a sophisticated filtration and reclamation program?
Could the plant operate under such a program and remain profitable?
Would the resulting mitigation of the pollution be enough to allay fears
about public health and long-term environmental impacts? How much
sacrifice should the people and the company be willing to pay for in-
stalling poison-removing filters in the plant and surrounding area that
would improve their health?

Ruckelshaus had the power to close the plant, but he chose to see his
leadership challenge not simply as ending the poisoning but as getting
people to take responsibility for their community. Instead of acting from
a position of dominance and ordering the people to obey the law, Ruck-
elshaus scheduled a series of town meetings to help people understand
the full extent of the problem and to orchestrate a process that could get
each faction to take responsibility for making adjustments in their values
and behavior to bring resolution to the problem.

The meetings were argumentative and boisterous, but in the end,
rather than having insurrections and refusals to comply, Ruckelshaus
managed to get the unions, shareholders, company management, taxpay-
ers, and workers to cooperate in cleaning up the mess, develop realistic
plans for changing business operations, and responsibly attend to com-
munity interests. The company eventually closed the plant, but the process
had prepared the community and the employees for that outcome.

By orchestrating a learning process in which people come to discover
aspects of the problem that even the leader did not fully appreciate, the
leader can get the factions to take responsibility for seeking a solution
even as the leader tests the validity of his or her own hunches and per-
ceptions. Such a process not only improves the quality of diagnosis but
begins the process of shifting the mind-set and values of the people who
must embrace the solution and make it work. The more they feel that
something is being imposed upon them without due consideration of the
complexity of their reality, the more they will resist.

Frame the principal challenge

Upon ascertaining what reality the people are avoiding and explor-
ing possible pathways to resolution of the problem, the final aspect of di-
agnostic work is to frame the principal challenge. Whether or not a
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problem area is a principal challenge is a management call based on con-
sideration of the available data. In considering the data that have been
produced, the leader should then use that data to determine (1) the con-
dition of the people, (2) the barriers to progress, and (3) the promise or
opportunity available.

In looking at the condition of the people, the leader seeks to under-
stand the mood of the people and the extent and nature of the capabili-
ties that reside in the group or enterprise. Capabilities are the skills,
attitudes, and values required to resolve a complex problem or take ad-
vantage of a unique opportunity. Some capabilities may be widely recog-
nized in the group and shared by many of its members. Others may be
latent and may be discovered and developed over time. For example,
when Lou Gerstner eventually declared that IBM would become the
“world’s leading technology company,” neither he nor his people had a
clear idea of how to achieve that goal. Nevertheless, he had a sense that
the employees at IBM could figure out how to do it by employing their
current resources and developing latent capabilities that they would dis-
cover as they went along.

In considering the barrier, the leader seeks to understand the nature
of the danger or the piece of reality that is blocking progress. Does the
barrier reside in the group, or is it external to the group? What is the
relationship of the barrier to the people’s current values, habits, prac-
tices, and priorities? How does the barrier connect to the reality that the
people are avoiding?

In considering the available promise, the leader seeks to appreciate
the benefit that is available if the people can muster their capabilities to
attend to the adaptive challenge. In examining the promise, the leader can
then ascertain whether the challenge is urgent or can be paced or even
postponed. For example, the leader should ask, “Given the threat, how
urgent is the problem? Should extraordinary attention and resource levels
be allocated to solving this problem or taking advantage of this opportu-
nity? What will happen if we do not provide extraordinary attention and
resource levels?” To gauge the urgency of the promise, the leader must
examine the consequences of denying, ignoring, or underestimating the
challenge. Will there be a loss of value for the community or organization
if the problem is not resolved? Will progress be thwarted if the group
does not take advantage of the opportunity that has presented itself?

Some problems can be postponed if they are not so serious that they
require immediate attention. If there is no danger or no sense that an op-
portunity must be exploited immediately, the group can take time to ad-
dress the problem. For example, when Lou Gerstner became CEO of
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IBM in 1993, the company faced a set of urgent problems that had to be
addressed: IBM was losing money and heading toward bankruptcy. The
root causes of these problems—bureaucracy, territoriality, and competi-
tion among units—had been around for decades, but they were not
deemed serious because IBM was still highly profitable. The problems
became serious and urgent due to a shift in the marketplace. When the
market shifted, the consequences of these habits, practices, and priorities
became immediately threatening.

In considering the people’s condition, the barriers to progress, and
the available promise, the leader thereby develops a richer view of the
context in which leadership needs to be exercised. By understanding
the context—the threat, the opportunity, the urgency of attention, and
the resources and capabilities of the group—Gerstner knew what was re-
quired of him in the way of leadership to transform the company, and
what was required of the people to do adaptive work and make authen-
tic progress. He was then in a position to frame the challenge appropri-
ate to the context as a transition challenge.

As we have already seen in the case of China’s Cultural Revolution,
a misdiagnosis and an incorrect framing can lead to dire consequences,
even disaster. Mao diagnosed the condition of many of the people of
China in the 1960s as ideologically corrupt and framed the problem as a
crisis challenge. In his mind, it was very serious and demanded immedi-
ate attention. Had Mao diagnosed the problem as a development chal-
lenge, he might have taken a more gradual, incremental approach that
allowed for midcourse corrections based on further analysis and group
feedback. For example, he might have tested out his strong conviction that
the eradication of “ideological corruption” leads to a better society. If
this question were properly explored, more informed choices might have
been made on how to proceed for the development challenge China faced.

If Bligh had taken the time to diagnose the terrain, he might have
noticed that he faced a transition challenge with development tasks. In a
transition challenge, the group has the resources needed to make the
change, but leadership is required to plan and shepherd the process. Fun-
damentally, that process is one of modifying the culture by establishing
new norms and shifting values, habits, and practices to the extent neces-
sary to bring resolution to the problem and take advantage of emerging
opportunities. In diagnosing the transition challenge of the Sydney settle-
ment, Bligh would have noticed that the seriousness of the problem was
moderate and therefore required immediate attention to begin the
process but no urgency to complete it. Given that the group had the ca-
pacity and resources to make the transition and that the problem was
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not time-sensitive, he could have steadily built a coalition to support the
change and then paced the reforms to ensure that they were embedded in
the values of the community.

In summary, the leader needs to consider fully the data that he or she
and the group have gathered about the problem, the group dynamic, the
context, and other relevant information. They then might work through
the following kinds of questions to determine what challenge the people face:

* Is the group, or a particular faction, refusing to face some aspect
of reality? (An activist challenge)

* Is the group lacking in capacity or resources to do the job or
address future demands? (A development challenge)

» Does the culture of the group need to be shifted to accommodate
new realities? (A transition challenge)

» Does the group need to sustain its current values and practices
because it is under threat? (A maintenance challenge)

» Does the group need to invent new practices, processes, and
procedures in order to do something that has never been done
before? (A creative challenge)

* Is the group facing a potentially explosive situation, and is the
value it has amassed in jeopardy? (A crisis challenge)

Conclusion

Progress-generating and value-conferring leadership does not flow from
dominance, confidence, or even personal conviction. Instead, the exercise
of real and responsible leadership derives from the wise application of
power and a diagnostic capacity that helps leaders (1) figure out the na-
ture of the challenge the group or organization faces; (2) ascertain to
what degree the problems embedded in the challenge invade the values,
habits, and priorities of the people; and (3) determine who and what fac-
tions must be mobilized or engaged to address the challenge.

In Part Il—the next six chapters—each of the key challenges will be
explained in greater detail. I will present a set of leadership principles for
each challenge that help the people face the reality of their condition,
deal with the threat that impedes progress, and do the adaptive work of
taking advantage of their opportunities and achieving the desired promise.
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FEATURES OF DIAGNOSTIC WORK

Set aside your convictions to see what’s there.
Diagnose factional dynamics, not personalities.
Detect what aspects of reality the people are avoiding.

Get the factions interacting with each other to develop a richer
picture of the problem and explore possible solutions.

Frame the principal challenge.
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PART II

The Six Challenges
of Real Leadership
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CHAPTER 3

The Activist Challenge

Calling Attention to a
Contradiction in Values

he first challenge of leadership is to get people to wake up to the

fact there is a problem—that the group is avoiding some aspect of
reality, ignoring a threat, or missing a great opportunity. The leader in
such a predicament faces a development challenge. Groups often avoid
facing some aspect of reality, either because that piece of reality is too
threatening to their current existence, or because they are so focused on
what they regard as their main concerns that they cannot take the time
to consider any other issues. To get the people to wake up and face the
problem is an activist challenge. Often the problem is embedded in peo-
ple’s values and behavior. The people might espouse one view but act in
ways that are not consistent with that view. The leadership task in an ac-
tivist challenge is to call attention to the contradiction in values and in-
tervene to disrupt the thinking and patterns of behavior that allow the
people to persist in avoiding the reality of their condition. The following
scenario illustrates a corporate activist challenge.

SCENARIO

Suppose you are a senior human resource executive in a major soft-
ware company. You have spent ten years in the business and
worked your way up to the ranks of senior management. In recent
years, given the company’s phenomenal growth, it has been difficult
to get managers throughout the company to attend to the many es-
sential activities such as coaching and developing their staff and

59



60 THE SIX CHALLENGES OF REAL LEADERSHIP

building their own leadership capacities. It is always “go, go,
go,”and, it seems, people don’t have time to think about manage-
ment and human resource concerns.

But this constant focus on execution and the failure to attend
adequately to the nurturing of talent is now producing unintended
consequences. Turnover of middle and senior managers is increas-
ing; it is difficult to retain many of the newly recruited young and
bright MBAs as they find the climate somewhat stultifying and see
more enticing opportunities elsewhere; and staff, in general, are
complaining more then ever about their boss’s management style
and the corporate culture. This is very troubling to you as manage-
ment espouses one set of values about “people being our most im-
portant asset” but acts in ways that violate that belief.

You conclude it is time to give the company a wake-up call.
You can’t make the company change or get the managers to com-
ply. You don’t have that kind of power. But you can use what
power you have to get the managers to face reality—although you
will be putting yourself at risk to do so. Some people, possibly the
president, will see you as a troublemaker. And troublemakers in
this company don’t last long.

One of your duties is to organize the annual retreat. In the past
these meetings have been predominantly social events, with a brief
presentation by the president. The managers would publicly salute
the president, never raise any concerns or objections, or even pose
questions, but complain about things among themselves on the
journey home. This year it will be different.

At the off-site you make a powerful presentation with indis-
putable facts about turnover and bench strength. You are serious
but passionate. You stir people’s thinking as you challenge the pre-
vailing management paradigm. You call attention to the “rot” that
is in the culture, and you say things that have been “undiscussable”
in the organization up until this moment. To ensure the message
has greater credibility and potency, you invite a management guru
from a leading university to join you in the presentation. Some of
your colleagues look a little uncomfortable, but many have a big
smile on their face. They know you are being courageous, but they
also know you are speaking the truth. After the presentation, many
come up and thank you, although one says, “What would you like
your obituary to say?” But most of the managers are supportive.
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Even the president says, “You know, this is important stuff. You’ve
really got me thinking.” You have just begun exercising leadership
for an activist challenge.

The Nature of an Activist Challenge

As the leader looks to the people to see whether they are facing an activist
challenge, he or she is assessing whether there is a contradiction in values
in the group or whether the group is refusing to face some hard facts.
The group might espouse one set of values but act in ways that are not
consistent with those values. For example, since the founding of the
United States, many Americans espoused the value of “all men are cre-
ated equal” but acted in ways that perpetuated inequalities in the society.
The activist challenge of the civil rights movement was to get Americans
to see the contradiction in values, face the reality of how their laws and
cultural practices were discriminatory, and make adjustments in their
habits, practices, and priorities to produce a more honorable country.

In the opening case of the human resource executive, the activist
challenge was to get the top one hundred managers in the company to
face hard facts in regard to the reality that company progress would be
jeopardized if they did not devote more time and resources to developing
their people to be more significant contributors. As the HR manager
looked five years into the future and examined the forces and trends that
affected the company, it was obvious that the company had to change
and be more responsible for the development of internal managerial ca-
pacity. Getting people to take that challenge seriously—given that the
HR executive could not enforce or dictate change—provided a distinct
and vital opportunity to exercise leadership. Treating the problem as an
activist challenge allowed the manager to exercise leadership to get peo-
ple’s attention by being provocative. Had the manager complied with the
working values of the corporate culture and not raised the hard facts for
public discussion, the problem would have persisted and, like a ticking
time bomb, put the company at great risk.

The key symptoms of an activist challenge for any group, commu-
nity, or organization are as follows:

» Some enduring behaviors, values, and/or practices have become
corrosive and dysfunctional—and serve to undermine the long-
term integrity and survival of the group.
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* An opportunity presents itself that can lead to great benefit and
progress for the group, but no one is seriously considering it.

» Danger is looming due to an internal or external threat, and the
group is not doing anything about it.

In diagnosing an activist challenge, the leader must examine (1) the
condition of the people, (2) the barrier that impedes progress, and (3) the
promise or aspiration on the other side of the barrier.

In general, the condition of the people facing an activist challenge is
an unwillingness to change their values or thinking to accommodate
some aspect of reality. The people are in denial, resistant, ignorant, or,
for whatever reason, simply refuse to budge. They are comfortable
where they are at.

The barrier to progress is the people’s resistance. It might be said
that a part of the individual’s thinking is trapped by the prevailing sys-
tem or group paradigm. Hence the leadership work is to engage that
part of the individual’s thinking that is not trapped by the system or
group paradigm and get the people to steadily entertain the aspect of re-
ality, or the hard facts, that they are refusing to consider.

The promise in an activist challenge is that if people can face the
problem and seriously consider the data they have neglected or denied,
then a new opportunity for progress can open up.

Generally, in an activist challenge, the person seeking to lead does
not have the power or authority to make people listen and command
change. Given the limitations of his or her power, the intervener must
think of creative ways to get people’s attention and highlight the contra-
diction in values. Essentially, the leader is trying to say to the people,
“Some of your current values and behaviors are irreconcilable with
some of your other cherished practices, beliefs, and traditions. T will
show you how irreconcilable they are and stir you to learn and to
change.” Upon getting the people’s attention, the leadership task is then
to move the people to be responsible for their predicament and modify
their thinking and behavior accordingly. Fundamentally, the leader
wants to get the people to learn: to learn about the problem, how their
behavior contributes to the problem, and what can be done to solve the
problem. This kind of learning is fundamentally deep learning, in that
the people must burrow down into their underlying assumptions and
deeply held beliefs to ascertain why a problem persists and what can be
done about it.!

But many people who try to be activists fail to exercise real leader-
ship because they do not understand what it means to get a group en-
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gaged in deep learning and doing adaptive work. Their stirrings might
make a lot of noise but do not generate any lasting focus on the real
problem. The intervener in such a circumstance can easily be trivialized
or ignored, as others see this person as nothing more than an irritating
complainer determined to get their way at the expense of others.

If it does not teach a lesson that is fundamentally compatible with
key tenets of a group’s larger value system, a provocation will be both
unproductive and irresponsible. The terrorists who perpetrated the hor-
ror of September 11 believed that they were teaching a provocative les-
son to the United States when they attacked New York and Washington,
D.C. Yet while destructive interventions such as terrorist bombings may
get people’s attention, they violate the fundamental values of society so
much that they harden positions, reduce debate, and make change even less
likely. The same can be said for demonstrators who run riot through a city
wreaking havoc and destroying property. Their cause might be impor-
tant, but their actions are irresponsible and abusive. Rather than getting
people to focus on the problem, they end up putting the spotlight on their
own destructive behavior, making engagement of the real issue even more
difficult. What’s more, groups assaulted by such grotesque interventions
are often driven away from constructive thinking. Instead, they lash out
emotionally, often generating a cycle of tit-for-tat violent reactions that
never address any of the underlying problems that need attention.

As Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King both realized, leader-
ship interventions for an activist challenge need not be immoral or de-
structive in order to be successfully provocative. Gandhi’s nonviolent
and creative provocations against India’s British rulers generated the
space for the repugnant behavior of the British Raj to be exposed for all
the world to see. He succeeded not only in mobilizing his fellow Indians
to act and to learn but in garnering sympathy and support from many
Britons as well. Gandhi set the modern standard for a leader facing an
activist challenge who could provoke the people but also take responsi-
bility for the stirrings that such provocations produced.

Leadership for an activist challenge is often dangerous work. It re-
quires courage whether you are trying to get the people of a nation to
take responsibility for a persistent problem or whether you are in a com-
pany and trying to get people to face hard facts and change course or
adopt a new strategy. In either setting, you are putting yourself on the
line and will be subject to criticism, even attack. The attack often comes
from the system’s authority figures. In every group are authority figures who
protect the status quo and maintain their power by virtue of stability in
the current order. For them, there might be much to lose if the current
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order is disrupted in any way. Therefore, when the system is provoked,
they see their role as to neutralize the provocateur and bring the system
back to a state of equilibrium.

Given that a negative reaction often occurs from some in the system,
particularly the system’s protectors, it is understandable that people will
be reluctant to exercise real leadership and challenge the prevailing
norms and beliefs of a group. In a company, for example, an executive
might see something that needs to be done but not do anything about it
because she does not want to upset her colleagues or the boss and be
marginalized, branded a troublemaker, or possibly fired. But the reason
activist leadership is needed is because things are not moving, problems
are being ignored, and people are playing it too safe in the name of
maintaining harmonious relations, keeping the peace, and appearing
loyal. For the group or organization, if leadership is not exercised to get
the people to confront reality, danger awaits.

While the risk of intervening cannot always be diminished, the pur-
pose of this chapter is to increase one’s effectiveness in the face of such
risk. To begin, consider the case of Alice Paul and the women of the Na-
tional Woman’s Party, and their extraordinary and courageous leader-
ship in provoking men to face reality, do the right thing, and grant
women the vote.

Alice Paul: Getting Men
to Do the Right Thing

Even though it prized itself in being the most democratic country in the
world, the United States denied voting rights to women until 1920. Ac-
tivists of the likes of Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton had
done an extraordinary job in the mid- to late 1800s in organizing
women to be aware of their rights, but progress was elusive. The two
original activists had passed away, and the issue of the women’s vote had
been buried under a host of other national concerns. Alice Paul and her
team embraced the challenge of getting women’s suffrage back in the
headlines and on the national agenda—particularly President Woodrow
Wilson’s agenda.

Alice Paul was born on January 11, 1885, of Quaker parents in
Mount Laurel, New Jersey. She dedicated her life to the single cause of
securing equal rights for all women and ensuring that women were equal
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partners in society. In 1911, she joined with Lucy Burns to form the
Congressional Union for Women’s Suffrage, which later was reorganized
into the National Woman’s Party (NWP).

Their first major intervention was on March 3, 1913, the day before
Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration as president. On that day, eight thou-
sand women marched to the White House and demanded to meet with
the president to discuss the issue of giving women the vote. They came
from all ranks of society—college students, teachers, nurses, mothers,
professionals, and mill workers. While many men verbally abused and
belittled the marchers, saying such things as, “You ought to be home
darning your husband’s socks,” the event was a great success in that they
got the publicity that they needed. President Wilson, however, was not
impressed and refused to meet with the women.

Over the next three years, Paul and her team engaged politicians, re-
ligious groups, civic leaders, and reporters. But the mood of most men in
the country, as reflected by the politicians, was to do everything they
could to keep women from voting. Paul was tired of the intransigence of
the president and the politicians and decided it was time to turn up the
heat. On January 10, 1917, the women began picketing the White
House. They were known as the “Silent Sentinels.” Every day, from
morning to evening, the women stood in front of the White House with
their banners and made speeches and passed out pamphlets. One of the
banners read, “Mr. President how long must we wait for liberty?” Al-
though each day only a small group was outside the White House, more
than a thousand women took their turn on the picket line.

On April 16, 1917, the United States entered World War I. Paul and
her team faced a dilemma: Do we stop the picket and support the presi-
dent, or do we continue the protest? Many of the women believed that
in a time of war it was not appropriate to provoke the government. Paul,
however, felt otherwise. She argued that the picket must continue, partic-
ularly in a time of war, as women needed to have a voice in such issues
as war and peace, given that so much was at stake. She and her team
maintained the picket line more defiantly than ever. Their new banner
carried Wilson’s own war message: “We shall fight for things which we
have always held nearest our hearts—for democracy, for the rights of those
who submit to authority to have a voice in their own governments.”?

After six months of ignoring the women outside his White House,
Wilson decided it was time to move. The women would be arrested. The
trigger for him was another provocative banner that they waved in front
of a Russian government delegation. It read, “The women of America
tell you that America is not a democracy. 20 million women are denied
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the right to vote. President Wilson is the chief opponent of their national
enfranchisement. Help us to make this nation free. Tell our government
that it must liberate its people before it can claim Russia as an ally.” The
police moved in, tore down the banner, broke up the picket line, and ar-
rested many of the women.

More women took their place, and a new banner was soon dis-
played. It read, “Kaiser Wilson, have your forgotten your sympathy for
the poor Germans because they were not self-governing? 20 million
women are not self-governing. Take the beam out of your own eye.”3
On August 14, 1917, a mob of angry men tried to break up the picket
and destroy the banner. It turned into a riot, and many of the women, in-
cluding Alice Paul, were attacked and beaten. More women were ar-
rested and taken to jail.

In October, Paul was arrested and sentenced to seven months in jail.
She was placed in solitary confinement. She and her fellow inmates
began a new protest in the jail. The protest was to get the government to
recognize them as political prisoners, not petty lawbreakers. Of course,
Wilson denied them that status, so Paul began a hunger strike. She was
forcibly fed by putting a tube down her throat, but it did not deter her.
In an attempt to discredit Paul as a “crazy woman,” the authorities
transferred her to an insane asylum.

Newspapers carried stories about the jail terms and forced feedings of
Paul and her fellow inmates. The stories angered many Americans and cre-
ated more support than ever for the suffrage amendment. After five weeks
in prison, the authorities relented, and Alice Paul was set free. The at-
tempts to stop the picketers and the “political prisoners” had backfired.

After receiving thousands of letters from women all across the coun-
try who supported Paul and her team, on January 9, 1918, Woodrow
Wilson gave in and agreed to endorse women’s suffrage. He could see
that the tide was turning and that women in the country were becoming
a force to be reckoned with. But the work was far from over. The task
now was to get Congress to actually ratify the amendment that would
give women the vote. As the women turned their attention toward the
Congress, the Senate reacted by passing the Sabotage and Sedition Act
that prescribed harsh punishment for disloyal, antigovernment citizens—
such as treacherous women. With this threat, the women lay low for
seven months.

In August 1918, the picket lines started up again. The women were
disappointed because Wilson wasn’t doing anything to advance the issue.
The women lit fires in front of the White House in honor of Joan of Arc,
highlighting the fact that she was burned by men for having the audacity
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to challenge the prevailing order. Whenever Wilson made a speech that
they deemed hypocritical, they took a copy of the speech and burned it
in their Joan of Arc caldron. They also burned Wilson’s picture “even as
the revolutionary fathers had burned a picture of King George.”

These provocations were seen by many—mostly men—as going too
far. The press labeled the women “Bolsheviks.” In the spring of 1919, to
counter the negative press, Paul organized the “Suffrage Special” and the
“Prison Special,” two trains that would carry former prisoners around
the country to talk about their imprisonment and educate men and
women on the importance of woman’s suffrage. It was a tremendous
success, as people met these “evil women” and saw firsthand that they
were intelligent and reasonable mothers, wives, and workers.

In March 1919, Paul organized the “Opera House March.” Wilson
was to speak at the New York Opera House, and Paul wanted to burn
his speech publicly in front of the building. The intention was to put
pressure on Wilson to call a special session of Congress and have them
vote on the amendment. As she and her team marched to the Opera
House, they were set on by the police. Doris Stevens, one of the partici-
pants, recorded what happened as police attacked:

Clubs were raised and lowered and the women beaten back with
such cruelty as none of us had ever witnessed before. . . . Women
were knocked down and trampled under foot, some of them al-
most unconscious, others bleeding from the hands and face; arms
were bruised and twisted; pocket-books were snatched and
wrist-watches were stolen.*

The next day the New York Times headline read, “200 maddened
women attack police with banners and fingernails.”> In its editorial the
Times said the women were “maniacs who should be institutionalized.”

After being inundated with phone calls and letters, and receiving re-
lentless pressure from the American people, in early 1920 Wilson de-
cided he needed to be more active in securing the votes needed for the
Senate to pass an amendment to the constitution giving women the right
to vote. He formally endorsed national women’s suffrage and called for
an immediate vote in Congress. On January 11, the House of Represen-
tatives passed the Susan B. Anthony Amendment 274 to 136, with the
necessary two-thirds majority. On June 4, 1920, the Senate passed the
amendment, and it was ratified by the states in August 1920. Alice Paul
and her team had succeeded. They were successful in highlighting the
issue, in getting men to face reality that women were equal and could no
longer be ignored, and in asserting women’s rights into the national agenda.
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Intervention for an Activist Challenge

The essence of leadership for an activist challenge lies in intervening to
get people’s attention and engagement of an issue. In determining the
strategy of intervention, you need to consider a wide spectrum of possi-
ble approaches. At one end of the spectrum lies the capacity to evoke or
inspire a group to face reality and stand up for an ideal or value, and at
the other end of the spectrum lies the capacity to intervene by provoking
the group to face reality and attend to the problem, as Alice Paul and her
team did.

Martin Luther King’s 1963 “I Have a Dream” address delivered on
the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C., is an enduring
example of the power to intervene by evoking a group’s ideals and using
those ideals to inspire moral action. Two years later, in Alabama, civil
rights advocates illustrated the power to intervene by provoking a reac-
tion in a march from Selma to Montgomery. In challenging American
racism, the marchers provoked state and local police into a brutal and
violent assault on defenseless men, women, and children—an event
recorded in shocking detail by international television cameras. Both in-
terventions reached the moral dimension of the problem. But the powers
of inspiring the group to face reality and provoking the group to face re-
ality addressed different dynamics in the group. Inspiring the group
through an evocative intervention attempts to draw out a fragile and
suppressed element in the group, such as the desire for peaceful coopera-
tion rather than vicious competition. In contrast, provoking the group
attempts to diminish some unnecessarily destructive habit of the group,
such as domineering, subversive, aggressive, or prejudiced behavior.

These two approaches can be used alone or in different combina-
tions, but they both have the same objective: to engage the people in fac-
ing hard facts and solving the problems that impede progress.

Intervening to Evoke: Inspiring the Group
with the Poetry of Leadership

In Norse myth, one of the greatest powers one could have was the power
to inspire, particularly through poetry. This power could be obtained
only through the possession of a sacred potion known as mead. The
mead was an intoxicating drink that gave the possessor the capacity to
charm the masses through poetic verse. Given the power of the mead,
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the giants, dwarves, and Odin were constantly engaging in all manner of
subterfuge and trickery to get the mead from the other. It could be used
for good or ill—it could bring out the best in people and orient them to-
ward a higher purpose, or it could be used for selfish and nefarious aims
and to put a false set of tasks or counterfeit issues before the people,
such as pursuing wasteful and destructive battles.

A leader, as with those who possessed the mead, can use the capac-
ity to evoke and inspire for productive or destructive purposes. Wisdom
is needed to use this power to activate and evoke noble ideals in people
that lead to responsible action. I suggest that inside most people, even
the selfish, are the higher values of altruism, compassion, and idealism.
These values might be latent, but with wise leadership they can be
evoked and deployed for worthwhile aims.

Many young people experience the noble ideals in their nature when
they dream that they can grow up to make a difference in the world,
perhaps by discovering a new medical cure, by eliminating hunger, or
simply by going into a public service career, such as firefighting, teaching,
or social work. But as young people get more experience in the world,
many of them give up on their noble ideals as impractical idealism. Day-
to-day concerns such as making a decent living take more importance,
and, over time, the surrounding culture convinces people to suppress their
noble ideals and express instead their self-interest. As we have all wit-
nessed, self-interest often overrides the value of creating a better world—
not only for the community in the present but for future generations.

One CEO I worked with expressed to me as we were standing out-
side the company headquarters his worry about the irresponsible self-
interest of his employees. At the time we were working on changing the
corporate culture to be more collaborative and customer focused. A
group of smokers was congregated just outside the main entrance. When
we were beyond where they could hear, the CEO said, “Look at those
employees. They just don’t seem to care. They stand there smoking and
throw the butts on the pavement. Look at the image that leaves for our
customers. They have a smoking room, but they want to hang outside
the door. What should I do?”

Clearly, he could exert his authority and order them to stop smoking
outside the main entrance. But he was not referring to his authority; he
was referring to what kind of leadership would be needed to change the
behavior of people who succumbed to self-interest and ignored their re-
sponsibility for the world around them—or, in this case, the organiza-
tion’s public image. He was referring to the challenge of shifting people’s
values and priorities, and what they noticed and what they ignored.
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A leader can evoke the noble ideals of the group and get people to
transcend self-interest by helping them to look again at what they have
lost by yielding to their immediate self-interest, prejudice, or personal
hungers. This is what Martin Luther King did in his “I Have a Dream”
speech. King told his audience:

When we let freedom ring . . . from every village and every ham-
let, from every state and every city, we will be able to speed that
day when all of God’s children, black men and white men, Jews
and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join
hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, Free at
last! Free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last.®

What gave the speech its power of inspiration was King’s call to rec-
ognize shared noble ideals in the society that were lurking undimmed be-
neath oppressive layers of self-interest. When King spoke of the
“dream,” it was not his alone but widely held by a broad cross section
of Americans. “It is a dream rooted in the American dream,” he said. “I
have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live the true
meaning of its creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all
men are created equal.’” King’s speech inspired people because he used it
to evoke values that already existed in the society but were latent.

King’s speech was not a call for people to follow him. The speech’s
intent was to evoke moral action by calling attention to the contradic-
tion in values that existed in society. His intervention was powerfully
evocative in the way that great poetry is evocative. Great poetry gener-
ates a picture, creates an image, and explores a possible reality that
draws us into it. It touches our imagination and our latent ideals, and it
tells us that things can be better.

There may be a big difference between the evocative win-win solu-
tion voiced in King’s “I Have a Dream” speech and the assertive “We
will conquer the world” attitude that brought down Enron, but each had
an inspirational essence. As Odin’s mead was intoxicating, inspiration
can be intoxicating. Therefore, enormous responsibility is on the leader
who seeks to move people through the evocative power of poetic inspi-
ration. The power to evoke can spring from values that are much darker
than the noble ideals of altruism and compassion. Counterfeit leadership
can be exercised to inspire people to do foolish things. They can be in-
spired to avoid facing reality by putting their faith in illusions and unat-
tainable dreams. They may be inspired to follow a false prophet who
displays the confidence of knowing where he is going when in reality he
is as lost as anyone else.
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For many people in post-Weimar Germany, Hitler was inspirational,
and his fiery, sometimes even poetic oratory was widely regarded as
compelling, potent, and deeply evocative of shared German values. Of
course, those values had little to do with justice, compassion, or other
enduring virtues; they led instead to war, empire, and holocaust. Sadly,
he did not use his evocative power to activate the “gentle light” that was
latent in the people and help them learn about their condition and attend
responsibly to their real problems.

Psychoanalyst Margaret Rioch, who studied in detail the negative
dynamics of group behavior, stated that human beings in a confused
state of mind “are much like sheep in that we readily attach ourselves to a
shepherd.” In her classic article she quotes the French philosopher Blaise
Pascal: “It is natural for the mind to believe, and for the will to love; so
that, for want of true objects, they must attach themselves to false.””

An individual attempting to exercise real leadership for an activist
challenge—or any challenge, for that matter—must be very conscious of
using the power to evoke in such a way that it does not lead people to
attach themselves to the false—a false promise, a false strategy, a false
belief, a false god. The poetry of leadership must be about employing
speech and symbols that shift people’s sentiment, elevate the mood of the
group, and extricate people from their mindlessness so that issues can be
confronted, reality addressed, and opportunities embraced. It is the use
of power to stir people to think about and engage issues beyond their
immediate self-interest. The power to evoke should help people face the
truth, activate learning, and take responsible action. Hence, part of the
challenge is ensuring that the people who look to you for leadership stay
close to their own noble ideals so that selfishness, mindlessness, and
hopelessness do not prevail.

Intervening to Provoke: Challenging the Group
to Face What They Do Not Want to Face

In contrast to the use of power to evoke, which knits people together in
support of a shared (and preferably noble) purpose, the power to pro-
voke metaphorically “slaps them in the face” with an infuriating and jarring
challenge to their beliefs, their certainties, and their prevailing assump-
tions. It stirs people to action by forcing them to confront what they can-
not see or refuse to see. It addresses the stubbornness of the group. A
provocative intervention might throw the people into a temporary state
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of disarray, but if properly orchestrated, it also generates a tremendous
opportunity for deep learning. The power to provoke can be inherently
divisive, sometimes setting peaceful people against each other. Some peo-
ple may support the provocative leadership intervention, but other people
will decry it as uncivilized, transgressive, and sometimes even criminal, as
many men felt in regard to Alice Paul and her fellow suffragettes.

Under Martin Luther King’s direction, the Southern Christian Lead-
ership Conference exerted the power to provoke by organizing a march
from Selma to Montgomery, for the purpose of registering to vote. But
the Alabama authorities kept putting up barriers to keep black people
from voting. The white supremacists in the North, South, East, and West
of the United States supported and tolerated the Alabama authorities in
keeping black people from registering to vote. In a direct slap at the face
of U.S. law and policing practices, the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference organized a march to Montgomery, knowing that the gover-
nor, other elected officials, and most white voters felt the march was ille-
gal. The Alabama state police, with the full force and authority of the
governor, stood on the Montgomery side of the bridge just waiting for
the black marchers to cross.

So certain was the white majority in Alabama that beating blacks to
keep them from registering to vote was right that the Alabama state
troopers on horseback did it in front of national television cameras.
When the newsbreak interrupted the regular prime-time television pro-
gramming across the nation, the moment was just right to slap white
America right across the face with the reality of what the law, tradition,
and the police were doing to the nation’s citizens of color. White Amer-
ica was caught at a vulnerable moment—they could not turn their eyes
from the live horror piped into their living rooms.

They watched Alabama state troopers on horseback chase and sav-
agely beat unarmed and defenseless women and men, and even attack
the marchers with electric cattle prods, clubs, and chains. The newsbreak
happened to interrupt a nationally televised screening of Judgment at
Nuremberg. The vivid scenes were such a wake-up call—a slap to the
face—that enraged white voters who had quietly tolerated past racial
bigotry and violence immediately deluged their representatives and the
president with demands to stop southern whites from impeding the reg-
istration of black voters. Outrage over police conduct during the Selma
march helped fuel support for the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which was
a landmark initiative to address a hideous problem.

The march was thus successfully provocative. It was a slap-across-
the-face intervention that was effective in several different ways. First,
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even to those white Americans who were prejudiced, the blacks who
were beaten appeared noble. Second, the violence was graphic and live,
and Americans had not yet become calloused to live violence on televi-
sion. Third, the accusatory and cold-blooded part of human nature on
display in the trial of Nazi judges and prosecutors in Judgment at Nurem-
berg was compellingly juxtaposed with the conduct of law enforcement
and public officials in Alabama. Thus, the intervention worked in getting
people to learn and respond reasonably to the real problem.

Now, I hasten to note that no one can plan all the elements of such a
synchronous concatenation of events. However, a leader should practice
in noticing when widely separated events converge to make the time
right for a provocative intervention.

Similarly, in the Zen tradition, some skilled Zen masters are able to
detect when two ideas lie close to each other in the student’s brain, and
with a sudden nudge, the Zen master can get the student for the first
time to put together two and two to get four. When the student is in that
ready state, the Zen master gives the student a sudden slap. The violence,
suddenness, and unreasonableness of the Zen slap combine with the stu-
dent’s near realization, to push the student’s understanding over the
hump of defensiveness, enable ideas to converge, and ultimately help the
student better see reality. Should the master be wrong in thinking the
student was ready to understand, the student is merely infuriated and
does not learn. And that is always a possibility when making a provoca-
tive intervention.

Provoking the system may be done in many different ways. One can
make strong demands, call attention to people’s irresponsible behavior,
raise an issue that no one wants to discuss, or stand firm on a moral
principle. This can be done through interventions that are bold, loud,
and confrontational, as a way to get maximum attention. But, more
often than not, in the course of everyday affairs, a provocative interven-
tion may be a question in a meeting that asks someone to make his or
her assumptions explicit or to consider a hard fact. It may be an obser-
vation that calls attention to someone or some group that has failed to
live by the values that they preach. Such interventions are often like the
subtle wind shifts that cause sailboats to tack quietly and smoothly onto
a new course: there is little noise or struggle, but suddenly things are
moving in a new direction.

Provocation should be considered a creative and artistic intervention
process undertaken to catch the interest and attention of others. To be
successful, it must challenge people to confront the discrepancies be-
tween their professed values and beliefs and the reality of their actions.
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It must stir their hearts and their minds. Fundamentally, a well-timed
provocative intervention will get people to reconsider their position and
begin to deal realistically with the problems confronting the group, or-
ganization, or community.

Real Leadership for an
Activist Challenge

Five key leadership principles apply for an activist challenge. In getting
people to face what they do not want to face—through evocative and
provocative interventions—the leader puts him- or herself in a vulnera-
ble position, since a group can get defensive, even hostile. Therefore, the
ability to read the dynamics of the setting and combine it with smart
strategy is essential to success.

Know what threat you represent to the people

As a first step in exercising leadership for an activist challenge, a
leader needs to know what threat he or she represents to others. This
will help the leader ascertain who is going to stand in the way and who
wants to see the leader fail.

Alice Paul knew at every level of American society what she was up
against. She knew that many people would see her and her fellow pick-
eters as enemies of the state, particularly in a time of war. She knew that
many men, even of a more liberal nature, would resist her attempts to
change the long established tradition of male dominance in the govern-
ment, community, and the family. She also knew that there would be
some women who would see her as being a threat to family values.

Paul realized that she needed to be careful in how she intervened. If
her team was too provocative, they would alienate many people, and
they would also be an easy target. But if they were too quiet, no one
would notice them. She also knew she needed to be evocative—to evoke
from American men in particular the cherished values of equality and
common sense. Her message had to be crisp and clear: “Give women the
vote! Why? Because they make up half the population of the country.”
She had to call attention to the contradiction in values and practices that
existed in American society and work to ensure that women were not on
the losing end of those contradictions.
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Leaders must have the capacity for anticipating group and factional
reactions and forecasting possible resistance, apathy, and danger. They
cannot afford to be blind to the threat they represent. They must have
their finger on the pulse of the larger group and appreciate the readiness
levels of the various factions to shift their perspectives and engage new
realities. They must acknowledge the difficulty for many group members
to accommodate a new position and give up deeply held habits, prac-
tices, and beliefs about how the world should work. Indeed, the leader
must realize that initially few people will support them in their quest, in
spite of the logic of their argument and the passion with which they pre-
sent it. Rather than see your opponents as enemies, it is better to view
them as fellow travelers who are simply stuck in a particular mind-set or
paradigm. Therefore, in the early stages in intervening, it is important
not to be excessively stubborn and dogmatic with people—or they will
outright reject the message, become more rigid in their position, flee
from the work, or attack you.

Given that a provocative intervention will trigger defensiveness, the
adaptive work should be paced to allow people time to accommodate a
new reality and make adjustments in their behavior. There are times to
turn up the heat by being provocative, and there are times when the heat
should be turned down and the leadership work is to be evocative. Alice
Paul was ultimately successful because her predecessors, Susan B. An-
thony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, had been evoking and provoking
since the 1840s. In pacing the work, the people must be given time to
think through what it is you are asking them to accept or change. People
must be able to have the arguments and debates that can produce the
needed discoveries in regard to the assumptions underlying their values
and priorities, and how those values and priorities affect progress. They
particularly need to discover whether there is a contradiction in values
or priorities, and the consequences of allowing the contradiction to per-
sist. The discovery process takes time for a group; therefore, the leader-
ship interventions need to be paced as a way to ripen an issue and
facilitate deep learning. Anthony and Stanton, in the latter part of the
nineteenth century, spent more than four decades ripening the issue of
women’s voting rights with women and men, all across the United
States. What was needed was the bold and provocative interventions of
Alice Paul and her team to move men to action, do the right thing, and
push the issue “across the finish line.”

As a general principle, however, provocative interventions should be
combined with evocative interventions if progress is to be made in getting
people’s attention and engagement of the issue. Evocative interventions
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appeal to the shared values, although often latent, of the people. Such in-
terventions highlight what the people have in common by way of ideals
and serve to make the provocative intervention less severe, even more
palatable and effective.

Be strategic in where and
how you intervene

In a hectic world where so many issues and concerns associated with
day-to-day living vie for the peoples’ attention, the leader should have an
array of interventions that can expose the contradiction in values that
exists in the system and get people to face the problem. Getting the peo-
ple’s attention is never easy, and this is why good strategy, creative de-
sign, and the right timing are essential to success.

Getting people’s attention and moving them to action was a real
concern for Alice Paul and her team. Given that the country was at war,
with Americans dying every day on the front lines in Europe, how could
they garner sympathy for their cause? They decided that their interven-
tions must be seen in the context of the values of freedom and equality;
after all, that was the espoused reason for U.S. involvement in the war.
In their minds, it was hypocritical of President Wilson to defend the
rights of others abroad and not defend the rights of women at home.
Therefore, they decided to use the White House as the key focal point of
their interventions. They were not simply trying to get the president’s at-
tention, but they were using the strategy of picketing in front of the
White House to get the attention of the nation. The White House was
supposed to symbolize the highest values and aspirations of the country;
it was thus the perfect focal point to highlight the contradiction in values
between what was espoused and what was practiced.

Mahatma Gandhi learned from, and was inspired by, Paul and her
suffragettes. He, too, meticulously planned every aspect of an interven-
tion to ensure that it got maximum publicity and could highlight the
contradiction in values. The dates, location, duration, participants, and
the possible reaction of the British were all carefully thought through to
ensure that the intervention achieved the desired effect. He wanted his
interventions to be controversial, provocative, evocative, and above all
interventions that would move the minds and hearts of both the oppres-
sor and the oppressed.® One of his most provocative and evocative inter-
ventions was the Salt March.

At 6:30 A.M. on March 12, 1930, Gandhi, with seventy-eight volun-
teers, commenced a historic journey to the seashore at Dandi, on India’s
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northwest coast. Thousands more joined the march along the way. They
walked 241 miles over twenty-four days, arriving at the ocean on April
6. In an act of defiance against the British imperialists, he picked up a
handful of salt, an illegal act, and put it in a sack. “Today we are defy-
ing the salt law,” Gandhi declared. “Tomorrow we shall have to consign
other laws to the waste-paper basket. Doing so, we shall practice such
severe non-cooperation that finally it will not be possible for the admin-
istration to be carried on at all.””®

On that historic day, throughout India, more than five million peo-
ple at more than five thousand sites joined Gandhi in breaking the salt
law. The momentous event gained the attention of just about every In-
dian, certainly the British administrators, and people all over the world,
just as Gandhi had intended. It provoked the authorities and stirred peo-
ple to think critically about the condition of India.

In designing the intervention, Gandhi needed a strategy that could
grab the attention of all Indians, as well as the British. He needed an
evocative symbol, and that symbol was salt. The British had a royal mo-
nopoly on the manufacture of salt in India. No Indian could harvest salt
or distribute it without a license. Even though it was a staple item and an
indispensable ingredient in most foods, it was heavily taxed. Salt was a
necessary commodity for every Indian, and the salt tax symbolized the
absurd imposition of unjust laws by a foreign power.

The first tactic of the salt march intervention was writing to the
viceroy of India, Lord Irwin, to let him know of the plan. The March 2,
1930, letter from Gandhi stated:

Dear Friend,

Before embarking on civil disobedience and taking the risk that
I have dreaded to take all these years, I would fain approach
you and find a way out. If India is to live as a nation, if the slow
death by starvation of her people is to stop, some remedy must
be found for immediate relief. I respectfully invite you to pave
the way for immediate removal of those evils, and thus open a
way for a real conference between equals. But if you cannot see
your way to deal with these evils and my letter makes no appeal
to your heart, on the 12th day of this month I shall proceed with
such co-workers of the Ashram as I can take, to disregard the
provisions of the salt laws.!°

Gandhi did not want to take the British by surprise. He wanted them
to be ready for the march. He was intentionally generating anxiety and
concern on the part of the British, as he needed them to respond in a
way that would contribute to giving greater attention to the event. In
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other words, if the British troops could be out in full force to try and
stop the march, or at least arrest him, then this would result in greater
publicity and further the objectives of his movement.

Gandhi was not just provoking the British government; he was also
attempting to challenge the Indian people and shift their consciousness.
He wanted the event to be a deep and profound learning experience for
them. In his view, the Indians needed to be a more responsible and dili-
gent people who were worthy of running their own affairs. He told his
people, “We have come forward to win our freedom from this tyranni-
cal and oppressive government. If we cannot put our own house in order
in an organized manner, how shall we run the country’s government? I
ask you, therefore to learn order and organization.”!! To support the
people’s learning from this experience, he instructed all marchers to keep
a daily diary and capture important insights about their observations
and feelings along the way. The diary would serve to evoke important re-
flections about the purpose and meaning of this event and increase their
resilience and commitment.!?

Gandhi knew that the march would be a major act of provocation,
and the potential of violence was very real. In taking responsibility for
that possibility, four days before the march he had all those who were
going to join him, literally thousands of men and women, make a
solemn oath of nonviolent resistance. At a mass meeting at Ahmedabad
the people pledged, “We the citizens of Ahmedabad, hereby resolve to
follow our comrades to jail or win complete independence. We believe
that India’s freedom is to be won through peaceful and truthful means.”

The march was designed to travel through numerous villages on the
way to the ocean. At each village crowds of people thronged to greet
Gandhi. He used the attention to educate and enroll the villagers in the
struggle for independence. Fundamentally, this was their work, and they
needed to take responsibility for it. While talking about the need to rid
India of the British, Gandhi spoke also of racial tolerance and religious
harmony between Hindus and Muslims. He addressed the need to em-
brace the untouchables—the marginalized lower caste—and highlighted
the importance of having clean homes and communities. Gandhi was
stirring things up, not just for the British but for his own people as well!

One month after the Salt March, Gandhi was arrested. He was to
spend the next nine months in prison. He was released January 26,
1931. On March 4, the Gandhi-Irwin Pact was signed, containing deci-
sions of the Round Table Conference in London that would eventually
lead to complete independence for India. The strategic and provocative
intervention of the Salt March succeeded.
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When putting yourself at risk,
make sure the cameras are rolling

An element of being strategic in where and how you intervene is in
ensuring you get the maximum attention on the issue—particularly if
you put yourself at risk. Being a provocateur puts oneself in a precarious
position. As pointed out in this chapter, you might be ignored, deni-
grated, or even killed. It therefore requires enormous courage to persist
in the face of a vehement opposition that are determined on avoiding the
hard facts and examining how their behavior contributes to the problem.
But it also requires shrewd strategy if you are to succeed in staying alive.
Part of that strategy necessitates only putting yourself at risk when the
cameras are rolling and you have an audience or witnesses. Otherwise, it
is too easy for your opponents to kill you off, figuratively or literally.

When Alice Paul and her team marched, they made sure that the
press was there to record the event. When they anticipated that a mob
would attack and beat them, rather than walk away, they kept on
going—but only if the cameras were there to capture the moment. When
Louisine Havemeyer, a wealthy socialite, joined one of the marches and
gave a speech, she actually hoped she would be arrested. As the widow
of H. O. Havemeyer, owner of the American Sugar Refining Company,
her arrest would be bound to get attention. Given who she was, the po-
lice chief hesitated and called the White House for instructions. Worried
that she might not be arrested, Havemeyer said to her colleague, “I be-
lieve I will have to kick him to get him in the game.”!3 Eventually she
was arrested, and hundreds of cameras and journalists were there to
record the event.

A number of years ago, at the waning period of the Cold War, I orga-
nized an International Human Rights Conference for the city of Boston.
One of the participants was the Soviet dissident Yuri Orlov. Orlov had
just been released from nine years in a Soviet gulag for his calling attention
to the government’s human rights record. It was a moving experience to
talk with a man who only a few weeks earlier had been a prisoner of the
state. His courage, audacity, and moral leadership were inspiring.

Within three years of Orlov being set free, the Soviet Union began to
crumble and the Iron Curtain was pulled down. Obviously many factors
contributed to the decline and eventual end of Soviet communism, but
among the most important were the bold provocations of people such
as Yuri Orlov, Natan Sharansky, Andre Sakharov, and Yelena Bonner.
They, along with their fellow dissidents, played a critical role in getting
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international attention on the issues and putting pressure on the obsti-
nate Kremlin in Moscow to make legitimate reforms. They were power-
ful and effective provocateurs.

As a provocateur, there is a moment when you cross the line—when
you know that your act of provocation puts you in grave danger. For
Orlov, it was when he gave public support to the dissident Sakharov and
sent a letter to the president of the USSR, and the press, titled “Thirteen
Questions to Brezhnev.” The theme of his letter to the president of the
Soviet Union was that “fanatic adherence to an ideology that denied the
existence of freedom of choice and expression as an innate human need
had resulted in a feudal relation between citizen and state as well as sci-
entific, economic, and cultural decline.”!* Orlov proposed abolishing
press censorship and instituting the free exchange of ideas.

Orlov knew that he would not receive a positive response from the
president. He also knew that his letter would be considered an act of
subversion. From that moment on the KGB monitored his every activity.
The first thing that happened was being fired from his job at Moscow
University. This act did not deter him. He immediately made another sig-
nificant intervention by creating a human rights group to monitor the
government’s compliance of the international human rights agreement
known as the Helsinki Accords. On May 14, 1978, the Voice of America
announced the formation of Orlov’s group, and the next day he was
seized by the KGB. He was given a warning and told to stay out of trou-
ble. He immediately went to Andre Sakharov’s apartment and met with
other members of his network to plan their strategy of action. They
knew if any of them were to be arrested, it would be incredibly embar-
rassing for the Soviet Union, as all they were doing was documenting the
implementation of an agreement that the government had signed. Arrest-
ing them would be a high-profile indication that the government was
flouting that agreement.

Throughout 1976, Orlov’s group sent press releases and reports all
over the world, calling attention to Soviet violations of human rights and
the contradiction in values. It was only a matter of time before the state
would take action. On February 9, 1977, Orlov was arrested. He was
held for nearly fifteen months in solitary confinement before even being
brought to trial. He was eventually charged on May 15, 1978, with
“anti-Soviet agitation and propaganda, with the purpose of subverting
or weakening Soviet power.” During the farcical trial, Sakharov, hun-
dreds of supporters, and members of the international press came to the
courthouse to observe, document, and protest. Orlov was found guilty
of subverting the state and sentenced to seven years of hard labor and
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another five years of exile. He was released in 1987 and immediately
went into exile in the United States.

Orlov did not simply take a moral stand. He took a moral and
strategic stand. His intention was to provoke the system, realizing that
he could be killed. But he made sure that the cameras were rolling to
capture his provocation, so it could be broadcast around the world. It
required enormous courage, but Orlov was prepared for the conse-
quences. When I met Orlov, I asked him whether he had any regrets
given his long imprisonment. “None at all,” he replied. “I knew what
I was doing.” When I asked him why he did what he did, he responded,
“I had no choice.”

Courage is essential in leading for an activist challenge, but so also is
the wisdom to ensure that the “work” lives on should you be attacked
or marginalized. And, if you are attacked or marginalized, you should
look to see to what degree your attack or marginalization triggers dis-
coveries in society in regard to the contradiction in values you are high-
lighting. That is why it is important for the cameras to be rolling or
someone to document your intervention. Then, you can track the effects
of your intervention on the system over time. For example, if you are a
Yuri Orlov living under the oppressive Soviet regime, you would want to
track the effects of your interventions over time—including your impris-
onment—in at least two communities: the system of your supporters and
the system of your violent opponents, the government. And the mechan-
ics of the transfer of the effect of your interventions may be entirely dif-
ferent in the two systems.!> When the people begin to notice that their
values are in contradiction and that some of those values are having a
corrosive effect on the well-being of the society, then important work has
begun—indicating that your interventions and subsequent marginaliza-
tion have been effective. This was the strategy employed by Gandhi, Yuri
Orlov, and Alice Paul. Each used their interventions as a heuristic tool to
generate the discoveries in their respective communities concerning how
certain values, practices, and priorities were not consistent with the val-
ues, practices, and priorities to produce meaningful and sustainable
progress.

When the group stalls you on
one front, open up another

In troubling problems where people blatantly refuse to shift their at-
titudes and actions, and persist in avoiding responsibility for their role in
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the mess, sometimes intervening from directly in the system (the group,
organization, or nation) is just too dangerous. Sometimes a system is so
belligerent or dysfunctional that it is virtually impossible to accomplish
anything worthwhile from within, given the hostility and opposition.
When such is the case, the leadership work is to open up another front,
even if that means going outside the system and building forces that can
collectively employ their resources and power to intervene and produce
the internal shifts needed to get enough people to examine the contradic-
tion in values and responsibly face the problem.

Alice Paul and her fellow suffragists tried many strategies to keep the
issue in front of people—marches, picket lines, letter-writing campaigns,
speeches, train tours, and even jail time and hunger strikes. As they were
stalled on one front, they would open up another, always looking for
new ways of getting and sustaining attention. But they were never perse-
cuted to the point that they could not live and operate inside the system.
The United States was a democracy and tolerated a considerable amount
of dissent compared with other countries.

In the late 1970s in Afghanistan, a brave young woman known sim-
ply as Meena started RAWA, a women’s movement organized for the in-
tent of educating Afghan women about their rights and possibilities and
getting men to do the right thing in supporting women.'® The treatment
of women in Afghanistan was atrocious, and it was dangerous to call at-
tention to such values and practices. Given how dangerous her work
was, particularly when the Taliban came to power, Meena had to go un-
derground inside the country and also open up another front outside
Afghanistan, in Europe and the refugee camps of Pakistan. One of her
key tasks was to get the outside world to put pressure on Afghan men to
stop the abuse of women and provide opportunities for their develop-
ment. Meena’s leadership was such a threat that the fundamentalists
hunted her down in Pakistan and killed first her husband and then her.
Her movement, however, lives on to this day and has made a tremen-
dous contribution to the well-being of Afghanistan’s women, although
many men persist in thwarting change.!” Meena’s death is a sober re-
minder of the inherent dangers of leadership for an activist challenge in
some parts of the world. Leadership writers Ronald Heifetz and Marty
Linsky describe the exercise of leadership as “walking on the razor’s
edge.”'® And so it can be, particularly when the hard facts or the raw re-
ality is so threatening to a group or some faction of the group.

Another place where it was exceptionally dangerous to intervene
was East Timor. East Timor was invaded by the Indonesian military in
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1975 when the Portuguese departed. The brutal occupation that fol-
lowed lasted twenty-five years before the Indonesians were pressured by
the international community to hand the country back to the East Timor-
ese. During those twenty-five years, a few spirited individuals waged the
battle for support on the diplomatic front and focused on the mobiliza-
tion of international law and public opinion. Jose Ramos-Horta was one
of those people. He fled the country on the eve of the invasion—not by
choice, but because he was assigned the role of ambassador for the re-
sistance. He lived abroad for twenty-five years, usually out of a suitcase,
crisscrossing the world in search of support for the Timorese cause. I dis-
cussed with Ramos-Horta what it was like for him trying to mobilize in-
ternational support. He explained:

My task every day was to talk to diplomats. But senior ambassa-
dors wouldn’t see me. They would pretend to be busy. I would
set up an appointment with junior administrators and they
wouldn’t show up. And then patiently and with humility you
pretend that you’re not upset, and make another appointment. I
would try to talk to the American media, and that was quite a
difficult task. Most American journalists didn’t even know where
East Timor was. And so often I’d talk to common American citi-
zens, and I would say, “I’'m from East Timor.” And I remember
someone saying, “You mean you’re an Eskimo.”

I was very excited one day when a taxi driver asked me
where I was from. I said, “From Timor.” And he said, “Oh,
that’s where Captain Bligh landed after the mutiny on the
Bounty.” So, I immediately rushed and bought the book, and I
went to the index to see that Timor was there. And I was so
happy that I found Timor in the index. Anyway, this is only to
illustrate the extraordinary difficulties to keep an issue alive, to
educate people, to interest people.

I even went to Tulsa, Oklahoma. Someone decided I should
go there. I said, “I know a bit about the United States to know
that, well, I don’t think there’s much interest in East Timor in
Oklahoma. The gentleman insisted, so I went there. And I ended
up with four or five people to talk to. So, I decided to take them
for coffee.

Sometimes I was really demoralized, you know, and I felt like
“Why the hell did T come here?” But, these people came to listen
to me. It’s not their fault. So, you are nice to them because they
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were really among the nicest people in the town who came to lis-
ten. . . . And at least it’s one person, or at least there’s five people
who have heard you, who will be talking to their friends or rela-
tives, in their school. It is a multiplying effect.!®

In 1996, Ramos-Horta was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his
efforts in mobilizing world attention on East Timor. The steady and
persistent approach to the activist challenge, even though it included
countless coffee sessions in places like Oklahoma, eventually reaped ben-
efits. The award gave Ramos-Horta and the East Timor independence
movement a much-needed platform to get attention and harness re-
sources. Ramos-Horta commented that after receiving the prize, “I was
the same person, saying the same things for the previous twenty years.
But suddenly what I said carried different weight. It opened doors every-
where.”20

By virtue of those doors being opened, Ramos-Horta and his col-
leagues were able to muster enough international support to generate the
pressure that led the Indonesian president to declare in 1999 that he
would permit a referendum for independence in East Timor—which did
in fact lead to East Timor becoming a sovereign nation.

In going outside the system, the leader must be able to do four
things: (1) Tell people the nature of the problem; (2) explain why they
should be concerned about the problem; (3) give them some tasks to do,
such as writing a letter to the government, organizing a meeting, or join-
ing an organization; and then (4) be patient and persistent as it takes
time to move from awareness to action and action to results.

Find good partners to support you
and keep you alive

Given the risks inherent in leadership for an activist challenge, it is
foolhardy for a person to take on an activist challenge alone. The leader
must find partners to support them, give advice, provide protection, and
ensure that the issues remain in the public eye. Good partners can bring
a renewed sense of energy and creative expression to the work. They
help carry the load and reduce the burden of having one person be alone
in the spotlight. They also can bring balance and perspective, highlight
blind spots, and keep the leader from doing imprudent things that jeop-
ardize the work.?!
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In looking for partners, you should look for people who can
broaden your perspective and intervention approach. You want people
to tell you when you are acting in a foolhardy manner, missing an im-
portant opportunity, being excessively stubborn, or endangering the in-
tegrity of the work in some manner.

Gandhi created an extraordinary partnership with Jawaharlal
Nehru. The two were very different in temperament and political out-
look. Nehru was also twenty years younger than Gandhi. Nevertheless,
their formidable partnership became the driving force that led to Indian
independence. As one historian noted, “Despite differences of thought,
temperament and style, Gandhi and Nehru stood together for more than
a quarter of a century.”??

The younger Nehru was imbued with the revolutionary spirit, social-
ist rhetoric, and the teachings of Karl Marx. Gandhi, however, although
trained as a lawyer in South Africa, was more like an Indian ascetic with
a profound spiritual view of the world. Nehru cared little for Gandhi’s
ashram lifestyle and considered his preoccupation with ancient Hindu
ideals outdated and impractical. Gandhi taught that nonviolence must be
the strategy employed to rid the British. Nehru, on the other hand, felt
that armed revolution was inevitable. As one historian remarked:

How two men, divided not only by twenty years of age but by
deep intellectual and temperamental differences, could work
together for so long, is an enigma to anyone who seriously
studies their lives and the history of this period. . . . How could
Jawaharlal Nehru with his enthusiasm for science and humanism
take to a saint with prayers and fasts, inner voices and the spin-
ning wheel??3

The relationship between the two was one of absolute honesty and
the candid expression of their feelings. They were constantly critical of
one another but at the same time extremely helpful and supportive. “Re-
sist me always when my suggestion does not appeal to your head or
heart. I shall not love you less for that resistance,” Gandhi told Nehru.?*
Gandhi’s reaction to young Nehru’s rebellious streak was characteristic.
He did not attempt to muzzle him, but he did try to educate him. He felt
that Nehru was too impatient and impetuous.

In December 1927, after visiting the Soviet Union and the Brussels
Congress on Oppressed Nationalities, Nehru persuaded the delegates
at the Madras conference in India to pass resolutions in favor of com-
plete independence. In his speech he denounced feudalism, capitalism,
and imperialism and talked of organizing workers, peasants, and students
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to fight against the British. His excessively provocative speech deeply dis-
turbed Gandhi. He wrote to Nehru, “You are going too fast; you should
have taken time to think and become acclimatized. Most of the resolu-
tions you prepared and got carried could have been delayed for one year.
Your plunging into the ‘republican army’ was a hasty step. But I do not
mind these acts of yours so much as I mind your encouraging mischief-
mongers and hooligans.”?’

Nehru responded to Gandhi, “Bapu, the difference between you and
me is this: You believe in gradualism; I stand for revolution.” “My dear
young man,” Gandhi retorted, “I have made revolutions whilst others
have only shouted revolutions. When your lungs are exhausted and you
are really serious about it you will come to me and I shall then show you
how a revolution is made.”?® Nehru, upon considering Gandhi’s advice,
pulled back slightly from his vitriolic attacks on the British and ceased
his revolutionary call for an immediate uprising.

Another time during a very difficult period when Nehru wanted to
resign as head of the Congress Party, Gandhi tried to talk him out of it.
“Consider the situation calmly and not succumb to it in a moment of de-
pression so unworthy of you,” he told him.?” Gandhi knew how tem-
peramental and reactive Nehru could be when under stress. His advice
was that of a solid and committed partner helping his dear friend get
back in the game.

Nehru once said of Gandhi that he produced for India a “psycholog-
ical change, almost as if some expert in psychoanalytic methods had
probed deep into the patient’s past, found out the origins of his com-
plexes, exposed them to view, and thus rid him of that burden.”?® But
Gandhi was the first to admit that he never did this work alone. Nehru
was an integral partner. Both were joined together in the purpose of get-
ting the British out of India. Gandhi, however, had a spiritual and philo-
sophical mission right from the beginning. Politics was not his domain of
thought. Nehru, on the other hand, was a brilliant, practical, and formi-
dable politician. Gandhi thrust Nehru to the forefront of the political
battles while he remained in the background watching him keenly and
correcting where necessary. Such was the nature of their extraordinary
partnership.

The Gandhi-Nehru partnership illustrates three important functions
of partnership: (1) to help the leader see what he or she cannot see due
to blind spots and biases; (2) to keep the leader in the game when the
burden becomes too heavy or the leader feels that his or her options have
been exhausted; and (3) to keep the leader from acting rashly, thereby
jeopardizing the work and his or her life.
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Conclusion

As we see with an activist challenge, real leadership at times can be a
bold and precarious activity, as one is challenging the status quo and get-
ting people to face difficult issues that they would prefer to avoid. There-
fore, an activist challenge should not be taken on lightly, as one puts at
risk not only oneself but also one’s team. Nevertheless, when we see de-
ceit, hypocrisy, and the avoidance of hard truths in whatever form,
someone must find the courage to exercise leadership to get people to
face reality. With sensitivity to the context and appreciation for how to
evoke through the power of inspiration or provoke through the power of
tough questions and symbolic interventions, steadily change can and will
occur. As this chapter illustrates, it is not easy, but it can be done.

The other five leadership challenges, though distinct from the ac-
tivist challenge, all require activist leadership at certain times to get peo-
ple dealing realistically with issues. Often, people need to be provoked
and noble ideals need to be evoked. As illustrated in the opening case of
the human resource executive, even companies need activist leadership
to generate the needed shifts in attitudes and behavior to mobilize peo-
ple to face their most pressing concerns and do the right thing. It is not
enough simply to raise a concern, as Enron’s Sherron Watkins did with
her boss, Kenneth Lay, in regard to deceitful accounting practices, but
one must be creative and strategic in where and how to intervene to en-
sure that the hard facts get entertained, conflicts in values are forth-
rightly addressed, and the right choices are made that can truly give the
team or the organization its best shot at sustainable success. If the group
cannot face hard truths, then progress will remain elusive.

REAL LEADERSHIP FOR
AN ACTIVIST CHALLENGE

¢ Know what threat you represent to the people.

® Be strategic in where and how you intervene.

e When putting yourself at risk, make sure the cameras are
rolling.

e When the group stalls you on one front, open up another.

¢ Find good partners to support you and keep you alive.
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CHAPTER 4

The Development Challenge

Cultivating the Latent Capabilities
Needed to Progress

here are times when the people’s advancement is dependent on their

capacity to develop their latent capabilities and take advantage of
new opportunities. The development of those capabilities will allow the
people, or their organization, to flourish and prosper at a higher level
than they would be able to otherwise. The leadership task when faced
with a development challenge is to orchestrate a learning process
through designed experimentation that cultivates the group’s latent capa-
bilities. To illustrate this challenge, consider the following scenario.

SCENARIO

Imagine you are the CEO of a large financial services organization.
The firm has been profitable for years, but, due to deregulation, it
has many more competitors now. The rapid change in market con-
ditions has caught the company by surprise—and without a revised
strategic plan.

You determine that the new business challenge is to retain cus-
tomers and leverage the entire organization to provide more ser-
vices and products to the customer. Your strategy will necessitate
what is called in business “cross selling.” The company currently
sells on average two of its products to each customer. You deter-
mine that if the divisions of the company could really work to-
gether, share sales and customer data, and give up the notion of a
single division “owning” the customer, you could sell up to six
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products per customer and substantially increase the profitability of
the business.

Many managers and sales staff resist the idea. They see cross
selling as being a time-consuming exercise requiring a whole new
set of processes and practices for which they are not equipped.
Also, sales staff see no incentive for this “added burden” of trying
to sell more products and bring more people into the selling
process. The challenges of training, coordination, communication,
and prioritization will be huge. Besides, the managers and staff in
each division have operated successfully in their respective areas for
many years and do not want to lose control of their customers and
be dependent on other areas of the organization to ensure that
quality service is provided to the customer. “Frankly, it will be too
hard,” one of your top executives tells you.

Your management team sees the importance of this concept,
and some, who have experienced similar approaches in other com-
panies, know how difficult it is to do well. But it is an idea with
tremendous promise. If it is to become a reality, it will require a
major refocus of the company’s attention and resources. You have
many questions: What kinds of resources will be needed? How
hard will it be to enact? How will we measure progress? What kind
of practices, processes, and systems will be needed? Because there is
no road map to the desired destination, and because the capacity of
the entire organization must be enhanced to deal with this new op-
portunity, you conclude you face a development challenge.

The Nature of a
Development Challenge

A development challenge is when the group or organization must build
new capabilities—competencies, practices, and processes—to ensure the
survival and progress of the group or organization. In such a context,
the routine capabilities are no longer adequate in meeting basic needs
consistent with the aspirations of the enterprise and the challenges the
people face. In other words, “business as usual” will not produce the
levels of satisfaction, performance, or productivity that are needed to ad-
vance. Therefore, new capabilities must be developed.
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The key symptoms of a development challenge are as follows:

e The group or organization faces a creeping threat, which the
group’s current capabilities cannot defuse, and therefore the peo-
ple must develop new capabilities in order to survive and thrive.

* A new opportunity opens up for the group that requires extra-
ordinary attention and commitment of resources if the people
are to avail themselves of the opportunity.

® Problem-solving processes in the group must be significantly
enhanced to ensure that the people can manage the scope and in-
tensity of the challenges they face and make meaningful progress.

As with all the challenges, in diagnosing a development challenge,
the leader must examine three essential factors: (1) the condition of the
people, (2) the barrier that impedes progress, and (3) the promise or as-
piration on the other side of the barrier.

The condition of the people in a development challenge is that they
are incompetent in regard to the requirements of responding to a chang-
ing context. The people must face their incompetence and develop what
latent capabilities they have and grow new competencies to respond to
the new context and deliver on the promise. The “raw material” is avail-
able in the people and the enterprise but needs to be developed.

The barrier that thwarts progress is the lack of confidence of the
people, their attachment to values and practices that have worked for
them in the past, their unwillingness to take risks, and their reluctance to
embrace new practices and priorities. The reality that the people are
avoiding is that the world around them is changing and adherence to old
skills, habits, and practices will render them mediocre performers at best
and obsolete at worse.

The promise is that if latent capabilities and new competencies can
be developed, the group or organization will enjoy a more prosperous,
satisfying, or rewarding future. In other words, if the people can collec-
tively develop, life will get better.

Leadership for a development challenge is about orchestrating
processes to enhance the capacity of the entire system to make it more
resilient, responsive, and relevant. The process is much like evolution in
that development consists of formulating through a lot of trial and error,
the capacities that allow for a higher level of functioning in changed con-
text such as dealing with a new predator (competitors) or taking advan-
tage of new terrain (markets). In evolution, the development process
results in new capacity for the species, and for all progeny. For example,
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once some living forms had adopted a hemoglobin process as a result of
capacity building, new innovations of viable life forms became possible,
building on the innovations of the past—such as whales developing a
highly specialized hemoglobin to carry enough oxygen with them in their
blood into the great depths of the sea.

Unlike evolution, a development challenge is a more active, guided,
and intentional process in which leadership tries to identify a new chal-
lenge early, and to intervene before the challenge becomes a threat or a
crisis. A way to think about the function of leadership for a development
challenge is to think of it as being a perturbing force. Stephen Gould, the
renowned paleontologist, suggests that a species will generally remain
stable until some drastic change in the environment challenges the abil-
ity of the species to cope. The drastic change exerts a perturbing force on
the species, and unless it evolves a successful adaptive response, it will
die off. Gould calls this pattern “punctuated equilibrium.”! When the
equilibrium of the system is punctuated by a perturbing force, a new
adaptive opportunity results. Whether or not the species adapts is de-
pendent on many factors, but the opportunity is there.

In response to the economic, social, and cultural pressures that punc-
tuate the equilibrium in corporations, communities, and nations, respon-
sible leaders must themselves act as a perturbing force to energize a
developmental process that enhances the health and performance of the
people and the enterprise. This requires wisdom and foresight, as a
group or company often cannot wait until the troubles are upon them,
or they will not survive. Therefore, someone must diagnose the challenge
while there is still time to evolve the capacity of the group or organiza-
tion to make adjustments that take advantage of the resources in the sys-
tem to attend to what the future needs.

The point is that a healthy enterprise must think ahead to stock up
on the resources it will need to survive, grow, and take advantage of the
special opportunities that might emerge in the “desert” of hard times
ahead. For a corporation, the desert of hard times might be the outcome
of new competition, a change in preferences in the demand market, or
the invention of new technologies.

Ideally, management would keep the corporation in a series of long-
term developments of new resources so that the corporation would bring
new resources to fruition just in time. For efficiency, the corporation
should develop new resources (1) only if actually needed to play offense
or defense in the market and (2) as the need emerges so that resources
can be reality tested in the environment in which the resources are ex-
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pected to give advantages. That is, there is a limit to the advantages of
developing resources ahead of need, because the “solutions” must be
tuned to the “challenges” that appear.

The opening scenario of the company trying to develop its cross-selling
capabilities is a real case of a company that faced a development chal-
lenge. The CEO knew the organization had the latent capabilities that
could be developed to make cross selling a successful strategy. He also
knew that it would be a demanding task requiring dedicated time and re-
sources to make it a reality. In regard to leadership, first and foremost he
needed to become a perturbing force and perturb the complacency that
existed in the culture of the company. To do that, in a public meeting of
his two hundred senior managers, he highlighted the threat to the orga-
nization and explained the promise available if the organization could
develop its latent capabilities. He helped the managers understand the
condition of the corporate culture and provided some guidelines on what
was needed by way of shared leadership at all levels of the organization
to facilitate the development of the cross-selling capabilities.

The CEO explained to his team that there were a whole array of de-
manding and interlocking interdependent problems embedded in the
cross-selling strategy that the company had to tackle. The development
process would require more than a year of committed experimentation
to discover what would work given the complex nature of the organiza-
tion’s structure, banking processes, and distribution procedures. The cor-
poration, he explained, would be pushing outward the envelope of what
was known among corporations generally and within this corporation
specifically. The process, therefore, would no doubt produce friction be-
tween individuals and departments as different ideas and solutions com-
peted to see what worked in practice. He told his managers that
exercising leadership to discover what worked would require an open
and experimental mind-set that encouraged risk taking; tolerated con-
flict; was willing to learn from errors; was patient enough not to jump to
hasty conclusions; and could reach out to colleagues, build bridges, and
heal the wounded egos that would occasionally result as people stepped
on each other’s toes in the attempt to determine what new competencies,
practices, and procedures showed the greatest promise.

The company embraced the development challenge and ultimately
succeeded in its efforts. We learn from such companies that a develop-
ment challenge requires complete dedication from the leadership team to
support and steer the process. It is a volatile activity, since it involves a
willingness to experiment and considerable conflict and anxiety as people
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struggle to build new capacities that allow them to deal realistically with
threats, accommodate new realities, and take advantage of emerging
opportunities.

Singapore: Facing the
Development Challenge

Singapore provides an interesting case study of leadership for the devel-
opment challenge in a large complex social system. Over a three-decade
period, this city-island with fewer than four million inhabitants rose
from third world to first world status. Today, 95 percent of its people
own their own homes, and unemployment has consistently been between
2 and 4 percent. Singapore leads the world in test scores for high school
students in science and math, its port is one of the busiest in the world,
it has a highly developed and successful free market economy, the busi-
ness environment is corruption-free, and Singapore has the fifth highest
per capita gross domestic product (GDP) in the world. Recently Singa-
pore was named “the world’s most globalized economy.”?

How has Singapore been able to develop so fast? What has been the
role of leadership in the development process? What generalizable les-
sons can we draw about leadership for a development challenge from
analysis of this case?

Although important developmental lessons may be gleaned from the
Singapore case, Singapore should by no means be considered a role
model for all other communities or nations—its history and context are
unique. Also, Singapore has its critics who feel the country is too auto-
cratic, lacks creative self-expression, and needs more spontaneity. These
criticisms might be valid to some degree, but some of Singapore’s ap-
proach may be justified from the standpoint of dealing with the specific
threats and problems it faced in the past. This is still a very young coun-
try that only sprang into existence in 1959, when the British allowed it
to have self-governance as a part of Malaysia. In 1965, Singapore was
unceremoniously tossed out of Malaysia and became an independent na-
tion. Singapore’s development process is still unfolding. Now its new
leadership team faces a different set of challenges that will require more
creativity, loosening of the reins, and even playfulness if the people are to
address the next stage of development.
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To appreciate the demands of leadership for a development chal-
lenge, put yourself in the role of Lee Kuan Yew, the chief authority figure
for the nation, and see the challenge of those early years through his
eyes. How might you exercise real and responsible leadership and or-
chestrate development, given the history, resources, and latent capabili-
ties of your people?

SCENARIO

Through the Eyes of Lee Kuan Yew

The British have left. Many people now look to you for vision and
leadership. Some also look to you for a fight. There is considerable
discontent and divisions in the society. Singapore’s factions are di-
vided by differing languages, ethnic heritage, and religious tradi-
tions. You would like to combine the competing factions into a
functioning and progressive nation, but you know how difficult, if
not impossible, that task will be.

Although your party defeated the communists in the elections,
you are not overjoyed by this win as you realize the work in front
of you is daunting. You later write about how you felt: “It was vic-
tory, but I was not jubilant. I began to realize the weight of the
problems that we were to face—unemployment, high expectations
of rapid results, communist unrest, more subversion in the unions,
schools and associations, . . . fewer investments, more unemploy-
ment and more trouble.”?

As you look at the threats and possibilities, you consider the
following options: Singapore could remain an undeveloped agrar-
ian society with small traders, pig farmers, rice growers, and fishing
villages. Nobody would have to change. People could continue to
do what they have done since the British established the colony.
Your job for that possibility would be simply to maintain what is
already there. But with that scenario the people would continue to
muddle along at the edge of survival. Some among the population
want this option.

A second option would be, as the communists in Singapore had
been advocating, to become an anticapitalist, protectionist state
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and align Singapore with India and China—as many other coun-
tries have done in this postcolonial period. The problem is that
India and China do not seem to be doing so well. Besides, both
countries have a huge population and abundant resources, and Sin-
gapore has a small population with few resources.

Another option is to get the people to take on the tough work
of making themselves better, more educated, more skilled, and
more industrious. If you could do that, your people might get good
jobs, earn high salaries, and enjoy a better standard of living, pos-
sibly advancing to the level of first world countries, although that
seems a real stretch. As you read the aspirations of the population,
the prevailing sentiment seems to be a willingness to embrace the
challenge of building better lives for themselves and their children
through pragmatic, rather than ideological, strategies. They are
ready to try new approaches and work with you—but you know it
will be tough work.

Singapore is a vulnerable state: It is vulnerable internally given
the ethnic divisions; it is vulnerable to the forces of the global econ-
omy, as Singapore has few resources beyond the latent capabilities
yet to be developed in the people; and it is vulnerable to the aggres-
sive instincts of other countries in the region—a region riddled with
wars, assassinations, and political turmoil.

You later write:

After pondering these problems and the limited options
available, I concluded an island city-state in Southeast Asia
could not be ordinary if it was to survive. We had to make
extraordinary efforts to become a tightly knit, rugged and
adaptable people who could do things better than our
neighbors. . . . We had to be different. . . . We had to create
a new kind of economy, try new methods and schemes
never tried before anywhere else in the world, because there
was no other country like Singapore.*

Given there are few role models or textbooks for leading a country,
you realize that you and your team will have to experiment with
the process as you go along. You might make mistakes, but with a
strong team of dedicated and talented men and women—people
who are willing to learn and be above reproach—there is a good
chance you just might succeed.
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Lee did succeed. He and his team (1) created a robust holding envi-
ronment to keep people from getting distracted, (2) developed the country
in stages, (3) used a combination of levers to assist people in developing
new competencies and capabilities, and (4) gave people a stake in the
long-term development of their capacities. What follows is a presenta-
tion of these leadership strategies and principles, along with examples
from other groups. These strategies and principles are relevant to an array
of different settings, be it building a country, developing a school system,
or managing a corporation.

Real Leadership for a
Development Challenge

Create a robust holding environment
to keep people from getting distracted

In any group seeking to develop, invariably the people at times will
be hesitant, distracted, or blatantly resistant. Therefore, to contain the
messiness of the process and to generate the mood and climate for devel-
opment to unfold, the leadership task is to create a holding environ-
ment.> This term is used by psychologists and social workers who must
deal with the aberrant and irregular behavior of people under stress.
Some environments are not conducive to maturing people but keep them
in a state of perpetual dependence, persistent dysfunction, or constant
immaturity. A robust holding environment, however, serves to “hold”
people through the difficult and disorienting work of developing new ca-
pabilities and adjusting to new contexts. When the holding environment
is weak or absent, invariably progress will be thwarted as people will be
too anxious to learn and experiment with new practices and behaviors.

Depending on the context and the specific nature of the development
challenge, the ingredients of the holding environment might vary. A
leader, therefore, must give thoughtful consideration to the features of
the holding environment that are absolutely essential if a group is to un-
dertake a successful developmental journey. A holding environment
might include the benevolent but firm use of authority to determine the
boundaries of what the people can and cannot do. It could also include
a set of nonnegotiable values or guiding principles. Some features of the
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holding environment might be symbols, myths, and stories, that orient
people to do the adaptive work and remind them of the higher purpose.
A holding environment could also be a physical presence, such as a
United Nations peacekeeping force that contains the violence and ag-
gression of a country racked with turmoil.

In determining the ingredients of the holding environment, the leader
must ask, “What is it that the people need to see and be reminded of to
keep them from getting distracted by self-interested pursuits such as im-
mediate gratification or competition for scarce resources, and to ensure
that they are constantly facing the reality of their predicament and pur-
suing their development in a conscientious manner?”

In thinking about how to get people to deal with the realities that
they would prefer to avoid and to face the ongoing work of steady and
progressive development, consider the behavior of adolescents. When
challenged to learn and be more responsible for their world, adolescents
sometimes are self-centered and exhibit scapegoating behavior to absolve
themselves of the burden of responsibility. They may blame parents,
teachers, peers, and even themselves inappropriately. At the same time,
teenagers, caught up in a surge of hormones and a need to individuate
themselves, can work themselves into win-lose competitive dynamics with
peers, parents, and teachers. There may be a place for self-interested
competition, but some teenagers choose to exhibit self-interested compe-
tition, not on the sports field but rather in the classroom, where it is dis-
ruptive and wasteful, or when driving a car, where it can be destructive
and harmful. Cooperation, combined with focused and responsible be-
havior, requires a level of self-confidence, patience, and personal stabil-
ity that many teenagers find difficult to muster.

I cite teenagers specifically because we have all been teenagers, so we
have known intimately what this stage of life is like. We may have for-
gotten conveniently. As teenagers, we may have done many things and
said many things we would rather forget. But I suggest that the memory
of the stages of our growth through our teenage years can serve as an
important resource in understanding the work avoidances that people
generate when they resist paying attention to the real problems that they
would rather not face. Therefore, anyone who wishes to exercise real
leadership must have ways to get people to deal with reality and embrace
the adaptive work of a developmental challenge, even when they are reluc-
tant, anxious, or resistant.

Lee Kuan Yew attended to the creation of a robust holding environ-
ment that could support Singapore’s intention to develop rapidly. His view
was that unless Singapore accelerated the development process, it might
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not survive as a nation. He also knew that he could not develop people
merely from the power of his own figure and personality, as the heads of
many failed states had tried to do; he had to utilize the existing character
of the various peoples and appeal to their values and aspirations. Some,
but not all, of their cultural values could serve as important elements of
the holding environment, while others would need to be discarded.

Lee looked to the values of the people and asked, “What latent val-
ues could I develop as strengths to unite them?” Common among the
several cultures of Singapore were recurring sets of adages and folklore
that supported the idea that “If the government is fair and just, then the
people will unite for the common good.”® Also within the diverse cul-
tural traditions were strong individual work ethics that could be further
enhanced through public support and encouragement. To activate and
take advantage of these cultural assets—and as a critical component of
the holding environment—Singapore’s leadership team decided to estab-
lish the value that “Our government will be completely clean, and we
will not tolerate corruption.” This nonnegotiable value, Lee declared,
would serve as a foundation for expediting the development of the latent
resources of all the people of Singapore.

Lee conducted a reality check. In Singapore, as in many other Asian
countries, corruption in both the public and private sectors had the ef-
fect of imposing an unofficial tax that raised the cost not only of taxed
goods or services but also consumer goods. Corruption depressed the
economy by decreasing cost competitiveness in the increasingly global-
ized marketplace and by raising the cost of capital needed to develop the
nation’s economic capacity. He drew the analogy with a corporation: If
Singapore were a corporation, then Singapore would be less competitive
to the extent that there was corruption—because corruption in a corpo-
ration amounts to waste: someone drains resources of the corporation
without returning a compensating value.

The absence of corruption could also be instrumental in evoking
those values in the various Singapore cultures that emphasized the bene-
fits of fair play and rewards commensurate with hard work and initia-
tive. Lee foresaw that Singapore’s citizens would be more likely to invest
in the long-term effort of becoming highly skilled if they saw a day-to-
day reality in which people did advance in status and compensation
based on an honest and accurate appraisal of merit and performance.

However, in comparing the general values of the peoples of Singa-
pore to the reality of their lives, Lee and his leadership team recognized
that an enormous gap stretched between the espoused values and the re-
ality. With its civil institutions and civic participation stunted by its long
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indenture as a British colony, the country was rife with factional politics,
communal strife, bribery, and deep suspicion of those not from one’s
clan. Racketeering infested the entire commercial sector as the Triads
(the Chinese equivalent of the Mafia) extracted protection payments
from most businesses and even private citizens. Corruption, in some
form or another, was widespread.

The masses, generally, had little trust of politicians or groups that es-
poused the notion of the common good, as they had no experience of
anyone delivering on their promise, certainly not under the British or the
Japanese. In practice, the masses understood well a politician who was
devoted to the interests of his immediate clan or community. That is,
though the cultures had very powerful assertions that acting in the inter-
est of the whole nation was the highest good, they had no direct experi-
ence of this, and many people lived as if all that mattered was furthering
self-interest and the parochial interests of one’s immediate family or eth-
nic community.

Lee and his team made a personal commitment to exercise leader-
ship that would shift the values of the people to narrow the gap between
the lofty cultural ideals of working for the common good and the com-
mon sense of self-interest. As a first step, Lee decided as a politician and
prime minister that he must assume the “mantle of the ideal” and pre-
sent himself and his team as totally trustworthy and above factional in-
fluence.” He asserted that he and his government would have to be
above reproach, and failure to maintain that level of trustworthiness
would be disastrous—disastrous for whoever yielded to the temptation,
and disastrous for the nation as well.® He asked the people to hold him
and his government accountable.

The mantle of the ideal, however, contains distortions of reality that
a leader must manage. In other words, the leader’s flaws and strengths
tend to be exaggerated by the people as the people project onto the
leader their fantasy of who the leader is and how he or she should be-
have. In wearing the “mantle of the ideal,” Lee knew his fellow citizens
would keep a close watch on him and his team, with some looking for
any small slip as an excuse to justify their own avoidance of the hard
challenges of capacity building.’

For example, after Lee resigned as prime minister to take an advi-
sory position as senior minister, the Investigation Bureau received com-
plaints from buyers of land who thought it unfair that Lee’s family
would receive a discount on a purchase of property from a publicly
listed real estate development company who had given early buyers at a
soft launch a discount to test the market. When the Investigation Bureau
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found that such discounts were standard business practice to establish
the accounts receivable basis for further funding of a development, a
rumor started that the Investigation Bureau had given Lee’s family an
unfair benefit of the doubt.

Though the rumor of impropriety angered Lee, he publicly revealed
the details of the transactions and gave the S$1 million in the purchase
discounts to the Singapore government. When the Singapore government
would not take the S$1 million, saying that the discounts were normal
proper business practice, Lee gave the S$1 million in the purchase dis-
counts to charity—to avoid a “perceived unfair advantage.” And when
the purchase discounts did not arise as an issue in the next general elec-
tion, Lee concluded that his sacrifice had succeeded in keeping the peo-
ple focused on the real issues in their lives.!?

In assuming the mantle of the ideal, the leader must also realize that
perception is reality. Hence, the leader must be prepared to manage the
perception as the reality. Wisely, Lee chose to give up the S$1 million dis-
count as a price of managing the perception of favoritism. Lee’s actions
strengthened the already robust holding environment and ensured that
his nation avoided the common pitfall of using the leader as a distraction
from attending to their pressing development tasks.

In addition to punishments for corruption and assuming the mantle
of the ideal, Lee and his leadership team revised the electoral process to
minimize the role of money in currying political favor or buying elec-
toral support. For Lee, the elections needed to serve as a time when the
people held their leaders to account. Without an accountability system
with integrity, the people would be subject to the artful manipulative
practices of those who did not have the public interest in mind. There-
fore, the government passed laws making voting compulsory. The parties
could not take voters to the polls in cars, as they did in the early elections.
And the spending limits were set so low that Lee referred to Singapore’s
electoral system as “no-money elections.” The only way that parties and
candidates could appeal for votes was by publicizing their policy agen-
das—and then delivering on their publicly-made commitments. Lee said
later, “We got them to vote for us again and again by providing jobs,
building schools, hospitals, community centers, and, most important of
all, homes which they owned.”!!

We can learn from the Singapore case that leaders must take respon-
sibility for the impact of their power and authority on the quality of the
holding environment. In the face of considerable pressure and temptation,
they must control any tendency to use their power for excessive personal
gain or self-aggrandizement and be willing to embody their group’s
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highest standards for fairness and probity. The natural self-interest of in-
dividuals and factions can easily break up a corporation, community, or
nation when the authority structure does not control its display of self-
interest and violates the group’s fairness standards. Hence, the holding
environment will be adequate only if the authority structure keeps the
display of self-interest below a threshold of tolerance and does not vio-
late the group’s fairness standard. When a leader fails to honor these
standards, he or she sends a signal to other self-interested parties that
they no longer need to be contained by the group’s holding environment
or be required to work in service of its shared goals. The group then will
splinter, and its progress in developing new and latent capabilities will come
to a standstill.

Develop in stages: Give the people
time to discover what works

Human beings and their organizations change very slowly. People
have to try things out and discover, often through trial and error, what
works in practice. They need time to adjust to new realities and accom-
modate new processes. The leadership task is to be a perturbing force to
keep the people facing the work of development: to provoke them by re-
minding them of the threat if they do not develop, and to evoke a desire
to develop by connecting the vision or purpose of development with the
people’s own desires for a better organization, better community, or bet-
ter nation; and the leader must provide the support needed to keep peo-
ple engaged in the process, particularly when it gets frustrating and
difficult. Given that development is rarely a linear process involving
steady progress toward a clearly defined goal, it will get difficult. The
process generally includes a series of punctuated experiments, some of
which fail and some of which provide new information that may war-
rant a change in direction (or even the occasional shortcut). It is a
process rife with uncertainty, breakdowns, miscalculations, and, some-
times, quantum leaps of understanding and progress.

Those who would exercise leadership—and honor Odin’s constant
challenge to seek wisdom and understanding—must therefore approach
the development challenge as a process of continual discovery and ad-
justment. With each discovery comes a platform for new experiments
and further discoveries, affording the opportunity to make midcourse
corrections as needed.
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In the first chapter, I presented the case of David Hornbeck, the su-
perintendent of Philadelphia’s school district. Hornbeck attempted to
provide leadership for a major process of systemic reform, called Chil-
dren Achieving. He was a bold, visionary superintendent who truly
wanted to do what was in the best interest of the children of the city—
and many of the children were poor, from broken homes, and failing on
statewide exams in literacy, science, and math. Hornbeck was a man
who honestly cared about these kids. However, although much of the
leadership Hornbeck provided was admirable, in his crusader-like zeal
he overloaded the system and failed to make adjustments according to
what the people discovered.

The evaluators of Hornbeck’s reform initiative, in their assessment
of why Children Achieving did not deliver on its promise, noted that
there was a “lack of capacity and a lack of attention to building it.”!?
Hornbeck and his team adopted a “one size fits all” reform strategy and
did not take into consideration the “different organizational issues, pro-
fessional norms, and cultures to be addressed” throughout the school
district. And, in doing so, “they adhered to the dictum of the Children
Achieving plan that everything had to be done simultaneously which
placed enormous burdens on teachers and principals.”!3

Given the complexity of the development challenge Hornbeck was
facing, he needed to orchestrate a stage-by-stage learning process to dis-
cover what actually worked in each part of the system. Pushing forward
without consideration for the difficulty people had in adjusting to the
new context and mastering new competencies, served to undermine the
progress that was actually being made. In the absence of valid and use-
ful data on the adaptive capacity of each distinct part of the system as it
struggled to reform, it was impossible to make the necessary midcourse
corrections and structural adjustments that would ensure sustainability
of the reforms.

In fairness to Hornbeck and his team, in any development process it
is difficult to find the best sequencing of the various initiatives that con-
tribute to successful development, and it is also very easy to underestimate
the difficulty that people face in the design and production of new capa-
bilities. Because of this difficulty, the leadership task is to manage devel-
opment as a paced experiment, with constant feedback and ongoing
reflection. Only then can the people ascertain what works and what does
not. However, as the evaluators of Children Achieving point out, Horn-
beck and his team were not always in the frame of mind to learn from the
field and ascertain where changes of strategy or midcourse corrections
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were needed. During the reform process, there was considerable conflict in
the entire system—primarily with the union, teachers, some schools and
their communities, and the state legislature—and these conflicts could
have provided useful data to ascertain what was missing in the rollout
strategy and what could be done differently. But the high level of conflict
generated a “bunker mentality” among the leadership team, and norms
developed that required “believing in the reform process in toto” and the
“questioning of core beliefs was tantamount to joining the opposition.”

These counterproductive norms might well have developed out of
people’s passionate commitment to ensuring Children Achieving would
succeed. A “can do” attitude can help propel people forward and over-
come mental and physical barriers. But when such an attitude leads to
the denigration or denial of legitimate concerns or pieces of reality, the
data needed to make informed and responsible choices will not be avail-
able, and progress will be jeopardized.

Admittedly, in highly politicized environments, given the possibility
that opponents might exploit one’s vulnerabilities, it is understandably
difficult to be open to criticism, publicly acknowledge mistakes, or make
midcourse corrections. This creates a dilemma for leaders. If they do not
create feedback mechanisms, even feedback mechanisms that allow
harsh criticism, they will always be operating on incomplete, even dis-
torted, information. If they do open up the process, when mistakes or
miscalculations become apparent, it is always possible that such errors
will reflect negatively on the leaders and they will be scapegoated by the
group for not being competent enough to “get it right the first time.”

Getting it right the first time is rarely possible for a development
challenge. By the very nature of this type of challenge, cultivating the ap-
propriate capabilities occurs through a series of experiments. The leader-
ship task is to be explicit with the people and explain to them the
experimental nature of the reform process. Leaders set themselves up to
fail when they definitively declare that they have the magic formula for
“fixing the system.”

As the new prime minister of his country, Lee Kuan Yew knew that
Singapore’s citizens had to learn through steady experimentation about
what worked, and what did not, in the context of their individual and
collective efforts to build their nation’s economy and civil society. He
could not impose the solution on the people, even if he knew what was
best for the people. He knew he needed to provide feedback mechanisms
to determine (1) how hard he could push the people to develop new ca-
pabilities, (2) to what degree government development policies and
strategies were contributing to the building of new capabilities, and (3)
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whether the right capabilities were being developed to address the na-
tion’s current and future challenges.

A significant obstacle to Singapore’s future development was, given
its cultural diversity, its lack of a shared national language. Lee felt that
the nation’s survival depended on its ability to attract international busi-
ness and foreign investors by offering a skilled, reliable, and flexible
workforce in a stable business environment. In Lee’s view, one of the best
ways to achieve this goal was to ensure that a substantial portion of the
population spoke fluent English, as English had become the preeminent
language of international economic activity. Given the language preju-
dices within the international economy, new business ventures funded by
outside capital would almost certainly offer better jobs at higher pay to
English speakers. If there were not enough English speakers to fill key
jobs, development opportunities might bypass Singapore altogether.
Hence, the Singapore leadership team felt strongly that the nation’s high-
skill workers—engineers, scientists, financial specialists, and managers—
needed to be English speakers, and the population’s English skills needed
to improve rapidly.

Lee knew that he had to pursue this goal by offering incentives and
gradual persuasion, because any unilateral move to impose English was
likely to meet with overwhelming resistance due to the reality that Singa-
pore was a postcolonial society. “To announce that all had to learn English
when each race was intensely and passionately committed to its own
mother tongue would have been disastrous,” he later wrote.!®

Under British rule, the people of Singapore were free to send their
children to ethnic schools to be immersed in the language and culture of
their choosing. The schools taught in English, Malay, Tamil, and Man-
darin Chinese, as well as half a dozen other Chinese dialects. The people
were very satisfied with this arrangement, as they valued their cultural,
clan, and religious identities more than a national identity.

Initially, Lee allowed the old policy to persist and simply encouraged
people to learn English. But neither Lee’s admonishment nor the incen-
tive of better jobs could get enough people to deal with this challenge.
That is, many people resisted having their children learn English, even if
speaking English offered significant economic advantages. As they tested
the water with a few experimental English advocacy initiatives, the lead-
ers found that people would tolerate official designation of English, Chi-
nese dialects, Malay, and Tamil as equal languages so long as no one
language was given pride of place. Furthermore, many people would tol-
erate learning English as a second language so long as schools that
taught English also ensured that children could learn the language of
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their ethnic group. This scenario allowed parents to choose the English
language option with minimal betrayal to their native cultures. Still, op-
position persisted. Lee noted:

We waited patiently as year by year parents in increasing num-
bers chose to send their children to English schools, in the face
of determined opposition from the Chinese teachers’ unions,
and other Chinese cultural societies. Every year, around the time
when parents had to register their children, these groups would
mount a campaign to get parents to enroll their children in
Chinese schools for the sake of their culture and identity. They
berated those who chose English schools as money-minded and
short-sighted.!®

In opposing the teaching of English, the parents defended what they
saw as superior moral and social values in the non-English cultures. Lee’s
leadership challenge was to get a new generation of students to develop
their English skills while providing parents and community leaders with
adequate reassurance that the values they considered more important
than economic development would not suffer.

Lee thus used government policy as a heuristic tool to get people to
think about the implications of their personal and public choices, and
to help them find a workable approach to a shared problem that they
might otherwise have ignored. By requiring that all schools offer a second-
language curriculum, but allowing these schools to choose among Tamil,
Malay, Chinese, or English, Singapore’s leaders did not force people to
favor English. Gradually, however, as graduates who learned English got
better jobs, their parents began to recognize its advantages without feel-
ing as if they had to betray their traditional cultural values in order to
reap the economic benefits of English. Lee and his leadership team had
created an environment of choice and experimentation that helped his
people embrace the opportunities of a globalized economy while build-
ing and maintaining a distinct Singaporean identity.

We see from this case that the politically effective measure may not
be the economically effective measure. The most direct route to a mod-
ernized workforce might have been to declare English as the eventual of-
ficial language. And, no doubt, with a different general popular attitude,
the bilingualism of Singapore would be a wasteful use of a child’s limited
attention span. But effective measures may require more than merely ap-
plying technical solutions, because often political opposition prevents
applying obvious technical solutions. Hence, the leader must manage
processes that get the people to do the sometimes tedious work of dis-
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covering for themselves which practices and priorities actually lead to in-
creased prosperity for the community, the organization, or the nation.

Find the right combination of levers to
develop new values and capabilities

Sometimes, in order to develop new capacities, the leadership work
is to modify outmoded values and beliefs so that a group can transcend
barriers, move to a higher level of functioning, and take advantage of
new opportunities. Certainly natural evolutionary processes serve to
alter people’s values and beliefs as humans have proved relatively suc-
cessful in adapting to changing conditions since the beginning of time.
But if these normal processes are deficient, given the threat to the group,
then leaders must find the right combination of levers in the organization
or society that can ignite and accelerate a developmental process that
gets the people dealing with the reality of their predicament and adjust-
ing their views to accommodate a changed condition.

In the 1970s, the Australian prime minister, Malcolm Fraser, had to
find the right levers to get the people to develop values of acceptance and
toleration of nonwhite immigrants. When Fraser became prime minister
in 1974, he felt it was time to make a change. The reality, as he saw it,
was that Australia could not expand its population relying exclusively
on Europeans to migrate but needed to encourage and welcome hard-
working people from any cultural, racial, or religious background.
Diversity, he felt, would strengthen the social fabric of Australia and
make it a more creative and resilient country. The reality that the peo-
ple had to confront was how to develop their capacities to operate in a
more globalized context and use the resources of the region to enhance
the well-being and prosperity of the nation. In facing that reality, they
would also need to acknowledge that some of their values had become
anachronistic.

For many years, Australians had lived by cultural values based on
Anglo-Saxon roots. Since the time of colonization and the establishment
of Australia as a prison colony, many Australians had thought of them-
selves as an English enclave, and they considered England as the
“mother country.” These notions persisted well into the twentieth cen-
tury. Fraser explained that, “after World War IT Australia was predomi-
nantly white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant, and if you didn’t come out of
that mold, you probably should pretend to, to be regarded as a good
Australian.”!” Until the 1960s, the government had a “white Australia
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policy” that excluded people of non-European countries from immigrat-
ing to Australia.

Fraser knew that the government could not impose a shift in values
and beliefs from the top down. He explained to me that “if you simply
had a referendum on immigration, no one would have supported the in-
troduction of a large group of nonwhites.”!8 He needed to orchestrate a
process that could allow people to learn about other races through inter-
acting with them. So to get the community to take responsibility for their
development, Fraser needed to discover the right combination of levers.
He found four: (1) a policy called multiculturalism, (2) Southeast Asian
refugees, (3) a government-sponsored broadcasting network, and (4) com-
munity organizations.

Fraser and his leadership team became a perturbing force as they
crafted the policy of multiculturalism—a policy that they wanted to use
as a heuristic tool to get the people to learn what they needed to learn to
address the realities of a more complex and diverse world. He knew
Australia could not afford to have one group pitted against another, as it
would wreak havoc on community relations. Race, immigration, and na-
tional identity were sensitive issues and needed to be addressed with the
utmost care. The term multiculturalism was controversial because it
touched those sensitivities. The policy, however, had few legalities but
was more of a declaration of welcome and tolerance to those of different
backgrounds who wanted to make Australia home. An important prem-
ise of the policy was that, first and foremost, everyone should have an
overriding commitment to Australia and to its interests and future, and
that the new practices and values of immigrants must exist within the
structures and principles already established in Australian society: the
rule of law, parliamentary democracy, freedom of speech and religion,
English as the national language, and equality of the sexes.

Some people in opposition, however, raised the specter of the
“Asianization” of Australia. They felt that Fraser’s program reflected a
deliberate strategy to fragment the nation and dilute its national identity.
These changes, the critics argued, would further damage already-eroding
community standards and values, and undermine economic opportuni-
ties by providing new competitors for jobs and other resources. For them,
the very notion of “what it means to be an Australian” was at stake.

As a perturbing intervention into the social fabric of the country, the
policy of multiculturalism generated wide debate in the pubs, schools,
and homes across the land. It got people thinking about what kind of a
country they wanted and what values were essential for progress. Fraser
reflected on this process:
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Governments clearly can do a great many things. They can lead;
they can define directions; they can set the tone. But in the end . . .
the essence of multiculturalism can be realized only in the atti-
tudes and behavior of people in areas which are beyond the
proper reach of democratic government. A law on the statute
book punishing those who use racial or ethnic insults will not
compel neighbors to respect and appreciate each other’s cultural
heritage. A code of conduct for the media which warns against
denigrating ethnic groups will not prevent advertisers and
scriptwriters using exclusively Anglo-Saxon models for their he-
roes and heroines. Educational institutions can introduce multi-
cultural courses to raise awareness of social diversity, but these
cannot guarantee cultural sensitivity where it is most needed,

by doctors towards their patients, by teachers towards their
pupils, by lawyers and social workers towards their clients.
Ultimately, responsibility for multiculturalism rests on the
community at large."’

As a second lever, Fraser capitalized on the end of the Vietnam War,
a war in which Australia was directly involved. Over a six-year period,
for humanitarian reasons, the government gradually allowed more than
two hundred thousand refugees from the Indochina Peninsula to settle in
Australia. Not only refugees, but also more and more immigrants of
non-European backgrounds were quietly encouraged to make Australia
their home.

As a third lever, Fraser created a new government-sponsored broad-
casting network that would televise international programming and
highlight local cultural issues and events. Fraser explained that “the pro-
grams are designed to enable all Australians to learn more of the history,
of the culture, of the background, of the traditions of the people who
make up modern Australia. In a very real sense it was a program for all
Australians.”20

As a fourth lever, the Fraser government identified—and, where nec-
essary, created—community groups to support immigrants and to work
with towns and cities in promoting racial harmony and easing historic
tensions. Special community centers gave immigrants assistance in
making the transition to their new country. These centers also provided
language instruction, help in finding employment, and counseling
for new residents. White Australians, in turn, began slowly developing
new mind-sets as they experienced the food and culture of their new
neighbors.
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Over time, diversity was seen less as a threat and more of an enrich-
ment of the Australian quality of life. The children of immigrants, in par-
ticular, assimilated quickly into Australian popular culture, playing
football and cricket, surfing, joining the scouts, and picking up the dis-
tinctive “Aussie” accent. Today, for most Australians the experience of
cultural diversity is commonplace and unremarkable, occurring at work,
in the neighborhood, in community organizations, in schools, and in
everyday life. Fraser noted, “In terms of the life of the nation, these
changes took place with relative speed. What occurred is profound and
subtle. It was not just the recognition of the needs of ethnic communi-
ties. We have not merely grafted an ethnic dimension to an otherwise un-
changed view of ourselves. There is a fundamental change in the
established way of seeing Australia.”?!

Malcolm Fraser’s leadership efforts to develop new values and capa-
bilities in the society illustrate important aspects of leadership for a de-
velopment challenge. First, the existing culture and traditions of a group
or organization likely contain positive resources as well as negative influ-
ences for getting a people to develop. The leadership task is to find the
resources that can be used as levers to support development. The Aus-
tralian culture had subtle forms of racial prejudice that discounted the
merit and ability of people from other races. But there was also the no-
tion of a “fair go” for all, if people were willing to get in and do their
bit. Modern Australia had been built upon the labor of convicts, settlers,
merchants, farmers, and a large working class. These people understood
the importance of giving someone a chance. Australians would tolerate
and accept new immigrants and give them a fair go, provided they tried
to adapt to the new conditions and make some adjustments in their own
behavior. Over time, the immigrants were seen less as a threat but more
as an important resource for the growth of the nation. Fraser provided
the perturbing force that set in motion this discovery process for the
Australian people. His perturbing force was not blunt and abrupt, but
paced and measured to allow people to make adjustments in their behav-
ior and accommodate new realities.

Give people a stake in
developing their capacity

People generally work harder to improve what they perceive is
theirs. However, the ownership that matters to a person differs with the
individual, the culture, and the times. For example, when the American
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patriot Patrick Henry said, “Give me liberty or give me death,” clearly
he meant, If you want hard work from me, you had better give me free-
dom. A leader, therefore, should be constantly searching for the right
balance and distribution of stakeholding.

A very successful enterprise in the United States is the semiconductor
company Xilinx, located in Silicon Valley. The company has annual
revenues of over $1 billion and is the leading supplier of programmable
logic in the world. It has repeatedly been chosen by Fortune magazine as
one of the top five organizations to work for.?? It is innovative,
productive, profitable, and humane. One of the many reasons it is so
successful is due to the fact that the employees have a stake in the
company. By virtue of their having a stake in the company, the
development processes of building new capabilities have proceeded with
relative ease. At Xilinx, the employees are given a generous quantity of
company stock, enjoy profit sharing, and one in five holds a patent. The
CEO, Willem Roelandts, said of this strategy:

I think it is truly a key way to reward people and make them feel
connected to the company. I learned that if you want people to
behave as employees then you treat them one way. If you want
them to behave as owners then you treat them another way. . . .
People at Xilinx care about the company and their rationale for
doing their best is that they know innovation and technology
and bringing things quickly to market will create breakthroughs
and business opportunities that they will share in.?3

In Singapore, people would work hard and support the government
if they could be confident of enjoying the fruits of their labor. Most vot-
ers were poor and would not tolerate an unregulated economy that
channeled most of the profits to a few owners and investors. On the
other hand, if the government overtaxed the “high performers” to subsi-
dize the poor, they might reduce their investment in Singapore, and the
nation as a whole might be poorer—because, in Lee’s words, “the high
performers would cease to strive.”?* In a development challenge, wis-
dom is needed to strike the right balance between effort and reward for
all people.

Singapore’s various ethnic cultures all agreed that one definition of
progress was that children should enjoy greater opportunity and pros-
perity than their parents.?’ These values had roots not only in the values
of trust, pride, and care of children but also in the need of parents to
have a source of security in their elderly years. The Singapore leaders
saw the strong family ties within the Chinese, Malay, and Tamil ethnic
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groups as a resource. As a consequence, the leaders formulated a series
of interventions to hold the wage earner “responsible for his family—his
parents, wife, and children.”2®

The British had maintained a Central Provident Fund for administer-
ing a pension savings plan of matching contributions from employee and
employer. After the British left, Singapore leaders reconstructed the Prov-
ident Fund to provide a mandatory savings plan to accumulate the down-
payment on a home. As wages increased, the leaders increased the
contribution to the Provident Fund, while ensuring that wage earners
still saw “a net increase in take-home-pay.” Counting the employer con-
tribution, the savings to the Provident Fund amounted to as much as 50
percent of wages. Lee was “determined to avoid placing the burden of
the present generation’s welfare costs onto the next generation.”?’

As more of Singapore’s workers began to have the resources to pur-
chase their own homes, more homes were built to meet the demand, and
the home-building industry created even more jobs and prosperity. Real
estate prices also rose gradually, further increasing the net worth of the
families who had purchased homes. In its immediate and enduring suc-
cess, the Provident Fund vindicated the idea that giving citizens a stake
in their society’s larger success would help bind the community together
and create support for shared endeavors.

Lee also wanted the people to have a stake in the process of health
care. Singapore leaders saw two extremes in health care among other na-
tions. At one extreme, the British government provided the same health
care to all. At the other extreme, the U.S. government provided health
care for only the elderly who had insufficient funds and destitute people.
In seeking a practical approach, the Singapore leaders wanted to avoid
an “all you can eat” buffet-style approach to health care because that
approach would provide people with little incentive to trim waste.?® So
the leaders opted for scaled copayments by patients where the highest
government subsidies went to the lowest-cost facilities. Generally, the
higher-cost facilities were more comfortable but obtained less govern-
ment subsidy. The Singapore government thereby gave the citizens a per-
sonal stake in trimming the costs of health care. Those less concerned
about trimming costs could pay for the increased comfort from their
own resources—from their own personal stake in the outcome.”

The Singapore strategy of giving each citizen a stake in the enterprise
may have contributed to low government expenditures. For example, in
Singapore, government expenditure has averaged 20 percent of GDP,
compared to an average of 33 percent in the G8 economies. Further-
more, between 1960 and 2000, the Singapore government had a budget
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surplus for thirty-eight of those forty years. Inflation has remained low
with no borrowing of foreign funds.*°

The Singapore initiatives to give people a stake in developing their
capabilities illustrate key features of real leadership for a development
challenge. First, many forces work against development, steering people
toward short-term gratification and profligacy. Therefore, the leader
must take responsibility for the forces that support or hinder develop-
ment of the entire system. For example, in Singapore’s formative years,
the government could not rely on free market mechanisms to provide
every citizen a stake in the country’s success. Realizing that an unregu-
lated free market may waste a lot of human potential by rewarding too
much stake in the outcome to the early winners in the market and en-
couraging short-term speculation and excessive consumption, the leader-
ship needed to find ways to move all citizens on a developmental
pathway. Hence, the Singapore leadership team developed a home own-
ership program and a health scheme that would appeal to the people’s
aspirations and long-term interest.

Second, fashioning incentives from higher-order values and assets
rather than from items of consumption or immediate gratification may
induce different behaviors that contribute to development. For example,
in Singapore, the voters initially might have settled for government sub-
sidy of equal health care for all instead of home ownership for all. But
saving for the asset of a home induced frugal behavior and family values
which government subsidy of consumption might not.

Third, the Singapore leadership team performed a regular reality
check of the effect of their policies on the development process. For ex-
ample, the Singapore elections every five years provided two corrective
mechanisms on incentives: (1) government officials rephrased programs
to accommodate the perceptions and misperceptions of the voters, and
(2) voters evaluated the effectiveness of government programs. In a cor-
poration, this regular reality check might follow from shareholder, em-
ployee, customer, and supplier feedback.

Conclusion

The cases presented in this chapter illustrate how real leadership and
good policy or strategy help generate heuristic mechanisms that serve to get
people engaged in the adaptive work of building new capacities to address
the complexity of the problems that their institutions and communities



114 THE SIX CHALLENGES OF REAL LEADERSHIP

face. The development challenge is the core challenge of all human en-
deavors. Without guided and context-appropriate development that al-
lows people to take advantage of the amazing array of opportunities that
are available today, groups and organizations will stagnate. Stagnation
inevitably leads to decay, and decay leads to death. Leaders therefore
must be vigilant in diagnosing the shifting terrain to discover emerging
threats and opportunities while there is still time to evolve the latent ca-
pacity of the group or organization to make the necessary adjustments
that take advantage of the system’s resources to attend successfully to fu-
ture needs.

In the age of globalization, leaders must think of fresh and innova-
tive ways to approach development for the interdependent challenges
that transcend cultural and geographic boundaries, such as creating eco-
nomic systems that work for the benefit of the poor, dealing responsibly
with environmental degradation, and attending to underlying concerns
that produce ethnic wars and terrorism—all problems that traditional
approaches in the past have failed to treat realistically.

REAL LEADERSHIP FOR A
DEVELOPMENT CHALLENGE

e Create a robust holding environment to keep people from
getting distracted.

* Develop in stages: give the people time to discover what works.

e Find the right combination of levers to develop new values and
capabilities.

* Give people a stake in developing their capacity.




CHAPTER S

The Transition Challenge

Moving from One System
of Values to Another

here are times when some of the values and mind-sets of a people

are no longer useful in addressing the challenges that beset the
group or organization. This could be due to a shift in the dynamics of
the larger environment or the emergence of a new threat or opportunity.
To ensure the group is able to adapt and thrive in a changed environ-
ment, deal with the threat, or take advantage of the opportunity, the
leadership work is to transition the group to a new state of operating
and refashion the values, loyalties, and mind-sets of the people. The fol-
lowing scenario illustrates that challenge.

SCENARIO

Suppose you are the production manager for a popular sports car
manufacturer. For many years, your company has prided itself in
producing handmade cars for connoisseurs. However, both the
marketplace and production technology have moved on while your
firm has stood still. Customers no longer view handmade as neces-
sarily better. Precision robotics produce quality that is often indis-
tinguishable from hand assembly at a cost that is so much lower
that many customers see no point in paying extra for hand crafts-
manship. In addition, your critics point out that the workers at the
automated plants of your competitors make almost twice the an-
nual wage of your workers.

115
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You know that you must make the transition to automated
manufacturing; it is only a matter of time. As part of your transi-
tion planning, you must consider the shifts in values that you are
expecting of your workers, customers, and suppliers as you and
they move into a more automated future. For example, your cur-
rent worker motto of “Take time to take care” must change to
something like “Pace, precision, performance.” In addition, your
marketing people must shift from the values of “Quality based on
personal attention” to something like “Classic performance
through cutting-edge technology.”

Though your transition to automation will include some devel-
opment tasks to help you refine your approach to change, you do
not foresee the need for extensive experimentation or data gather-
ing, as the way forward is all too clear. You expect the main chal-
lenge for your organization lies in making the transition to new
production methods, together with the sometimes painful shift for
your employees in adapting from their dedication to the beauty of
handmade craftsmanship to the technical satisfaction that comes
from precision automation. Given that robotics will reduce your
labor requirement, some of your employees will have to find a job
elsewhere—but those who remain, modify their values, and em-
brace the new production methods can expect significantly higher
wages.

As you contemplate the leadership work ahead, you use the
mental image of a group crossing a river. The crossing will be pre-
carious, but if you handle the crossing skillfully, you can continue
your forward progress in good time and order (at least until you
come to the next river). If you are careless or inept, you will lose
time and other resources as your group flounders in the current. If
you or your people refuse to face this transition challenge, your
progress will be blocked and an opportunity will be lost. Just as
likely, the company could fail or be forced to sell itself to owners
who then impose change with far less respect for those values that
should remain enduring.

The Nature of a Transition Challenge

Transition, according to the dictionary, means the “passage from one
form, state, style, or place to another.”! In the context of real leadership,
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it is the process of shifting the people to a new set of norms, mind-sets,
and attitudes that are more appropriate for succeeding in a changed con-
text. It is not a process of completely replacing values but of refashion-
ing values. The process includes sorting out what values to leave behind,
what to carry forward, what values to emphasize, and what values to
deemphasize.

Generally, a transition challenge emerges when those in authority
have a good sense of the direction the group should take, but members
of the group have various reasons for dragging their feet. Here are some
of the clearer signs that a group, organization, or community is facing a
transition challenge:

» Compelling evidence suggests that a new threat or opportunity
has emerged, and if the people can move from one location
(physical, mental, or operational) to another, their condition
will be improved.

» The people have the resources to make the transition, but to do
so they will have to replace one system of values for another.
That is, they will have to give up, or at least modify, some of the
traditions, habits, and practices that they cherish.

 Given the strong inertial influence of values, tradition, and habit,
combined with the fear of the unknown, the people are reluctant
to make the journey.

In diagnosing the transition challenge, the leader should consider (1) the
condition of the people, (2) the barrier that impedes progress, and (3) the
promise or aspiration on the other side of the barrier.

The people in a transition challenge might see a need to transition
themselves from one system of values to another, but they are anxious and
afraid, as the process of transitioning can be overwhelming and disorient-
ing. It is not necessarily that they do not want to make a transition journey,
but they are concerned about the loss that accompanies such a process.

The barrier includes the people’s understandable reluctance to give up
their routine habits, practices, and priorities and replace them with an-
other set. This process of change can be threatening to their identity, loy-
alties, and sense of competence. For example, imagine that people have
chains of valuable jewelry around their legs. They love their jewelry, but
the chains keep them attached to the old world that they know and cher-
ish. However, in order to move across the barrier, they will have to sacri-
fice the chains of jewelry. Failure to make such a sacrifice will leave them
and their jewelry in the old world where their continued survival can no
longer be guaranteed.
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The promise of a transition challenge is that if the group can renego-
tiate their loyalties and can sift through their prevailing values and prac-
tices to determine what they can carry forward and what must be left
behind, then their lives (or the organization’s overall condition) might
get better. The promise is not a guarantee but a hopeful possibility and a
likely outcome if the people can do the requisite problem-solving and
value-adjusting work along the way.

The term change management is sometimes used to describe this
process of shifting values, habits, and attitudes, but the transition chal-
lenge is not about change management. That term is more properly ap-
plied to hardware, software, and technology that yields to rational,
linear processes that can be planned, managed, and controlled. In the
realm of human systems, you don’t manage a transition; you orchestrate
a transition. The process must allow for unpredictable events, occasional
detours, and emotional explosions—which are all part of the adaptive
work of adjusting to a new reality.

On the surface, a transition challenge might look very much like a
development challenge, but the essential difference is a simple one. In a
transition challenge, the people have the capabilities but must change
their values, habits, and attitudes. In a development challenge, the capa-
bilities—the competencies, processes, and structures—are lacking and
therefore need to be built. For example, a company might need to shift
its culture to respond to the demands of a changed market. This would
be a transition challenge if the capacities and competencies necessary to
succeed already existed in the enterprise and the leadership work was to
primarily modify the people’s values and mind-sets.

The Leader as Ferryman

I would liken the leadership functions in a transition challenge with the
coaxing role of a ferryman trying to get people into the boat to cross the
water so that they can realize a great opportunity on the other side. In
Norse mythology, one of Odin’s many symbolic roles was that of the fer-
ryman. As the ferryman, he would take people to new places of prosper-
ity. Odin is said to have led his people out of their ancient homeland in
Troy to the new world in the north, known as Aegir. Troy was in a warm
climate (in what is now Turkey), and Odin had to convince the people to
move to the cold north (in what is now Scandinavia).

Odin was sure there was great promise in the northern lands. There
was abundant hunting grounds, rich farmland, lots of water, and mag-
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nificent countryside. But people were reluctant to go there because the
region’s winters were so much more severe than in balmy Troy on the
shores of the Aegean Sea. Those who relocated would have to give up
many comforts. Moving north as far as Sweden and Iceland would mean
adapting to the three months near-constant darkness and to summer
weeks when the sun never sets. Daily practices, habits, and priorities
would have to change radically. Furthermore, the journey might be dan-
gerous, as the group would have to travel through regions believed to be
inhabited by giants, dragons, and conniving dwarves. Although each
threat might make them stronger if they prevailed, there would always
be the possibility that some might not make it.

Understandably, Odin’s people had good reason for their reluctance
to transition. And, as you might imagine, there were great controversies
whether the trip would be worth the effort, the trauma, and the sacrifice
required. The actual journey from Troy to Aegir would require the ford-
ing of many rivers, but the transition first depended on Odin’s ability to
get his people onto the boat. Once they were committed to that first cru-
cial step, at least they had accepted the idea that there was a possibly
better world beyond the current one. Yet imagine Odin’s difficulties in
getting his people to make that initial commitment. He could not tell
them the crossing would be easy. And he could not tell them that there
were no dragons or dwarves on the other side who would cause them
trouble. There probably were. Nor could he promise that they would all
survive the journey. He knew better.

So suppose you are Odin. How do you get your people onto the
transition boat? You could be authoritarian and order them aboard, but
that approach would lead them to withhold their consent, blame you
when the going gets tough, and even rebel. To the degree that they are able,
you want your people to make a free and informed choice so that they
can be committed to the journey. You also want them to be self-sufficient
by the time they get to the new land. By making a free and informed
choice, the people would be in a better position to take responsibility for
the transition, and thereby use their current energy and available re-
sources to focus on the hard work of paddling rather than the wasteful
work of scapegoating the authority or fighting with one another.

Your job as leader is to talk the people through the process of giving
up some of the things that they value, help them cope with their losses,
and develop enough confidence to move forward at a steady pace. They
will have to face some harsh realities that they would prefer to avoid.
You must help them adjust their thinking, modify their expectations, be
vigilant, and assume reasonable risks. As the journey progresses, given
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that people may feel vulnerable and lost, you will also need to help them
make sense of the unfamiliar terrain and the emerging world.

Above all, you will want your people to be responsible for their ac-
tions and not excessively dependent on you to do all the work of getting
them to their new home. Otherwise, they might delude themselves into
thinking that they can go back, despite all rational evidence that the old
ways are vanishing and cannot be recalled, no matter how much they
want to cling to them. That, after all, is why the journey is necessary and
why real leadership must be provided to support the people in their tran-
sition journey.

Lou Gerstner as CEO of IBM in the 1990s, as discussed in chapter 2,
had to ferry his organization to a new destination. When he joined the
company in 1993, he noticed that the mind-sets and attitudes of the peo-
ple were not conducive to building and sustaining a productive and prof-
itable business. The organization was cumbersome, bureaucratic, highly
politicized, and internally focused. To succeed in the company’s transfor-
mation, Gerstner knew that he needed to transition the values of the
people so that they could respond to the realities of the changing market-
place with precision and speed. Business operations had to change, and
the corporate culture had to change. He needed to take on the role of
ferryman.

It took a year to figure out, in a general sense, what kind of a com-
pany IBM needed to become. But once clarity of direction emerged and
the solutions became more visible on the other side of the river, the main
order of business was to persuade people to board the ferry of their own
free will. And, once on board, in exercising leadership, Gerstner would
have to accommodate people’s fears, resistance, and anxieties, and work
with the people to keep them in the boat and shed their outmoded mind-
sets, habits, and values.

Lou Gerstner’s experience at IBM is an example of the demands and re-
quirements of leading a difficult transition. With a group of any size—be
it a team, corporation, or nation—the leadership processes for a transi-
tion challenge are similar. To illustrate the leadership work associated
with a transition, consider the case of the Emperor Meiji in the latter
half of the nineteenth century shepherding Japan through the moderniz-
ing of its culture, political processes, and economy. Japan’s transition,
as with IBM’s, was unsettling for some, as it was filled with unpredict-
able events, uncertain terrain, periods of great danger, and moments of
thrilling adventure.

Although both IBM and Meiji Japan crossed the river to a new and
better state of operating with minimal loss, once they got to the new des-
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tination a whole new set of adaptive challenges began. Success in cross-
ing the river is no guarantee that you will survive in the new place, as
adaptive pressures are ongoing. For example, once the Japanese got to
the new destination, they faced an array of problematic concerns related
to their identity, their role in the world, and the demands of a develop-
ment challenge that included building new competencies and capacities
for the industrial era.

It is important to note, by way of comparison, that Meiji’s transition
challenge differs from Singapore’s development challenge, as presented
in the previous chapter. Singapore was fighting for its survival and had to
develop fast. In contrast, Japan was already relatively developed, with a
legal framework, an educational system, and institutions for governance.
It had one of the most literate populations in the world. The problem
was that Japan was insular. It had to transition the values of the people
to take advantage of new opportunities in the world. The people were
fairly unified and enjoyed a common tradition. They already had a sig-
nificant set of capabilities. Singapore, on the other hand, had no national
identity, common culture, or shared language. Singapore, therefore, had
to develop new capabilities.

Transitioning Japan: Crossing the
River into the Modern World

Japan’s transition challenge began in 1868 when it decided to shift from
an isolated feudal kingdom to an internationally connected industrial
democracy. It was a difficult and painful journey—one that impressively
illustrates the “dos and the don’ts” of how to lead a transition.

Japan had adopted a deliberate policy of national isolation since
1635. For more than two centuries, the people had lived in quiet seclu-
sion from the outside world. They looked down on Westerners, regard-
ing them as dangerous, greedy, and ignorant barbarians. They saw no
value in foreign trade and little value in foreign ideas, believing that such
things would fuel the destruction of their traditions and national iden-
tity. They neither knew nor cared about what was happening outside the
“land of the rising sun.”

All this was to change with the arrival of the American “black
ships” under the command of Commodore Matthew Perry in 1853.
Perry pointed his ships’ cannons at Edo (now Tokyo) and told the Japa-
nese to open up their borders for trade—or suffer the consequences. The
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gates to the country were forced open, and foreign influences began
flooding in. By the late 1850s and early 1860s, Western ships, traders,
and diplomats were plentiful in many port towns and coastal villages.
However, the presence of the “barbarians” unleashed dark and injurious
forces. A number of Westerners were attacked and killed by disgruntled
locals. Also, many of the leading Japanese advocates of reform were as-
sassinated. One observer noted at the time, “Any person who showed,
by any will or deed, any favor towards foreigners in Japan—indeed, any
person who had any interest in foreign affairs—was liable to be set upon
by the unrelenting ronin (independent samurai).”?

One of the most troubling incidents happened on September 14,
1862. The lord of the Satsuma region, Hisamitsu, was traveling with his
entourage to a meeting with the shogun when they met a group of Eng-
lishmen on the road. The English refused to move to the side of the road,
bow, and make way for Lord Hisamitsu and his procession. Lord Hisa-
mitsu’s samurai took grave offense to this blatant display of disrespect
and cut off the head of one of the Englishmen and wounded two others.
The message was very clear to the English: “In this country we are domi-
nant, and you are subservient. Learn that lesson, be respectful, or die.”

The English refused to accept that lesson. In fact, they were infuri-
ated. London newspapers carried articles condemning the Japanese, with
some calling for immediate war. The British government made a formal
complaint to the shogun, demanding that the perpetrators of the crime
be executed and £100,000 be paid as compensation—or Japan would be
punished. The shogun, feeling very vulnerable, had no choice but to
agree. He “requested” that Lord Hisamitsu pay the indemnity and turn
over the culprits. Hisamitsu refused. The British then sent warships to
the coastal city of Kagoshima, in the province of Satsuma, where Lord
Hisamitsu resided. The ships fired on the ancient city and partly leveled
it. They burnt thousands of houses and temples, killing hundreds of people.

America, England, France, and Holland made repeated protests to
the Tokugawa government (the shogunate) and lodged pleas for in-
creased security and protection of their visiting citizens. But the sho-
gunate had become trapped between competing factions from within
and without. From within, the more progressive elements agitated in
favor of rapid reform and modernization, and anti-Western clans advo-
cated closing the borders and ridding Japan of all foreign influences.
From without, the Western powers, with the constant threat of force, de-
manded greater influence and access. In trying to satisfy all sides, the
government lost the confidence of nearly everyone.

In 1868, the progressives, sensing how weak and unstable the sho-
gunate had become, launched a full-scale attack on the government and
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succeeded in toppling it. They placed on the throne a fifteen-year-old
boy, who became known as the Emperor Meiji, the Mikado. They saw
him as a symbol of the past who could provide continuity and stability
as they transitioned into the future. Their hope in him was amply re-
warded. The Meiji emperor was to become one of the most significant
rulers that Japan, perhaps even the world, had ever seen. The unprece-
dented reforms he championed transformed his country from an isolated
feudal kingdom to a powerful modern nation with global influence.

The emperor encouraged the creation of schools throughout the
country (for boys and girls) that would teach Western arts and sciences.
To placate traditionalists, he kept the teaching of Confucian philosophy
and values. He also allowed hundreds of private academies to emerge,
many with Western teachers and many run by Western missionaries.
These schools became the agents for social, political, and cultural trans-
formation across the country. Hundreds of young men and women were
sent on study missions to the United States and Europe. By the time U.S.
president Ulysses S. Grant visited the Mikado in 1879, the mood and
outlook of the nation were totally different than what they had been
when Perry had arrived only twenty-five years earlier. Japan was buzzing
with new ideas and heated debate as people explored fascinating, novel,
and sometimes threatening perspectives. The country was truly on the
road to modernization, and now there was no turning back—although
some dangerous, tragic, and wasteful detours would lie ahead.

What follows in this chapter is an analysis of what happened in
Japan during the transition process—as well as illustrative cases from
China and IBM—and a discussion about the principles and strategies
that real leadership must consider if a transition is to succeed. These
principles include (1) helping people understand why the journey is nec-
essary by providing an orienting purpose, (2) getting people to own the
passage, (3) determining what needs to be preserved, and (4) becoming a
visible symbol of the transition ideal.

Real Leadership for a
Transition Challenge

Provide an orienting purpose

As a first step in orchestrating a transition, what is needed is a com-
pelling orienting purpose that gives the people a reason to “get on the
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boat” and helps them appreciate why the journey must be undertaken
without delay. The orienting purpose must address the threat to the
group and articulate the promise that is available if the group can suc-
ceed in making the transition. Fundamentally, it must answer the ques-
tion “Is this journey really necessary?” It must be both provocative and
evocative. As a provocation, it must put reality squarely in front of peo-
ple, not in a way that overwhelms them, but in a way that jolts them and
gets their attention. To evoke, the leader must find his or her version of
Odin’s mead to elevate the thinking and sentiment of the people. The
mead must be potent enough to move people to persistent action, as a
transition journey is usually long and frustrating with no immediate gain
or benefit for the people.

To get the IBMers in the transition ferry, Lou Gerstner declared that
IBM would become the world’s leading technology company driven by
an e-business strategy. Given the problems inside IBM, this statement of
direction was a bold pronouncement. But as a first step in that direction,
the people needed to understand just how broken IBM was. He told his
employees:

Clearly, what we have been doing isn’t working. We lost $16
billion in three years. Since 1985, more than 175,000 employees
have lost their jobs. The media and our competitors are calling
us a dinosaur. Our customers are unhappy and angry. We are not
growing like our competitors. Don’t you agree that something is
wrong and we should try something else??

With that statement of reality, Gerstner got people’s attention and
then invited them to figure out with him what was needed for IBM to re-
claim its position as the world’s leader in its industry. One year later, in
the spring of 1994, Gerstner called together 420 senior managers from
around the world and provoked them even further. In his words, “I ex-
pressed my frustration and my bewilderment about the recurring failure
to execute and the company’s apparently endless tolerance of it.”* But
then Gerstner became more evocative and told the group that he “con-
sidered the people in the room to be the finest collection of talent assem-
bled in any institution in any industry” and that IBM had virtually
“unlimited potential” if management and staff could muster the re-
sources and commitment to do the work of change.’ Concerning this inter-
vention, he remarked:

It was an emotional talk for me. . . . I heard that while most of
the executives were very supportive, some had simply been
shocked. It wasn’t so much my ideas and messages that startled
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them. It was my delivery—my passion, my anger, my directness.
Very un-IBM. Very un-CEO-like. . . . I wasn’t surprised—or

sorry. I had made the conscious decision to jolt the audience.®

In providing an orienting purpose, the leader must be able to con-
nect with all members of the group. A social system of any type is not a
single entity but is generally made up of many factions with different in-
terests and competing loyalties. For example, a corporation has senior
managers, middle managers, supervisors, and frontline staff. There are
also employees in the regions and employees in the head office. There-
fore, it is important that the orienting purpose acknowledge the values
and context of each faction and holds enough aspiration to appeal to all.
The leader might ask, “What image in the people’s minds can help each
faction overcome their reluctance and make a commitment to the jour-
ney?” The image must be powerful enough to evoke from the people the
attitude that the effort they need to expend is on behalf of a noble ven-
ture and therefore worth it. Should the image be weak or inadequate, the
people will feel no compelling reason to make the journey and quickly
revert to habit and custom.

In appealing to the people of Japan to make the transition, the
young Mikado and his leadership team crafted a letter that was pub-
lished in the newspapers and sent throughout the land indicating the im-
portance and necessity of change. To minimize resistance and maximize
support, he made sure that the letter addressed the concerns of both the
traditionalists and the progressives. He also tried to explain his “new” role
to the people and how, as emperor, he would safeguard tradition while
paving the way for changes that improved the quality of life of all citi-
zens irrespective of their social status. Never had such a letter emanated
from the most senior authority figure in the country. The letter stated:

Ever since, quite unexpectedly, we succeeded to the throne,
young and weak though we are, we have been unable to control
our apprehension day and night, over how we are to remain
faithful to our ancestors when dealing with foreign countries.

... Now, at a time of renovation of rule of the country, if
even one of the millions of people in this country is unable to
find his place in society, this will be entirely our fault. Accord-
ingly, we have personally exerted our physical and spiritual
powers to confront the crisis.

... At a time when every other country is progressing in all
directions, only our country, being unfamiliar with the situation
prevailing in the world, stubbornly maintains old customs and
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does not seek the fruits of change. . . . For this reason we have
sworn . . . to continue the glorious work of our ancestors. Re-
gardless of the pain and suffering it might entail, we intend to
personally rule over the entire country, to comfort you, the num-
berless people, and in the end open up the ten thousand leagues
of ocean waves, to proclaim the glory of our country to the world
and bring to the land the unshakeable security of Mount Fuji.

You, the countless numbers, have become accustomed to the
evils inherited from the past and to think of the Court only as a
place to be held in awe. Not knowing the acute danger threaten-
ing the Land of the Gods, you manifest extreme surprise . . . and
this has given rise to doubts of every kind. The people are con-
fused. . . . You of countless numbers, give due consideration to
our aspirations and join with us. Cast away your private thoughts
and choose the general good. Help us in our work and ensure the
safety of the Land of the Gods. If we can comfort the spirits of
our ancestors, this will be the greatest happiness of our life.”

The letter had an extraordinary effect. It got people’s attention and got
them thinking. Without the appeal of the letter and its promise of a better
life, with greater personal choice and freedom for every citizen, people
might have been far less willing to embrace the transition challenge.

The Mikado and his leadership team’s next task was to define the
guiding principles and values that would serve as the engine of the tran-
sition process. This declaration was known as the Charter Oath in Five
Articles. The principles and values included the following:

e Deliberate assemblies shall be widely established and all
matters decided by public discussion.

e All classes, high and low, shall unite in vigorously carrying
out the administration of affairs of state.

e The common people . . . shall each be allowed to pursue his
own calling so that there may be no discontent.

* Evil customs of the past shall be broken off and everything
will be based on the just laws of nature.

e Knowledge shall be sought throughout the world so as to
strengthen the foundations of imperial rule.’

The principles and values of the Charter Oath were unprecedented
and revolutionary for Japan. The charter encouraged public debate of is-
sues, something that had never happened before. It freed all citizens—
even peasants—to pursue whatever vocation they chose. And it declared
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that the psychological, cultural, and legal walls that had isolated Japan
from the rest of the world would be transcended and new knowledge
would actively be sought abroad.

With his letter and the Charter Oath, the emperor successfully con-
nected the transition purpose with the aspirations of his people by ac-
knowledging the reality of their condition and clearly explaining what
they might gain if they willingly made the journey. The leadership task
was to ensure that the image of the desired future tapped into the aspira-
tions of the people and was stronger than the values, habits, and tradi-
tions—the chains of jewelry—that perpetuated the security of the current
order and an unhealthy attachment to the past.

The past, however, should not be totally discarded. Features of it can
be used as a resource to evoke the group’s willingness to venture for-
ward. Paradoxically, one of the most powerful and effective ways to
evoke the aspirations of the group is to couch the orienting purpose in
terms of traditional values. “Remember who we are and what we have
in common,” says the leader. “To preserve and strengthen our shared
identity, and to honor our past, we must take this journey, even if it
brings change and requires great sacrifice.” Indeed, this is what the em-
peror did in stressing that the way to honor the ancestors and to protect
Japan was by embracing new knowledge and practices and embarking
on the modernization process. “If we can comfort the spirit of our ances-
tors,” he declared, “this will be the greatest happiness of our life.”

As expected, many Japanese greeted the emperor’s announcement
with mixed emotions. They were apprehensive about change and suspi-
cious of Western influence. The deep-dyed traditionalists, in particular,
saw the new direction as a fundamental threat to the prevailing order.
Small pockets of armed resistance sprung up throughout the country,
and assassinations of government officials and progressive scholars be-
came a daily occurrence. In spite of that, the majority of the people
boarded the metaphorical boat.

Get people to own the passage, or
they will probably deceive you

When a group or institution undertakes a transition, the natural dy-
namics that are a part of hierarchical relationships make it easy for some
people to tell themselves, “This is what the boss wants. I’'m not sure I
want to go on this journey, but I have to play along in order to keep my
place in the group.” Consequently, the leader may find it difficult to get
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an accurate picture of what really is going on with the people in regard
to their sentiment, concerns, and degree of progress. In order to appear
loyal and committed, people might distort information, withhold data,
and censor their opinions. Although they might be in the boat, the lead-
ership challenge is to ensure that enough people own the passage and do
not, when discontented, engage in distortion of information, subterfuge,
or outright rebellion.’

A major challenge the young Mikado faced was getting the two
hundred feudal lords—the daimyo—to be responsible for the transition
journey. Would they be willing to give up their power and embrace the
new order? They essentially ran their regions as independent, or at least
semi-independent, kingdoms. The ordinary people were looking to their
daimyo to see what they would do. The daimyo were key, because if they
refused to buy into the journey, given their symbolic importance in Japa-
nese society, then the journey would be seriously hampered. Being among
the most powerful men in all Japan, the daimyo had much to lose.

The emperor invited all the daimyo to the palace to meet with him.
He explained why the transition was necessary and what the work ahead
would be. He also told them that their official function as daimyo was to
be abolished and that civil servants would be appointed as government
administrators for the regions. He told the lords that they, and all their
servants and samurai, had to leave their palaces and find other jobs, al-
though each would be given a stipend as recognition of their contribu-
tion. He also explained how the people would be looking to them for
direction and that there was the potential for great turmoil if the daimyo
did not do their part in displaying support for the transition.

Surprisingly, no overt opposition to this directive was expressed.
Most understood and appreciated what was needed. A few, however,
were bewildered and upset. They believed that the time-honored feudal
system was an extension of the natural order of the universe and, when
combined with the precepts of Confucianism, brought order, peace, and
harmony to the society. The powerful daimyo of the Kagoshima region,
in particular, believed that the reform agenda was ill conceived, dangerous,
and an insult to the ancestors. He committed ritual suicide in protest.

For the most part, the daimyos anticipated the changes and gave up
their power, positions, and palaces—all in the name of progress. One
Western observer, who was amazed at how smoothly this aspect of the
transition proceeded, wrote:

I had full opportunity of seeing the immediate effect of this edict,
when living at Fukui, in the castle under the feudal system. Three
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scenes impressed me powerfully. The first was that at the local
Government office, on the morning of the receipt of the
Mikado’s edict, July 18, 1871. Consternation, suppressed wrath,
fears and forebodings mingled with emotions of loyalty. In Fukui
I heard men talking of killing the Imperial representative in the
city and the penman of the Charter Oath. The second scene was
in the great castle hall, October 1, 1871, when Lord Ichizen, as-
sembling his many hundreds of hereditary retainers, bade them
to exchange loyalty for patriotism and in a noble address urged
the transference of local to national interest. The third scene

was on the morning following, when the whole population, as

it seemed to me, of the city of 40,000 people, gathered in the
streets to take their last look, as the lord of Ichizen left his ances-
tral castle and departed to Tokyo, there to live as a private
gentleman without any political power.!?

Every person—merchant, artisan, mother, father, teacher, and stu-
dent—witnessed this symbolic departure in their own respective districts.
It was filled with tears and mixed emotions, but it produced a profound
psychological shift throughout the country. The daimyo, in supporting
the emperor, thus became invaluable allies in ensuring a smooth and
steady transition process. The reality was that their resistance could have
led to civil war.

But there was one faction in the country who did not want to get
into the boat—the samurai. The emperor and his leadership team had
made radical changes in the social relationships of the people by eradi-
cating status differentials and the privileges of the elite. The peasants ap-
preciated this, but many samurai felt like they had been cast adrift.

In 1876, a group of samurai traditionalists known as Shinpuren de-
cided that they had had enough. Their leader, Otaguro Tomo, was certain
that he had been given divine authorization to stage an uprising against
the Mikado and his government. This group was determined to cease the
spread of Western influence and eradicate all traces of Western culture in
Japan, including the wearing of Western clothes, the eating of Western
food, and the adoption of the Western calendar. They even despised the use
of paper money, seeing it as an imitation of a Western practice. About two
hundred samurai launched their first attack on a local government mili-
tary compound and killed or wounded more than three hundred con-
scripts, who were mostly peasants. The government troops surrounded
the compound and eventually killed all the rogue samurai. By morning,
after a night of bitter fighting, more than five hundred people were dead.
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The Shinpuren rebellion sparked a series of uprisings by samurai in
other parts of the country. Although nearly all the rebellions were easily
put down by government forces, the anti-Western sentiment fueled by
the samurais’ audacity continued to grow. One young samurai wrote of
his anger and disillusionment with the government:

What happened to their traitorous hearts?

They sold the country to the dirty foreigners and ordered us to
give up our weapons and swords, a decree never heard before or
since. . . .

We’ve reached a point we can take no more.

We warriors can only do our utmost to save tens of thousands of
people,

Today, our last, on the road to the other world.!!

In 1878, the samurai of the remote area of Satsuma—the region that
was bombarded by the British warships in 1862—launched a full-scale
attack on the government. Under the direction of the national hero and
former government minister, Saigo Takamori, thirty thousand of them,
armed only with swords and bows, took on the emperor’s forces with
their Western tactics and weaponry. After months of bitter fighting, the
Satsuma samurai were defeated, and the great Saigo committed ritual
suicide. This would be the last internal rebellion against the Meiji regime.

Getting people to own the transition and become responsible players
in forging the pathway forward is essential leadership work. It is not
easy. On the contrary, it is exceptionally demanding. The emperor and
his team did considerable work with the old feudal lords—the daimyo—
but were neglectful of the needs, feelings, and aspirations of the samurai.
And, sure enough, it was many samurai who put up the greatest resistance
and refused to “get in the boat” to make the journey into the future.

To ensure that there were no internal rebellions at IBM, Lou Gerst-
ner needed his “daimyo” on board. He had to create a dynamic team of
internal change agents to reach every employee and enroll them in the
new direction. After explaining the changes that were needed, Gerstner
gave his top 420 senior managers a choice. “Those of you who are un-
comfortable with it, you should think about doing something else. Those
of you who are excited by it, I welcome you to the team, because I sure
can’t do it alone.”!? He then traveled the world to meet with regional
managers and staff to explain the new strategy and build ownership. He
didn’t simply present the direction; he listened. Every opportunity he
had, he engaged his staff in conversation, provoked them with questions,
heard their fears, and incorporated their suggestions. Through this inter-
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active process, clarity of direction was refined, and responsibility for the
journey was enhanced.

The Great Leap Backward

Sometimes dogmatic and arrogant authority figures provide counterfeit
leadership and take their group backward rather than forward, because
they do not understand what it means to generate ownership and per-
sonal responsibility for a transition. In such a state, invariably the group,
or some factions, will deceive the boss—and in doing so, jeopardize all
progress. Consider the transition that Mao Tse-tung tried to make in
China in 1958, before the Cultural Revolution. This transition was
known as “The Great Leap Forward.” In reality, it was a great leap
backward. The people loved Mao and did not turn against him, but be-
cause they did not “own” the transition, they subverted the process.
They wanted to please Mao, not by doing the right thing but by appear-
ing to do the right thing.

Rapid industrialization, Mao asserted, would offer solutions to
many of the country’s problems—including the ability to produce or
purchase food for a growing population. To fulfill his grand vision, Mao
called for higher productivity from workers and peasants, ordering them
to form “People’s Communes” all across the country. These communes
were expected not only to increase agricultural output but also to pro-
duce steel, which Mao declared to be the key ingredient in the industri-
alization process. The people were urged to build small furnaces that
could melt and refine whatever scrap iron or metal goods could be
found, including spoons, knives, pots, doorknobs, bed frames, tools,
shovels, and small machinery. Furnaces had to be kept going night and
day to meet Mao’s production goals, but the problem was that sufficient
coal was not widely available in the countryside. In areas already expe-
riencing a shortage of coal or timber, the people used chairs, tables, and
even coffins to heat their furnaces.

Mao’s personal physician, Dr. Zhisui Li, visited the countryside with
Mao and noted:

The backyard furnaces had transformed the rural landscape.
They were everywhere, and we could see peasant men in a con-
stant frenzy of activity, transporting fuel and raw materials,
keeping the fires stoked. At night, the furnaces dotted the land-
scape as far as the eye could see, their fires lighting the skies.
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Every commune we visited provided testimony to the abundance
of the upcoming harvest. The statistics for both grain and steel
production were astounding. “Good news reporting stations”
were set up in the communal dining halls, each station compet-
ing with nearby brigades and communes to report—red flags
waving, gongs and drums sounding—the highest, most extrava-
gant figures. The excitement was contagious. I was infected, too.
Naturally, I could not help wonder how rural China could be so
quickly transformed. But I was seeing that transformation with
my own eyes.!3

Dr. Li soon learned that this whole event was staged to impress
Mao. The party secretaries had ordered furnaces to be constructed all
along the route that Mao and his entourage were to travel. In one area,
the local party secretary had rice plants from distant fields uprooted and
replanted along the route to give Mao the impression of an abundant
crop. Adding to the absurdity, electric fans were used to generate enough
wind and air to reinvigorate the plants as they were beginning to die.

This drama extended into the realm of steel production as well.
Given their primitive methods, much of the steel that was produced by
the peasants was useless. It would often crack and lacked the strength
and texture to be of much use beyond making knives and spoons. This
was the irony, for each family had gathered all their household metal
goods such as knives and spoons, melted it down, and then produced
more knives and spoons. Most people thought this a bitter joke, but they
dared not raise it with the authorities. In fact, on one of their visits, Mao
and Dr. Li thought they were seeing some wonderful samples of steel
produced from backyard furnaces. The products actually had been pro-
duced by steel workers at a proper factory and brought to the peasant
commune in an attempt to impress Mao. “All of China was a stage,” wrote
Dr. Li, “and the people performers in an extravaganza for Mao.” 4

The hype and euphoria of the Great Leap Forward led many people
to exaggerate their abilities, cover up their errors, and even lie about
their accomplishments. As one farmer said, “We really believed that with
the right attitude you get the corn to grow higher.”!S The “can do” atti-
tude produced an unhealthy competition among the communes, with
each trying to outdo the other in an attempt to display their loyalty and
commitment to Mao and the Communist Party. If one commune com-
mitted to get 150 tons of grain per acre, another one would say it would
produce 180 tons. One commune’s governing committee agreed to go
for 470 tons. When one of its members challenged the realism of setting
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such an exaggerated target, he was accused of being an enemy of the
Communist Party.

Within two years, this absurd group dynamic generated a huge
shortfall in food for most of the population. Dr. Li recalled, “I did not
know it then, but China was tottering on the brink of disaster. The lead-
ing cadres of the party . . . were ingratiating themselves with Mao but
disregarding the welfare of hundreds of millions of peasants.”!® Due to
mismanagement, deceit, and several natural disasters that further re-
duced agricultural production in some parts of the country, China expe-
rienced a severe famine unlike anything the nation had experienced in
recent history. In the years immediately following the commencement of
the Great Leap Forward, more than thirty million people needlessly died
from starvation.

The Great Leap Forward may seem like a gross caricature of a tran-
sition challenge gone utterly wrong. Yet the underlying trends and pat-
terns illustrated by this example are in fact all too common in the
behavior of organizations and communities of every size and type. When
a boss, attempting a transition, imposes his or her plan without testing
the validity of the assumptions informing the plan, then danger awaits.
The people will deceive the boss if they can, or they will resist the boss if
they are able—unless the boss and the group can discover the errors of
judgment, make them discussable, and then make the necessary mid-
course corrections.

A transition challenge is thus made easier—and given a much greater
chance of success—if management can provide a recurring mechanism
for getting the people to take full possession of the vision. If people ac-
cept the reality of their situation, see a point to the journey, and under-
stand their role in making the journey, they are much more likely to tell
their boss—and each other—the truth about their concerns and the
problems they see, and not get caught up in the hype and euphoria of
change or succumb to the delusions or whims of the dominant authority
figure. The people thereby can contribute to the transition not by follow-
ing the leader deferentially but by generating a rich set of feedback
processes that shape, develop, and refine the solutions to the problems
they confront, and allow for corrective action as new insights take form.

Even in the middle of the river, Odin the ferryman carefully studied
the currents, checked the direction of the wind, and monitored the moods
of his people. His quest for new wisdom kept him alert to the need to
adjust the vision as appropriate. The leadership task, therefore, must con-
stantly be to ask, “Where are the people at emotionally? How are they
coping? Are they contending with reality? Are they taking responsibility
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for the journey? And, does this direction still make sense?” Depending
on the answers, the orienting purpose might need to be modified, even
discarded. But if the people feel like they own the journey and feel like
they can raise fears and concerns, they will be much more likely to be
honest in their endeavors and less likely to deceive.

Determine what must be preserved,

and belp people deal with losses

Often in their rush to change, leaders do not give adequate attention
to what must be preserved, honored, and cherished.!” This is a vital as-
pect of leading a transition—to ensure that essential aspects of the cul-
ture are not discarded but kept to enrich the life of the group and to
maintain continuity and well-being. There will always be something of
value in the system that needs to be retained. Finding those values, prac-
tices, and traditions and protecting them will lessen the resistance be-
cause people will see some reassuring aspects of their life that can give
comfort in times of uncertainty. The challenge of leadership is to work
with the people to determine what it is that truly must be honored, and
can actually be of value, as the transition unfolds.

Of course, all groups hold some values, habits, and practices that
one would not want to carry forward. I think of the Iban and Kelabit
peoples I lived with in Borneo and how, less than a century ago, they had
to discard their practice of headhunting. Headhunting had a significant
impact on their cultural identity as so much of their process of develop-
ment as a human being was attached to this activity. It was a ritual for
transitioning from boyhood to manhood. Also, the more heads that
could be gathered in a village, the more protected and strengthened the
people felt. Nevertheless, after being pressured by the British governor,
with a significant degree of reluctance they gave up this cherished tradi-
tion (although during World War II, the British actually encouraged
them to take Japanese heads).

IBM had its version of “headhunting” practices that no longer
served a useful purpose and needed to be discarded. But Lou Gerstner
also knew that in leading the transition, he needed to preserve many as-
pects of the culture. “I came to realize soon after arriving,” he wrote,
“that there were—and are—tremendous strengths in the company’s cul-
ture—characteristics that no one would want to lose. If we could excise
the bad stuff and reanimate the good, what resulted would be an unbeat-
able competitive advantage.”'® Gerstner worked hard to highlight those
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strengths and ensure that they were not lost or corrupted in the bold
venture to transform the company.

The leadership task is to determine what values, symbols, and prac-
tices can be preserved and to develop a strategy for protecting them, and
to dispense with the values, symbols, and practices that impede progress.
The process of figuring out what is essential and what is unessential can
be enormously difficult, particularly when the group or institution has
overextended itself and people are in a mad rush “to get to the other side.”

In the rush to transition, the Japanese during the 1880s and 1890s
gave up much of their culture and traditions and hastily, even thought-
lessly, embraced Western values and practices. Basil Hall Chamberlain, a
British scholar in Japan, advised his fellow Westerners:

Whatever you do, don’t expatiate in the presence of Japanese
of the new school, on those old, quaint, and beautiful things
Japanese which rouse our most genuine admiration. . . . Speak-
ing generally, the educated Japanese have done with their past.
They want to be somebody else and something else than what
they have been and still partly are.!”

By the end of the century, however, the loss of tradition and their
mimicry of the West had generated feelings of self-doubt and confusion,
among both the old and the young. One Japanese student wrote, “What
is today’s Japan? The old Japan has already collapsed, but the new Japan
has not risen. What religion do we believe in? What moral and political
principles do we favor? It is as if we were wandering in confusion
through a deep fog, unable to find our way.”?° Many people were seek-
ing something in their past that they could honor and esteem, something
that need not be sacrificed in the name of progress. There was no con-
sensus, or even debate, on what was redeemable from that heritage. As a
result, this part of the transition process was poorly managed by the
Meiji government.

Eventually, sensing the tiredness of the people and empathizing with
the losses they were feeling, the government sought to reclaim and reem-
phasize many traditional values—but for questionable purposes. In the
1890s, traditional values were openly exploited to fuel a growing nation-
alism that was to emphasize military power and territorial expansion.

For a long time the Japanese felt like they were inferior to the West,
and they now believed that the way to gain respect, even a sense of supe-
riority, was through the expression of power, dominance, and empire
building—just as Western powers had done and were continuing to
do. The government, therefore, sought to place Japan alongside the great



136 THE SIX CHALLENGES OF REAL LEADERSHIP

expansionist powers of the world. In doing so, the samurai Bushido
spirit was revived, and the old samurai were called back to teach the
young people what it meant to be a warrior. With new technology and a
newfound sense of identity and pride, the Japanese embarked on the
path of war. They attacked China in 1894.

Upon defeating China, the popular intellectual Tokutomi wrote,
“We are no longer ashamed to stand before the world as Japanese. . . .
Before we did not know ourselves, and the world did not yet know us.
But now that we have tested our strength, we know ourselves and we are
known by the world. Moreover, we know we are known by the world.”?!

The Japanese victories against China and then Russia served to in-
crease national solidarity and cohesion. This renewed sense of shallow
pride led the people to extricate themselves from their period of doubt
and inferiority, and thereby put an end to cultural subservience to the
West. They began asserting what they felt to be the distinctiveness and
superiority of the Japanese way of life. These sentiments coalesced to
generate a national ideology that emphasized harmony between ruler
and people, loyalty, filial piety, and colonial expansion as inherent in the
Japanese character.??

The reality was, however, that this new national pride was based on
dangerous values that needed military victories and territorial acquisi-
tion to sustain. To overcome their feelings of cultural alienation and to
inspire pride in their accomplishments they were, as one reformer wrote,
seduced into a false sense of pride and a belief that conquest equated
with greatness.?? These values persisted through to World War II and ul-
timately led to devastating consequences for Japan and many other
countries in the Asia Pacific region.

How was it that an open, experimental era gave way so suddenly to
an era of narrow-minded, aggressive nationalism? Certainly, in little
more than a generation, from 1868 to the turn of the century, Japan
made an amazing transition from a predominantly agrarian society to an
industrializing nation. It was an extraordinary effort by any standard.
But it happened so fast. The conversation in regard to what must gen-
uinely be cherished and preserved was never adequately addressed. The
forced opening of the country in 1853 by the Americans had diminished
the self-respect and dignity of the people because the opening had been
“compelled by foreign intimidation rather than free choice of Japan.”?*
It had been a humiliating experience. It served to propel the Japanese
people forward, but at an enormous cost. They gave up so much in
order to compete and prove themselves in the modern world. And when
they realized the consequences of this sacrifice, they turned to the most
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dodgy aspects of their traditions to revive a sense of pride in being
Japanese. In doing so, they ended up pursuing a set of false tasks, namely
war and expansionism, to the detriment of real progress.

Become a visible symbol of the transition ideal

Consider the Old Testament story of Moses leading the Israelites
from a state of bondage in Egypt to freedom in the Promised Land. Ac-
cording to the Book of Exodus, Moses temporarily left the group to
communicate with God on top of Mount Sinai. The summit meeting
went on longer than the group anticipated, and the people became quite
downhearted and rebellious. In their hunger for someone to provide a
visible manifestation of their values and new direction, they created a
golden calf to serve as a surrogate god.?

I suggest that any group in the midst of a difficult transition chal-
lenge when frustrated with their predicament—and without an authority
to be a visible manifestation of the transition ideal—will create their ver-
sion of a golden calf and attach themselves to a set of false tasks and
counterfeit issues that have little to do with maintaining the right course
and generating sustainable progress. To keep the people from attaching
themselves to a golden calf—a false set of tasks and counterfeit issues—
the leader must use his or her authority as a means to provide a physical
and symbolic presence during the transition. The leader’s presence, when
combined with questioning, listening, and expressions of encourage-
ment, can be enormously beneficial in reorienting people and giving
them a sense of hope.

A few years back I consulted with an executive team of a large insur-
ance company that had embarked on a transition that included a corpo-
rate overhaul of the organizational structure through a comprehensive
reengineering process. The senior management team rarely stepped out
of their offices to interact with employees. For nearly six months they
met regularly to analyze data provided by the consulting firm McKinsey
and discuss various strategic alternatives. The midlevel managers and
staff were confused and frustrated. Feeling left in the dark, they were
anxious about what was happening and what they should be doing. This
frustration produced a cynical mood and led many good people to leave
the organization.

I raised this concern in a meeting with the senior management team.
The CEO said, “We have so much planning work to do. Besides, I don’t
want any of my managers speaking with staff until we can all speak with
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one voice.” I suggested that they needed to provide not just a directive
voice to staff but an encouraging voice. They also needed to listen to
people. The CEO and his team got the message and eventually, like
Moses, left the mountain top and returned to the organizational wilderness
where the people were in an anxious state. Many people had attached
themselves to a “golden calf” and were engaged in counterproductive
political games, not attending to quality customer service, and feeling
generally disconnected from the mission of the business. And, given their
general sense of alienation, many of the midlevel executives whom I
spoke with admitted to distorting, even lying about, crucial performance
data that would determine their budgets for the coming year. Simply
stated, the people’s passion for success, commitment to act with in-
tegrity, and trust in the institution had diminished significantly over the
previous six months due to the benign neglect of the senior authorities
during this transition period.

Leaders must wisely and responsibly use their power to be a visible
symbol of the values and opportunities that change affords. As I ex-
plained in the first chapter, all groups are inclined, like chimpanzee com-
munities, to look to their “alpha” for reassurance and direction. At times
it is a burden for the chief authority figure and his or her team to be the
symbolic representation of the transition promise, particularly when
every aspect of the leader’s behavior is scrutinized and assigned meaning
by the group, but it is an essential role in a transition challenge—one
from which the leader cannot and should not flee—nor is it a role that
can be completely delegated.

The role should not be used to generate dependency or compliance
but be used to help people deal with reality—to orient them. If no one
provides the symbolic function of orienting the group, the people can all
too easily regress. Certainly, the role and function of the transition ideal,
in the eyes of the people, contain distortions of reality that the leader
must manage. The role also exaggerates the people’s sensitivity to any
flaws in the leader. For example, I remember assisting a CEO in transi-
tioning his organization from a centralized bureaucracy to empowered
local districts. One day a midlevel executive told me that the CEO was
not serious about the change process. Clearly she was distraught and dis-
appointed. I asked her why she felt that way. She responded that she had
recently been in the elevator with him and he never said hello to her, nor
was he smiling. She concluded from this interaction that the CEO was
cold, aloof, and lacking in commitment. Because I was the CEO’s ad-
viser, | knew how committed he was. He was an exceptional man with
extraordinary zeal. When I confronted him about the incident, he ex-
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plained that he travels up and down in the elevator a dozen times a day
and generally gives a nod to whomever he meets, but at times he is deep
in thought and may not notice who is there. He was surprised that the
woman took it so personally.

While it is plainly impossible to meet everybody’s emotional needs
and expectations, those who would lead need to realize that complex
psychological dynamics are at play. Trivializing this aspect of human be-
havior and not taking responsibility for it is like driving a car and not
taking advantage of the gears. You still might get to your destination,
but it will certainly take longer and might do great damage to the vehicle.

Emperor Meiji worked hard to generate and maintain the commit-
ment of the Japanese people to the transition process, particularly in the
early years before a parliamentary system of government was established
and the politicians and bureaucrats took control. Through his interac-
tions and informal behavior, the Mikado showed the people that the
transition could be made. Past emperors would rarely venture out of
their palace, and they certainly would not interact with commoners. Em-
peror Meiji broke with this tradition and made hundreds of visits to
schools, businesses, villages, and government offices. The local newspa-
per in Nagasaki reported that after the emperor had visited their city, he
had been successful in “shaking the people out of their ignorance, eradi-
cating their narrow-mindedness, and weeding out the thorns that lay in
the road to progress.”?¢ Given the respect the people had for the em-
peror, his literal presence was both inspirational and reassuring.

Those who seek to lead must ascertain how they should embody the
ideal and represent the values of change to the people. It might mean
smiling at everyone when in the elevator or joining staff for lunch in the
corporate dining room. On the other hand, such practices might be irrel-
evant to the success of the transition and simply be a waste of time. Each
group and each transition might need a different combination of visual
and symbolic gestures. The leader must ask, “What is it that the people
need to see in their authorities and leaders in order to be reminded of the
spirit of the transition and reorient them in times of doubt?”

One thing is certain: To embody the transition ideal is generally not
a one-time activity but an ongoing exercise. When Lou Gerstner thought
about what would be required of him to provide leadership for the de-
manding transition challenge facing IBM, he concluded:

I knew it would take at least five years. And I knew the leader of
the revolution had to be me—I had to commit to thousands of
hours of personal activity to pull off the change. I would have to
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be up-front and outspoken about what I was doing. I needed to get
my leadership team to join me. We had to talk openly and directly
about culture, behavior, and beliefs—we could not be subtle.?”

Gerstner realized he had to become the embodiment of the transition
ideal and live and breathe new values in all his interactions with people.

To be the embodiment of the transition ideal, however, does not mean
acting omniscient and omnipotent. On the contrary, the leader must dis-
play a degree of vulnerability and humility. As Odin knew, he was not
smart enough to always know what direction to take his people and how
to deal correctly with all the troubles they would confront along the
way. He had to be the embodiment of the pursuit of wisdom and the
passion for discovery. He had to show the people that he was willing to
learn, thereby sending a powerful signal to the people that they too
should embrace that value. We have all seen authority figures, in their
commitment to a certain goal, unrelentingly pursue that goal even though
the conditions change. This behavior is dangerous. The commitment
should never be framed exclusively in terms of getting to a new destination,
but in learning how to deal with the array of problems that ultimately
allow the group to get to the new destination. Central to the notion of
real leadership is not the relentless pursuit of a goal but the relentless
pursuit of reality. The leader engaged in a transition challenge, above all,
must be the embodiment of that pursuit. Inevitably, when engaged in a
transition challenge, course corrections will need to be made as the peo-
ple make new discoveries about their capacities, the environment, and
the threats to the group and entertain previously unexamined assump-
tions and unconsidered opportunities. To the degree to which the leader
shows openness to new discoveries and a willingness to adjust strategy in the
face of new evidence, progress will be made on the transition journey.

REAL LEADERSHIP FOR A
TRANSITION CHALLENGE

® Provide an orienting purpose.

® Get people to own the passage, or they will probably deceive
you.

® Determine what must be preserved, and help people deal with
losses.

® Become a visible symbol of the transition ideal.




CHAPTER 6

The Maintenance Challenge

Protecting and Sustaining What Is
Essential during Hard Times

N ot all leadership work is about change. Sometimes the challenge is
to hold things together—to protect essential resources, maintain
core values, and keep the enterprise from falling apart. This is the objec-
tive of leadership for a maintenance challenge. To illustrate a mainte-
nance challenge, consider the following scenario.

SCENARIO

Imagine you are CEO of one of the world’s leading makers of semi-
conductors. Your company is based in San Francisco to take advan-
tage of the abundant talent in the area and to be close to suppliers.
The company has 2,650 employees and annual revenues of more
than $1 billion. The year is 2001, and the change in the economic
conditions of the information technology industry has led to a se-
vere downturn in the market that has jeopardized the survival of
your company. Your quarterly revenues have plunged 50 percent in
six months. The same is also happening for your competitors, and you
watch in disbelief as many of them perish under these conditions.

Through your leadership, you have developed a corporate cul-
ture that has strong core values pertaining to the respect and em-
powerment of employees, with an uncompromising focus on quality
and results. But you now face a tough and complicated challenge to
exercise leadership to keep your company from sinking.

141
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Some members of your board are pressuring you to lay off
staff—just as most other high-tech companies are doing throughout
Silicon Valley. Your concern is that laying off staff will damage the
level of trust that employees have in management and the company.
This is a real dilemma for you. “I worry about keeping an atmo-
sphere of trust,” you ponder. “Lack of trust creeps in when there is
a gap between what you say and what you do. If we say ‘people are
our most important asset,” and then we have layoffs as soon as a
downturn comes, we’ll destroy trust. Every time someone walks
out the front door, it makes the company poorer. If Pm the orches-
tra conductor and I lose my violin player, the orchestra just won’t
sound as good—and eventually some people will stop coming to
the orchestra.”!

You conclude that your leadership challenge will be in keeping
enough promise in the future from day to day so that the various
stakeholders—employees, customers, creditors, and suppliers—do
not lose hope and abandon the company. You must get people to
shift their values away from the freewheeling expansiveness and
boundless optimism of yesterday to hunkering down and protect-
ing the vital resources that have made the company so successful—
technical, intellectual, human, and cultural. For the immediate
future, you have to get people to take satisfaction simply in surviv-
ing—yet you also must maintain their legitimate hope that eventu-
ally they will get past the current troubles and be rewarded for
their patience and sacrifice. You face a maintenance challenge.

The opening scenario was the real challenge faced by Xilinx’s CEO,
Willem Roelandts, in 2001.% Xilinx did in fact weather the storm and
succeeded in maintaining the core values that shaped its distinct and suc-
cessful corporate culture. What made the difference?

Roelandts was not willing to mortgage the company’s future for
short-term actions. He insisted that the human resources department
work with him to orchestrate a process to help the company protect and
preserve vital resources without massive downsizing. Through a combi-
nation of actions that included taking a tiered approach to pay cuts (the
CEO taking the largest cut), providing sabbaticals, offering extended va-
cation leave, forgoing annual bonuses, and shutting the company down
for two weeks, the company was able to survive.
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Of particular importance in helping employees make the necessary
sacrifices were the “managing in tough times” conversations that took
place throughout the company. Through forthright and open dialogue
that addressed the realities of the marketplace, the financial condition of
the business, and the needs of employees, the staff understood why sacri-
fices were needed and willingly adjusted their behavior accordingly. By
virtue of the staff’s participation in the process, combined with the
CEO’s wise and compassionate behavior, the company succeeded—in
fact, it became an even better company. In 2003, Xilinx ranked fourth in
Fortune magazine’s top one hundred companies to work for in the
United States.

The Nature of a Maintenance Challenge

Maintenance leadership is needed to hold a group, community, organiza-
tion, or country together when it is under threat. The work for people in
such a predicament is to face the reality that their survival is at stake and
do what is required to preserve resources and maintain a level of energy
that can allow the system to survive until the threat passes. For example,
in a closed thermodynamic system, when the measure of thermal energy
needed to maintain the system is unavailable, the system goes into a state
of entropy—the steady and inevitable deterioration of the system. This is
also true for human systems. When the system no longer has the neces-
sary ingredients for survival, the system will deteriorate—unless leader-
ship can be provided to revitalize the system.
The symptoms of a maintenance challenge are as follows:

o The group or enterprise is under a threat that the people cannot
resolve simply by ignoring it or moving away from their current
environment.

e There are significant hindrances to the group improving its lot,
such as crushing debt, lack of capital resources, enslavement to a
foreign power, or a severe downturn in growth.

e The mission or purpose for existing as a group has been weak-
ened or lost, and people see no reason for staying or contributing
and therefore are beginning to give up or flee.

The people in a maintenance challenge are generally in a state of
trepidation and anxiety. The group is under threat due to dysfunctional
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internal practices or an external enemy, or some combination of these
factors. The group’s resources are eroding and they can no longer deliver
on their mission. The people are at a loss in regard to what they must do
to survive.

The barrier that impedes progress consists of the attitudes and prac-
tices of the people that lead them to further jeopardize the value and re-
sources they have amassed. In other words, when under threat or when
the group is in a state of decay, it is easy for people to become disheart-
ened and disillusioned and fall into despair. In their depressed state, the
people might simply “give up” and no longer try to survive or protect
what resources they have left. Or they might lash out at the external
force in a rash manner, putting themselves at even greater risk of being
wiped out. The reality that the people must face is that the survival of
the group is dependent on collaborative effort, persistence, a clear head,
shared sacrifice, and a significant dose of inner strength.

The promise in a maintenance challenge is that the remaining value
and resources of the people can be protected and that the people will
eventually weather the storm and survive if wise and prudent leadership
can be provided.

To exercise real leadership for a maintenance challenge, the leader
must be able to draw on a wide range of tools and strategies to ensure
continued survival and cohesion of the group or organization. Leader-
ship interventions might include provoking the group to face the reality
of the threat when they would prefer to be in denial; providing inspira-
tion when the people are despondent and losing hope; reassuring people
when they are having doubts; chastising the group when they violate
their own cherished ideals and aspirations; providing a strong, symbolic
presence that embodies the values critical to the group’s survival; getting
the various factions to distribute the pain and loss of contraction; and
preparing the people for active defense.

Think of Britain in 1940, under regular attack by the Nazi bombers,
struggling simply to survive until circumstances changed for the better.
No one thought of bold, sweeping counterstrokes to win the war; it was
a time to hang on grimly and live day to day. While Winston Churchill
worked with potential allies in the United States to bring about a realign-
ment of global forces, Britain’s sole imperative was to avoid decisive de-
feat and endure its ordeal without collapsing. Short on food, munitions,
raw materials, aircraft, productive capacity—short on everything—and
faced by nightly bombing and the threat of invasion by a relentless
enemy, Britain in 1940 was the epitome of a community facing an ex-
treme maintenance challenge. “I have nothing to offer but blood, toil,
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tears, and sweat,” Churchill declared, and he invited the people to join
him in doing the maintenance work of protecting their families and de-
fending the country.

In a maintenance challenge, the resources (knowledge or material)
for survival may be lacking, due to neglect by group members or forces
beyond the control of the group, as in wartime Britain. The shortage of
resources can cascade through the group, leaving people demoralized.
Keeping meaning, energy, and commitment strong when times are tough
is a demanding adaptive challenge. People can easily get distracted by
outside enticements, fall into a state of despair, flee to what they perceive
to be a safer place, or surrender to the conquering force. They may be-
come so tired, dispirited, and weak that they are no longer willing to do
the work required to sustain themselves. When these things happen, the
social fabric of the group or community might unravel, its mission can
become meaningless, and the process of decay can swiftly set in.

While the plight of the British people during World War II was an
extreme predicament, maintenance work should be going on all the time.
To ensure that a group or organization does not simply survive but can
thrive, leadership should be attending to the maintenance tasks of keep-
ing the group healthy, viable, and relevant—in the same way that a per-
son should maintain the body and mind through constant exercise and
good eating habits. The sense of purpose and relevancy of the institu-
tion, if left unattended, can steadily erode over time. The people may not
notice the process of erosion due to their habitual behavior. Therefore,
the leader must get the people to responsibly maintain their institution
and adjust it to accommodate the changing conditions.

The new prime minister of Singapore, Lee Hsien Loong, spoke to the
importance of maintenance tasks to keep the system functioning well:
“We can never afford to be satisfied with the status quo, even if we are
still okay, even if our policies are still working. People say, ‘If it ain’t
broke, don’t fix it.” I say, if it ain’t broke, better maintain it, lubricate it,
inspect it, replace it, upgrade it, try something better, and make it work
better than before.”? In Singapore’s case, the system was functioning
well, and the country did not face a maintenance challenge requiring
dedicated resources to handle the problem. But the prime minister was
highlighting the importance of doing the routine maintenance work to
keep the system from breaking down and operating at superior levels.

In some maintenance situations, the leader can only draw on the
slender resources of the group to help it tolerate its anxiety and pain
until better times arrive. Such a situation is often hard, as no one wants
to admit that only a few options are left and that the best the group can
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hope for may be merely to endure a day at a time. Therefore, in meeting
these challenges, the task of leadership often begins with helping the
group face the reality of its predicament. Only then can it stave off
threats and try to remain healthy enough to flourish again when times
are better. This was the challenge faced by Weary Dunlop and his men in
the jungles of Asia during World War II. This unusual case illustrates the
demanding leadership work associated with preserving a group and their
resources until better days.

The Case of Weary Dunlop

In February 1942, after spending nearly two years at war against the
Germans and Italians in the Middle East, Edward “Weary” Dunlop, an
Australian lieutenant colonel and doctor, was transferred to the Indone-
sian island of Java to lend support to the Australian, British, New
Zealand, and Dutch troops who were resisting a seemingly unstoppable
Japanese advance throughout Southeast Asia.

In the first few of months of 1942, Dunlop watched Malaya and
then Singapore get gobbled up by the Japanese onslaught. When the
Japanese arrived, Dunlop, along with his doctors, nurses, and patients,
was taken into captivity. At the prison camp, where thousands of other
Allied prisoners were held, the mood was one of despondency, depres-
sion, and total bewilderment. No one had expected the Japanese to de-
feat the Allied forces so swiftly. Troops and civilians alike had been led
to believe that the mighty British army and its Allies could easily repel
any enemy, particularly the Japanese. And there they were, men and
women from Australia, Britain, and Holland, now rotting in the enemy’s
prison camps deep in the jungles of Asia.

The enlisted men harbored deep anger toward their senior officers
who, they believed, had failed to plan adequately for an enemy invasion
and underestimated Japanese strength and strategy. This anger surfaced
in the men’s unwillingness to show respect, trust, or confidence toward
officers who now appeared just as lost, confused, and depressed as them-
selves. The situation was so bleak that senior officers were booed, heck-
led, and even beaten by their own men.*

Although the British and Australian colonels and generals tried to
provide some order and discipline in the camp, clearly it was an onerous
task. The men refused to follow the traditional textbook kind of military
leadership that the officers bravely tried to display. Morale had hit rock-
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bottom. The camp’s senior officers realized that they no longer had the
respect and regard needed to hold the people together, and they searched
for someone who could. Even though he had never commanded combat
troops in battle, and even though he was not a senior officer, Dunlop
was asked to take on that role.

After ten months as head of the POWs in the Java camp, Dunlop
was sent to a new camp in Siam (Thailand). In his dual capacity of com-
manding officer and camp surgeon, he had the care and responsibility
for more than one thousand troops, mostly Australian and British. This
group was later called “The Dunlop Thousand.” The Japanese used
these men to build a continuous strategic rail line between Burma and
Siam. After the war, this project achieved lasting international notoriety
as the infamous Burma Railway.

For the POWs, this was to be a war within a war. Though deprived
of their arms, they were nonetheless in a bitter daily fight for their sanity
and dignity, and particularly their lives. Colonel Laurens van der Post, a
fellow prisoner with Weary Dunlop, said it best: “We were engaged in a
new war, a war for physical and moral survival, a war against disease,
malnutrition and a protracted process of starvation as well as against
disintegration from within by the apparent helplessness and futility of
life in the prisons of an impervious, archaic and ruthless enemy.”’ This
became the leadership challenge of Weary Dunlop: to help his men sur-
vive when the odds against survival were very high. He needed them to
endure the daily humiliation and beatings, and preserve the belief that
they would get through the experience and one day return home to their
families.

The following section illustrates the principles of real leadership for
a maintenance challenge, with examples from Weary Dunlop’s experi-
ence and other cases.

Real Leadership for a
Maintenance Challenge

Keep the fire burning: maintain hope

One vital aspect of leadership for a maintenance challenge lies in keeping
the fire of hope burning. For any group to survive, its sense of purpose and
hope must be strong enough to keep people from giving up or fleeing.
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Under normal circumstances, people stay with an organization or
group because of a shared sense of purpose or because they are paid
enough to make it worth their while to stay. But when the group faces a
maintenance challenge, caused by some internal or external threat, the
usual reasons for people to work together are not enough to keep them
focused on the tasks before them. Therefore, anyone who would exercise
leadership for a maintenance challenge must focus on keeping the fire of
hope burning to maintain the engagement of people—even when the
threatening conditions make the organization a painful and possibly per-
ilous place to be.

By hope 1 do not mean eternal optimism or unrealistic fantasies. The
hope of leadership is grounded not in some delusional belief but in a re-
alistic appraisal of the situation and an acknowledgment that if enough
good people can be mobilized to do something about the problem, they
will have a better chance to make it through the troubled times.

Hope is important. It gives people the capacity to deal with the
bleakness of their predicament. When what one is doing holds little
meaning, or when the effort expended does not seem worth the little re-
turn, people will be inclined to reduce their efforts, give up, or flee.
While this evocative component of real leadership is needed even when a
group or organization is prospering, it is even more crucial when condi-
tions threaten the survival of the group.

In the case of Xilinx, the CEO had to get his employees to realize
that they were valued and that through shared sacrifice and committed
effort they could prevail against the “forces” eating away at the viability
of the company. Similarly, in the jungles of Burma—a radically different
setting from Silicon Valley—Weary Dunlop had to get his men to face
the reality that (1) their lives did matter, (2) there were people—friends
and family—who loved them and wanted to see them alive, and (3) evil
must never be allowed to prevail.

Each day, Dunlop worked to convey the message of hope and per-
sistence to his men, through his demeanor, speech, and actions. He tried
to make an abnormal and barbaric situation as normal and civil as pos-
sible in order to keep the demons of despair at bay. A former POW,
when asked what was it that made Weary so popular with the men,
responded:

It was his easy way. . . . He chatted away to everybody. . . . He
went about deliberately encouraging people. Making light of

their problems. . . . You couldn’t convey what Weary conveyed,
and that was hope—that you never knew what was around the
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corner, and we’re having successes. It didn’t matter how few. He
was able to focus on them, whereas others with the best will in
the world were just overwhelmed by the losses.®

Dunlop could not afford to let his men succumb to despair. It was all
too easy to give up and die, or make a desperate attempt to escape and
be killed in the process. While he used his authority to maintain order
and discipline in the camp, he did not use his authority to distance him-
self from his men. This was not a time for excessive displays of protocol,
dominance, or privilege. They were all in this together, and through
shared effort and sacrifice, they could survive. Realizing what was re-
quired to survive, Dunlop easily and freely mixed with his men. A word
of encouragement, a joke, anything that brought a sense of dignity and
humanity to the men in this miserable predicament could help keep the
fire of hope burning. Bill Griffith, a young corporal who lost his sight
and both arms just prior to joining Weary and the other prisoners in the
Java camp, had this to say about him:

With these injuries as a young man I could not envisage life at
all, living like this. But Weary used to come along and he’d say,
“You’ll be alright, it will take time.” He was a comfort then. He
really was. I was only a kid, I was 21. . .. He used to instill opti-
mism in me. He said all wasn’t lost. And there was something
about him that gave me hope for the future. As calm as could be
was Weary, and he sort of transmitted it to me ever so quick, as
soon as he’d come. I felt more secure in every way. . . . There was
a certain magic when he was around, somehow.”

This role can be a heavy burden for a leader—to constantly be the
one to shoulder the work of reviving people’s spirits and encouraging
them to keep going. Nevertheless, the presence of someone to anchor
people in hope and shepherd them through a period of great trial is es-
sential if the group is to survive. In that role, the leader must manage his
or her own emotions, fears, and needs and cultivate a capacity to hold
steady and not collapse under the load. He or she should have a strong
and profound sense of purpose—so much so, that helping others is actu-
ally consistent with, and even rejuvenates, that sense of purpose.

The Jewish rabbi Maimonides, in twelfth-century Yemen, under-
stood what was needed by way of leadership to keep the fire burning
when his people faced a difficult maintenance challenge. At the time, Jews
were suffering from terrible and unrelenting religious persecution. Many
members of the community were killed or imprisoned. Whole villages
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were destroyed. This, in turn, led many members to flee, actually aban-
doning their beliefs and converting to other religions. The community
was anxious, disillusioned, and losing hope.

Maimonides, in 1172, wrote a series of letters to the Jewish commu-
nity of Yemen to inspire the people and assist them in coping with their
grim predicament. He encouraged the people to remain steadfast in their
commitment to the faith and hold true to their most cherished values.
The epistles had an enormous impact on the Yemenite Jews and helped
in maintaining the community and breathing hope into their everyday
activities. Without resorting to delusion or fantasy or promoting the
need for retribution, Maimonides played a crucial role in keeping the
community from breaking apart, preserving its essence, and sustaining
its strength.

In his letters, Maimonides did what every leader should do when
confronting a difficult maintenance challenge: He displayed enormous
compassion for the suffering of others and showed that he understood
the threat, their fears, and their needs. Yet, according to his biographers,
Maimonides “is never wholly overwhelmed by the sufferers’ perspective
and maintains a critical distance from his audience, enabling him to pro-
vide anchor points from which to transcend their immediate framework
of experience.”® This is an important aspect of leadership for a mainte-
nance challenge—to provide anchor points to stabilize people’s tendency
to flee from the work of maintaining the value they have amassed as a
community. Anchor points might include a reminder of the values,
ideals, traditions, and aspirations that give purpose to life, particularly in
a time of suffering. And by keeping a measure of emotional distance,
Maimonides was able to speak to the community in a way that gave
recognition to their plight but also provided a means for transcending
the hopelessness that had gripped their souls. Steadily, he shifted their
perspective from total despair to a window of hopefulness, helping the
people find reasons and strategies to keep going, honor their faith, and
maintain their community.

Maintain the mission
and core values

All groups must maintain their sense of mission and core values if
they are to survive. However, some groups are not under immediate
threat, but the fire of purpose dwindles due to the people’s failure in at-
tending to the routine maintenance tasks related to the values and prac-
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tices that are important in defining the group and giving purpose to their
activities. When the mission becomes blurred and cracks in the core val-
ues appear due to neglectful behavior, the group is in potential danger
and might suffer serious consequences. Consider what happened with
the Catholic Church recently due to negligence in maintaining its mis-
sion and core practices: the Church erupted in a series of sexual abuse
scandals in many different parts of the world. One of the most heated
areas was Boston, which was under the direction of Archbishop Cardi-
nal Bernard Law.

On the afternoon of June 14, 2002, Cardinal Law stood before the
press looking distraught, tired, and remorseful. He had just come from a
meeting with his fellow bishops where they addressed the sex scandals
facing the Church.

I said to the Bishops that never in my wildest, worst nightmare
could I have imagined doing what I was then doing, and I dis-
cussed with them some of what the past six months has been like
for me personally: the distrust, the anger, the sense of betrayal,
the fact that for many I’ve become an object of contempt. I then
pointed out that what added to that was the recognition that
Boston, and I personally, had placed an added burden upon the
Bishops, and I apologized to them for that.’

Six months later, the cardinal resigned.

Law had been archbishop of Boston since 1984 and was one of the
most influential Catholic authorities in the United States. In January
2002, the Boston Globe reported details of how he had allowed Father
John J. Geoghan to remain in the ministry despite knowing that Ge-
oghan was a child molester. The story triggered a nationwide furor over
the Church’s handling of sexually abusive priests. As the head of the
Catholic Church in Boston, Cardinal Law became the focus of the peo-
ple’s anger and disappointment. In essence, he had failed to do the nec-
essary maintenance work in his diocese.

The series of scandals in the Catholic Church was a symptom of a
deeper problem—the problem of parts of the Church ignoring its mis-
sion, core values, and even common sense. Many of the Church’s au-
thorities ignored the maintenance tasks and provided counterfeit
leadership by sweeping the problem under the rug. The mission and vi-
sion of the Church became blurred. Hence, many priests and others in
the Church had no useful standards for judging their actions and priori-
ties. They lacked a sense of purpose that was strong enough to keep their
personal hungers in check. Therefore, too many of them got seriously
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distracted by their personal hungers and ended up harming others, them-
selves, and the Catholic Church in pursuit of those hungers. In addition,
many of the authorities, rather than deal with these manifestations as an
indication that something was lacking in the system as a whole, tolerated
the aberrant behavior and bypassed the maintenance work of sustaining
the core values of justice, service, and charity.

The work of maintaining the mission and sustaining core values and
essential practices is critical work for any group. There can be dire con-
sequences when people get distracted. Even NASA, with some of the
most brilliant minds in the world and being an organization charged
with the noble mission of putting humans into space, became distracted
by a false set of tasks and failed to protect its core values. Given that
people got distracted, lives were lost. On February 1, 2003, the space
shuttle Columbia was destroyed in a disaster that claimed the lives of all
seven of its crew. A seven-month investigation into the cause of the acci-
dent revealed significant flaws in the leadership of NASA. The members
of the investigative commission asked, “Why did NASA continue to fly
with known foam debris problems in the years preceding the Columbia
launch, and why did NASA managers conclude that the foam debris
strike 81.9 seconds into Columbia’s flight was not a threat to the safety
of the mission, despite the concerns of their engineers?”1°

The commission recognized that the accident was not a random
event but rooted in NASA’s management culture. In the wake of the
1987 Challenger tragedy, NASA had revamped and expanded its safety
programs; a dozen years later, however, the agency’s safety infrastructure
had grown complacent and reactive. Independent checks and balances of
safety processes had been eroded, and safety testing and monitoring had
become exceedingly bureaucratized. The procedures generated massive
amounts of data but failed to identify and focus on potential problems.!!
While senior management was espousing a commitment to safety, the
frequent reorganizations and drive for greater efficiency sent mixed signals
to employees and, according to the investigators, “created the conditions
more conducive to the development of a conventional bureaucracy than to
the safety-consciousness of a research and development organization.”!?
Moreover, a competitive win-lose dynamic and a silo mentality had
emerged between the divisions of NASA, particularly between managers and
engineers. Given the bureaucratic culture and the unhealthy competitive dy-
namics, a pattern of ineffective communication had developed that left
“risks improperly defined, problems unreported, concerns unexpressed.”!3

Had NASA’s management vigilantly maintained the core values and
essential practices pertaining to safety and superior quality in all of its
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activities, perhaps lives would not have been lost. (Certainly that is the
conclusion of the Columbia Accident Investigation Board.) Understand-
ing what core values and essential practices are needed for successful de-
livery of the mission of the organization, and then devoting time and
resources to fostering and maintaining those core values and essential
practices, is a critical component of real leadership.

Attend to the little big things

In maintaining the mission and core values of the organization or com-
munity, and the well-being of the group during dire times, little things
can make a big difference. As Weary Dunlop knew, even a smile can
make a big difference. A fellow POW remarked that

Weary could get more from the men with a smile than an army
of blooming colonels wielding big sticks. The blokes would do
anything for him. He just had that quiet, assured way. “Do as |
do, not do as I say,” that was Weary. He gave confidence. He
looked assured and he was assured and he was just brimful of
confidence.'*

The CEO of Xilinx, Willem Roelandts, also found there was enor-
mous benefit in the little acts of leadership. He discovered that simply al-
lowing people to come together and talk about their predicament was a
useful mechanism for helping people deal with their anxiety and keep
the company from falling apart. He and his senior management team
joined in the “tough times” conversations, talking forthrightly about the
realities of the marketplace, the threats to the organization, the financial
condition of the company, and the nature of the sacrifices that needed to
be made by management and staff alike. The process was a powerful
“little big thing” that served to reenergize people and give them the con-
fidence to remain focused on the work of maintaining quality in all func-
tions of the company’s operations and performance.

A group or company need not wait until things go bad to attend to
the little big things. A successful company should constantly be attend-
ing to the little big things that orient the people to enact the values of the
company—as a preventative measure and to inculcate good habits.
Hidesaburo Kagiyama, the president of Yellow Hat, exemplified how lit-
tle things could make a big difference. His company is a highly successful
wholesale and retail chain that manufactures and distributes automotive
parts throughout Japan.
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I was invited to meet with Kagiyama at the corporate headquarters,
in a suburb of outer Tokyo, at 6:00 A.M. He was not to be found inside
the company but outside with a broom in hand, sweeping neighborhood
streets! He invited me to participate. After cleaning the streets, we
cleaned the factory grounds and were joined by many employees. Upon
completing the grounds, Kagiyama, with me as his apprentice, washed
and scrubbed the toilets of the employees.

We did not just clean the toilets, but we polished them as if we were
preparing for a royal visitor. Kagiyama showed me how to hold the
mop, fold the cloths, scrub the porcelain, fill a bucket with water, and
put the materials away when the cleaning was completed. He had a
“way” for every aspect of the cleaning process, a way that maximized one’s
energy and conserved the cleaning resources such as water, detergent,
brushes, and mops. The way was exact and included scrubbing in a cer-
tain direction, cleaning different objects in a particular order, and doing
these things with the right attitude—an attitude that emphasized service
to others. When the cleaning was completed, the toilets were sparkling.

At Kagiyama’s company, soji (the Japanese word for cleaning) was
done every day. It was a voluntary activity that was carried out an hour and
a half before formally beginning work. Every morning all the company cars
were washed, all toilets cleaned, the premises swept, and the rubbish on
neighboring streets was gathered. All cardboard boxes and paper col-
lected were sent for recycling. The many drink cans that were gathered
daily were taken to an old folks home so they could be sold for money.

Kagiyama explained that the purpose of soji was not just to main-
tain a clean working environment but to develop a soji mind—a mind
that could maintain core values and be the embodiment of the spirit of
service. For him, service was not a strategy purely for making money but
a strategy for living life. A soji mind finds gratitude, appreciation, and
satisfaction out of making others happy. It is a disciplined mind, not
cluttered, able to think clearly, and committed to responsible action. It
thinks not of itself but in terms of service to others. “You can talk all day
long about quality, business, politics, and the environment,” Kagiyama
said, “but unless you are willing to act your words are empty. Action is
truth. This is the core of the soji mind. Begin to take action over that en-
vironment that you have immediate control and you begin to make the
world a better place. These little things make a big difference.”

I asked Kagiyama how his practice of soji related to leadership. He ex-
plained that it is through leadership that you break up the self-interested
behavior of others—including your own—and keep employees focused
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on the reality of business success, which to him was providing a quality
experience for the customer. “Look at me. ’'m not a charismatic man,”
he said. “I’'m a simple man, and through simple contributions great
things can be accomplished.” Kagiyama then read me a Zen-like poem
he had written: “When you enter the house, take off your shoes, place
them neatly on the floor, and you will find that life works.” For him, and
certainly for his company, it was the little things that were done well and
with dedication that made the difference.

Of course, not every leader needs to be like Kagiyama and scrub the
employees’ bathrooms, but they do need to think creatively about what
they might do to maintain core values and a focus on the mission. Both
Kagiyama and Weary Dunlop were able to transcend the confines of their
authority role and provide leadership that was appropriate to the con-
text, versus being constrained by hierarchical and structural relationships.

The leadership work is to ascertain what small actions, symbols, ges-
tures, or events might serve as a way to orient the people to focus on the
necessary maintenance activities that will keep them and their group or
institution functioning successfully or from deteriorating any further.
These little big things are generally easy to do, but they are often ne-
glected in groups under threat or even in the best of times.

When people succumb to their hungers,
give them a whack

Much of the leadership work in a maintenance challenge is evoca-
tive—you calm the group, reassure them, help them take one step at a
time, and maintain a degree of hope to instill a capacity to deal with the
demands of each day. However, in dire circumstances, sometimes tough
actions need to be taken to keep the group alive. For example, on May
10, 1996, tragedy struck the dozens of climbers on Mount Everest as a
ferocious storm enveloped the mountain. One group was stranded in the
“death zone” just above twenty-six thousand feet, an area where human
life cannot be sustained for long given the altitude and hazardous condi-
tions. The group had been climbing without food for twenty hours and
were exhausted and dehydrated. Their oxygen bottles were empty, and
they were at serious risk of altitude sickness and cerebral or pulmonary
edema. The odds of their making it through the night were slim.

Their strategy for staying alive was to huddle together and keep each
other warm and awake. “Keep moving your hands and feet. Say something,



156 THE SIX CHALLENGES OF REAL LEADERSHIP

'”

shout, keep the guy next to you awake!” Danish climber Lene Gammel-
gaard admonished the group. She recalled, “Neal, Tim, Klev, and I take
turns shouting, moving. Klev shakes me. I shake him and kick Sandy
every few minutes, ‘Are you awake? You must not go to sleep. Hold
out!”” Gammelgaard and her team survived. The climbers on the other
side of Everest were not so lucky—eight died.!®

Given the precarious predicament of the group in a demanding
maintenance challenge, the task of leadership is to “wake people up”
with a figurative kick or a whack when people get distracted in order to
get them refocused on the work of survival and protection of group re-
sources, just as Gammelgaard did with her team on Everest. People in an
emotionally vulnerable state can easily succumb to their hungers, fan-
tasies, or delusions rather than face the reality of the predicament and do
what is required to maintain survival of the group. Some people might
go so far as to deny that a problem even exists, while others might be to-
tally overwhelmed, give up, or flee. In such a circumstance, a nudge or a
whack can make a huge difference—the difference between life and death.

Such was the leadership challenge facing Colleen Rowley. Her or-
ganization, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, had become distracted.
Too many managers were succumbing to their hungers for power, posi-
tion, and control, to the detriment of solving and preventing real crimes.
The consequences were bleak. A Senate judicial hearing in 2001 indi-
cated that the FBI had a bureaucratic culture riddled with arrogance,
fear, and careerism. The headquarters was inclined to micromanage offi-
cers and stifle initiative and responsibility. Departments refused to coop-
erate with one another, and turf battles were common. A former agent
testified: “Hiding behind a wall of arrogance, senior managers hold the
belief that they always know what is best for the Bureau. These [man-
agers] are intolerant of any suggestion that their way is wrong. They use
intimidation and retaliation against anyone who would be so imperti-
nent as to challenge their interests.” !¢

Although these characteristics are not uncommon for a large govern-
ment bureaucracy, they reveal an organization struggling to maintain
focus on its mission and sustain core values, practices, and priorities.
Turf battles, careerism, and the stifling of initiative are a false set of
tasks—destructive forces—that have nothing to do with fighting crime
and protecting the country. In fact, they detract from that purpose, as
the FBI, in too many cases, belatedly discovered.!”

After the September 11 terrorist attacks, Rowley decided it was time
to intervene and give the organization a whack. Unable to sleep one
night because she was troubled over the cultural behaviors that she felt
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may have contributed to judgment errors in events surrounding the ter-
rorist attacks of September 11, she drove to her office and wrote a thirteen-
page memo that outlined her concerns. Her intention was to send the
letter to her newly appointed boss, FBI director Robert Mueller. She an-
guished for days about sending the letter, as she knew she would be put-
ting her job on the line. Not only did she decide to give the letter to
Mueller personally, but, given the potency and pervasiveness of the false
set of tasks, she distributed copies to members of the U.S. Senate’s Intel-
ligence Committee.

Rowley made some bold assertions, one of which would get the at-
tention of the entire nation. She accused the FBI of deliberately obstruct-
ing measures that could have prevented the terrorist attacks on that
fateful September morning. She also asserted that essential information
was not being disseminated to the appropriate people due to interoffice
wrangling and turf wars.

Rowley stirred things up. She was eventually called before the Senate
to talk about her concerns. In her testimony, Rowley presented a
thoughtful and comprehensive analysis of the culture of the FBI. As chief
counsel in the Minneapolis field office, she was in a position to know
that culture well, having worked for the agency for twenty-one years.
She painted a picture of a misaligned organization that was losing touch
with its core mission and, as a result, not adequately dealing with the
real problems that it had been created to address.

To highlight how many people had lost sight of what was important
and were unintentionally pursuing a false set of tasks, Rowley gave a
simple yet powerful illustration of a recent event in her Minneapolis office.

One Sunday, approximately three months ago, I happened to
come into our office in Minneapolis for some reason. I bumped
into a supervisor who, after only about one year on the desk,
told me he was reluctantly going to have to “step down.” He
had spent several weekends in the office completing “crime
surveys,” Annual Field Office Reports, pre-inspection program
descriptions and other miscellaneous paperwork. The long hours
were taking a toll on his family. (He’s the father of four little
girls.) His anguished decision to step down was, however, not
solely due to the time spent away from his family but was more
because of the exasperating purposelessness of the endless
“reports” that were occupying his time. It’s one thing to work
around the clock on making a break in a kidnapping case, ar-
mored car robbery, terrorist incident, etc., but it’s quite another
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to have to spend hours engaged in completing the myriad of re-
quired “reports” the FBI bureaucracy has spawned in order (at
least in part), to justify its existence! This supervisor who is, in
fact, now relinquishing his management position, happened to be
one of very few who, prior to becoming a supervisor, had a long
and successful background (approximately fifteen years) as a
stellar investigator. The endless, needless paperwork and writing
exercises were actually preventing him from doing his job of su-
pervising the agents on his squad. I think this supervisor’s experi-
ence is a common problem which has been echoed by many in
the FBI who say it reminds them of the old story, “The Emperor
Has No Clothes.”!8

Colleen Rowley displayed courage in highlighting the dysfunctional
dynamics in the organization in a way that people could not hide from
the problem. Hers was a bold attempt to push back the bureaucratic
forces and uncontrolled hungers for power and territory that were sabo-
taging the mission of the organization.

Keep the destructive forces at bay

Usually when a group or organization faces a maintenance chal-
lenge, a dark and destructive force threatens the survival of the group or
organization. A destructive force is an enemy of progress. It can be any
person, group, policy, pattern of behavior, or environmental condition,
from within or without, that seeks to imperil the integrity of the system.
Destructive forces might include the unbridled force of the free market
on a country ill prepared to deal with competition; it could be an invading
enemys; it could be the people’s own values, habits, practices, and priori-
ties. These forces endanger the value and worth that has been generated
by the group. The leadership task is to identify the force and protect the
group, to the degree that it is possible, from its malign assault.

For example, parents have maintenance tasks every day in protecting
their children from destructive forces. Groups, companies, and institu-
tions inadvertently subvert parental authority by imposing new values
on children and enticing children into believing that particular items
(e.g., clothes, toys, drugs, foods, music) will make their lives better.
These destructive forces are powerful and unrelenting and will under-
mine family progress unless they are contended with and kept at bay.

Indeed, all groups and organizations must contend with dark, de-
structive forces that seek to prey on the system, exploit it, or kill it off.
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Bold, moral, and strategic leadership is needed to ensure that the de-
structive forces do not win. Sometimes the battle is with an external
enemy, but sometimes the battle is with one’s own organization, one’s own
culture, with the very people who are supposed to be protecting the system.

Dark Forces Without

Weary Dunlop faced a destructive force from without—the prison guards.

Although he had no weapons but his own courage and moral force,
Dunlop worked every day to protect his group from the destructive force
that sought to make his men’s lives more miserable than they already
were. He discovered that a moral stand could have a powerful effect. For
example, every day Dunlop and his men were required to work cutting
trees and laying tracks for the railway line. It was grueling and even haz-
ardous work, and many men were injured or killed in the process. Some
simply collapsed from exhaustion. Guards beat the men to make them
work harder or to punish them for alleged infractions. Some guards were
excessive in their torment of the POWs. One such guard was Sergeant
Okada, known to the men as “Dr. Death.”

The sergeant was a ruthless and uncompromising man who repeat-
edly treated the prisoners in ways that violated the Geneva Convention.
One morning he came to Dunlop and asked for forty men for a work de-
tail. Dunlop found his request unacceptable because too many of his
men were ill, with some on the verge of death. “You can’t have forty
men,” he told the sergeant. “You can have ten, and that’s it!” Okada got
angry, finding Dunlop’s insolence insulting. With his bayonet in hand, he
demanded again that Dunlop give him forty men immediately. “Don’t be
so bloody ridiculous,” Dunlop defiantly responded. “Ten men, that’s all
you’re going to get. The rest are sick, so you’re not going to get them.”
“Why are they sick?” the sergeant demanded to know. Dunlop didn’t
answer but simply pointed to the camp cemetery, which contained sev-
eral hundred graves for prisoners who had died. The sergeant then re-
lented, “Very well, today ten men will do.”"?

Clearly, Dunlop assumed the mantle of moral authority. His pres-
ence, his courage, his demeanor, and the rightness of his cause all com-
bined to improve the mood of the situation. He repeatedly put himself in
harm’s way in order to protect his men but was not rash or stupid about
doing so. Of course such behavior was always risky, and he was often
punished himself. But his courage kept many men alive.

Moral leadership in the face of a destructive force requires an exqui-
site sensitivity to the mood of the enemy, a fine appreciation for what is
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at stake, and a sharp awareness of how one’s conduct is perceived by the
opposing force. The unwillingness to provide such leadership will allow
the dark and destructive forces to wreak havoc on the people and re-
sources of the group. But the exercise of leadership could also get one
killed or further marginalized. To enhance the chance of success, one
should find partners to support the intervention and be very strategic in
where and when one intervenes. One should not push more than makes
sense given the reality of the predicament. Real leadership should never
be about being right but getting the adaptive work done. There are times
to advance, times to hold steady, and times to retreat.

Dark Forces Within

Sometimes a faction within a group or organization becomes a destruc-
tive force and thwarts the advancement of the people as they seek to
enact their mission. This faction persists in pursuing a false set of tasks
that have nothing to do with progress. For example, I once consulted to
an exceptional leader who was the superintendent of education of a
large urban district in a southern state. The destructive force that was
impeding progress in the school district was none other than the district
school board—an elected body of ten people—who were preoccupied
with trite politics, grandstanding, corrupt practices of giving school con-
tracts to friends and family members, and trying to excessively control
the superintendent for their own particular—and often selfish—pur-
poses. This was a low-performing school district. The students were
mostly poor African American and Hispanic children, many from single-
parent homes. They needed all the support that they could get. The very
adults who were supposed to be championing their interests were actu-
ally subverting them by engaging in all manner of political skullduggery.
The superintendent, called here by the pseudonym Betty Henderson,
spent more than 80 percent of her time attending to these political dis-
tractions and keeping the board from further damaging the school system.
Eventually she concluded that the powers of the board would have to be
cut back. They had become too much of a dark and destructive force.
Henderson mobilized the business community, state and local legis-
lators, and some of the key “moral” voices of the city to get the govern-
ment to change the law relating to the duties and responsibilities of the
school board. It was a long, painful process riddled with attack and
counterattack, played out in public meetings and in the press. The law
was eventually passed, and the powers of the board were significantly di-
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minished, thus allowing the superintendent to get on with the work she
was hired to do, namely, reform an ailing school district. Henderson suc-
ceeded in mobilizing a consensus in the community to reduce the po-
tency of the destructive force, which her four predecessors had tried to
do but to no avail. Her predecessors simply gave up, ignored the prob-
lem, were fired, or quit in despair. Having the courage and the commit-
ment, combined with a wise leadership strategy, Henderson was able to
ensure that the real work of schooling children was at the forefront of all
those engaged politically, professionally, or administratively, in the edu-
cational system she was overseeing. Maintaining the integrity of the sys-
tem was the true test of her leadership.

Conclusion

I have observed many organizations struggle with a maintenance chal-
lenge, some successfully and some poorly. Often the reason for failure is
that the people are not cognizant that they are actually confronted with
a maintenance challenge. In other words, they are unaware of the true
nature of the threat, what needs to be preserved, and subsequently what
kind of leadership is needed to address the challenge. Sometimes the peo-
ple are in blatant denial and no one wants to admit that there are only a
few options left. If the concern of maintenance is undistinguished then
the leader and the group have no way of shaping their actions and inter-
ventions to attend to the reality that is being avoided, and the group is in
danger of breaking apart and the value that it has amassed will be lost.
Leaders therefore must be vigilant in looking for the threats from with-
out or within that might damage the value and well-being of the group.

Even in good times maintenance tasks must be attended to with
focus and dedication. A leader must be conscientious in maintaining the
integrity of the mission, the core values of the enterprise, and essential
practices that allow a group to deliver on its purpose. It is not enough to
create a vision and expect people to willingly follow, but leaders must in-
tervene, even in small ways, to remind people of what is important. In
dire circumstances, when the group is under serious threat, this work is
critical. Although progress can never be guaranteed, the chance of
progress is greatly enhanced when real leadership is provided and the
people face the reality of their condition and take personal responsibility
for preserving their resources and surviving until better days.
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REAL LEADERSHIP FOR A
MAINTENANCE CHALLENGE

Keep the fire burning: maintain hope.

Maintain the mission and core values.

Attend to the little big things.

When people succumb to their hungers, give them a whack.
Keep the destructive forces at bay.




CHAPTER 7

The Creative Challenge
Doing What Has Never Been Done Before

ometimes, a group hits a wall. It can go no further or be more pro-

ductive while persisting in its current practices. To break through the
wall, transcend the current paradigm, and advance to the next level of
performance, the people must create. Consider the following scenario.

SCENARIO

Imagine that you are a senior manager in a large insurance com-
pany who oversees the claims-processing activity for the business.
The previous four years has seen a significant slump in perfor-
mance and productivity. You are getting signals from the market
that your processes are not as efficient as your key competitors.
“We have to change!” you tell people. “As far as I'm concerned, it
is change or die.” But nobody knows what to do.

You think the solution lies in inventing a completely new type
of working environment that would empower people to be cre-
ative, resourceful, and accountable. “We treat people like back in
the dark ages,” you say. “It’s disgraceful. No wonder we have these
problems.” You don’t know exactly what kind of work environ-
ment you need to create, but you feel it must be team oriented with
minimal direct supervision, even totally self-directed.

You go to the senior management committee and make a pitch
to the president for funding to support a two-year experiment to
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see whether you and your team can invent an entirely new way of
managing claims offices, something that will be radically different
from the prevailing paradigm. Most of the management committee
thinks that this is a harebrained idea, but the president gives you the
thumbs up. “You’ve got two years,” he says. “See what you can do.”
Given that you don’t have the support of your colleagues, and
given that you only have general ideas and no blueprint for moving
forward, in the back of your mind you wonder whether you can
succeed. This will be a tough leadership initiative, requiring consid-
erable imagination and persistence. In many ways you feel like a pi-
oneer—you are moving into unknown terrain. Your task is to do
what’s never been done before. You face a creative challenge.

The preceding scenario describes an actual organizational challenge.
The manager who attempted to provide leadership for the challenge I
shall call by the pseudonym Mary Jones. The company was Aetna Life
and Casualty. The project was called the Experimental Office.

Jones pulled together fifty people from throughout the company
who wanted to be a part of something new. They were tasked with in-
venting a cutting-edge claims office from scratch. They would need to
design, develop, and run the office, as well as ensure that it was more dy-
namic, productive, and profitable than the thirty-nine traditional offices
scattered across the country. They were expected to be masterful inven-
tors and agents of change. “Just think,” she told her people, “this is our
version of putting a man on the moon. We are at a new frontier, and this
will be, for all of us, the chance of a lifetime.”

One year into her two-year creative experiment, Jones’s Experimen-
tal Office was being hailed as a success; it was written about in business
magazines and featured on television. The team members were truly im-
mersed in the creative process, and it was clear that the revolution had
begun. Jones was thrilled with her accomplishment. She felt her star was
rising, and a huge opportunity had emerged to contribute to the trans-
formation of the larger corporate culture. As a graduate student at Har-
vard University at the time, I was called in to document the success.
Jones and her team wanted to capture the lessons so the concept could
be rolled out to other areas of the company.

Six months later, however, to the surprise of everyone, management
stepped in and quietly closed the Experimental Office down. They de-
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clared the project a failure. Mary Jones could not believe it. The dis-
traught, onetime manager extraordinaire packed her bags and left her New
England colleagues for her home state of Texas. She had been banished.

Jones had certainly faced a significant and daunting leadership chal-
lenge: how to contribute to creating a more responsible and productive
work environment that would add value for the company. The analysis
of her case, and others, affords an opportunity to examine the difficul-
ties—problems and opportunities—associated with exercising leadership
for a creative challenge.

The Nature of a Creative Challenge

A creative challenge necessitates doing something that has never been
done before. It lies in bringing something into existence—an idea, a
practice, a product—that can make a positive contribution to the group,
organization, or society. It is imaginative and inventive work requiring
persistence, exploratory thinking, and constant experimentation.

A creative challenge emerges when a group faces a problem or op-
portunity that no current strategy or practice can successfully address,
and an incremental approach based on developing latent values and re-
sources appears to hold little promise. In essence, the group must invent
a solution; they must discover an answer to their predicament, or no
progress will be possible. Unlike a development challenge, a creative
challenge requires a significant break with the past and an unconstrained
leap into the future. The group must produce a hitherto unthought-of re-
sponse to the problem and then take unprecedented action.

The data indicating a group faces a creative challenge include the
following:

e The group must do something for which there is no road map
or blueprint—it must literally move into unexplored terrain.

e Some impediment, or threat, is blocking group progress, and no
known solution is available to address the problem. The group
feels ill equipped to undertake flexible, blue-sky thinking and
embrace fundamental change. It is literally stuck.

e An inventory of resources and values within the group reveals
that an incremental developmental strategy is inadequate to
the challenge. To solve the problem or take advantage of the
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opportunity, the group must depart radically from its current
course—and do so without delay.

In exercising leadership for a creative challenge, as with all the chal-
lenges, the leader must examine (1) the condition of the people, (2) the
barrier that impedes progress, and (3) the promise or aspiration on the
other side of the barrier.

The people facing a creative challenge are stuck. They feel like they
have hit a wall and are at a loss as to what they must do or how to pro-
ceed. The group does not possess in its current repertoire of knowledge
the solution to their predicament.

The barriers are the limitations and boundaries that contain and re-
frain the people’s thinking—their psychological state (their arrogance,
their ignorance, their imaginative capacities), the group culture (what’s
acceptable or unacceptable in terms of normative behavior), and the pre-
vailing paradigm in which the problem occurs (current knowledge and
the repertoire of skills). But the barriers also include those people or
groups who are the gatekeepers for the current order and those who
might feel threatened by creative work. Psychologist Rollo May wrote,
“creativity provokes the jealousy of the gods.”! Indeed, creative work stirs
up an array of emotions in people: some get excited by the process, and
some seek to squelch the process because it disrupts the world they know.

The promise available in a creative challenge is that if the people can
accomplish something that has never done before and produce a break-
through in their thinking and collective efforts, they can function at a
higher level of productivity or profitability, or have a better shot at suc-
cess. By its very nature, it can be a transformative experience. In a dire
situation, creative work can make the difference between life and death.

The leadership task is to generate a mood and orchestrate a process
to get the people to transcend their current thinking and discover a suc-
cessful response or solution to their constraining predicament. This
might include either evoking people’s imagination through brainstorm-
ing or being a perturbing force that stirs the group from its comfort
zone. Although this type of work is emotionally and mentally demand-
ing, it can also be fun, since it requires a playful exploration of ideas and
a willingness to be deliberately outrageous and provocative. But it can
also be discomforting, because to sustain the creative state requires the
willingness to challenge prevailing beliefs, tolerate conflict, and play with
crazy notions. And, even then there can be no guarantee of success. In
fact, the odds that you will fail are very high.
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The search for the source of creative power, given how rare and
valuable that power is, has been a quest conducted even by the gods.
The Norse mythic tradition tells how the great Odin sought the trans-
forming power of creativity. That power was represented in the sacred
ring known as Draupner.? According to legend, every ninth night an-
other ring, equally as magical, would mysteriously drop from Draupner.
These rings gave enormous power to whoever possessed them. Odin’s
ring, in a mythological sense, symbolizes the fertility of the mind and the
creative power needed to address troubling problematic realities. The
dropping rings represent the way that one creative insight begets an-
other—a veritable train, or chain, of creative thought. Folklorist R. B.
Anderson has noted, “The rings fell from Draupner as drop falls from
drop. Ideas do not cling to their parent but live as independent life when
they are born; and the idea or thought does not slumber once awakened,
but continues to grow and develop in man after man, and generation
after generation, evolving constantly new ideas.” J. R. R. Tolkien drew
from this myth in his writing of The Lord of the Rings.

The Odin stories influenced the medieval alchemists. Their magical
quest to turn lead into gold was doomed to failure, but their novel and
rigorous experimentation laid the foundation for modern chemistry. In
the end, their creativity did produce something new and immensely valu-
able that had never existed before. As with Odin’s chain of rings, one idea
led to another, and magic was transformed into a new science that gen-
erated discovery after transforming discovery for succeeding generations.

Indeed, there is something magical about creative work. All of us
have seen how the right mix of people, ideas, and material can generate
insights and solutions that could never have been predicted—or even
imagined—Dbeforehand. The essence of exercising leadership to address a
creative challenge lies in helping foster the circumstances, attitudes, and
processes that make such outcomes possible (usually without having the
slightest idea of what those outcomes—or the processes that will lead to
them—will be).

Fundamentally, the adaptive work of a creative challenge is group
work, and not to produce an individual psychological state of creativity.
We have all heard the saying that “a camel is a horse designed by a com-
mittee,” with its arch suggestion that only the “individual” can be truly
creative. But anyone who has tried to exercise leadership in the face of a
creative challenge soon learns that creativity depends on the interaction
among multiple people with differing skills, perspectives, personalities,
and attitudes. One individual may have a novel idea but not the ability
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to make it attractive or inspirational to others. Some people can get
others enthusiastic but do not have the persistence or follow-through to
bring a creative idea to fruition. Someone with the beginnings of a new
insight may need another person with a very different viewpoint to chal-
lenge, critique, refine, and ultimately strengthen the new idea. But even
when they are all working together, not everyone will share the same
levels of commitment to producing an innovative solution, nor will they
be able to tolerate the unwieldy process. For all these reasons, those try-
ing to provide leadership for a creative challenge often have to deal with
internal divisions—even insurrection—as group members struggle with
high levels of stress, anxiety, uncertainty, and disappointment.

The creative challenge, therefore, is a confluence of high stakes, great
risks, immense opportunities, profound uncertainty, exhilarating possi-
bility, tremendous excitement, and stark fear. It may be the most difficult
leadership challenge to address, but, when it is confronted with wisdom,
courage, and skill, the results can be spectacular.

Taking a Mundane Assignment and
Turning It into a Creative Breakthrough

The creation of the U.S. Constitution was a remarkable act of creativity,
perseverance, and commitment. In 1787, fifty-five representatives from
the thirteen original United States gathered in Philadelphia to transform
the Articles of Confederation into a more durable and workable blue-
print for a national government. Adopted by the Continental Congress
in 1777, the Articles had provided a nominal and often ineffectual struc-
ture of governance that was clearly inadequate for the needs of a new
and growing nation. Six years after winning independence, individual
states still had their own currencies, trade rules, armed forces, and, in
some cases, foreign policy. The delegates to the Constitutional Conven-
tion were “ambassadors” representing their states, sent to explore
whether common ground could be found concerning what needed to be
changed in the Articles of Confederation and whether it was possible to
create a stronger alliance.*

Many of those invited to attend the convention refused to go. The
prevailing belief was that the differences among the states were too
great, and it would, therefore, be impossible to generate any real and



The Creative Challenge 169

lasting consensus. The hero of the Revolutionary War, George Washington,
was invited to represent his state, Virginia. At first, he declined the offer,
telling the Virginia legislature to choose someone else. “I have served the
country long enough and it is not my business to again embark on a sea
of troubles,” he replied.’ He was eventually convinced to attend.

Given the lackadaisical attitude of many of the delegates and the
general sense that nothing significant would occur at the convention, a
number of individuals came late, causing the opening to be delayed by
eleven days. The delegate from Rhode Island actually boycotted the
event. When the convention did get under way, it was immediately crip-
pled by disagreement—disagreement over state’s rights, the role of a na-
tional government, and the function of a chief executive. Each delegate
brought his own agenda shaped by personal and state interests.

Still, in spite of the delegates’ differences, a shared purpose emerged
during the convention—to see whether the delegates could create a prac-
tical framework through which representative decision making could ad-
dress their common problems and political differences. As the debates
unfolded, it became abundantly clear to many of the delegates that a real
opportunity was emerging that could go beyond the mere tweaking of
the Articles of Confederation: the convention might yield a new consti-
tution. Not everyone was in favor of such bold action. Luther Martin of
Maryland, for example, was so vehement an opponent of the constitu-
tional impulse that he eventually stormed out of the convention and later
campaigned against ratification. Still, for four months behind closed
doors and in the heat of the summer, those who stayed labored away to
produce a constitution. On September 17, 1787, they completed their
work, crafting what was to become one of the most remarkable docu-
ments ever produced. It was an act of extraordinary creativity.

Crucial leadership was exercised by many people, but the leader-
ship of one delegate in particular—the eighty-one-year-old Benjamin
Franklin—affords an opportunity to examine the subtle interventions
that make a difference for a group in the midst of a creative challenge.
From the outset, Franklin, a figure of national standing and popularity,
both personified and ardently advocated a spirit of unity and goodwill
that held the convention together even through the fiercest bouts of dis-
cord and conflict.

Imagine, for a moment, that you are Benjamin Franklin, and con-
sider, through his eyes, the unfolding drama of that historic event of
1787. How might you intervene to ensure that the meeting produces the
best possible solution to the nation’s current and future challenges?
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SCENARIO

Through the Eyes of Benjamin Franklin

Now eighty-one years old, you remain in fairly good health, al-
though you have difficulty getting around. While you were in Paris,
you began to travel in a sedan chair carried by four men, and you
have adopted it as your usual form of transportation. You create
quite a stir wherever you go, but it beats walking.” You consider
participation in the convention to be a unique opportunity. For
you, it is not about tweaking the Articles of Confederation but see-
ing whether the delegates can create a constitution for the country.

Protecting the Creative Process

As the convention begins, the first task is to come up with some
basic rules and procedures. One of the first procedural questions is
whether to admit journalists to your sessions. You are a newspa-
perman yourself, so you appreciate the importance of the press in
getting information to the people and engaging their participation
in the debate. But you are also the veteran of many a political dis-
cussion, and you think it might be a bad idea at this fragile, ex-
ploratory stage for the convention delegates to be speaking for the
applause of their factions back home. You want the delegates to
work freely on the problems and come up with imaginative solu-
tions. If the convention is reduced to political posturing and grand-
standing for the home state audience, it will never succeed. You
conclude it would be best to protect the creative environment from
outside pressures so that the delegates will be willing to try out new
ideas and explore novel perspectives.

So, to make it easier for people to speak their minds and to
change their minds, you help coordinate the adoption of a secrecy
rule that erects a protective boundary around the group process.
You value public debate greatly, but you think that there is no rea-
son to upset the public over the interim points of view that will be
expressed within the walls of the pressure cooker that the conven-
tion will need to become if productive work is to be done. You
know that you personally have a tendency to tell secrets in public,
even unintentionally, so you make sure that, for your public ap-
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pearances during the convention, you have another delegate with
you to remind you of the secrecy rule.?

Getting People’s “Truths” on the Table

You also know that creativity and good civics can arise from self-
interest, diversity, and even discord, so long as people remain will-
ing to engage one another openly, honestly, and with the intent to
figure the problem out. In fact, you believe it is from discord that
the best ideas emerge. You therefore want the delegates to feel free
to express themselves openly and address their concerns and objec-
tions forthrightly during the meeting, so that they will not reserve
their criticism for after the convention’s document is made public.

After someone seconds the motion that the national executive
should be one person rather than a group, there is a long, tense si-
lence. General Washington asks whether he should put the motion
to a vote. You intervene to say to the delegates, “Speak up. This is
a point of great importance, and you should speak on it before you
vote on it.” And still no one will speak. Then one of your allies
says, “We can change our minds even if we speak a strong and
frank opinion.” He then proceeds to say why he prefers a single
person to be the national executive. Someone else says that a single
executive is just the “fetus of a monarchy” and proposes that the
national executive should consist of “three men.” And there ensues
a discussion of whether America should adopt a monarchy like
Great Britain or have another form of government.

You know that this is a critical conversation and that the dele-
gates must wrestle with their own preferences, doubts, controver-
sies, and beliefs, even when the arguments are heated and people
seem angry. So, although you have several personal views, you keep
your interjections to a minimum. You deliberately provoke discus-
sion by offering up proposals that you find intriguing but know
will annoy others, such as the idea that the national executive
should not be paid, as that would discourage people who are inter-
ested only in personal gain. Because you know your idea is unpop-
ular, after you make the proposal, you say, “If it is not seconded or
accepted I must be contented with the satisfaction of having deliv-
ered my opinion frankly and done my duty.” You accept defeat
gracefully, thereby setting an example to the rest of the delegates
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and winning a much greater victory for openness and candid

debate.

Keeping People in the Room

After spending over a month making generous compromises on the
design features of a national government, tension erupts. One dele-
gate launches a two-day harangue defending the Articles of Con-
federation, in effect attacking all the progress that has been made.
And in response, the delegates start attacking each other’s motives.
The arguments become heated, and some delegates from the smaller
states attempt to reopen the question of whether each state in the
new government would have the same vote in a new House of Rep-
resentatives, irrespective of the size of their populations. They are
afraid that the smaller states will have little power and be domi-
nated by the larger states. The delegates become irritated as they re-
hash arguments presented weeks ago. They are going in circles.
You know that going in circles is a normal occurrence in a creative
process, but you also know that somebody must do something to
keep people from fleeing in frustration.

When it looks like some delegates might pull up stakes and
leave, given how frustrated the group is, you suggest that they
could use a little divine guidance. You say, “I therefore beg leave to
move—that henceforth prayers imploring the assistance of Heaven,
and its blessings on our deliberations, be held in this Assembly
every morning before we proceed to business.”® Given your deist
beliefs that God is the Creator but does not interfere to rescue peo-
ple from the mess they make of their own world, you do not think
that God will necessarily answer the prayer. However, you have
some hope that prayer, or at least your mention of prayer, might
have a calming effect on the passions of the delegates and remind
them of the higher purpose of the work they are doing. Your mo-
tion is seconded and discussed. The delegates’ anger and passion
subside. And no delegates bolt the conference, even though they de-
cide to adjourn the day’s session without voting on your motion.!?
Your intervention has served to remind people of the profound im-
portance of the work they are doing and all that is at stake.

A few days later, the struggle between the small states and the
large states continues over whether each state will get one vote or
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several votes proportional to their population; this time the argu-
ment is over voting in the senate. It is early July and the weather is
extremely hot; a despondent mood stirs among the delegates, as it
does not seem likely that the group can ever break its current dead-
lock of opinions. Personally, you think either the small states’ or
the large states’ solution would work for the nation’s next step, as
long as the delegates could emerge from the convention with a pro-
posal that the delegates together could defend in their respective
states. You intervene again, saying, “When a broad table is to be
made, and the edges of planks do not fit, the artist takes a little
from both, and makes a good joint. In like manner, here both sides
must part with some of their demands, in order that they may join
in some accommodating proposition.”!!

Sincere argument, tough debate, honest dialogue, and passion-
ate displays of emotion continue for another two months. It is up-
hill all the way, but amazingly a new constitution has begun to take
shape. By August, after three months of deliberation, the delegates
have a complete draft of a constitution for the United States of
America.

At the signing ceremony, you look at the scene and feel that
something poetical should be said to capture the mood of the occa-
sion. You declare, “I have looked toward the President’s Chair
these many days, and I have seen that sun painted there in the back
of that chair. During these sessions, I have often wondered whether
that is a rising or a setting sun. But now at length I have the happi-
ness to know that it is a rising and not a setting sun.”!?

At the conclusion of the convention, James Madison sent a copy of
the Constitution to Thomas Jefferson in Paris. “It was impossible,” he
wrote Jefferson, “to consider the degree of concord which ultimately
prevailed, as less than a miracle.”!3 As the invention of the United States
Constitution shows, creative work may produce a miracle, but the
process is often untidy work, riddled with friction that, in turn, generates
sporadic moments of brilliance. It requires tremendous patience, persis-
tence, and wisdom to hold steady in such a turbulent and uncertain set-
ting and to be able to intervene at opportune times to keep the group
engaging essential issues and steadily progressing. Madison remarked
that when Franklin intervened, it was done “with great pertinacity and
effect.”'* Indeed, when faced with a creative challenge, those who seek
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to lead must intervene with pertinacity and effect. They must prod peo-
ple to go further in the exploration of ideas and stretch their thinking.
They must keep the creative juices flowing. Drawing upon the Constitu-
tional Convention and other cases, what follows are the principles and
strategies of real leadership for a creative challenge.

Real Leadership for a Creative Challenge

Attend to the mood, energy, and focus
needed to make a discovery

Creative work takes place in a particular environment or field. By field 1
mean the dynamics of the group and the contextual influences that pro-
duce a certain mood, energy, and focus that stimulate creative thinking
and the exploration of ideas. The notion of a field is derived from the
work of social psychologist Kurt Lewin, who argued that behavior is de-
termined by the totality of influences on the individual in a given situa-
tion." The field is the necessary sea in which discovery work occurs. It is
analogous to a holding environment, as presented in the chapter on the
development challenge.

The leadership task is to generate a field that is conducive to doing
creative work that can produce real solutions to complex problems.
Springboarding straight into creative exploration without concern for
the field is never a good idea. To produce anything of value, collabora-
tors in a creative process must be receptive, motivated, confident that
they will not be penalized for playful or speculative thinking, and be rea-
sonably respectful of one another’s contributions. Therefore, a field
needs to be generated that allows for genuine “outside the box” thinking.

From my experience working with groups on an array of creative
challenges, I believe that three crucial features of a field directly affect
the quality of creative work: mood, energy, and focus.

* Mood is the feeling, tone, and atmosphere of the group.
e Energy is the vigor and effort expended by the group.
» Focus pertains to the group’s sense of purpose and attentiveness.

The overall mood of the group is an important variable in support-
ing creative exploration. If the mood is one of negativity and hopeless-
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ness—“Why bother?”—people will be reluctant to persist with the stress
and anxiety of creative work. Even a slight or mild sense of hope can
generate enough optimism to support creative work. So declaring and
nurturing hopefulness and optimism becomes an important underlying
leadership practice. If people think that their leader has lost hope and
that their efforts are pointless, the creative work will die.

Creative work requires enormous energy to sustain the emotional
and physical demands of generating innovative solutions that carry the
group beyond incremental change and into the realm of true ingenuity.
The people’s minds and hearts must be quickened and stimulated to
meet each succeeding challenge with confidence and a sense of compe-
tence. In many ways, the energy levels needed are like that of climbers on
Mount Everest. The higher the group ascends, the more difficult it is to
maintain energy levels. The closer the summit, the harder the work and
the greater the threat to the climber’s safety and survival.

Focus is the capacity to maintain a sense of purpose and attentive-
ness. It is all too easy to get distracted from the larger challenge and end
up frittering away crucial energy in nonproductive ways, or to miss an
important change in the environment because people are no longer pay-
ing close attention. Exhausted and depleted as they may be, mountain
climbers on Everest must be alert and vigilant to attend to the shifting
terrain and changing weather conditions in order to reach the summit
and return safely. Similarly, groups engaged in addressing a creative chal-
lenge must stay sharply aware of signals, opportunities, and environmen-
tal shifts—especially because, unlike the mountaineers, they are defining
the nature and specifics of their goal even as they approach it. One of the
salient features of creative work is that those who pursue it must focus
on their purpose rather than on a concrete destination. Deviations and
explorations down various alleys and valleys to see “what’s there” must
be tolerated and even encouraged. The leadership task, however, is to be
asking the group such questions as “What have we discovered?” “Are
we progressing?” “Is this worthwhile?” Should the group get too dis-
tracted, someone must bring them back to the main path and get them
starting afresh.

The field at the Constitutional Convention was strong due to the ef-
forts of Benjamin Franklin, George Washington, James Madison, and
others. These men intervened in a variety of ways to generate and main-
tain qualities of mood, energy, and focus consistent with the require-
ments of an unmistakably creative process. The mood needed to be
positive and purposeful. Washington’s mere presence as the convention
chairman did wonders for the mood of the delegates. The feeling was “If
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Washington thinks that it is important to be here, then perhaps I should,
too.” Franklin would repeatedly remind the delegates of the profound
importance of the work they were doing and what was at stake—and he
would often do it in a playful, provocative way that stimulated creative
thought and a sense of possibility. Madison provided an enthusiasm and
agility in intellectual debate that was not only instructive but infec-
tious—and, at the same time, intensely practical.

As the convention was held in the hot summer months, an extraor-
dinary amount of energy was needed to persist with the squabbles, argu-
ments, and legalities of this most unpredictable process. Some delegates
would speak for hours about their most pressing concerns and drive
their colleagues to absolute boredom or anger. Franklin, in the evenings,
would entertain delegates at his home and do what he could to maintain
a spirit of good cheer in the hopes of keeping energy levels high enough
to carry on the work the next day.

Now, compare the strength of the field at the Constitutional Con-
vention to the much less sturdy field that enveloped and conditioned
Mary Jones’s Experimental Office. Jones wanted the experiment to be a
beehive of creative activity—and for a time it was. The mood was that of
excitement. Energy levels were high. The focus on creating what had
never been done before was intense. However, over time, the field deteri-
orated because no one attended to it. People got bogged down in the
technical and procedural details of “inventing” an office, without con-
sideration for generating and maintaining a field that was sufficient to
actually do the creative work. The mood became negative, even hostile.
Energy levels sank. The focus became blurred.

The bleakness of the field was caused by a combination of internal
and external dynamics—and lack of real leadership to know how to
manage the field. Internally, the project teams could not handle the stress
and pressure of creative work. Externally, senior management did not
provide adequate protection for the experiment and was constantly
sending mixed signals about the project’s importance and efficacy.

As the members were expected to create a whole new way of work-
ing from scratch, they had to learn how to solve problems creatively and
collaboratively while ensuring their decisions were sound from a busi-
ness point of view. They had no idea how hard it would be to work in
self-managed teams and be responsible for the resolution of demanding
and complex business problems. Theoretically, the concept of creative
teamwork, combined with a degree of autonomy, sounded wonderful to
them, but in practice it was tough. As one person said, “This experience
was more than any of us bargained for.” Another team member put it
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like this: “We are now dealing with so many new problems. I mean, you
don’t get rid of any problems in this office. This is no different from any
other place, except we have to be responsible for solving the problems,
not the boss. You can’t pass the buck.” These new kinds of problems
generated an incredible amount of stress for the members. In fact, most
indicated that they wanted to leave the project as soon as possible be-
cause the pressure was getting to them. “Last week I was really de-
pressed,” confided one woman. “I would have walked out if I didn’t stop
and calm myself down. I was really upset. These people are driving me
nuts. What’s more, I think management wants us to fail. They don’t
seem interested at all in what we are doing. How do you do creative
work when no one supports you?”

The leadership work is to attend to the generation and maintenance
of a field conducive to achieving an outstanding result. Creative explo-
ration and experimentation cannot flourish when the mood is bleak or
the focus is blurred. Monitoring the field and managing the boundaries
to ensure that stress levels, like the heat in a pressure cooker, can be re-
leased or turned up as needed is essential work. At the Experimental Of-
fice, people were overwhelmed. They were expected to be creative on
many fronts on a daily basis, but they were not given sufficient support
in the creative endeavors. Some people assumed that creative work
would be easy, natural, and fun. The process, however, was demand-
ing—mentally, physically, and emotionally. Given that the field was not
properly attended to, the work became a heavy burden for all.

Keep the powerful from
dictating “the” solution

One of the surest ways to kill off innovation and creativity is for a
powerful person to try to dominate the work. It is often difficult for a boss
or an “expert” to hold still and allow the group to muddle its way through
the painful, unpredictable discovery work associated with a creative chal-
lenge. If you are a project manager, for example, tasked with inventing a
new product, you might be tempted to “control” the creative process or
shape it in a way that is consistent with your notion of what the out-
come should be. However, in the realm of real leadership, one must learn
when and how to get out of the way to ensure that the group can be in-
ventive and discover solutions through their own chaotic process. And
one must keep other people, particularly those with considerable power
and authority, from dominating and imposing their will on the group.
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Dominance dynamics are common in all groups and organizations
where the stakes are high. Some people feel that they must engage in po-
litical maneuvering in order to achieve their individual aims, or their fac-
tion’s interests, at the expense of a truly creative breakthrough for the
system. Sometimes they genuinely believe they know better, and some-
times they simply wish to be perceived as being more knowledgeable or
competent so that they can increase their status in the eyes of others. Ei-
ther way, the group does not benefit from such behavior, and the creative
process is thwarted. The expression of dominance stifles initiative, imag-
inative thinking, and creative self-expression. It generates a negative
mood that makes creative work more difficult than it already is.

One reason the Constitutional Convention succeeded was because
the participants had a working understanding that no one individual
would be permitted to impose his will on the rest of the group. Certainly,
a few demagogues did their utmost to control the floor, dominate the
discussion, and bully the group into adopting a particular view, but they
had no power to enforce their view. As a successful military figure with
a truly national reputation for courage and leadership, George Washing-
ton was probably the most powerful person in attendance, and he was
the natural choice to serve as the convention’s president. In discussions
about the nature of a future chief executive under a new constitution, it
was natural to think of Washington in that office; he would inevitably be
its first occupant. Yet Washington made no move to dominate the pro-
ceedings. He facilitated and presided over the convention with grace and
finesse, never demanding that anyone abide by his precepts or using his
power to get what he wanted. He was fair and evenhanded, ensuring
that all had their say.

At Aetna’s Experimental Office, too many powerful people started
meddling with the experiment, which wreaked havoc on the creative
process. Mary Jones put together an advisory board of senior managers,
thinking that they would provide some protection against her projects’
many critics in the company, while also contributing useful ideas and
suggestions. But the very people she thought she could count on to sup-
port her began to interfere with the day-to-day running of the project
and to dictate the design and function of the experiment. Unwilling to
be simply advisers, they imposed their executive authority and began
demanding results while the experiment was still in its formative stages.
They were relentless in their criticism, recommendations, demands, and
requests.

This situation led the Experimental Office team to distance them-
selves from the advisory board, as they saw them as a threat, even the
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enemy. They began presenting only positive accomplishments and with-
held negative data about the real problems they were facing, for fear it
would exacerbate the criticism, the control, and the demands.

The absence of clear, honest, and forthright communication about
the project’s real problems and dilemmas resulted in the advisory board
sensing that the team was withholding data. In turn, this situation led
the advisory board to redouble its efforts to take an active role in man-
aging the project and assessing its performance. The project members in-
creasingly felt like they did not have the freedom to make creative
choices and try out innovative ideas. They resented the intrusions of the
advisory board and became disillusioned and demoralized. Given the
mood of the project members, a number of individuals started making
serious errors in their work, which got back to the board. Rather than
allow the project members to learn from their mistakes, the board saw
this as a reason to close the project down. The errors were, to some of
the managers on the board, confirmation that that “these young people
really don’t have what it takes to run a business.”

Therefore, in exercising responsible leadership for a creative chal-
lenge, it is essential to protect the group from those who, by the irre-
sponsible use of their power, seek to stifle the creative work and impose
their notion of the truth on the group. Such people might be members of
the group or external to the group. Either way, the leadership task is to
ensure that all the group members contend with the problem and are not
confounded or distracted by those who try to impose the solution with-
out due consideration for the creative process.

Allow for friction, but
keep people from fleeing

Earlier in this chapter, I likened the function of leadership for the
creative challenge to that of an alchemist. Irrational as they may look to
us today, the medieval alchemists pushed the boundaries of the prevail-
ing paradigm of their time—and the results they produced through their
innovative experimentation processes laid the foundations for modern
chemistry, medicine, and science. In the alchemists’ den—their labora-
tory—they would mix different chemicals and observe the reactions.
They found that in the mixing of opposites, they could produce the
needed friction to ignite the creation of a new solution. The alchemists
were the first to discover that it was in dissonance and divergence that
the best solutions could emerge.'®
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Likewise, in a group of any type that faces a creative challenge, peo-
ple also must mix opposing and competing perspectives and generate
friction to produce the sparks of creativity. Benjamin Franklin worked
hard to manage the friction that was in the room by encouraging tolerant
disagreement and a willingness to make concessions when appropriate.
His advice to the delegates was to spend their time “not in associating
with their own party and devising new arguments to fortify themselves
in their old opinions but . . . mix with members of opposite sentiments,
lend a patient ear to their reasonings, and candidly allow them all the
weight to which they might be entitled.”!”

Still, not everyone shared Franklin’s perspective, with some engaging
in considerable posturing and even threatening to leave unless they got
their way. From the outset, there was always the possibility that the con-
vention might break up in furious discord. Even Washington, in a dis-
heartened moment, wrote to Alexander Hamilton that he wished he had
avoided the convention, because he found the clash of opinion so alarm-
ing.!8 Indeed, there were numerous instances of early departures and ex-
tended absences during the convention. Of the twenty-one delegates who
were in place for the opening session, just over half were there to sign
the Constitution. Feelings were hurt, threats were made, and, occasion-
ally, things were said that should not have been said.

However, it is in this kind of “crucible” that creative ideas can
emerge and be explored, tested, and refined, if the process is managed
well. Without the heat of passionate disagreement and exuberant debate,
it is often difficult to find out what people really care about and what
values they hold dear to their hearts. Benjamin Franklin, reflecting on
what had transpired during the convention, said it best in his final speech
to the delegates on September 17, 1787:

For when you assemble a number of men to have the advantage
of their joint wisdom, you inevitably assemble with those men all
their prejudices, their passions, their errors of opinion, their local
interests, and their selfish views. From such an assembly can a per-
fect production be expected? It therefore astonishes me to find this
system approaching so near to perfection that it does; and I think
it will astonish our enemies, who are waiting with confidence to
hear that our councils are confounded like those of the Builders
of Babel; and our States are on the point of separation, only to
meet hereafter for the purpose of cutting one another’s throats.!’

Another reason for the failure of Mary Jones’s experiment was due
to the lack of leadership to manage the friction that was produced as the
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Experimental Office teams engaged in problem solving for difficult orga-
nizational challenges. People were afraid of conflict. The interpersonal
dynamics were riddled with tension and, at times, even rage. In their ini-
tial team training, facilitated by outside consultants, members were en-
couraged to be “objective” when faced with difficult issues and not let
emotions cloud or distort their thinking. This proved difficult to do.
While it was impossible for individuals to ignore their feelings, they
often attempted to suppress them until it got to the point that they had
to “explode.”

In one incident, a team member named Jack attempted to get the
group focused on the specifics of a tough operational problem. But in
doing so, he wanted rational and nonemotional conversation, even
though aspects of the problems were rooted in people’s values and prior-
ities. Mabel, a member of the group, described what happened:

In the meeting a lot of people were angry and crying. Jack kept
saying, “Mabel, tell them no feelings.” I said, “I’'m sorry Jack,
but at this point we need these feelings because they’re festering,
and if we go out of this meeting without discussing it, we’re
never going to solve anything.” But he kept saying, “No feel-
ings!” And I was going, “People have got to talk.” We ended up
not dealing with the issues but fighting among ourselves. I said to
the group that I know there are people in this room who feel
strongly and need to speak. I think this is the time. But nobody
came forth. They were scared. Jack’s way of dealing with it was
to go have a party afterward. No kidding—that’s how we deal
with problems here.

Generally, the group members assumed that friction was something
negative and to be avoided. They found it difficult to express divergent
opinions for fear that it could escalate into something uncontrollable.
Nevertheless, the very attempt to minimize the friction by suppressing
their feelings created further problems for the group as people exploded
and began to vent.

One member who had mastered controlling her emotions in public
explained that some of her fellow team members “took the whole exper-
iment way too seriously.” While she felt that the constant venting of
emotions was not a good thing, she personally was suffering because of
it. She explained: “Some of our members get too emotional over the
smallest things. I mean, like you can kill an ant and they’d start crying.
It takes a lot to upset me. But I guess I hold a lot of stuff in. That’s why it
affects me physically. I’'ve got an ulcer.”
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Creative work by nature is intensely emotional, often turbulent, and
riddled with conflict. But the process can be managed (not controlled) in
a way that ensures this tremendous energy gets channeled into the explo-
ration of innovative ideas and practices that help groups break through
the barriers that impede real discovery and ultimately progress. There-
fore, an important leadership function is to intervene to manage the ten-
sion that is inherent when a group is doing creative work. If the tension
gets too great, the group might break apart. If the tension is insufficient,
the energy needed to spark the emergence of novel and imaginative ideas
may never emerge. A degree of tension, and even conflict, is necessary in
a creative process; it should actually be encouraged, not avoided, be-
cause it can generate the sparks that allow for new ideas to develop. The
challenge is to keep everyone in the room long enough to achieve a
breakthrough and ensure they do not flee.

The creative process necessitates a tolerance for discord but also a
willingness to inquire into the source of the discord, even if that means
having people express their feelings in sloppy, hurtful ways. Harvard
professor Chris Argyris’s lifetime work on productive dialogue is helpful
in this regard. He advocates making one’s position as explicit as possible
and illustrating one’s views with clear, precise data to ensure that the dis-
cord allows useful and productive information to surface that can en-
hance the group’s problem-solving endeavor and collective learning.?®
For example, someone might say, “I am really angry, and I want to
leave!” In exercising real leadership, one might inquire into the source of
that anger: “I understand you are angry, but what has happened that
leads you to feel that way?” By presenting a position, explaining the
logic of how one arrived at that position, and inquiring into the logic
and reasoning of other people’s positions, the work on a creative chal-
lenge can be made more productive. This advice might seem obvious,
but my own research with hundreds of executives who have written per-
sonal cases on their interactions with others while addressing tough in-
stitutional problems indicates that although they subscribe to this point
of view, they have great difficulty producing it real-time.

Be generous in wasting time and resources

In creative work, the solution—discovery process generally takes time
for the right mixture of mood, temperature, and sparks to produce the
needed breakthrough. It is important when embracing a creative chal-
lenge, therefore, to be generous in wasting time and resources and to tol-
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erate, even encourage, a period of prolonged playfulness. I am not talk-
ing about being foolhardy, but a leader must realize that creativity in a
group context is not a rational, linear, and controlled process. Groups
must be allowed to meander and explore dead-end lanes that seem to
produce little gain, if a solution is to eventually emerge. This was cer-
tainly true for one of the most significant creative challenges of the past
century: putting a man on the moon.
On Thursday, May 25, 1961, President John F. Kennedy declared:

I believe that this nation should commit itself to achieving the
goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon
and returning him safely to Earth. No single space project in this
period will be more exciting, or more impressive to mankind, or
more important for the long-range exploration of space; and
none will be so difficult or expensive to accomplish.?!

From the day Kennedy made his announcement, it was clear that
NASA would have to learn how to do what many people thought would
be impossible, including NASA. Bob Gilruth, director of the Space Task
Group, the team charged with the mission, remarked to colleagues that
he was fine with everything the president had said in his speech, except
the part about “and returning him safely to Earth.” “We don’t know
how to do that,” Gilruth admitted. He felt that they just might be able to
get a man to the moon within the decade, but only if they were willing
to take the risk of killing him in the process. In 1961 they had no idea
how to achieve that objective within a decade.??

Eight years later, on July 20, 1969, Neil Armstrong walked on the moon
and then made it safely back to Earth. The Space Task Force had succeeded.

The creative process of the Space Task Force was demanding, ex-
hausting, exhilarating, and often chaotic. It had to be approached with
the cold, hard logic expected of rocket science, which it literally was, but
also with the same “challenge everything” attitude of the medieval al-
chemists who struggled with the impossible task of trying to turn lead
into gold. Caldwell Johnson, one of the lead designers of the Apollo
spacecraft, reflected on the accounts of how the Apollo came to be. “The
way the history books say things came about,” he said, “they didn’t
come about that way. The official records and all, that’s a long way of
explaining a lot of things. It turns out that the thing was done by people,
not by machines, and people have a way of coming to a very rational
conclusion in a very irrational manner.”?3

By virtue of their willingness to “waste time” and allow for eccentric
and even irrational thinking, the experts on the Space Task Force had the
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freedom to pursue their creative experiments and ultimately transcend
their prevailing paradigm and achieve the needed breakthrough that pro-
duced success.

The participants in the Constitutional Convention also “wasted” a
lot of time and were somewhat irrational—and the process worked.
What was supposed to have been a meeting of just a few weeks, turned
into a four-month-long adventure cooped up in a stifling hot room. An
extraordinary amount of energy and tolerance was needed to persist
with the squabbles, arguments, and legalities of this most unpredictable
process. Some delegates would speak for hours about their most pressing
concerns and drive their colleagues to absolute boredom or outrage. No
one ever quite knew whether their efforts were paying off. Everything
was riddled with so much uncertainty. Indeed, the delegates were en-
gaged in creating a constitution for an uncertain future. As one historian
noted, “The Founding Fathers were trying to legislate for a country that
was certain to change but did not yet exist. They tried, with indifferent
success, to look into the seeds of time.”24

For Aetna’s Experimental Office to be given a better chance at suc-
cess, Mary Jones needed to explain to her colleagues in senior manage-
ment that they needed to give the staff the time and space to be creative
and invent a new approach to claims processing. The project was sup-
posed to be a two-year experiment to discover whether a new form of
claims processing could be invented. Management was initially tolerant
of experimentation and waste, but those unfamiliar with creative work
were afraid of what they saw in the formative stages and eventually de-
manded that the project cease. As one manager explained:

This environment was too free. It frightened me sometimes, it re-
ally did. Because, again, being from the traditional world, I say
“holy mackerel”—some of the things we allowed to go on there.
It was outrageous. And sometimes it was quite discouraging,
very candidly. I think the biggest thing is that we just assumed
too much in terms of their ability levels. Most are just young
women. Luckily we stopped it before it got out of hand.?®

Rather than support the “young women” by being generous in ex-
pending, even wasting, time and resources during the experimental phase
of figuring out what works, management backed away from their initial
promise of giving the experiment two years. The creative process fright-
ened management, so they used their power to squelch whatever excite-
ment, imagination, and risk taking were beginning to emerge.
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Get people to set aside their notions of the
truth long enough for novel ideas to emerge

Sometimes, when faced with a creative challenge, the solution to the
problem is right before our eyes, but we cannot see it because our pre-
vailing assumptions—our notions of the truth—desensitize us to pieces
of data that we cannot appreciate or comprehend. All of us have as-
sumptions and beliefs that we hold dear. We use these assumptions to
navigate through predictable terrain. But in uncertain terrain where we
must create in order to survive, our notions of truth may be inadequate.
Therefore, the leadership work in a creative challenge is to get the group
to push up against prevailing wisdom, question shared assumptions, and
even transcend the limitations of their cultural paradigm.

In the first chapter, I presented the case of Burke and Wills, the Aus-
tralian explorers who were lost in the outback. They were trying to do
something that had never been done before—by white people, at least—
and that was to cross the continent. At the moment they realized they
were lost, the seriousness of their creative challenge increased dramati-
cally. Real impediments, in the environment and in their thinking, were
blocking progress. Rather than persist in an attachment to their prevail-
ing worldview, the explorers needed to suspend their assumptions, set
aside their notions of the truth, and allow a solution to be discovered
that could produce a breakthrough that would open up the possibility
for survival. For example, as a start to the process, they could have met
in the shade and said to each other, “What resources do we have that
could save us? Do you think praying to God would help? Do you think
cutting into the cactus would help? Do you think setting a trap for an
animal would help? Might we ask the Aborigines for help? They have
food somewhere.” Even obvious questions need to be reexamined to dis-
cover whether faulty assumptions are constraining their options. In
Burke and Wills’s case, a solution to their predicament was so close yet
so far away. Given they could not momentarily transcend their cultural
paradigm, the explorers perished.

Similarly, at times during the Constitutional Convention, some mem-
bers could not bring themselves to entertain alternative perspectives be-
cause they were so wedded to the rightness of their own position. A
common way of distancing themselves from responsibility for creative
exploration of alternatives was to say, “The people will never support
that.” That phrase occurs with considerable frequency in the transcript
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of the convention. It was usually expressed as a way to stop further ex-
amination of an issue. Franklin was constantly trying to get the group
not to be stuck with their opinions of what the people would or would
not support. His view was that when the time came, the people would
make their choice but that, during the convention itself, uninhibited
exploration of ideas was absolutely essential to developing effective
solutions.?®

Franklin made a speech during the convention that highlighted the
need not to be constrained by one’s limited version of the truth.

I confess that there are several parts of this constitution which I
do not at present approve, but I am not sure I shall never ap-
prove them. For having lived long, I have experienced many in-
stances of being obliged by better information, or fuller
consideration, to change opinions even on important subjects,
which I once thought right, but found to be otherwise. It is there-
fore that the older I grow, the more apt I am to doubt my judg-
ment, and to pay more respect to the judgment of others. Most
men indeed, as well as most sects in religion, think themselves in
possession of all truth, and that wherever others differ from
them it is so far error. . . . But though many private persons think
almost as highly of their own infallibility as that of their sect,
few express it so naturally as a certain French lady, who in a dis-
pute with her sister, said “I don’t know how it happens, Sister,
but I meet with nobody but myself that’s always in the right.”?”

In the creative challenge, the leader must be willing to subject no-
tions of truth to critical examination to see to what degree truths and as-
sumptions are even relevant to the immediate problem. There will be
times when leaders might even throw up their hands and say, “I am lost.
My truths don’t work. I don’t know what we should do.” Then, in total
humility and sincerity they must put their trust in other people to be-
come true collaborators in discovering a way out of the dire predicament
that they are in.

The former CEO of the clothing company Levi Strauss, Robert
Haas, did just that. He approached the creative work of figuring out
how to turn his company around by acknowledging he did not have the
answer. He said:

When I became CEQO, our business was losing altitude quickly.
We had gone through all the usual fads and had become bureau-
cratic and sporadic in our decision making. I was scared and didn’t
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even have any answers. So, I did the unthinkable for me. I
reached out to my colleagues in management and said, “We’re in
this together. I don’t have any answers. ’'m not Lee Iacocca. 'm
not the heroic leader. We’ve got to figure this out.” Much of it
was painful, but we got the organization back on track. I've
learned a couple of lessons. It’s not only okay to be vulnerable;

it’s important to show you are human and don’t have the answers.?8

Indeed, vulnerability and not having the answer are essential charac-
teristics when dealing with a creative challenge. Without this orientation,
the group will flounder or get attached to the dominant person’s answer
and think that they have “found the truth,” when in fact they have
bought into a false solution.

As Rollo May warned, “Creativity provokes the jealousy of the gods.”
In Norse mythology, Odin and his fellow gods were in constant battles
to acquire the creative power of the Mead. In all enterprises it is a real
battle to produce creative, breakthrough solutions to the threats and
problems that thwart progress. It is risky and dangerous work, but it
also can be extremely exhilerating. The leadership challenge is to (1) turn
everyone into a dissident and to get the people to question and challenge
deeply held assumptions; (2) protect the creative space from marauding
alphas who seek to impose their truth on the group; and (3) generate
enough friction and heat by getting ideas, assumptions, and values clashing
and producing sparks for birthing a creative solution. This is demanding
work but absolutely critical work if the people are to progress.

REAL LEADERSHIP FOR
A CREATIVE CHALLENGE

e Attend to the mood, energy, and focus needed to make a
discovery.

e Keep the powerful from dictating “the” solution.
¢ Allow for friction, but keep people from fleeing.
® Be generous in wasting time and resources.

¢ Get people to set aside their notions of the truth long enough
for the novel ideas to emerge.
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CHAPTER 8

The Crisis Challenge

Leading in a Period of Extreme Danger

A crisis challenge is a perilous predicament in which the group is
under attack from forces within or without. It is a sudden, unpre-
dictable event that jeopardizes the accrued value and resources of the
group or enterprise. In such a context, wise and responsible leadership is
critical if the people are to overcome the immediate danger and return to
a state of normalcy. Consider the following scenario.

SCENARIO

Imagine for a moment that you have just been appointed the CEO
of one of Italy’s largest state-owned companies, Eni. The company
supplies much of the nation’s energy resources and also does busi-
ness throughout Europe. It has 135,000 employees who make up
the 335 consolidated Eni companies.

The company is a national icon in Italy. It is a symbol of Italy’s
postwar reconstruction and modernization. Everyone knows of it,
and everyone is proud of it. In your words, “Eni sends a message to
the world that Italy is independent and strong, and that no country
can ever control us.” You are thrilled with your appointment to be
at the helm, as you see a tremendous opportunity to revitalize the
company and make it a more efficient and competitive operation.
In its current state, it is a bureaucratic and political mess, and most
observers agree it needs a major overhaul.

189
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One of the biggest problems, as you see it, is the enormous and
improper influence the government has on the company’s manage-
ment and strategy. Because it is a state-owned enterprise, politicians
and state bureaucrats are constantly meddling in the internal affairs
of the business, making it a nightmare to manage. This interference
slows the decision-making process and leads to all sorts of ineffi-
ciencies. State bureaucrats regularly dictate who should be hired
for, or promoted to, senior executive positions.

After four months on the job as CEO, a figurative hurricane
hits. Two dozen of your top executives are arrested on charges of
corruption (embezzlement, bribery, and kickbacks). You are shocked.
The biggest shock of all is when your chairman, the highly re-
spected Gabriele Cagliari, is arrested. In jail, Cagliari commits sui-
cide. This whole experience feels like “an atomic bomb exploding
on your head,” you tell a journalist.

The eyes of all of Italy are on you. You have a crisis challenge
and need to display some extraordinary leadership to address the
danger. You and the company are in an extremely vulnerable posi-
tion, and anything could happen.!

The Nature of a Crisis Challenge

A crisis can emerge in many forms. It may be triggered by a terrorist at-
tack such as that experienced on September 11, 2001, in the United
States. In business, it can be sparked by a terrible event such as the 1982
episode at Johnson & Johnson when someone tampered with its Tylenol
product, or the 1984 disaster at Union Carbide’s plant in Bhopal, India.
It might be a corporate scandal of huge proportion, as faced at Eni. Or,
it might be a major financial meltdown in the economy, as experienced
in Asia in 1997 and 1998. Fundamentally, a crisis is a grave and urgent
challenge that threatens a group, community, organization, or nation. In
medical parlance, it is critical rather than acute. Danger is in the air, and
the situation is volatile. The symptoms of a crisis challenge include the
following:

o Hostile forces, from without or within, threaten the survival of
the group.
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e The situation is explosive, fueling a group’s fear and anxiety
while creating an urgent need to take some sort of action—to
fight or flee.

o There is a widely perceived danger that the group’s accumulated
“value” (its resources, culture, and goods) will be lost or signifi-
cantly diminished unless immediate action is taken.

The people in a crisis challenge are anxious and afraid. They are
under threat, so naturally they worry what will become of themselves,
their group, or their enterprise.

The barrier to progress is primarily the “forces” that have generated
the crisis condition and the emotional and psychological state of the peo-
ple. When people are under threat, a predictable reaction is to become
defensive and fearful rather than analytical and thoughtful. The people
understandably seek to blame someone or some group for their predica-
ment and therefore may act rashly and irresponsibly. Another barrier in-
cludes the external groups who are in a position to assist in bringing
resolution to the crisis but feel impotent or reluctant to get involved.
Their hesitation might allow the crisis to escalate and do more damage.

The promise in a crisis challenge is that if the group can get beyond
the “fog” of the situation, they will discover a deeper underlying issue
that must addressed. If this underlying issue is attended to responsibly,
the people will be in a better position to progress. If the underlying prob-
lem or challenge is not adequately understood and engaged, then the po-
tential for the emergence of another crisis is always lurking.

The leadership work in a period of grave danger must be to restore
calm; protect the people or the enterprise from further threat or attack;
and assist the people in channeling their fear, anxiety, and aggression to-
ward creative and workable solutions. In such a “hot” and “foggy” en-
vironment, wisdom and formidable intervention skills are needed to
contain the fallout and refocus people’s attitudes and behavior on pro-
ductive actions. This necessitates managing the group’s emotions, illu-
sions, fears, and interpretations so that the people face the reality of
what lies beneath the crisis and attend to the real issue that must be en-
gaged in order for the situation of irresolution to be brought to resolu-
tion. Therefore, those who seek to exercise real leadership in such
circumstances must keep their own heads clear and remain cool under
pressure as they work to diagnose the reality of the predicament and fig-
ure out where and how they should intervene.

During a crisis challenge, usually two challenges must be addressed
concurrently: the volatility of the situation and the unresolved issue
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below the surface that is actually the reason for the volatility. For exam-
ple, during the 1963 Cuban Missile Crisis, when the United States and
the Soviet Union came extremely close to having a nuclear confrontation
due to the fact that the Soviets had placed ballistic missiles on the island
of Cuba, two issues had to be addressed: (1) dissipating the immediate
danger because the situation was so volatile, with trigger-happy generals
and government officials on both sides ready to start shooting, and
(2) undertaking the more difficult work of facing the complex develop-
ment challenge of getting the two nations to be responsible for their
tremendous power and deal with the real danger of the proliferation of
nuclear weapons. The Cuban Missile Crisis was the symptom of deeper
unresolved issues and tensions in the international community—and
those unresolved issues required superior leadership.

However, from my observations, many would-be leaders in a crisis
chase false solutions that may make some people feel better but avoid
the real problem. Given the pressure on the leader to “do something,”
leaders might feel compelled to come up with a simple but palatable so-
lution that brings temporary relief, such as finding a scapegoat for the cri-
sis or redirecting the people’s attention to some other issue and thereby
bypassing the real underlying issue altogether. The work of genuine reso-
lution is then, irresponsibly, left to others—even future generations.

Sometimes, when looking for the underlying problem, we discover
nothing. In other words, there is no real problem. In such circumstances,
the crisis might actually be a false crisis, manufactured for ulterior rea-
sons or out of fear or ignorance. Mao thought that he had a crisis during
the Cultural Revolution that necessitated taking radical measures to
reindoctrinate the masses. Had he looked below the fog, he might have
realized that there was no crisis of ideology and nothing was wrong with
the people. The problem was with Mao himself and the development
strategy being forced upon the people. The same thing happened during
the Spanish Inquisition, when the Catholic Church, thinking that the in-
tegrity of the Church was in crisis due to heretical beliefs, embarked on a
radical process of purification through intimidation, persecution, and
torture. Had the authorities been wiser and exercised real leadership,
they might have tested their notions of the truth, looked through the fog,
and noticed that nothing threatening was there. They created a false set
of tasks that had nothing to do with progress—earthly or heavenly—and
wreaked havoc on the people and institutions the authorities were sup-
posed to be supporting.

It is a heavy burden to exercise real leadership for a crisis challenge.
But through thoughtful diagnosis and skilled interventions, the danger
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can be diminished, the people can be calmed, and the group can get back
to the important work of attending to their most pressing challenges that
allow them to have the best shot at success and enjoy the fruits of their labor.

It is important to note that a crisis challenge is different from a
maintenance challenge, although there are overlapping qualities. In a cri-
sis challenge, the group is under immediate threat and the air is explo-
sive, and therefore swift action needs to be taken. In a maintenance
challenge, the group is under threat, but the adaptive work of the people
is to preserve themselves and their resources until better times. A main-
tenance challenge does not have the sense of immediacy or urgency that
a crisis has.

East Timor Burning:
Where Is the Leadership?

East Timor is a small country that occupies half an island on the south-
ern end of the Indonesian archipelago (just a few hundred miles north of
Australia). In August 1999, the East Timorese voted to separate them-
selves from Indonesia and become an independent state. This decision was
made at great cost: In a matter of weeks, 80 percent of the new nation’s
buildings, homes, and government offices were destroyed by gangs and
militias that were actively supported by the Indonesian armed forces.

The seeds of this crisis had been sown a quarter-century before. East
Timor had been a Portuguese colony for five hundred years when in
1975 it was granted independence. On December 7, 1975, the Indone-
sian government dispatched an army of one hundred thousand troops to
occupy and annex the tiny nation.

Over the next twenty-five years, up to two hundred thousand people
in East Timor were killed under Indonesia’s repressive occupation. A
guerilla force fought back against the Indonesian military, but death, ex-
haustion, and attrition wore down their strength: From an initial high of
twenty thousand members, its numbers shrank to a mere three thousand
by 1995. This small force of ill-equipped fighters was no match for the
well-armed Indonesian military, but they did remain a constant irritant.
In many ways, however, the greatest threat to the Indonesian occupation
came from the extraordinary activists who worked for years to keep the
issue of East Timor alive in the international media. Among them were
Jose Ramos-Horta and Bishop Belo, who both received the Nobel Peace
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Prize for their efforts. Xanana Gusmao, the resistance leader who lan-
guished for eight years in Indonesian jails, became the evocative symbol
of the hope that one day East Timor would reclaim its independence.

The chronic crisis of East Timor became acute by the end of 1998,
when Indonesia’s former dictator, Suharto, was thrown out of office as
his country wrestled with a severe economic depression brought on by a
larger meltdown of the Asian financial system. Suharto’s successor, B. ]J.
Habibie, made an unprecedented and unexpected statement on January
27, 1999: East Timor might be granted independence if that is what its
people truly desired. This statement shocked his own government, par-
ticularly the generals of the Indonesian military.

The People Vote and the People Suffer

On August 30, 1999, a referendum was conducted in East Timor with a
98 percent voter turnout. Nearly 80 percent of those casting ballots re-
jected any association with Indonesia and voted for independence.
Within hours, however, the militias—aided and abetted by the Indone-
sian military—started cruising the streets of the capital, Dili, brandishing
automatic weapons and machetes and intimidating anyone in their way,
including United Nations observers and foreign journalists. As predicted,
within days, the country plunged into total chaos. The militias, directed
by the military, began a “scorched earth” campaign to burn the country
to the ground. Within three weeks, more than half of the population had
been displaced, with two hundred thousand people fleeing the country.
Hundreds of people were killed and thousands wounded.

Containing the Violence

The world belatedly recognized how serious the crisis was and de-
manded that United Nations troops be sent to contain the violence. The
problem was, the Indonesian government did not want any UN troops
on “Indonesian” soil. In an unprecedented move, UN secretary-general
Kofi Annan sent five UN ambassadors to Jakarta to meet with Habibie
and the military generals. They arrived on September 8. Their mission
was to stop the violence and get the Indonesians to do the right thing—
immediately.

The UN team asked tough questions and demanded responsible ac-
tion, but the blatant lies, denial, and obfuscation by Indonesian authori-
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ties made diplomacy a difficult task. Still, their presence was a powerful
reminder that the world was now watching more closely. A journalist ac-
companying the ambassadors wrote:

What has been the lowest moment for the UN Security Council
ambassadors on their mission in Jakarta this past week? Was it
when the puppet president, B. J. Habibie, pronounced that the
reports of killings and destruction from East Timor were all
“fantasies and lies”? When the rebel leader, Xanana Gusmao,
fought back tears as he begged them to do something, anything,
to save his people? Or when General Wiranto, the all-powerful
chief of the army, spurned the offer of international troops and
invited them to join him in a round of golf??

The Indonesians were immovable. The international community,
sensing they were being stonewalled, turned to the United States to inter-
vene. The U.S. government, however, was hesitating. It viewed East
Timor as of no strategic importance to the United States, whereas the In-
donesian relationship was vital. Still, Australian prime minister John
Howard and UN secretary-general Annan pled with U.S. president Bill
Clinton to get involved and lend immediate support. Clinton explained
that he could never get the approval from Congress to put troops in East
Timor, a place that few Americans had ever heard of.

But the situation deteriorated more each day. The Australian foreign
minister, Alexander Downer recalled, “The Australian public were
screaming out, everybody was—I mean, it wasn’t a party thing, a Left-
Right thing—screaming out to do something to stop it. People were ring-
ing up, crying over the phone; we had more phone calls on that issue
than I’ve had in my life on anything.”3

Australia’s foreign minister continued to keep pressure on the Amer-
icans, working the issue through diplomatic channels and through the
media. Howard and Downer reminded U.S. officials that Australians
had supported the United States in wars in Korea, Vietnam, and the
Gulf. In an interview on CNN, Downer chided the United States for not
doing enough to support the East Timorese. Madeline Albright, Clin-
ton’s secretary of state, saw Downer on television in her hotel room in
Hanoi. She was furious. She immediately called him and complained
that he was portraying the United States in an unfavorable light, which
was not particularly helpful. Downer later explained, “I believe it was
actually extremely helpful, because that helped to galvanize her into ac-
tion. She pushed very hard for U.S. involvement in the teeth of the Penta-
gon’s resistance.”*
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While Australia and other countries as well as the United Nations
put outside pressure on the United States, Stanley Roth of the U.S. State
Department mounted a campaign of his own from within. He met with
numerous members of Congress and garnered enough support that it be-
came a relatively straightforward process to give nominal assistance to
an Australian-UN peacekeeping initiative. In a matter of days, the
United States started to come around. The issue had ripened to a degree
that President Clinton was now ready to act. On September 9, 1999,
Clinton stood on the White House lawn and made a bold declaration to
the Indonesians:

At issue is whether the democratically expressed will of the peo-
ple can be overturned by violence and intimidation. . . . For these
reasons, we . . . make it clear that we expect the authorities to
live up to their word and responsibilities. The Indonesian gov-
ernment and military are responsible for the safety of the East
Timorese, and of the UN mission there. If Indonesia does not
end the violence, it must invite—it must invite—the international
community to assist in restoring security. . . . It must move for-
ward with the transition to independence.®

The speech sent a clear and unambiguous message to the Indone-
sians that they needed to stop the violence and repression at once or im-
mediately allow an international peacekeeping force in to provide the
security that they were unwilling to provide themselves.

The day he gave his speech from the White House, Clinton departed
for New Zealand to attend the Asia-Pacific summit with the prime min-
isters and presidents of the region. On his journey, as Clinton took the
time to learn about what was unfolding in East Timor, he became in-
creasingly disturbed and made the decision to suspend U.S. arms sales to
Indonesia immediately. Britain followed suit by suspending the delivery
of nine Hawk “trainer” fighters. With Clinton’s encouragement, the In-
ternational Monetary Fund and World Bank joined in to lend support by
suspending loans to Indonesia, further casting the country as an interna-
tional pariah.®

On September 12, President Habibie agreed to let an international
peacekeeping force into East Timor to replace the Indonesian military.
Within weeks, order was restored.

Often leadership requires that people and groups are prodded and
pushed to live up to their obligations, honor the values that they es-
pouse, and do the right thing. Sadly, if a problem looks too tough to deal



The Crisis Challenge 197

with, the authority figures, predictably, will be inclined to avoid it unless
they can see a direct gain to being involved. Prodding people, even na-
tions, to lend a helping hand, even at the risk of offending people, is
vital, particularly when lives are at stake. Australian foreign minister
Alexander Downer, even though he upset Madeline Albright (or one
might say because he upset her), displayed effective leadership in this
critical period in generating public attention on the issue that con-
tributed, among other things, to U.S. support for East Timor. U.S. sup-
port was absolutely essential in dissipating the explosiveness of the
situation and paving the way for East Timor’s independence. Kofi Annan
worked tirelessly to mobilize the international community to send peace-
keepers to contain the mayhem. John Howard, Australia’s prime minister,
took the lead in negotiating with Habibie to open the door for peace-
keepers and ensuring that Australia would contribute generously. Bill
Clinton’s voice of rebuke to Habibie was heard loud and clear in Jakarta,
and it served as the tipping point that finally got the Indonesians to relent.

Clearly, the fault of the international community was in not provid-
ing leadership earlier to ensure adequate security to thwart any violence
before, during, and immediately after the referendum. Xanana Gusmao
and Jose Ramos-Horta had told anyone who would listen that the In-
donesian military could not be trusted to provide security, and they were
right. Yet because Indonesia was of such strategic importance, and its
political and economic situation so precarious, few in the international
community wanted to risk upsetting the Habibie government. As com-
mentators, Greenlees and Garren state:

There was a strong feeling that Indonesia had made the wrench-
ing decision to hold an act of self-determination [for East Timor].
To follow this with the further concession of UN peacekeepers,
at a time when the economic crisis had already left Indonesians
with a sense that their sovereignty was being trampled on, would
have required a degree of leadership authority and legitimacy
that Habibie clearly lacked.”

Admittedly there was no broad appetite for a large-scale UN inter-
vention into East Timor.? No foreign government was eager to send forces
and have their troops possibly die on East Timor soil. Even though East
Timor is in the Asia-Pacific region, nations in that area were reluctant to get
directly involved because their policy had been not to interfere in the in-
ternal affairs of their neighbors. They preferred quiet diplomacy. But in this
case, quiet diplomacy was inadequate. The situation called for determined,
courageous leadership to get many actors to face the reality of this
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messy, volatile predicament. This was a crisis challenge and therefore re-
quired direct, provocative, and wise leadership.

Although many of the key players made significant mistakes in com-
ing to grips with the East Timor crisis, its eventual resolution provides
illustrations of all of the key leadership tasks that must be addressed in a
crisis challenge. They are (1) dissipate the explosive gas that builds
up in a crisis; (2) hold steady and remain persistent, focused, and calm;
(3) keep people from striking a match, and do not allow the group’s
tension, anger, or fear to infect the hard work of resolving the crisis; and
(4) ensure that all relevant information is surfaced and addressed so that
informed choices can be made.

Real Leadership for a Crisis Challenge

Dissipate the explosive fumes,
and create some time to think

In a crisis, dangerous and explosive fumes permeate the air. In other
words, given people’s emotional state, the predicament is explosive. Any
rash or thoughtless action might trigger a response that ignites the po-
tentially hazardous fumes and produces disastrous consequences. Those
who seek to exercise leadership, as their first order of business, must re-
move the immediate danger of further conflagration and create some
time to think through the alternatives.

In the opening case of Eni, CEO Franco Bernabe had to step forward
and dissipate the explosiveness of the situation that could bring his com-
pany crashing down. The company was in dire straits due to the arrest
of the twenty senior managers on corruption charges, including the
chairman. Bernabe immediately went before the nation and said that he
would not tolerate corruption of any sort in Eni. Eni was the people’s
company, he said, and needed to be managed with absolute integrity.
Bernabe then demanded the resignation of the arrested managers and an-
other two hundred senior managers of the company.

It was a very difficult decision for me from both a psychological
and managerial perspective. I could not judge the guilt or inno-
cence of the people arrested. And replacing all the senior man-
agers would mean putting Eni in the hands of men and women
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who were untested. . . . But I did it anyway. . . . It was a big risk,
but it was also a big opportunity.’

Bernabe wanted people to see that he was committed to cleaning
house and making Eni transparent, corruption-free, and highly produc-
tive. His actions calmed the people and gave time to determine the best
course of action with a brand new executive team. “The old Eni may be
burning,” he explained to the people of Italy, “but a new enterprise
could rise from the ashes.”1?

Franklin Delano Roosevelt in the very week that he took up the job
as president of the United States in 1933 faced an unparalleled and po-
tentially explosive crisis. The economic havoc wrought by the Great De-
pression and a drought-plagued agricultural sector had ravaged the
nation and its people. Millions were hungry and desperate. A so-called
Bonus Army of World War I veterans had marched on Washington to
demand promised benefits, only to be assaulted by federal troops. Inter-
nal migration of homeless farmers and laborers provoked violence and
confrontation in the American West, and employers were using the hard
times to break the back of organized labor. The explosive fumes of crisis
were everywhere, and Roosevelt’s first task as president was to vent them
off and lessen the chance of societal detonation.

For the past three years, the economy had sunk deeper into depres-
sion. No relief was in sight, and the nation’s banking system was teeter-
ing on the edge of total collapse. The federal deficit was a shocking $5
billion. The national income was half of what it had been four years ear-
lier. One-quarter of the labor force was unemployed, and more indus-
tries were failing every day. In describing the leadership challenges of the
era, historian Arthur Schlesinger wrote, “It was now not just a matter of
staving off hunger. It was a matter of seeing whether a representative
democracy could conquer economic collapse. It was a matter of staving
off violence, even revolution.”!!

Into this terrible crisis came Roosevelt, with a sunny, optimistic air
of patrician competence that appealed to a worn and fearful nation.
Many of his supporters looked to him with incredibly high, even unreal-
istic, expectations that he could reverse the tides of the depression. One
woman actually wrote to him saying, “People are looking to you almost
as they look to God.”!? But Roosevelt’s cheerful optimism concealed his
deep uncertainty about how to proceed in such unprecedented and des-
perate circumstances. His wife Eleanor wrote at the time, “One has a
feeling of going it blindly, because we’re in a tremendous stream, and
none of us know where we’re going to land.”!3
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People were in a state of panic, and many banks were collapsing due
to demands by depositors to cash out their accounts. It wasn’t just a run
on one bank; it was a run on the entire banking system. If unchecked, it
could unleash a further storm of economic destruction from which the
country might never recover.

Roosevelt took office on Saturday, March 4, 1933. His first execu-
tive order was to declare Monday, March 6, as the start of a bank holi-
day. All banks were required to close until further notice. This important
strategic action helped him buy time to make his diagnosis and to think,
if only for a few crucial days, about what might be done to resolve the
crisis and revive the banking system. He did not want people rushing to
the banks on Monday, acting rashly, and further undermining confi-
dence. He knew that he needed to reduce the public’s anxiety and re-
store, to some degree at least, confidence in the banks so that the
economy would not falter in his first week on the job as president.
Schlesinger later wrote of this decision to declare a public holiday:

For the country, the proclamation ushered in almost a springtime
mood. The closing of the banks seemed to give the long eco-
nomic descent a punctuation of a full stop, as if this were the
bottom and hereafter things could only turn upward. Anything
was better than nagging uncertainty. Now everyone knew where
he stood. People enjoyed the sense of a common plight.'4

In the next few days, Roosevelt pulled together a team of Treasury
Department staff, government officials, economists, politicians, and
bankers and gave them the task of coming up with concrete strategies
for addressing the problem. This was a diverse group of people from dif-
ferent sectors and disciplines, as he wanted new, creative perspectives to
be surfaced and engaged.

Over the next four days, the “crisis team,” locked away in the U.S.
Treasury Building, was stretched almost to the breaking point. But they
succeeded in generating some practical solutions designed to ease the
problem until more analysis could be done. One of the participants later
recorded, “We had forgotten to be Republican or Democrats. We were
just a bunch of men trying to save the banking system.”!> By Thursday,
the group had come up with an “Emergency Banking Act.” It was sent
to Congress that same day. Roosevelt personally met with key members
of Congress and explained to them that, with so much at stake, this was
no time for party politics. (Besides, his large margin of victory and
healthy Democratic majorities in both Houses of Congress gave him un-
stoppable momentum.) The entire legislative approval process took less
than eight hours—an unprecedented accomplishment.
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On Sunday, March 12, one week since taking office, Roosevelt de-
cided to address the nation via radio and conduct a “fireside chat.” He
knew that the nation’s banks were about to receive permission to reopen
their doors—and his aim was to calm the mood of the people, reassure
them that the banking system was secure, and enlist their support for an
ambitious program to bring the country out of its economic decline.

In preparing for his speech, Roosevelt laid down on his couch and
visualized ordinary people on the street and in their homes, and he tried
to think what message they would need to hear. He imagined talking to
a mason working on a building, a girl behind the counter in a store, an
auto mechanic busy repairing a car, and a farmer in a field. They were all
looking to him for leadership. This was to be his first major radio ad-
dress as president, and the stakes were too high to contemplate.

He delivered his speech live on Sunday evening. “Let us unite in ban-
ishing fear,” he said. “It is your problem no less than it is mine. Together
we cannot fail.” Relaxed and confident that he had done his best, he be-
lieved that the American people would understand what he was trying to
say and would respond to his clear language and his call to a shared mission.

The speech was a resounding success. The humorist Will Rogers said
that “the President took a complicated subject like banking, and made
everybody understand it, even the bankers.”!® Within a week, the mood
of the country was more upbeat. Most banks reopened, and people
began returning to deposit their funds. The acute panic had come to an
end.!” One journalist wrote of Roosevelt’s leadership, “In one week, the
nation, which had lost confidence in everything and everybody, has re-
gained confidence in the government and in itself.”!® Rogers also gave
more kudos: “They got a man in there who is wise to Congress, wise to
our so-called big men. The whole country is with him, just so he does
something. If he burned down the Capitol we would cheer and say ‘well,
we at least got a fire started.””!?

Franklin Roosevelt had to dissipate the explosiveness of the situation
facing the nation in 1933. By reaching out to the American people, explain-
ing the useful role they could play, and reassuring them that he and his team
were attending to the problem, he was able to diffuse the immediate dan-
ger, restore calm, and buy time to work out a course of longer-term action.

Hold steady—don’t get pulled into the fracas

A leader might be outstanding in so many ways but it is often a crisis
that brings them down. In a heightened state of tension, danger is ever-
present, and leaders can find themselves in a highly emotional and vulnerable
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position. In this state of mind, and out of their own uncertainty and de-
sire to placate a restive populace, they may lose their focus and, under
these circumstances, their comments and actions may actually deepen
the crisis and make matters worse. They can also become scapegoats for
a wrathful public and get extremely defensive, going on the attack in a
thoughtless and irresponsible manner. The challenge for leaders in the
midst of a crisis is to hold steady, get access to their emotions, and en-
sure that they do not get pulled into the fracas. The sensations spawned
by a crisis challenge can easily make matters even worse. Any number of
the key players who sought to end the East Timor crisis could easily have
given up and walked away in disgust. Instead, they kept their focus and
kept up the pressure without engaging in grand gestures, wild threats, or
bitter recriminations.

When Eni’s CEO, Franco Bernabe, faced the perilous corruption cri-
sis, he knew that he needed to think clearly, act rationally, and focus
unswervingly on the problem at hand. “I must say I did not ‘react’ dur-
ing the crisis. I always thought things through—I very carefully went
through all the problems I had, analyzing them from every angle.”?°
Bernabe kept his emotions in check, even as he, too, was accused of cor-
ruption. He knew that if he took things personally, he could easily lose
control and escalate the conflict.

History is replete with episodes when even the greatest authorities,
faced with a crisis challenge, took things personally and acted irresponsi-
bly to exacerbate the crisis. One such case occurred in 1799, when Cap-
tain James Cook, who had weathered many crises with remarkable skill
and flexibility, finally lost his composure, his good judgment, and his life
at Hawaii’s Kealakekua Bay.

In the 1770s, Cook visited, inventoried, and mapped large swathes
of the Pacific and the waters around Antarctica. On his third voyage to
the Pacific in 1778, he found the Hawaiian Islands, named them in
honor of a patron, Lord Sandwich, and, unbeknownst to the local popu-
lation, claimed them for the Crown.

As Cook’s two ships, the Discovery and the Resolution, entered the
beautiful Kealakekua Bay on January 17, 1779, about a thousand ca-
noes came out to greet the tired and weary crew. Finally, when Cook
came ashore, the rowdy and jubilant Hawaiians fell silent and prostrated
themselves on the ground repeating the word orono. The Hawaiians
were greeting Cook as more than just another mariner visiting their is-
land shores. They thought he was a god. The pageantry and obsequious
behavior lasted a little over a week before the Hawaiians began to sus-
pect that Cook and his men were nothing more than mere mortals. In-
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deed, during that brief period, one of the crew died of a heart attack and
was buried on the island, raising further doubts among the Hawaiians
concerning the status of these foreign beings. They eventually concluded
that they had been mistaken in their belief and suggested to Cook that he
and his men best be on their way.

On February 4, 1779, Cook and his men left the island. Two days
later, Cook sailed into a fierce storm. The huge waves and cyclonic
winds wreaked havoc on the ships, snapping the foremast of the Resolu-
tion. Needing a temporary safe haven, they returned to Kealakekua Bay.
This time no one paddled out to greet them.

While the men went about their repair work, one of the islanders
stole a set of tongs from the ship’s blacksmith. He was soon appre-
hended by Cook’s men and given forty lashes, nearly killing the poor
man. This further aggravated the Hawaiians, who demanded that the in-
terlopers leave, once and for all. Some of the sailors who ventured ashore
looking for water and food were set upon by angry, rock-throwing mobs.
The situation was growing extremely tense and precarious.

When Cook and some of his men were on shore making repairs, an-
other attempt was made to steal the blacksmith’s tongs. As the thief was
fleeing, Cook personally gave chase. Cook, in turn, was chased by a
group of angry locals. Two of Cook’s men tried to seize a canoe in the
bay that they assumed to be a getaway boat of the thief. It was actually the
canoe of one of the high chiefs. In the ensuing melee, the chief was beaten
with an oar by the sailors. The mob gathering on the shore went berserk,
hurling stones and spears at the white men. The chief intervened and
brought calm to the situation, and told the sailors to return to their ship.

As Cook rested on the ship and considered his current predicament,
his frustration turned to rage. To further infuriate him, he woke the next
morning to find that the Discovery’s cutter had been stolen overnight.

To deal with the “thieving natives,” Cook had men blockade the en-
trance to Kealakekua Bay so that no canoe could leave. Feeling very
much like a great white god, the captain boldly went ashore with his
armed escort and arrested the king, Tereeoboo. The intention was to
take the king hostage and keep him on the Discovery until the cutter was
returned. As the king and his captors came to the canoe for the short trip
back to the ship, a hostile crowd gathered and demanded that the king
not be taken away.

At the time of the king’s arrest, a group of canoes tried to break the
blockade at the entrance of the bay. The high chief Kalimu was shot
dead in the attempt. The news of this killing arrived on shore within
minutes, and, predictably, the anxious mob that had gathered around
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Cook and the king became rabid. As they approached Cook, Cook fired
his single-shot musket and killed a man. The crowed became hysterical,
screaming and jumping. The sailors then fired randomly, killing whoever
they could. A portion of the landing party was in the boat waiting for
Cook and managed to flee back to the ship. Those who had gone ashore,
however, met a horrible end. While Cook was walking cautiously into
the water trying to reach a nearby boat, he was attacked by a warrior
who clubbed him to death. Other warriors joined in and further hacked,
beat, and stabbed the one-time god. Within a period of fifteen minutes,
Cook and four of his crew lay lifeless in the bloody surf, along with sev-
enteen dead Hawaiians.

Cook’s behavior in Kealakekua Bay was so unlike him that it has re-
mained a puzzle and source of controversy ever since. In a brilliant ca-
reer of exploration and discovery, Cook had won the respect of his
colleagues and his crews, and he was, despite his humble origins, held in
high regard by the British Admiralty. He was a talented navigator, a
courageous and energetic commander, and a capable diplomat. Yet a few
seemingly insignificant but serious errors of judgment in a tense situation
led to his death (and those of four of his crewmen) at the hands of hos-
tile Hawaiians. Rooted in cultural differences and confrontational shows
of bravado, it was a situation he handled well on other islands with
other tribes. In Hawaii, he seems to have become distracted from the
main issue, ignored or misjudged the dynamics of the group, and lost his
composure. He made the situation worse and paid for it with his life.

Students of leadership are all too familiar with this type of uncharac-
teristic behavior. Momentarily, in a state of physical and psychological
exhaustion, feeling unsupported and isolated, many leaders simply lose
control of their emotions and their thinking capacities. Like Cook, they
act rashly and make the problem worse, and the results can be devastating.

Keep people from striking a match;
remind them of the higher purpose

Given the chaos and confusion that a crisis engenders, those who
would exercise leadership must not only keep calm, focused, and disci-
plined but also be on the lookout for other individuals or factions that
may, out of anger, fear, or frustration, touch off the explosive gas of cri-
sis before it can be dissipated. One of the critical leadership tasks in a
crisis challenge is to ensure that no one strikes a match—intentionally or
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accidentally—that destroys the opportunity to achieve successful resolu-
tion of the crisis.

In the East Timor crisis, a faction within the U.S. government was
convinced that the strategic relationship with Indonesia trumped the hu-
manitarian impulses of the international community and the cause of the
East Timorese. This entrenched faction could easily have lit a match that
would have enflamed the Indonesian paramilitary with a sense of invul-
nerability, thereby plunging the island of Timor back into decades of sav-
age guerilla and counterinsurgent warfare. Fortunately, others in the
government and in the international community saw the problem and
dealt with it before it set off a new explosion of violence.

During the crisis, even the East Timorese had to manage their own
internal dynamics and keep people from striking a match that would ex-
acerbate the conflict and undermine the years of demanding activist leader-
ship that was beginning to bear fruit. The following incident was described
to me by the respective parties involved.

Immediately after the August 30, 1999, referendum for indepen-
dence, the country erupted into chaos as the militias ran amok. Listening
to the mayhem on the radio at his detention compound in Jakarta, In-
donesia, guerrilla leader Xanana Gusmao was filled with feelings of
helplessness and despair, but he kept his anger and frustration in check.
Gusmao was in his seventh year of imprisonment. Before his capture, he
had spent more than ten years in the mountains fighting the Indonesian
military. Due to international pressure, he had recently been allowed to
move from the prison to a home in Jakarta, where he was kept under
house arrest. He recognized that the immediate task was to keep his fel-
low East Timorese guerrillas from “striking the match” that could fur-
ther exacerbate the explosiveness of the intensifying crisis.

In July and August, the last of the East Timor resistance fighters had
come down from the mountains to be “cantoned” by the United Nations
at four special camps until after the vote. The 1,500 men were allowed
to keep their weapons, although they were not allowed to carry them in
the streets. When the Indonesian-backed militias went on their wild ram-
page, the guerrilla fighters wanted badly to engage the enemy in order to
protect their families and communities. They readied their weapons and
prepared for combat.

Just as they were getting ready to leave their quarters, the guerrillas’
most senior field commander, Taur Matan Ruak, received a telephone
call from Gusmao in Jakarta. Gusmao insisted that they should not,
under any circumstance, enter the fight. He instructed Taur and his men
to remain in their compounds and avoid contact with the militias. With
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independence so close and the eyes of the world upon them, Gusmao ar-
gued that a renewal of armed conflict would only make matters worse.
The Indonesian army would devastate the guerrillas and anyone else
who opposed them, the country would be thrown back into a bloody
civil war, and Indonesian occupation would persist. Gusmao wanted the
guerrillas to understand that, in this moment of extreme tension, their
cause would be best served not by fighting but by exercising restraint.
The protective work needed to be left to the few UN peacekeepers who
were on the ground. It was insufficient, but this had to be the UN’s bat-
tle, and not the guerrillas’. After twenty-five years of struggle and sacri-
fice, independence was finally within their reach, but everything they had
fought and bled for could be destroyed by renewed conflict.

Reluctantly, Commander Taur obeyed Gusmao’s directive, telling his
men that they were not to fire a shot. The guerrillas could not believe
what was being asked of them. The enemy was openly and flagrantly
brutalizing and attacking the East Timorese people in front of their very
eyes. This behavior could not be allowed. How could they obey such an
order and stand by as their families and friends were being assaulted?
Taur, who has since become the defense minister in the government of
East Timor, cried with his men when he told them Gusmao did not want
them to fight against the militias. In his twenty-five years as a guerrilla,
this was the hardest order he had ever given. He understood the logic of
what Xanana Gusmao was asking, but it pained him deeply that he and
his men had to stand by watching the militia gangs destroy the country.
East Timor would need the sympathy and support of the international
community if, like a phoenix, it was going to rise from the ashes and be-
come a real, viable nation. Impulsive action, however understandable
and gratifying, would only serve to undermine the chances of indepen-
dence and international assistance.

Nelson Mandela also had to keep his country from going up in
flames. The situation was like that of a tinderbox when, on April 10,
1993, a popular antiapartheid leader named Chris Hani was shot dead
near Johannesburg. Second only to Mandela, Hani had emerged as a
leading symbol of resistance and was idolized by young people through-
out the black townships. The killing of Hani threw the country into
shock and despair.

Amazingly, a white South African woman saw the shooting of Hani
and immediately reported to police the license plate of the car that the
killer was driving. Within minutes the police arrested a white man who
was a member of an extremist organization and charged him with the
murder. Later, a white male member of parliament was also implicated.
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The black population was outraged, confused, and very angry. They de-
manded immediate justice.

Into the fray stepped the seventy-three-year-old Nelson Mandela.
The situation was heated. The people were in a heightened state of anxiety,
and anything could happen. The whites were terrified, and many wanted
to flee; blacks were angry and ready to fight; the police were on edge and
could be excessively brutal in response to protests. The evening of the
murder, Mandela made a public speech that was broadcast across the
country.”! He had a specific message for each of the factions.

The first thing he told the nation was that it was a white woman
who was responsible for the capture of Hani’s killer. He sought to assure
the people that taking revenge on all white people was not right, as there
were good, moral whites, who were committed to justice and progress.
In Mandela’s words: “Tonight I am reaching out to every single South
African, black and white, from the depths of my being. A white man, full
of prejudice and hate . . . committed a deed so foul that our whole nation
now teeters on the brink of disaster. A white woman of Afrikaner origin
risked her life so that we might know, and bring to justice the assassin.”

Mandela then reminded his listeners that the underlying purpose of
the struggle was freedom for all South Africans. He specifically reached
out to whites, inviting them to join with him and with the black commu-
nity in mourning the loss of Chris Hani, and to take a shared stand for
freedom and tolerance.

Mandela then addressed the police. He knew that there would be
protests and perhaps even sporadic outbursts of violence and rioting.
Mandela did not want the police to exacerbate the situation by an ex-
treme response to the rage of the black townships—and especially
among young people. “Now is the time for the police to act with sensi-
tivity and restraint,” Mandela stated, “to be real community policemen
and women and serve the population as a whole. There must be no fur-
ther loss of life at this tragic time.”

It was important for Mandela to explain to the black population just
how critical it was to consider the implications of their actions when so
much was at stake. He explained to them, “This is a watershed moment
for all of us. Our decisions and actions will determine whether we use
our pain, our grief, and our outrage to move forward to what is the only
lasting solution for our country—an elected government of the people,
by the people, and for the people.”

In particular, Mandela directed his words to the militant factions
who were demanding that “all whites be killed.” Although most of the
black population was not supporting the extremists, many of the youth
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were leaning in that direction. This was a time for incredible discipline
and restraint. Mandela pled:

We must not let the men who worship war, and those who lust
for blood, precipitate actions that will plunge our country into
another Angola. Chris Hani was a soldier. He believed in iron
discipline. He carried out instructions to the letter. He practiced
what he preached. Any lack of discipline is trampling on the val-

ues that Chris Hani stood for. . . . When we as one people, act
together decisively, with discipline and determination, nothing
can stop us.

Mandela’s speech to the nation was a turning point in the battle
against the apartheid government. The potential for the situation to
burst into flames was very real. He truly understood the magnitude of
the problem and did an extraordinary job in ensuring that people did
not lose sight of the higher purpose.

Don’t be pigheaded or naive—
explore every alternative

In a time of crisis, it is important to surface all relevant information
that can help bring peaceful and effective resolution to the crisis. This
task is, of course, crucial in the context of any leadership challenge, but
it is more time constrained in a crisis. Dealing with a crisis challenge re-
quires a swift diagnosis and a rapacious effort to obtain feedback and
seek out different perspectives. In East Timor, the danger of the Indone-
sian paramilitaries was obscured by the international community’s sin-
cere hope that Indonesia could be trusted to assist the East Timorese in
moving toward autonomy. It took bloodshed and destruction to force
the reality of the situation to the surface.

In the midst of a crisis with adrenalin flowing, it is easy for “domi-
nance” dynamics to override the exploration of all the alternatives. The
dominance dynamics could be manifest by the superior authority figure
who imposes his solution prematurely on the group, or a powerful fac-
tion of the group that thinks they alone know how to resolve the crisis.
The leadership work is to protect the problem-solving space and ensure
that the best solution is generated.

In 1915, a “pigheaded” Winston Churchill, as Lord of the Admi-
ralty, sent mostly Australian and New Zealand troops (ANZACs), with
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some British support, to battle in the ill-conceived Gallipoli campaign to
take control of the Dardanelle Straits of Turkey. Although the ANZACs
fought like tigers, about twelve thousand soldiers were needlessly slaugh-
tered at Gallipoli Cove alone. More than twenty-five thousand were
wounded. The British never succeeded in breaking through the Turkish
lines, and after nine months, Churchill ordered the withdrawal of all
troops from the Dardanelles. The British had been humiliated.

As the proverbial bull in the china shop, Churchill had imposed his
Gallipoli plan on others and did not give ample space for dissident voices
to challenge his assumptions, express their views, and come up with al-
ternative strategies. The merits of his strategy seemed completely self-evi-
dent, and he was adamant on seeing that he prevailed. The primary
person whom he failed to listen to was his own head of the navy, First
Lord of the Sea, Admiral John Fisher. Not only did Churchill spurn
Fisher’s counsel, but he took steps to ensure that Fisher’s perspective
would never be fully considered by the prime minister and the War Cab-
inet. The seventy-four-year-old admiral was perhaps the most respected
naval strategist in England. He certainly knew more about war than his
boss, the forty-year-old Winston Churchill. Fisher, for an array of rea-
sons, was completely against Churchill’s plan for an amphibious attack
on the Dardanelles, knowing his navy was ill equipped to succeed. Find-
ing it difficult even to get a one on one meeting with Churchill, on May
11, 1915, Fisher wrote a letter to his boss:

Although T have acquiesced in each stage of the operation up to
the present, largely on account of consideration of political expe-
diency and the political advantage which those whose business it
is to judge these matters have assured me would accrue from suc-
cess, or even partial success, I have clearly expressed my opinion
that I did not consider the original attempt to force the Darda-
nelles with the fleet alone was a practical operation. . . . I there-
fore feel impelled to inform you definitely and formally of my
conviction that such an attack by the fleet on the Dardanelles . . .
is doomed to failure, and moreover is fraught with possibilities
of disaster utterly incommensurate to any advantage that could
be obtained there from.??

Fisher had a piece of the reality that Churchill needed to face in this
precarious predicament and repeatedly tried to get Churchill to see it.
Churchill, however, refused to entertain Fisher’s argument and trivialized
the old man as being too much of a traditionalist, skilled in fighting nine-
teenth-century battles, perhaps, but not fully appreciative of what was
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required for modern warfare in the twentieth century. Not knowing
what else he should do, Fisher sent another letter to Churchill, this time
indicating that he planned to resign. “You are bent on forcing the Dar-
danelles and nothing will turn you from it—nothing. I know you so well.
You will remain and I shall go—it is better so.”?3

The Gallipoli campaign was a fiasco—an unnecessary crisis in the
context of a larger crisis: a world war. Churchill learned from the experi-
ence; in his memoirs, he acknowledged his folly: “Looking back, with
after-knowledge and increasing years, I seem to have been too ready to
undertake tasks which were hazardous or even forlorn.”?*

When U.S. president John F. Kennedy faced the Cuban Missile Crisis
in October 1962, it was imperative that he not get caught up in the emo-
tion of the crisis and undertake tasks that were hazardous or forlorn. He
had to take the time to ascertain what the real challenge was through the
fog. His situation was the reverse of Churchill’s. His generals were advo-
cating an attack on Cuba, and Kennedy was telling them to slow down
and explore all the available options. They expressed to the president
that they were confident that they could succeed in destroying the
weapons installations that had been placed on Cuba by the Soviet
Union. Also, a piece of reality that the group did not know at the time
was that more than one hundred nuclear warheads were already in
Cuba. The Americans knew the installations had been constructed but
were unaware that the warheads existed and were operational.

Kennedy realized that the stakes were too high for hasty action, even
though he did not have knowledge of the nuclear warheads. He was wise
enough to know that this was not a technical problem that could easily
be fixed through the application of military expertise. On the contrary,
as Kennedy looked through the fog of the crisis, it was clear to him that
the underlying challenge related to the relationship between the United
States and the Soviet Union. In particular, the challenge was how to en-
sure that both countries could take responsibility for the destructive
power of their nuclear arsenals and that millions of people would never
be killed. Upon seeing this challenge, Kennedy refused to accept the rec-
ommendation of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, pushing the group to consider
what was at stake and to come up with a better solution.

Coming up with ways to produce a better solution was difficult
work, particularly given the fact that some of the military leaders were
anxious to display their fighting prowess and express their dominance.
Robert McNamara, the secretary of defense and a member of Kennedy’s
leadership team assigned to address the crisis, told of an interaction he
had with Admiral George W. Anderson, chief of naval operations and a
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member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. It was about a Russian ship ap-
proaching the blockade that the United States had imposed around
Cuba. McNamara had the following conversation with Admiral Anderson:

“What are you going to do?” I said. He said, “Well, we’re going
to stop it.” I said, “How are you going to do it?” He was begin-
ning to get a little upset . . . and he said, “We are going to hail
it.” T said, “What language are you going to hail it in?” He was
getting more and more exasperated. “Well, English.” I said, “Do
they have English speaking sailors on board the ship?” He said,
“How the hell do I know?” And I said, “What are you going to
do if that doesn’t stop them?” “Well, we’ll put a shot through the
rudder.” T said, “What kind of a ship is it?” “Well, it’s a tanker.”

I said, “Look, we don’t want to start a war by blowing up a
tanker.” And this is what he said, and these are his exact words,
he said, “Mr. Secretary, the Navy has been handling blockades
successfully since John Paul Jones. If you let us handle this, we
will do it successfully. I said, “Admiral, you heard me. Not a
shot will be fired without my permission.” It was quite a contro-
versy. . . . [ had the highest respect for Admiral Anderson as a
combat commander, but not as geo-politician, which was the
role he was in at the time.?®

Through constant pushing back, questioning, and examining every
alternative from every angle, eventually the team came up with a diplo-
matic, peaceful resolution to the crisis. It was actually due to Kennedy’s
willingness to listen and to promote debate that the best solution emerged.
Llewellyn Thompson, the former ambassador to the Soviet Union and a
junior member of the problem-solving team, raised his opinion in regard
to how the president should respond to a letter from the Soviet leader,
Nikita Khrushchev. Kennedy and others felt it was simply a ploy to trick
the Americans. Thompson, who had met with Khrushchev many times
and knew his style and personality, explained to the president that he
needed to take Khrushchev’s letter very seriously. The conversation went
as follows:

President Kennedy: We’re not going to get these weapons out of
Cuba, probably, anyway . .. I mean by negotiation. . .. I don’t
think there’s any doubt he’s not going to retreat now that he made
that public, Tommy. He’s not going to take them out of Cuba.

Llewellyn Thompson: I don’t agree, Mr. President. I think there’s
still a chance we can get this line going.
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President Kennedy: He’ll back down?

Llewellyn Thompson: The important thing for Khrushchey, it
seems to me, is to be able to say “I saved Cuba; I stopped an in-
vasion,” and he can get away with this, if he wants to, and he’s
had a go at this Turkey thing, and that we’ll discuss later.

President Kennedy: All right.

McNamara said of the importance of this interaction, “Tommy
proved to be exactly right. I thank God we had a president who was . . .
‘fully on the job’—inquisitive, forceful, determined to find a way out
short of war—and an advisor whose empathy with the Soviets allowed
him to be, at that moment, virtually our in-house Russian.”?® Kennedy,
in being “fully on the job” as a leader in a time of crisis, encouraged di-
vergent views, actively inquired into people’s assumptions, and always
listened to discover what he might be missing—while all the time push-
ing the group to stretch their thinking. Indeed, he successfully (even luck-
ily, given how volatile the situation was and the information that his
team was lacking) displayed real leadership for a very real, potentially
explosive crisis challenge. Had he not been open, inquisitive, and a po-
tent perturbing force, a nuclear confrontation might have been the hor-
rendous conclusion.

Conclusion

Politicians and presidents make errors all the time. Nevertheless, times of
great danger require a particular kind of leadership that is more sensible
and sensitive than what one might provide during a time of peace or rel-
ative calm. No single authority figure should be so brazen as to think
that he or she alone “has the answer” and can “show the way forward”
in such a foggy predicament. As the Gallipoli campaign and the Cuban
Missile Crisis teach us, the complexities of the situation and unpre-
dictable surprises can easily disorient even the most able authority—and
in doing so seriously thwart progress. Therefore, taking the time to tan-
gle with dissident perspectives, explore alternatives, and test assumptions
is absolutely essential.

Taking on a crisis challenge requires the capacity to remain calm in
a volatile, hot, and foggy environment that is riddled with an array of
competing emotions and sensations, and to carefully intervene to reduce
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the heat and keep people from acting irresponsibly by exacerbating the
danger. These are never easy things to do, and, with the crushing ur-
gency of a crisis, they become even more difficult. But, as many of the
cases in this chapter illustrate, leadership can be exercised in such trying
circumstances, and one can succeed in seeing through the fog to identify
the real work that must be attended to if the conflict is to be resolved
and progress is to unfold.

REAL LEADERSHIP
FOR A CRISIS CHALLENGE

* Dissipate the explosive fumes, and create some time to think.
* Hold steady—don’t get pulled into the fracas.

® Keep people from striking a match; remind them of the higher
purpose.

e Don’t be pigheaded or naive—explore every alternative.
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PART III

Real Leadership
in Action
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CHAPTER 9

Leading in Multiple Challenges
The Case of T. E. Lawrence

s the supreme god, Odin possessed multiple attributes that allowed

him to play the appropriate role in many different situations. He
could be a sage, an inspirational poet, a savage and vengeful warrior, or
simply a mysterious pilgrim who sits for a while by the fire and offers a
few words of uncanny wisdom and moves on. The demands of the situa-
tion dictated the divine aspect that he would reveal to his people, but his
words and actions would always be framed by a larger purpose—to add
to his store of wisdom and understanding while helping his people deal
realistically and responsibly with their problems.

Few mere mortals have the transformative capacity to repeatedly ex-
ercise successful leadership in the face of multiple challenges. It is ex-
tremely difficult to modulate one’s leadership style from one challenge to
the next, shifting one’s behavior and strategies to address a group’s di-
verse problems or the sharply differing aspects of its single, overarching
challenge. Leaders tend to get into trouble when they apply the same tac-
tics that succeeded in one context to address another. They are inclined
to believe that leadership is the consistent application of the same behaviors
and strategies, irregardless of the situation. When the terrain the prob-
lem is embedded in changes, they do not know how to shift gears on the
fly and modify their tactics and role to meet the new and different need.

As we have seen in this book, distinct leadership challenges require
distinct leadership strategies. The capacity to alter one’s approach to
leadership is essential in any but the most static and simple settings. Any-
one who hopes to exercise real leadership in a complex environment
must learn to recognize the need for flexibility in the way that he or
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she intervenes and responds to the threats and opportunities confronting
the group.

Real leadership is fundamentally an interactive art, in which the
leader is dancing with the context, the problem, the factions, and the ob-
jective. All these factors should shape the role, style, and tactics of the
leader and the leader’s approach to intervention. I have attempted to cat-
egorize large and complicated phenomena under neat headings, but I
also realize that real life is rarely so pristine. It is entirely reasonable to
argue that some leadership challenges are really multiple challenges.
That is, a challenge might not be purely an activist, development, transi-
tional, maintenance, creative, or crisis context. One type of challenge
might dominate, but elements of other challenge types are embedded in
the terrain as well. This gives rise to a puzzle. Differing types of leader-
ship challenges are best met with different types of leadership strategies,
but many real-life leadership challenges are a blend of several types.
How then, can someone who wishes to exercise leadership in the face of
multiple challenges develop an effective and flexible approach that doesn’t
contradict or undo itself—or simply become a hopeless muddle?

The answer to this puzzle is to develop a hierarchy of challenges and
plan one’s response accordingly. The leader should give primacy to the
intervention approach best suited to the principal challenge but have the
flexibility to provide appropriate interventions for subchallenges and
leadership tasks as they crop up. Therefore, in diagnosing the terrain, it
is important to distinguish the overarching challenge from the many sub-
challenges and tasks that need to be addressed.

Take, for example, the case of the highly successful M&T Bank. Due
to outstanding leadership the bank has grown from a $3 billion regional
institution to a $52 billion financial services pacesetter over a twenty-
year period. Recently, however, it faced a complicated development chal-
lenge of continuing to grow at a rate of 15 to 20 percent a year even
though its market position had stabilized and economic conditions were
less favorable than in the bank’s earlier boom years. Top management
did not know exactly how to meet the inflated expectations of stock-
holders and Wall Street in this new economic environment. After consid-
erable deliberation, the chairman determined that the company would
have to do some serious cost cutting to improve its efficiency, while si-
multaneously identifying inventive ways to increase revenues.

In the course of confronting the development challenge of keeping its
rapid and profitable growth, the bank faced a series of important sub-
challenges and essential tasks that also required real leadership. These
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included activist work to get the managers and staff to face the new re-
ality that the bank was a complex multistate operation that could no
longer be managed as if it were a small regional bank; creative work that
required the invention of new products and services to respond to the
demands of increased competition and savvy consumers; transition work
of incorporating a new acquisition into the main body of the corpora-
tion with minimal disruption to the cultures of both organizations;
maintenance work in the areas of cutting costs, preserving current value,
keeping current customers, and ensuring that talented employees did not
flee to greener pastures; and development work to increase the capabilities
of managers to become more effective leaders and problem solvers and
responsibly attend to the emergence of a dynamic corporate culture.

The bank approached these challenges with notable dedication and
zeal. The chairman—realizing the scope, complexity, and magnitude of
the work—encouraged more aggressive and visible leadership from the
two hundred members of senior management, most of whom were excel-
lent technical specialists but were now required to be multidisciplinary
managers who could lead across functional and organizational bound-
aries to address the complex challenges and subchallenges the bank
faced, and continues to face.

Still, although it is useful (and often necessary) to engage many peo-
ple in the work of leadership—especially when an organization or com-
munity faces multiple challenges—it is also vital that those who have
higher authority develop the prowess to adjust their intervention strate-
gies to meet the demands of the different and sundry challenges as they
emerge. Life doesn’t stay still. Contexts are shifting and changing all the
time. All enterprises, therefore, need more men and women who under-
stand the complexity of the contextual demands of leadership and au-
thority and can provide the full array of interventions that help people
face reality, address their problems, and take advantage of the opportu-
nities before them.

What follows is the case of T. E. Lawrence—the legendary Lawrence
of Arabia—a man who displayed enormous dexterity in the practice of
leadership in very trying and dynamic circumstances. Although not
trained as a soldier, statesman, or diplomat, Lawrence had to take on all
these roles, and more, in a complex struggle over politics and national-
ism in the Middle East during and after World War I. Lawrence played
many parts for many audiences while trying to achieve multiple goals
that had to be constantly redefined in light of changing circumstances.
His story allows us to see someone who could move in and out of the
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different challenges, provide context appropriate leadership, and, for the
most part, succeed.

Lawrence and Arabia:
The Story of the Reluctant Leader

In the introduction to the Seven Pillars of Wisdom, T. E. Lawrence writes:

All men dream: but not equally. Those who dream by night in
the dusty recesses of their minds wake in the day to find that it
was vanity: but the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for
they may act their dreams with open eyes, to make it possible.
This I did. I meant to make a new nation, to restore a lost
influence, to give twenty millions of Semites the foundations
on which to build an inspired dream-palace of their national
thoughts.!

Thomas Edward Lawrence, “Ned,” to his family, was born in England
on August 15, 1888, the second of five boys. He attended Oxford Uni-
versity, where he specialized in Middle Eastern studies and developed a
fluency in Arabic. He also made a number of trips to the Middle East,
where he conducted research on castles constructed during the crusades.
When World War I broke out in 1914, Lawrence’s knowledge of the
Arabic language, the culture, and the terrain led to an assignment with
the British Army’s Middle East intelligence section, where he was given
the task of preparing maps and writing reports on Arab politics. He was
perfectly content with this desk job, which seemed to him to be a logical
extension of the studies he had begun at Oxford.

Given his language skills and his knowledge of the local political dy-
namics, he was soon asked to become a liaison officer between the
British and the Arabs, and he was assigned as an adviser to Prince Feisal,
the son of the sherif of Mecca, who was to become one of the key figures
in the Arab resistance against the Turkish Ottoman Empire. Turkey had
become an ally of Germany and therefore an enemy of Britain. Foment-
ing unrest in Turkey’s Arab possessions was seen as an inexpensive way
to tie up Turkish troops and military resources without directly engaging
British forces. By 1917, the Arabs had become quite active in revolt
against the Turks, who had controlled the region for five hundred
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years—but the Arabs were disorganized, and their actions were often in-
effective and entirely unpredictable.

After a series of meetings with Feisal, Lawrence was given the daunt-
ing task of developing a crack fighting force out of Feisal’s unwieldy
band of part-time warriors. Lawrence was reluctant to take up this task
as he did not see himself as a professional soldier, and besides, being ac-
ademically inclined, he much preferred the analytical and mapping work
that he was doing at headquarters. He wrote of this order:

Clayton [Lawrence’s commanding officer] . . . told me to return
to Arabia and Feisal. This being against my grain I urged my
complete unfitness for the job: said I hated responsibility—obvi-
ously the position of a conscientious adviser would be responsi-
ble—and that in all my life objects had been gladder to me than
persons, and ideas than objects. So the duty of succeeding with
men to any purpose would be doubly hard to me. They were not
my medium: I was not practiced in that technique. I was unlike a
soldier; I hated soldiering . . . but I had to go; leaving to others
the Arab Bulletin 1 had founded, the maps I wished to draw . . .
all fascinating activities . . . to take up a role for which I had no
inclination.?

While Lawrence had no inclination to be a warrior, he reluctantly
took on the task. He had a good grasp of the land, the people, and the
problems they faced, but before fully committing to support the Arabs in
their quest, he needed to discern the readiness of the tribal chiefs to en-
gage in the work of fighting for independence and forging a nation. Did
they really want independence? Were they ready to do what was needed,
even if that meant giving their lives? Could they work together, share re-
sources, and subjugate personal desires and self-interest for the benefit of
the whole? Lawrence was not at all interested in taking on this fight
purely for British purposes. This was to be for the Arabs, and they had
to want this more than he.

Diagnosing the Challenge

Lawrence made a visit to Feisal’s desert camp to test Feisal and a group
of Arab chiefs in regard to their commitment, character, and understand-
ing of the challenge before them. While sitting with them in their large



222 REAL LEADERSHIP IN ACTION

goat-skin tent, he asked tough questions, probed their minds, and, in
Lawrence’s words, “threw apples of discord, inflammatory subjects of
talk amongst them, to sound their mettle and beliefs without delay.”3 He
was pleased with what he found. These were intelligent, passionate, and
committed people.

Lawrence’s next task was to discern the hearts and minds of the or-
dinary men who would be the actual fighters in this war. What was the
nature and depth of their commitment? Did they have a passion for
independence? Could they be counted on when the going got tough?
He wrote:

The next morning I was up early and out among Feisal’s troops . . .
trying to feel the pulse of their opinions in a moment, by such
tricks as those played upon their chiefs the night before. Time
was of the essence of my effort, for it was necessary to gain in
ten days the impressions which would ordinarily have been the
fruit of weeks of observing.*

Lawrence saw what he needed to see. He concluded that the
Bedouin, although of disparate factions and tribes, were a noble people
with noble aspirations. He detected great promise in these initial meet-
ings and was ready to join their quest.After considering the threats and
the opportunities, and condition of the people, Lawrence realized that
the Arabs were facing a daunting development challenge. (Of course, he
didn’t use that term.) They had to develop their capacity to be a formida-
ble fighting force and win the war, and ultimately to manage their own
affairs and run their own country. To bring the many and varied tribes
together and invent a pathway forward that would lead to independence
would require enormous imagination, creativity, persistence, and re-
sourcefulness. And, although the overall challenge was a development
challenge, there would be much leadership work to be done in the other
five domains as well. The work would be riddled with danger—from be-
ginning to end.

The Development Challenge

Fundamentally, leadership for a development challenge is about increas-
ing people’s capacity to take responsibility for their problems, address
their most pressing challenges, and build their future in a productive and
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conscientious manner. The condition of the people facing a development
challenge is such that they have the latent capabilities needed for devel-
opment but those latent capabilities need to be nurtured and brought
to fruition if the people are to attain their aspiration, goal, or promise.
Often, however, the people are hesitant and reluctant to embrace a
development process because they are unsure that they will reap the
benefits if they develop their latent capabilities. All this was true for
the Arabs. Many joined the cause with mixed motives, aspirations, and
competencies.

Facing Lawrence was a major adaptive challenge with three de-
manding components. First, he had to develop an alliance of Arab tribes
who could work together on behalf of a larger goal. Second, he had to
develop the capacity of the Bedouin to be a formidable fighting force and
win the war. Finally, he had to contribute to the development of the ma-
turity, wisdom, and leadership capacity of enough tribal chiefs, including
Feisal, to be able to run their own country once that opportunity was
given them.

To facilitate the development process, Lawrence had to steadily get
the Arabs to “stand on their own feet.”’ He did not want to be seen as
the one “leading” the Bedouin but as their trainer and coach. The rela-
tionship had to be one not of dependency but of interdependency and
mutual respect. He had great respect for the chiefs, particularly Feisal,
and never did anything to usurp their power or diminish their status. In
1967, John Mack interviewed several Howeitat sheiks in Jordan who
fought with Lawrence. He noted:

All of these men found dignity and personal pride in their partic-
ipation in the Arab Revolt, which remained for some of them the
most important period of their lives—the time when they set
aside their traditional clan quarrels and worked together toward
the common goal of getting rid of the Turkish oppressor and
obtaining freedom for their land and people.®

Mack went on to note that “they took great pride in the fact that the
victory was an Arab victory achieved by Arabs. Lawrence’s role was
deeply valued, but he was seen as a planner, the encourager and coordi-
nator of the Revolt.”” For the Howeitat, their leader was Feisal, and
Lawrence was serving him.

Create a holding environment
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In exercising leadership for a development challenge, part of the
work is to create and sustain a holding environment to orient people in
their development work. A holding environment serves to generate a set
of values and practices that allows the adaptive work to persist over
time. A feature of any holding environment is the role and function
of authority—particularly as it pertains to being the embodiment of the
desired values of the group and wearing the mantle of the ideal. The
mantle of the ideal represents the group’s noblest behaviors, aspirations,
and features. The mantle allows the leader to set a standard or a yard-
stick. Of course, the challenge thereafter is to get the people to live up to
that standard. The role contains distortions of reality—for better and for
worse—that the leader must manage and take responsibility for. In other
words, there is a perceptual component to the mantle of the ideal that
the leader must be aware of. To some degree, the mantle is a role. It is a
role that allows the group to project onto the leader their hopes and even
their fantasies. The challenge of the one who assumes the role is to use it
productively to give the work back to the people and get them to deal
with reality.

As a first step in taking up his leadership role, Lawrence decided to
discard his British khakis and adopt the clothes of a Bedouin—not an or-
dinary Bedouin, but a royal Bedouin. Feisal personally gave Lawrence a
magnificent outfit appropriate for a prince. An observer said of him,
“While in Arab dress, he outrivaled the splendor of descendants of the
Prophet. This again was not merely vanity. Arabs have a respect for fine
raiment, which they associate with riches and power. It made him an
outstanding figure among them, excited their curiosity, and therefore in-
creased his authority when dealing with them.”® It also gave him infor-
mal authority—something that he desperately needed.

While in the desert, Lawrence became, for all intents and purposes,
an Arab chieftain. It was a performance, but there was authenticity in his
performance. He once remarked to a friend that his experience was like
being on a “foreign stage, on which one plays day and night, in fancy
dress, in a strange language.”” He adopted Bedouin habits and practices,
rode camels, ate their foods, and lived with them. He told the American
journalist Lowell Thomas that in order to succeed with the Arabs, one
must “dress like a Shereef, if the people agree to it, and, if you use Arab
costume at all, go the whole length. Leave your English friends and cus-
toms on the coast, and rely entirely on Arab habits.”!? Senior British of-
ficers occasionally traveled with Lawrence on exercises or met with him
in a town or village. They would invariably invite him to join them in
their first-rate officers’ quarters, but Lawrence always declined, prefer-
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ring to stay with the Bedouin on the outskirts of the town or at a remote
desert dwelling.

In becoming a nominal Arab, Lawrence could see and feel what
needed to be done at a more grounded level. In many ways, he became
one with the people. The biographer John Mack noted, “My inform-
ants stated clearly that their acceptance and trust of Lawrence grew out
of his willingness to live among them, speak their language, wear their
clothing, and eat their food.”!! Indeed, Lawrence connected with the
people at a very profound level. They did not perceive him as an
Oxford-educated Englishman but as a brother, who may have looked
English yet whose heart was born of the desert. Liddell Hart, a fellow
soldier, said that Lawrence “got into the Arab’s skin first, and then tran-
scended it.”1?

As a second step, in assuming the mantle of the ideal, Lawrence felt
that he needed to excel in all aspects of bravery and endurance to cap-
ture the imagination of the Arabs. “He represented the heart of the Arab
movement for freedom,” said a colleague, “and Arabs realized he vital-
ized their cause; that he could do everything and endure everything just
a little better than the Arabs themselves.”!? W. F. Stirling, a fellow sol-
dier with Lawrence, said:

No one looking at Lawrence would have considered him strong
physically. The fact remains that this man was to break all the
records of Arabia for speed and endurance. The great sagas sung
throughout the desert of phenomenal rides carried out by the
dispatch riders and dating back to the days of Caliph Haroun
Al-Raschid have been completely eclipsed by Lawrence’s achieve-
ments. On one occasion he averaged 100 miles a day for three
consecutive days. Such endurance as this is almost incredible. I
myself have ridden 50 miles in a night but never do I want to do
it again. The difficulty is to keep awake. After the bitter glow of
the desert night when the sun begins to rise and a warm glow en-
velops everything, the urge to sleep becomes a veritable torture.
If you sleep you are apt to fall, and it becomes a long way from
the top of a camel to the ground.!

Lawrence endeavored to be an example to his men of the effort and
courage that was needed to tolerate their circumstances and ultimately
prevail. One observer noted that Lawrence “had courage and endurance
beyond the ordinary: morally, he had the gift of inspiration and leader-
ship, he had vision, determination in plenty and an absence of the per-
sonal ambition that has marred the character of many great soldiers; he
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knew the common man.”'S The British soldiers who joined Lawrence on
various adventures also had admiration for him. “His example made it
impossible for any of his force to let him down. To do well in his eyes
was the ambition of every single one of us. He typified all that was best
in man.”1®

Give people a stake in
developing their capacities

Lawrence was constantly presenting and reiterating to the Bedouin
and their chiefs that if they could put aside their tribal differences, col-
laborate, and learn new ways of operating, they could win the war and
enjoy the benefits of having their own nation. He could see the big pic-
ture, while some of the chiefs were parochial, self-interested, and often
asking, “What’s in it for me?” Lawrence’s answer was always “a free
and independent land where people could live and pursue their dreams
unencumbered by foreign powers.” That evocative possibility ignited
collaborative effort and concentrated action that was sufficient to tran-
scend immediate self-interest and tribal feuds.

Although the promise of their own homeland was given to the peo-
ple, not only by Lawrence but by the British authorities, Lawrence knew
how hard it would be to deliver on that promise. He had to deal with
three impediments: (1) the deceitfulness of the British government, (2) the
powerful Turkish army that was committed to protecting a land the
Turks had ruled for hundreds of years, and (3) the parochialism and fluc-
tuating commitment of the disparate Arab tribes. But, in spite of these
barriers—or perhaps because of them—Lawrence reveled in this chance
to display his creativity and do what he could to deliver on the promise.
He personally embodied the vision, but he also was painfully aware of
what was required to deliver on it. One writer commented:

Lawrence saw the revolt in its political wholeness and moral
dynamism; not merely as it was fouled by intrigue, cupidity and
narrowness of spirit, but as it might become, an ideal possibility.
He possessed the vision which, historically, was the Arabs’ privi-
lege: that was cause for elation. He knew they could not sustain
that vision: that was cause for despair. Balancing elation and
despair Lawrence reached full knowledge of the burdens of
leadership.!”
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Indeed, the responsibility of leadership for a demanding develop-
ment challenge can be a heavy burden. One must hold out a tremendous
sense of aspiration while simultaneously engaging the dysfunctions of
the people in their current predicament. But Lawrence threw himself into
the challenge with dedication, passion, and zeal. One of Lawrence’s col-
leagues described him as having the ambition of an artist. “It was not a
selfish ambition,” he wrote. “Rather it was the immersed ambition of
the artist sinking himself into his purpose.”!®

Maintenance Tasks

Lawrence also faced persistent maintenance subchallenges and tasks in
holding his forces together. The maintenance challenge is about sustain-
ing and preserving vital group resources that are under threat due to in-
ternal or external forces. For Lawrence, upon developing certain
capabilities in the Arabs for collaborative effort, the leadership challenge
was to sustain such behavior. A significant threat that served to under-
mine the Arabs’ resources and impede progress was a combination of the
people’s exhaustion and their own internal cultural and political dynam-
ics. The ongoing leadership work was in ensuring that the group did not
fall apart.

Attending to the Little Big Things

Because Lawrence and his men were constantly in an exhausted state, lit-
tle big things helped the people face realistically their challenge on a day-
by-day basis. One can get a sense of the emotional and physical fatigue
in the following words of Lawrence:

Each day some of us passed; and the living knew themselves just
sentient puppets on God’s stage: indeed, our taskmaster was
merciless, merciless, so long as our bruised feet could stagger for-
ward on the road. The weak envied those tired enough to die;
for success looked so remote, and failure a near and certain . . .
release from toil.?”

Given the emotional demands of surviving in the harsh desert envi-
ronment during a time of war, Lawrence related to his men, not as an
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officer but as a colleague, an equal. S. C. Rolls (later to become chair-
man of Rolls-Royce), who served as a driver for a brief period in the
desert with Lawrence, said of him:

Lawrence did not wax severe and military-like, indeed he was
the very last person one would compare with the exalted ratings
I had served with. Orders had been snapped out like the crack of
musketry, salutes had been expected and duly received, commands
had been obeyed to the letter, often grudgingly and unwittingly,
but here was a power who seemed to command one’s very soul,
of charming persuasive manner, to seduce one’s rebellion and
counteract all obstinate ideas.??

For Arabs accustomed to smugness and condescension from other
Europeans and their Turkish overlords, Lawrence’s conduct came as a
welcome and winning surprise. He went out of his way to send the mes-
sage that every member was valued. Moreover, he proved that belief
time and again, often in quite extraordinary ways. The following story is
illustrative of his commitment.

Lawrence and his men were traveling through a particularly hazardous
piece of desert. They noticed a riderless camel that had the saddlebags,
rifle, and food of its rider. But the man was nowhere to be found. “Grad-
ually it dawned on us that the miserable man was lost,” Lawrence
wrote. The Ageyl clan members, who were one of the tribes with
Lawrence, speculated that the man, whose name was Gasim, had dozed
and fallen from his saddle, possibly killing himself. As no one really
cared for Gasim, and given that he was of a different tribe, the fact that
he was gone did not seem to bother anybody.?! Lawrence explained
what happened next:

So, without saying anything, I turned my unwilling camel round,
and forced her, grunting and moaning for her camel friends, back
past the long line of men . . . into the emptiness behind. My tem-
per was very unheroic, for I was furious with . . . my own play-
acting as a Bedouin, and most of all with Gasim, a gap-toothed,
grumbling fellow, scrimshank in all our marches, bad-tempered,
suspicious, brutal, a man whose engagement I regretted, and of
whom I had promised to rid myself as soon as we reached a
discharging-place. It seemed absurd that I should peril my weight

. . . for a single worthless man.??

After a couple of hours, Lawrence found his man. “I rode up and
saw that he was nearly blinded and silly, standing there with his arms
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held out to me, and his black mouth gaping open.”?? Gasim got on
Lawrence’s camel, and together they made their way back to the main
caravan. Auda, one of the chiefs, was furious with Lawrence and told
him had he known Lawrence’s intention, he would have stopped him
from going after the man. Lawrence recalled:

Auda pointed to the wretched hunched-up figure and denounced
me, “For that thing, not worth a camel’s price. . . .” I interrupted
him with “Not worth a half-crown, Auda,” and he, delighted in
his simple mind, rode near Gasim, and struck him sharply, trying
to make him repeat like a parrot his price. Gasim bared his bro-
ken teeth in a grin of rage . . . and sulked on.?*

By going after Gasim, Lawrence communicated to the group that
every person mattered and that each person, irrespective of his tribal af-
filiation or status, had a role to play in the liberation of their country.
He bewildered the Arabs time and again but clearly earned their admi-
ration and respect. This was no ordinary Englishman. Given what
Lawrence had experienced and all the challenges he confronted, it is a
testament to his wisdom and skillful leadership that he survived. Cer-
tainly leadership for a maintenance challenge is difficult in the best of
times, but when one has to lead a group “through the valley of the
shadow of death” and preserve their resources and morale, the diffi-
culty is so much greater. How easy it is to give up, to walk away, and to
retreat in the face of exhaustion or persistent danger. Lawrence did not
do that. He stood firm and held his men together in the face of over-
whelming obstacles.

Crisis Tasks

A crisis challenge is an explosive situation fraught with peril and uncer-
tainty. The leader must seek to understand the true nature of the prob-
lem, calm the emotions of the group, restore order, and steadily lead the
group through the period of volatility. In such circumstances, anything
can go wrong and set the entire situation aflame. Lawrence faced many
such challenges where all the goodwill, collective effort, and group re-
sources were in danger of being lost. The following example illustrates
his leadership—particularly the weight of leadership—in a very volatile
moment of escalating conflict.
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Dissipating the Explosive Fumes That Are Building

While lying in his tent with a terrible headache and fever trying to re-
cover from dysentery, Lawrence heard a gunshot. His troops had been
quarreling all day, making it difficult for him to get any rest. When he
checked to see what had happened, he was shocked. A member of the
Ageyl clan, a man named Salem, was dead. The other members of the
Ageyl were furious and ready to start a bloodbath. The guilty culprit
was Hamed, a Moroccan Moor. A court was held at once, and Hamed
confessed that he had had an argument with Salem, lost his temper, and
shot him. The Ageyl clan members demanded blood for blood.

Lawrence tried to calm the group and talk some reason into the
Ageyl, but this approach was impossible. “My head was aching with
fever and I could not think; but hardly even in health, with all eloquence,
could I have begged Hamed off,” Lawrence recalled.?’ The situation was
particularly precarious because if the Ageyl were to kill the Moor, the
other Moroccans in Lawrence’s group would kill another Ageyl, starting a
process of tit-for-tat reprisals that would have destroyed the unity he had
worked so hard to establish. Lawrence concluded that Hamed must be
executed as tribal justice required. But to ensure that a feud did not esca-
late, he determined that he personally must do the killing. “Perhaps they
would count me not qualified for feud,” he reasoned. “At least no re-
venge could lie against my followers; for I was a stranger and kinless.”2°

Lawrence was successful in restoring order and ensuring that no
more revenge killings in his band took place. It was a heavy burden for
him to bear, but given his role in the group, and given what was at stake,
he had no other choice.

Leadership during a crisis challenge is never an easy thing to exer-
cise. There are so many unpredictable elements. One must take stock of
the situation and examine the group dynamics (the factions, the compet-
ing values, and the mood of the group) and consider what actions might
trigger other negative reactions and produce an explosion. Lawrence was
able to note that the potential for a clan feud would be inevitable if the
two families were left to their own devices to “resolve” the conflict. He
realized that if the dispute were to remain unresolved it would be very
damaging to the morale of his men. To bring resolution would require a
drastic measure: for Lawrence to kill Hamed. As disturbing as this ac-
tion was, in the context that he was in, the action that he took was criti-
cal to ensuring that a bloodbath did not erupt. Certainly, few of us today
can appreciate what it would be like to be in such a predicament and
have to make such a choice.
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The Activist Challenge

In an activist challenge, the leadership work is to provoke and evoke the
group to face certain realities they would prefer to avoid. The process in-
cludes both inspiring people with a uniting purpose and calling attention
to the contradiction between what the group espouses and what they ac-
tually do. It is demanding and risky work, as one must become a thorn
in the side, an irritant, to the group or some faction of the group, if one
is to succeed in getting the attention of key people who are in a position
to make the necessary changes or adjustments.

After the war, the reality that the British were avoiding was the fact
that they had promised the Arabs independence and were now reneging
on that promise. To Lawrence, and of course to the Arabs, it was sheer
hypocrisy and deceit. Both Britain and France wished to carve up the re-
gion to meet their own particular interests, irrespective of what promises
had been made. Lawrence was depressed to think that the real reason
thousands of Arabs had been allowed to sacrifice their lives was “not to
win the war but that the corn and rice and oil of Mesopotamia might be
ours.”?” Disturbingly, as biographer John Mack notes, “this was a time
in which the leadership of the Western powers could still move men and
countries around like pawns, and bargained and dealt in states and
whole populations.”?8

Lawrence took on the responsibility of exercising leadership to get
the British people to face reality and ensure that the government hon-
ored its promise. Given his wartime accomplishments, Lawrence was
one of England’s most well-known heroes and decided to use that fame
as a platform to agitate on behalf of Arab independence. As a first step,
he penned a series of provocative letters that were published in the Lon-
don Times.?” He explained to the people that “the Arabs did not risk
their lives in battle to change masters, to become British subjects or
French citizens.”3? He reinforced his message with a public speaking
tour, appealing to the British sense of “fair play” and emphasizing what
the Arabs had endured and achieved in their battle against the Turks. He
told the public that his wartime contribution would be for naught if the
government abandoned its promises. Such statements had a powerful ef-
fect on the many people who read his words or flocked to hear him speak.

While the public was coming around to Lawrence’s point of view,
the British foreign policy establishment had no regard for him. They
were wary of his popularity and suspicious of his loyalties. They saw
him as a brave but odd fellow and felt that he had “gone native.” To
them, the eccentric Lawrence was now the enemy of British interests.
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Strategically Intervening to Expose
the Contradiction in Values

An important aspect of leadership for an activist challenge is to inter-
vene strategically to expose the contradiction of values. The task is to get
sustained attention on the problem so that enough people are alerted to
the concern and feel like they need to attend to it. Of course, Lawrence’s
letters and speeches helped, but he needed to do more. His chance came
on October 30, 1918, when he made a very public and controversial in-
tervention. He was invited to the royal court to receive his Distinguished
Service Order (DSO) from King George V. Winston Churchill has given
us a picture of what happened on that occasion:

The long queue of recipients of honors was filing past the King.
When Colonel Lawrence’s turn came and the King took the dec-
oration from the velvet cushion and prepared to hang it on the
hook, which the officers in these circumstances had attached to
their tunics, Lawrence stopped him and in a low voice stated
with the utmost respect that it was impossible for him to receive
any honor from His Majesty while Britain was about to dishonor
the pledges he had made in His Majesty’s name to the Arabs who
had fought so bravely. The King was naturally surprised and dis-
pleased. The decoration, coveted by so many gallant men, was
replaced upon its cushion. Lawrence bowed and passed on, and
the ceremony proceeded.?!

Later that year when Lawrence met Churchill in Paris, Churchill re-
buked him for his rejection of the king’s award. Churchill wrote:

He accepted the rebuke with good humor. This was the only way
in his power, he said, of rousing the highest authorities in the
State to a realization of the fact that the honor of Great Britain
was at stake in the faithful treatment of the Arabs, and their be-
trayal . . . would be an indelible blot in our history. The King
himself should be made aware of what was being done in his
name, and he knew no other way. I said that this was no defense
at all for the method adopted.??

Yet even Churchill acknowledged that what Lawrence did actually
succeeded in getting his attention and led him to examine the matter in
more detail. “I must admit that this episode made me anxious to learn
more about what actually happened in the desert war,” Churchill wrote,
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“and opened my eyes to the passions which were seething in Arab bosoms.
I called for reports and pondered them. I talked to the Prime Minister
about it.”33 Lawrence’s interventions were working.

Opening a Front When the Group
Is Stalling You on Another

Even though he had offended the king, Lawrence’s high profile and con-
siderable knowledge of the Middle East were sufficient to get him invited
to participate in the Peace Conference at Versailles that began on Janu-
ary 18, 1919. This was a meeting of all the Western powers and repre-
sentatives of a few other invited countries to decide on the spoils of the
“Great War.” Enormous and formidable interests were at stake. The
British wanted access to Middle Eastern oil and control of certain strate-
gic areas. The French wanted to control Syria, where they had main-
tained a sphere of activity since the crusades. And the Americans wanted
access to the region as well. They were in desperate need of oil, given
that industry was burgeoning across the United States.

Lawrence was formally a delegate of the British team led by Winston
Churchill but also acted as an adviser to Emir Feisal, who was there to
ensure that Arab interests were given their due. To highlight whose side
he was really on, he wore his Bedouin robes, much to the irritation of
the British officials. This strategy provided him with considerable atten-
tion and the opportunity of influencing the negotiations in a way that
few others could. Churchill was actually intrigued by Lawrence’s style:

He wore Arab robes, and the full magnificence of his counte-
nance revealed itself. The gravity of his demeanor, the precision
of his opinions, the range and quality of his conversation all
seemed enhanced to a remarkable degree by the splendid Arab
head-dress and garb. From amid the flowing draperies his noble
features, his perfectly chiseled lips, and flashing eyes loaded with
fire and comprehension shone forth. He looked what he was, one
of nature’s greatest princes.>*

At Versailles, Lawrence concentrated on influencing the two leading
power brokers, the British prime minister, David Lloyd George, and the
French prime minister, Pierre Clemenceau. He was bold enough, given
how busy and in demand both men were at the conference, to seek them
out and ensure that they understood what was at stake for the Arabs.
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Surprisingly, both prime ministers gave him considerable time and found
the discussions engaging and fruitful. Churchill noted that although
Lawrence “clashed with the French” and faced Clemenceau in many
long controversies, “he was a foeman worthy of his steel.”3’

However, Lord Curzon, the foreign minister in the British govern-
ment, was constantly frustrated by Lawrence’s antics. After all,
Lawrence was supposed to be a member of his delegation. Lawrence
provoked, challenged, argued, and fought with Curzon repeatedly. At
one meeting of the British delegation, Curzon tried to put Lawrence in
his place with an introduction full of extravagant and patronizing praise
for his wartime exploits and his knowledge of the Middle East. At the
end of the introduction, Curzon asked Lawrence whether he had any-
thing to say, to which Lawrence tersely replied, “Yes, let’s get down to
business. You people don’t understand the hole you have put all of us
into.” Curzon suddenly burst into tears with “great drops running down
his cheeks to an accompaniment of slow sobs.” Lawrence said that the
incident was like a medieval miracle or the wakening of the Buddha. He
felt that Curzon was seeing the folly and the deceit of his position and
that the emotional strain of the negotiation process had been too much
for him.3¢

Although Versailles was not a victory for Lawrence or the Arabs, it
was certainly not a loss. He was effective in securing the support of var-
ious key people for Feisal and the Arab cause. But Lawrence wanted
more. He had fought so long and hard in the desert and in the negotia-
tion rooms, and still there was no Arab state.

In 1920, the British had occupied Iraq, and the locals were agitating
against them. The French were in Syria and claimed it as their long-lost
territory. There were local uprisings in Damascus, and the mood in the
region was very anti-French and anti-British. On August 8, 1920,
Lawrence published another letter in the London Observer. It was a very
harsh, sarcastic, and critical assessment of British and French policy.
Some in the government were criticizing the French for their behavior,
but Lawrence called attention to this duplicitous attitude.

Yet we have really no competence in this matter to criticize the
French. They have only followed in a very humble fashion, in their
sphere in Syria, the example we have set in Mesopotamia. . . . It
would show a lack of humor if we reproved them for a battle near
Damascus . . . while we were fighting battles near Baghdad and
trying to render the Mesopotamians incapable of self-government,
by smashing every head that raised itself among them. . . . It is odd
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that we do not use poison gas on these occasions. . . . By gas at-
tacks the whole population of offending districts could be wiped
out neatly; and as a method of government it would be no more
immoral than the present system.3”

Lawrence was becoming more provocative. As one writer noted, this
was “Swiftian opposition to direct imperialism in the clearest and most
public form possible.”38

On August 22, 1920, in The Sunday Times, he continued his attack
on British policy in Mesopotamia after another uprising by the local in-
habitants.

Our government is worse than the old Turkish system. They kept
14,000 local conscripts embodied, and killed a yearly average of
200 Arabs in maintaining peace. We keep ninety thousand men,
with aeroplanes, armored cars, gunboats, and armored trains.
We have killed about 10,000 Arabs in this rising this summer.
We cannot hope to maintain this average. It is a poor country,
sparsely peopled. We say we are in Mesopotamia to develop it
for the rest of the world. . . . How long will we permit millions
of pounds, thousands of Imperial troops, and tens of thousand of
Arabs to be sacrificed on behalf of a form of colonial administra-
tion which can benefit nobody but its administrators?3’

Lawrence’s commitment to the Arabs during this immediate postwar
period was perceived by some as being unreasonable and excessively
stubborn. As one observer noted, “This stubbornness—Ilet us call it by
its true name, this absolute unwillingness to sell out—began to strike his
British colleagues as unreasonable, an embarrassment to their diplo-
macy.”*? Unreasonable as he may have been, Lawrence’s persistence did
eventually pay off. In 1921, British sentiment began to shift, and the
government began the process of moving toward the creation of inde-
pendent Arab states. He had successfully exercised leadership in the con-
text of a thorny and complicated activist challenge.

The Transition Challenge

Given that British policy had shifted and the government was now com-
mitted to creating an independent, or at least a semi-independent, Arab state,
the leadership work next was to transition the Arabs to nationhood. In
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the transition challenge, the group must shift its values, habits, and
mind-sets to deal with a changed condition and take advantage of
the available opportunity. The British needed to use their power to cre-
ate the conditions that would pave the way for a smooth transition, and
the Arabs needed to build cohesion and alignment among themselves to
ensure that internal squabbles did not lead the British to have second
thoughts and renege on their promise.

In the spring of 1921, Churchill was sent to the Colonial Office to be
responsible for Middle Eastern affairs and to pave the way for Arab in-
dependence. Churchill, sensing that Lawrence would be thrilled with the
new policy, invited Lawrence to be a part of his team, even though some
of Churchill’s senior administrators, made up of traditional Foreign Ser-
vice officers, were aghast with this invitation. One member stated to
Churchill, “What! Wilt thou bridle the wild ass of the desert?”*! Of
course, Lawrence was not interested in being a petty bureaucrat but in
getting people to face the real issues. But if Churchill wanted him to
truly help create an Arab state, he would wear the bureaucratic bridle to
the best of his ability.

Lawrence served as an adviser to Churchill for eighteen months.
This was an unprecedented opportunity. His challenge, as he saw it, was
to keep the real bureaucrats and politicians from wrecking the process.
But since he had been given a position on the inside as a member of the
Churchill team, he could no longer be the independent provocateur that
he had been in the past. To everyone’s surprise, Lawrence not only un-
derstood the changed situation but thrived in it. “Here is proof of the
greatness of his character and versatility of his genius,” Churchill later
wrote. “He saw the hope of redeeming in a large measure the promises
he had made to the Arab chiefs, and of reestablishing a tolerable mea-
sure of peace in those wide regions. In that cause he was capable of be-
coming—I hazard the word—a humdrum official. The effort was not in
vain. His purposes prevailed.”*?

Crafting an Orienting Purpose

The Churchill team’s first task was to organize a conference in Cairo for
the purpose of thrashing out the issues and developing a plan for the
transition. Held in March 1921, the conference lasted eighteen days. In
attendance were the leading scholars and officials on Middle Eastern af-
fairs. In preparing for the Cairo conference, Lawrence wrote, “We are
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making a most ambitious design for the Middle East: a new page in the
loosening of the Empire tradition.”*? He was in his element.

It was a dynamic conference with real debate and exploration of al-
ternatives. It is clear from the conference record that Lawrence was a
major contributor in the drafting of the final policy that was approved
by Churchill.** Captain Maxwell Coote, Churchill’s aide during the
Cairo Conference, said, “Lawrence, an unobtrusive figure, almost unob-
served, influenced that Conference more than any other.”* Lawrence
knew that this was not a time for parading in Bedouin robes or provok-
ing authority; on the contrary, this was a time for careful, reasoned argu-
ment and negotiation.

At the conference, it was agreed that Britain would repair the injury
done to the Arabs and to the House of the Sherifs of Mecca by placing
the Emir Feisal on the throne of Iraq as king and by entrusting his
brother, the Emir Abdullah, with the government of Trans-Jordania. Sec-
ond, Britain would remove practically all of its troops from Iraq, while
providing nominal defense by the Royal Air Force. Third, Britain would
support building a cooperative relationship between the Jews and Arabs
in Palestine, which would serve as a foundation for the future develop-
ment of the region.

The policies were not without significant opposition. The French op-
posed the placing of Feisal as head of Iraq, and the British War Office
opposed removing its troops from Iraq. But the debates and negotiations
carried on with Lawrence playing an essential role. Churchill noted:

It required a year of most difficult and anxious administration to
give effect to what had been so speedily decided. This was the
phase in Lawrence’s life when he was a civil servant. Everyone
was astonished at his calm and tactful demeanor. His patience
and readiness to work with others amazed those who knew him
best. Tremendous confabulations must have taken place among
these experts, and tension at times must have been extreme. But
so far as I was concerned I received always united advice from
two or three of the very best men it had ever been my fortune to
work with.46

Indeed, Lawrence was very pleased with his contribution during this
period. He later told his friend Robert Graves, “The work I did con-
structively in 1921 and 1922 seems to me, in retrospect, the best I ever
did. It somewhat redresses to my mind the immoral and unwarrantable
risks I took with the others’ lives and happiness in 1917-1918.747
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Getting People to Own the Transition

Churchill returned to London to prepare for the next challenge: defend-
ing his policy at home. He left Lawrence behind to pave the way for the
transition with the Arab factions. It was tough, difficult work. A particu-
larly frustrating hurdle was the petty jealousies and infighting among the
Arabs themselves. Lawrence’s colleague said of this problem:

During his campaign he had worked and fought with Arabs who
were men of action, willing to die for the cause, but now he
found that the control of the various states in many cases was in
the hands of a different type altogether—men who had been con-
tent to remain in the background while the campaign was in
progress, but were now coming forth as leaders of the newly
created governments. Owing to this were the private jealousies,
old feuds and tribal hatreds stultifying the cause which was so
clear to him and making an intricate situation more difficult of
settlement.*8

Lawrence went to Amman and began working with Prince Abdul-
lah, Feisal’s brother, to help stabilize Trans-Jordan. Prince Abdullah was
quite agitated and felt that British policy for the region was impeding his
plans of creating a pan-Arabic state. Some British officials wanted to get
rid of Abdullah. They saw him as an inadequate leader who had too
many radicals around him. Lawrence, however, was adamant that the
British should honor the will of the Arabs themselves and that if the peo-
ple wanted Abdullah, then Abdullah should be supported.*’

Although the situation in 1921 had become a crisis challenge,
Lawrence was able to exercise leadership and “dissipate the explosive-
ness of the predicament” and help the people get focused on the work
of transition. John Philby noted that due to Lawrence’s leadership,
“The storm cleared with amazing suddenness,” and he “gave the Emir
a new lease of life.”? Churchill, too, was amazed at what Lawrence
was able to accomplish. He stated, “At last resort I sent him to Trans-
Jordan, where sudden difficulties had arisen. He had plenary powers.
He used them with his old vigor. He removed officers. . . . He restored
complete tranquility. Everyone was delighted with the success of his
mission.” ! Indeed, Lawrence did a remarkable job in precarious cir-
cumstances. Without his advice, Abdullah might never have kept his
throne, and Jordan might never have become the successful state that it
is today.
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Toward the end of 1922, the situation began to improve. All the
measures that Churchill, Lawrence, and the Cairo team had developed
were implemented, one by one. The British army left Iraq, the Air Force
was installed in a loop around the Euphrates, Baghdad acclaimed Feisal
as king,’? and Abdullah settled down comfortably in Trans-Jordan.
Above all, Arab independence had been achieved.

Lawrence was pleased with his work and took pains to acknowledge
Churchill, who had opened up the way for him to play a role in the tran-
sition process. “Powerful elements in the British Government were seek-
ing to evade their war-time obligations to the Arabs,” he later wrote.
“That stage ended in March 1921, when Mr. Winston Churchill took
charge of the Middle East. He set honesty before expediency in order to
fulfill our promises in letter and in spirit.”%? This unlikely partnership
with Lawrence as the provocateur and the idea generator, and Churchill
as the political power broker, proved to be impressively effective.

The Next Development Challenge

There will come a point in a transition process when the leadership work
is actually to let go of the reins and allow the people to fend for them-
selves. At that time, the people will face a development challenge and
must then take responsibility for their predicament and learn their way
forward through trial and error. They might succeed, or they might fail.
Either way, so be it. The work is now their work.

The British authorities were very reluctant to relinquish power to the
Arabs, arguing that they were too feudal and incompetent when it came
to matters of governance. Lawrence’s view was that the role of the British
should be to train, support, and develop the managerial and leadership
capacities of the Arabs. He recognized that developmental leadership re-
quired building bridges in many directions to ensure that relationships
were established and communication channels were open, even if that
meant partnering with and developing those who once opposed you. In
his view, the activists, the agitators, and the revolutionaries could indeed
be the future authorities and leaders of a country, and they should be
aided and nurtured so that they could develop leadership capabilities with
minimal disruption and maximum support. Lawrence knew that failure
to connect with such people and groups and to include them in the devel-
opmental process could lead to further subversion and crisis.
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We must be prepared to see them doing things by methods quite
unlike our own, and less well, but on principle it is better that
they half-do it than that we do it perfectly for them. In pursuing
such courses, we will find our best helpers not in our former most
obedient subjects, but among those now most active in agitating
against us, for it will be the intellectual leaders of the people who
will serve the purpose, and these are not the philosophers nor the
rich, but the demagogues and the politicians.>*

By 1927, due in part to the efforts of Lawrence, progress toward in-
dependence and stable government in Iraq and Jordan was coming along
well. But Lawrence knew there was only so much he or anyone could
do. The Arabs’ challenge now was to take the reins. Lawrence com-
mented on the developmental work:

All peoples . . . teach themselves to walk and to balance by dint
of trying and falling down. Iraq did a good deal of falling be-
tween 1916 and 1921: and since 1921, under Feisal’s guidance,
has done much good trying and not falling. But I don’t think it
yet walks very well. Nor can any hand save it from making its
messes: There is a point where coddling becomes wicked. . . . If
they are to make good as a modern state then it must be by
virtue of their own desire and excellence. . . . As for Iraq . . .
well, some day they will be fit for self government and then they
will not want a king; but whether 7 or 70 or 700 years hence,
God knows. . . . Meanwhile Feisal is serving his race as no Arab
has served it for many hundred years. He is my very great pride:
and it has been my privilege to have helped him to supremacy.

Feisal was made ruler of Iraq by the British, and his brother Abdul-
lah was given the kingship of Trans-Jordan, which was separated from
Palestine. Feisal remained on the throne of Iraq until his death in 1933,
and Abdullah on the throne of Trans-Jordan until he was shot in 1951
by a Palestinian extremist. The current king of Jordan, Abdullah bin
al-Hussein, is the great-grandson of Abdullah. Iraq stayed in the British
orbit until 1958 when Nuri-al Said, who had fought with Lawrence
in the desert and was the last important member of the Arab revolt to
hold high office, was overthrown.’¢ As the world knows, it has been
chaotic in the region ever since. Indeed, Lawrence’s prophetic comment
that someday the Iraqis will be “fit for self-government . . . but whether
7 or 70 or 700 years hence, God knows” is a statement that we can all
appreciate.
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Lawrence Walks Away

Churchill asked Lawrence what he wanted to do now that their work
was coming to an end. He felt that Lawrence could have a very reward-
ing career in the Foreign Office and invited him to continue working
with him. Lawrence, however, felt otherwise. He responded, “All you
will see of me is a small cloud of dust on the horizon.”’” Lawrence was
tired and wanted to go home.

Lawrence never wanted to be a leader. “I hated responsibility,” he
once wrote, much preferring to be an administrator or academic. “All
my life objects had been gladder to me than persons, and ideas than ob-
jects. So the duty of succeeding with men to any purpose would be doubly
hard to me.”*® But in taking on the adaptive challenges of the Middle
East, he assumed enormous responsibility and did succeed with men.

He clearly understood the distinction between self and role.*® In
order to exercise leadership and support the Arab cause, he had to as-
sume a role that was appropriate to the context. That role allowed him
to be an instrument, a tool, in the process of generating an Arab state.
But he was not attached to the role, as many people are when they enjoy
positions of authority, get caught up in a cause, or are the object of great
acclaim. Because of his ability to distinguish between self and role,
Lawrence could walk away. The work was done. There was nothing
more that he could do. It would now be left to the Arabs themselves to
see what they could make of their country.

Lawrence resigned from the Colonial Office and as a member of
Churchill’s team in July 1922, and he sought a life of obscurity. He en-
tered the ranks of the Royal Air Force the following month under the as-
sumed name John Hume Ross in order to avoid publicity. He did not
want anyone to know him as the legendary “Lawrence of Arabia.” He
was discharged from the Air Force the following January due to a news-
paper disclosing his identity. He then changed his name to T. E. Shaw
and joined the Royal Tank Corps at the rank of private. When that no
longer worked out, he rejoined the Royal Air Force as a mechanic.

While he sought to avoid fame and fortune, Lawrence did become a
prolific writer. In 1926, he published the Seven Pillars of Wisdom, an epic
tale that told of his experience in the Arab campaign. This was a cathartic
exercise as he needed to take time to reflect on what really had happened
in the desert—to himself and to the Bedouins whom he had led. Lawrence
wrote a letter to a friend and provided some insight into how he thought
about his activities in the Middle East and the purpose of the book:
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I had been so much a free agent, repeatedly deciding what I (and
others) should do: and T wasn’t sure if my opportunity (or reality,
as I called it) was really justified. Not morally justifiable. . . . By
putting all the troubles and dilemmas on paper, I hoped to work
out my path again, and satisfy myself how wrong, or how right,
I had been. So the book is the self-argument of a man who couldn’t
see straight: and who now thinks that perhaps it did not matter:
that seeing is only an illusion. We do these things in sheer vapid-
ity of mind, not deliberately, not consciously even. To make out
that we were reasoned cool minds, ruling our courses and con-
temporaries, is a vanity. Things happen, and we do our best to

keep in the saddle. After the Arab business I rather foreswore
saddles.®?

Profound insights from an extraordinary man. Sadly, on May 19, 1935,
Lawrence was killed in a motorcycle accident on a country road when he
swerved to avoid two boys on bicycles. He was forty-six years old.

Lawrence’s leadership prowess is an illustration in how to respond
to demanding and shifting problematic realities. Admittedly, most of us
will never be in a situation remotely similar to his. Nevertheless, the
leadership principles of his actions are generalizable. His example high-
lights that (1) real leadership requires wisdom, courage, and creativity,
(2) leadership can be exercised with or without authority, (3) one must
be flexible to move between the various leadership challenges, and (4) a
leader must be very sensitive to the context, group dynamics, and the
threats and opportunities confronting the group to accurately figure out
“what challenge do the people face?” and then respond accordingly.



CHAPTER 10

Odin, the Samurai, and You

Taking Responsibility for Yourself
as an Instrument of Power

he great Odin, even with all his wisdom, would occasionally allow

his personal issues and natural tendencies to impede good judg-
ment, acting out of greed, anger, the need to dominate, or the desire for
revenge. In other words, even with the best intentions, at times he would
lose it. Given his recognition of his foibles, Odin sought out the spirit of
the sacred well of Mimir for advice on what he must do to increase in in-
sight and understanding. The spirit told Odin that to gain such insight
he would need to pluck out an eye and throw it into the well. Upon con-
sidering the consequences of permanent disfigurement and the loss of
such a valuable asset, Odin did as the spirit suggested and plucked out
his left eye and cast it into the water.! In doing so, he gained the knowl-
edge that he needed.

But for those of us unwilling to part with an eye, Mimir might well
give this advice: “You want insight? Begin by looking hard at yourself as
an instrument of power. You are used to looking at other people. Yes,
that is important, but you must now look at yourself and how you inter-
act with other people to help them solve their problems. Your knowledge
of yourself will come from what you see reflected back in the eyes, atti-
tudes, and actions of others. But be careful, as that reflection is often dis-
torted. To ensure that you are not deceived, turn one eye so that it gazes
inward—so that you can observe how your deepest instincts and desires
drive the choices you make with and for your people as they wrestle
with their problematic realities. This will be hard, even painful—as
painful as plucking out your own eye—but it is necessary if you are to
succeed as a leader.”

243
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Real leadership, at times, is painful. It is painful to discover features
of one’s behavior and natural predilections that are not particularly help-
ful to the people in their problem-solving and opportunity-enhancing en-
deavors. Not only is it painful, but it is also a burden. It is a burden to
be responsible for a group and to contend with their dysfunctions and
damaging behavior, and to get them to shift their values, habits, prac-
tices, and priorities to meet the challenge confronting them. And it is a
burden to be responsible for oneself as an instrument of power—to take
responsibility for the blatant and subtle ways that one’s power affects
others. In being responsible, one must commit to the necessary personal
discovery work to be able to fine-tune one’s use of power, in the same
way that a mountain climber taking on Everest must fine-tune his or her
body to be able to cope in the thin air as the altitude increases. An ill-
prepared person—pbhysically, mentally, and knowledge-wise—will most
likely perish on Mount Everest, as the hazards are significant.

Ronald Heifetz maintains that in exercising leadership for adaptive
challenges you are often “walking on the razor’s edge.” Indeed, given
that real leadership is about intervening into people’s values and belief
systems, it will, at times, be risky and dangerous work. Therefore, in the
face of the demands and dangers of leading, you must take responsibil-
ity for yourself as an instrument of power and discover the ways you
allow your personal issues to reduce your effectiveness, limit your op-
tions, or even hurt the group. These personal issues are what I call your
personal case.

All of us have a personal case. It includes your factional loyalties,
stylistic orientation, natural predilections, unconscious motives, blind
spots, and habitual ways of operating that shape your approach to lead-
ership. The task is to appreciate how your personal case can help or hin-
der the group’s capacity to face the reality of their condition, tackle their
challenges, and advance. It can be an asset or a liability. To illustrate this
point, consider the personal case of Theng Bunma.

A few years ago I was an adviser to Cambodia’s state-owned airline,
Royal Air Cambodge. Cambodia at that time was struggling to rebuild
its economy, which had been devastated from many years of war. Theng
Bunma, head of the Cambodian Chamber of Commerce, was charged
with the responsibility of representing the needs of the business commu-
nity and helping build a climate that encouraged investment and entre-
preneurship. Given Cambodia’s terrible economic condition, Theng
Bunma faced a demanding development challenge that required real
leadership. But Theng had a major problem. He had a bad temper and
took offense easily.
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Over the years, Theng had had many disputes with Royal Air Cam-
bodge over the quality of their service. One day, as he was checking in
for a flight, he was charged a fee for his overweight baggage. Feeling in-
sulted, he took the gun of one of his bodyguards, walked onto the tar-
mac, and shot out the tire of the Boeing 737 that was supposed to fly
him to his next destination.? The passengers, the crew, and eventually
the nation, when they heard about his behavior, were terrified, embar-
rassed, and appalled. Clearly Theng Bunma’s use of his power was un-
wise and irresponsible, undermining the very objectives he was supposed
to be using his power to champion. He allowed his personal case—his
offense and anger—to impair his judgment at a crucial moment.

Your personal case is wrapped up in your history, values, prefer-
ences, and identity. It gets manifest in the choices that you make and the
actions that you take, particularly under pressure. To exercise real lead-
ership, you need the wisdom to discern in real time when your personal
case is an asset in helping the group or a liability and impeding the
group. For example, as Theng Bunma could not do, you should be able
to keep yourself from expressing anger (even if you feel angry), if ex-
pressing anger would detract from the group’s ability to attend to its im-
mediate concern. Or, when you feel an urge to take control of the
situation and “run the show,” it might be better to hold still and give the
people more time to remain in a fluid state of uncertainty and negotia-
tion. If your personal case includes the need to be admired and adored,
you must be able to resist the seductive pull of the group for you to be
heroic and single-handedly solve the people’s problems.

T. E. Lawrence, as described in the previous chapter, took responsi-
bility for himself as an instrument of power and was able to diagnose
features of his personal case. In seeing these inclinations in himself, he
was able to manage them, to some degree at least.

I was very conscious of the bundled powers and entities within
me; it was their character which I hid. There was my craving to
be liked—so strong and nervous that never could I open myself
friendly to another. The terror of failure in an effort so important
made me shrink from trying. . . . There was a craving to be fa-
mous; and a horror of being known to like being known. Con-
tempt for my passion for distinction made me refuse every
offered honor.3

Lawrence had the capacity to understand his personal case better
than most people. Seeing these aspects of himself generated occasional
bouts of emotional turmoil, even depression. But given his commitment
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to explore his inner mental world and understand the driving forces
behind his actions, he was not held hostage to these sentiments but
could face them and ensure that they did not spill needlessly onto the
group’s problem solving and adaptive work.

Your Personal Case and the
Six Leadership Challenges

Each of the six challenges poses a different set of problems in which the
leader’s personal case can get in the way. Knowing the triggers that cause
you to put too much of the negative features of your personal case into
the problem-solving process is essential if you are to reduce the danger of
a false set of tasks being put before the group.

In the activist challenge, the leader must get the people to face the re-
ality of a contradiction in values and consider information that they are
reluctant to consider. The people are generally defensive when initially
provoked or challenged by the leader’s interventions. Given the defen-
siveness and resistance, the leader’s personal case can easily get in the
way. Common ways a leader’s personal case can get in the way include
(1) becoming self-righteous about the cause and adopting the tactics of
an unrelenting and unthinking crusader who tries to force change and
(2) believing that it is all about the leader. In other words, the leader be-
lieves that he or she has to do everything, fight every battle, be the
spokesperson on every issue, and run the entire show. When that hap-
pens, it becomes difficult for leaders to separate the cause from their own
personality and role. They become the issue, and the issue becomes
them—and the real issue gets buried under layers of heroism and self-
sacrifice.

In a development challenge, the leadership work is to develop the la-
tent capabilities of the people over the long term. The people need a lot
of space, time, support, and encouragement. I have observed two com-
mon ways that people allow their personal case to get in the way in the
face of a development challenge: (1) A leader might have a great need to
get results at a rapid rate and fail to build an adequate holding environ-
ment and provide the support and encouragement needed for people to
learn and develop; or (2) the leader might become excessively frustrated,
disappointed, and even punitive when people make errors and do not de-
velop in a way that is consistent with the leader’s expectations. When
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that happens, the leader diminishes the motivation of the people and
their propensity to take risks in their pursuit of learning.

In the transition challenge, the work of leadership is to shift the val-
ues and attitudes of the group to another set of values and attitudes. It
includes the process of culture change. The people in a state of transition
are generally anxious and afraid as they must give up their old ways of
living, working, or operating and embrace new ways of living, working,
or operating. The ways in which a leader’s personal case might get in the
way for a transition challenge include (1) the leader being insensitive to
what the people have to give up and therefore pushing the people so
hard that they become rebellious or (2), the leader, given his or her
“achievement needs,” getting too far out in front of the group and fail-
ing to bring the people along.*

In a maintenance challenge, the leadership work is to preserve and
maintain essential resources of the group. The group is under threat
from dysfunctional internal practices or an external enemy or forces in
the environment. The ways a leader’s personal case can get in the way in-
clude (1) succumbing to depression because the leader feels overwhelmed
by the current condition; (2) being in denial and refusing to acknowledge
the reality that the group or enterprise is in a state of decay; or (3) when
noticing the threat or decay, adopting an excessively positive, upbeat at-
titude in the hope that the people can bypass the reality of their condi-
tion, because it is too painful to examine. In doing so, the leader ignores
the work of maintenance in the same way that an unhealthy person ig-
nores exercise and eating nutritious food.

In a creative challenge, the leadership work is to get the people to do
something that has never been done before. The people must create or
invent a new product, come up with a new idea, or discover a pathway for-
ward that leads to a new opportunity or greater benefit. The ways that
leaders can allow their personal case to get in the way include (1) trying
to dominate the group and stifle dissent and (2) being unwilling to toler-
ate the messiness and chaos of the creative process. The creative process
is both fickle and fragile, and therefore difficult to sustain. Leaders must
manage their power very sensitively so that they do not impose too much
of their opinion on the group or control the process, and thereby thwart
the people in their exploratory and imaginative pursuits.

In a crisis challenge, the group is confronted with an explosive situa-
tion. The leadership work is to restore order, reduce the danger of fur-
ther conflagration, and ascertain the underlying challenge of which the
crisis is a symptom. The ways that a leader’s personal case can get in the
way include (1) taking the crisis personally and becoming angry, being
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offended, and then lashing out at others, even starting a fight; (2) being
terribly afraid of conflict and retreating, thus allowing the crisis to per-
sist or get worse; or (3) giving the people an easy solution to make them
feel better and temporarily relieve the pain of the crisis. The strong incli-
nation to give an easy answer will likely keep the people from having to
sacrifice something that they value highly in order to deal realistically
with the crisis and make genuine progress on the underlying adaptive
challenge.

The primary task of real leadership is to get the people to wrestle
with reality and take responsibility for their condition. It is precarious
work, and anything can happen. The former prime minister of the
Philippines, Fidel Ramos, told me that being the leader of a country is
like walking a tightrope while juggling. The slightest misjudgment or
moment of distraction could spell disaster. What’s more, he said, many
in the crowd aren’t cheering for you, but want you to fall.> Given this
precarious activity, it is very easy to allow one’s personal case to distort
one’s thinking and limits one’s options. It is easy to get distracted, and it
is easy to cause distractions. Thus, when leaders allow too much of their
personal case to get in the way, the adaptive work of progress is made
messier and prolonged.

Case of the Lost Samurai

To illustrate the demands of leadership in helping the people face reality,
and to appreciate how easy it is for one’s personal case to distort the ca-
pacity to see with clarity what the real problem is and what should be
done, consider the case of Saigo Takamori, immortalized by Hollywood
as The Last Samurai. 1 prefer to call Saigo the lost samurai. Saigo lost
sight of what the real work of progress was and allowed his personal
case to get in the way. There was a time that he did provide leadership,
but later he used his power to put counterfeit issues—a civil war—Dbefore
the people.

Saigo first rose to prominence in Japan when he led the forces that
overthrew the weak and ineffectual Tokugawa shogunate in 1868. His
actions paved the way for the Meiji Restoration, as discussed in chapter
5 on the transition challenge. He was appointed by the new emperor as a
member of the cabinet and was to play a key role in shaping many of the
reform policies of the government. Saigo, however, eventually had sec-
ond thoughts about what was happening in his country. In his mind,
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Japan was blindly copying the West and modernizing too fast. Many of
the country’s best traditions and practices were being discarded in the
name of progress.

After a few years in government, Saigo resigned in protest and re-
turned to his home in the remote region of Satsuma. He was content to
read philosophy, practice meditation, and attend to his farm. But Sat-
suma was a caldron of discontent. The lord of Satsuma, whose position
was actually abolished by the new Tokyo government, refused to give up
his power and continued as the resident authority figure. Lord Shimazu
had nothing but contempt for the Tokyo government and therefore never
obeyed any of its decrees. His region was the only region in the country
where the samurai still wore their swords and kept their hair in the tradi-
tional manner.

For the people of Satsuma, having Saigo back home was an honor.
He was a national hero and adored by the people. Rather relax and
farm, he was called upon to teach young people the art of busibido—the
ethics and code of a samurai. His lessons became so popular that hun-
dreds of schools sprang up across the Satsuma district.

Given the general state of restlessness in Satsuma, the young samurai
pleaded with the old master to lead them into battle and restore right-
eousness and integrity to the government. And this Saigo did. With forty
thousand men, he launched a six-month struggle to take control of the
national government. Unfortunately for him, none of the other regions
joined in the fight, and he and his fellow Satsuma samurai were left to
fend for themselves. They were no match for the new Japanese military
with their Western advisers and sophisticated weaponry, and the rebel-
lion eventually petered out. Saigo, in the true spirit of bushido, rather
than surrender, committed seppuku—ritual suicide.®

The Saigo story is a gripping tragedy that illustrates how one’s personal
case can get in the way of responsible leadership and doing the adaptive
work that is in the interest of the whole. This was a man who was ven-
erated by all the people of Japan. He had a tremendous amount of infor-
mal authority and the potential to make a significant contribution. But
he opted for war. And most of his countrymen were shocked that he
would turn against his own government in such a violent fashion. The
Tokyo Times in 1877 said of Saigo:

It was incredible that the man whose whole existence had been a
record of unswerving loyalty and of a devotion which lifted him
to an eminence which few other of his countrymen have attained,
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should without warning, without visible cause, turn in a moment
to a course which must rob him of all his fame, and change the
brightness of his past life to a deathless shame.”

Initially, when the people heard that Saigo was leading the rebellion,
they did not want to believe it. When the evidence was irrefutable, the
nation was in shock and very angry. “If we all had known at the begin-
ning the treason that was in his heart,” one journalist wrote, “instead of
loving Saigo so greatly we should have hated him enough to have eaten
all the flesh off his bones.”®

This case raises many questions for those of us interested in the
study of power and leadership. Why did Saigo use his power to rebel
against the government that he had helped create? Could he not see that
his war against the government would be futile? Why couldn’t he envis-
age other more creative ways to exercise leadership to help his country-
men responsibly face the challenges of a difficult transition?

As the samurai’s sword is a weapon that can be used for good or ill
and must be mastered through years of practice and personal work, so
must leaders think about the use, mastery, and consequences of their
power as they seek to help the people face real problems and take advan-
tage of opportunities before them. We know that Saigo did a consider-
able amount of personal work as a young man in preparation to be a
samurai. He studied the Chinese classics and practiced Zen meditation.
But even in what work he did, it was still insufficient in helping him dis-
tinguish the best mode of leadership intervention that would aid his peo-
ple to progress. Furthermore, it did not help him in detecting how his
personal case was getting in the way and impeding his capacity to see
with clarity what the adaptive challenge was.

The Detective Work of Real Leadership

This process of learning about one’s personal case is what I call detective
work. We often talk about “reflection” as being an important part of
leadership. And it is. However, the notion of “detection” is the essential
skill that leaders must develop if they are to be effective with what
power they have. In the context of real leadership, you are trying not
only to reflect on what you did but to detect how your actions and
strategies coordinate and integrate with others to nudge them closer to
the problem and get them engaged in productive problem-solving work.
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This is an ongoing process of looking for clues in the system that indi-
cate how the people are reacting to your interventions. Do your inter-
ventions—your comments, presence, and tactics—contribute to getting
people to face reality and consider the tough issues, or cause them to flee
from reality and avoid the tough issues?

To help ensure your personal case is an asset and not a liability, I rec-
ommend that you do the following detective work: (1) Use partners to
detect what you are missing due to your blind spots; (2) detect when you are
doing too much crusading and not enough leading; (3) detect how your fac-
tional loyalties pull you away from the real work; (4) detect the people’s
reality by regularly wandering among them; and (5) detect when it is time
to move aside and allow somebody else to lead or assume authority.

Use partners to detect what’s missing
due to your blind spots

Good detective work requires trusted partners to help you see what
you cannot see—just as the master detective Sherlock Holmes had Dr.
Watson. A partner helps the leader become more aware of his or her
blind spots. All of us have blind spots and cannot know all that there is
to know about the context and the factional dynamics in order to be
effective all the time. Errors of judgment will produce errors of interven-
tion. And errors of intervention will allow problems to persist. There-
fore, the need for ongoing detective work through partnering to discover
what it is that the leader might be missing.

In chapter 1, I described the debacle of Enron. This was one of the
world’s biggest and most prosperous companies, but it collapsed almost
overnight due to counterfeit leadership. For either CEO Kenneth Lay or
manager Sherron Watkins to have exercised real leadership at Enron,
they would have needed to learn how to look past their personal case—
their fears and preferences—so that they might appreciate the foresee-
able consequences of their actions and explore other options for
intervention. Simply said, their fears and personal preferences would not
guide them in the right direction to bring positive resolution to the
Enron problem. To succeed in getting their company to solve its real
problems, they both would have needed insight into the group mechan-
ics that, in all sorts of organizations and all sorts of circumstances, make
it difficult for people to face up to harsh, often threatening realities.
(Enron was not unique in having an aggressive, self-reinforcing corpo-
rate ideology that dismissed alternative worldviews.)
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Enron’s senior management likely had great attachment to values
and priorities that blinded their capacity to deal with important aspects
of reality. At Enron, real leadership would have consisted not only in di-
agnosing the real problem but in knowing the corrective actions that the
company would need to take, and knowing how to intervene to produce
the necessary shift in values and priorities that would allow people to
take these actions. Given the size of the company and the blind spots of
its management, and given the fact that Enron’s entire corporate identity
was bound up in an aggressive and greedy ideology that allowed the
blind spots to persist, the amount of leadership wisdom required to save
the company would have had to be truly prodigious.

Perhaps Kenneth Lay’s blind spot was his unwillingness and inability
even to consider the enormous implications of the company’s finances
resting on deception and accounting tricks; maybe the problem was sim-
ply too large and widespread to contemplate. Possibly, he would have re-
sponded differently if the problem had involved only a minor part of
Enron. Certainly he could have used Sherron Watkins as a partner to
help him catch a timely glimpse of his blind spot, but he clearly couldn’t
bear to look at what she was prepared to show him. Like a deer caught
in the headlights, he froze.

Perhaps Watkins’s blind spot was her naive assumption that Lay
wanted the knowledge she offered and would be willing to act on it.
When Lay froze up and denied the problem, Watkins’s next challenge
might have been to ask, “How can I present this knowledge in terms
that will help him become more realistic and receptive? What shared val-
ues can [ tap into to motivate him into taking action to tackle the organi-
zation’s real problems?” Through a more active discerning process, she
might have found clues to management’s fears that they could not suc-
ceed with a realistic business model. Perhaps she would have found data
in the areas in which some in Enron management knew themselves to be
“in over their heads” but pretended otherwise.

It is likely that no one individual at Enron could have possessed all
of the necessary insight to fix the problem: those in nominal authority
(especially Kenneth Lay) possessed very little. In most organizations and
in most situations, the discerning capacity rarely resides in one individual.
Typically, leaders need to work cooperatively with a group of allies and
partners at various levels in order to make a useful analysis of the shared
dilemmas and underlying reasons for persistent problems, and to ascer-
tain what kind of interventions are needed to get people facing the issues.

By way of analogy, think of the way that mirrors help you see into
what would otherwise be perilous blind spots when you are driving a
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car. The combination of your natural path of vision and the columns of
metal blocking your view in the two back corners of the vehicle create
areas that are almost impossible to see without some sort of aid. If you
do not take extra care, something coming from your blind spot likely
will cause you great harm. To avoid potentially disastrous collisions, we
need a well-placed mirror or two to help us see what is hidden in these
vulnerable areas. Similarly, you can help yourself and others exercise
leadership by developing a network of “mirrors” that reveal what may
be coming at you from outside your field of vision—and you can repay
those who help you in this way by serving as their mirror in return.

In finding partners who can serve as mirrors and highlight your
blind spots, you need people who are willing to talk straight and not in-
gratiate themselves by distorting or withholding information. It is often
difficult to find partners who can speak honestly and forthrightly about
problematic issues pertaining to the leader’s behavior or strategies. It is
also difficult for some leaders to accept such advice without getting ex-
cessively defensive. Developing the capacity to hold steady, listen, and
then inquire to learn how people arrived at their positions is an impor-
tant skill. After all, good partners can ensure that one’s blind spots do
not lead to ill-informed choices or disastrous consequences.

Detect when you are crusading versus leading

Passionate people sometimes forget the group. Their commitment
turns into a crusade, and they cease to provide real leadership. Real lead-
ership orchestrates a process of adaptive work, while crusading forces a
solution on the group. Tough challenges are integrally connected to the
values and priorities of the group and the people’s relationship to the
context—the threats and opportunities. Therefore, real leadership must
orchestrate a process that generates learning and discovery as people
tackle their challenges and try to discover what it is they really care about
and what sacrifices they might have to make in order to improve the en-
terprise or have better lives. Adaptive work is often riddled with anxiety
and friction. Sometimes leaders cannot cope with the anxiety and the
messiness of the process and, out of frustration, resort to crusader-like
tactics to get their way. Or, leaders can become so obsessed with their
goal that they believe that the rightness of their cause is justification
enough to forgo the exercise of real leadership.

Crusaders often engage in wasteful battles to get their way—do or
die (and they usually die). They are inclined not to think about what
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they are doing but just act. They put themselves on auto-pilot. For the
crusader, the thinking has been done; therefore, there is no need to reflect
on motives, strategies, and goals anymore. In fact, thinking is a distrac-
tion, as it might produce doubt and confusion. Because of this orienta-
tion, crusaders are potentially hazardous—to themselves, to the people,
and to anyone who stands in the way. Consider the story of a real cru-
sader, Little Peter (also known as Peter the Hermit). In 1096, Little Peter
was a common monk in France who believed in asceticism—Iiving as a
hermit in abject poverty. Inspired by the pope’s call for a holy war, he de-
cided to become a model warrior. He personally took on the work of
driving the Turks from the Holy Land and to reclaim Jerusalem for
Christianity. Little Peter told any peasant who would listen that he had
been commissioned by God to lead them in this righteous battle. Hun-
dreds of thousands of peasants throughout Europe got caught up in a
frenzy and joined this itinerant monk in his fanatical quest to reclaim
Jerusalem. On their journey to the Holy Land, they traveled through the
Rhineland, and the powerful Count Emich of Leisengen was converted
to Little Peter’s crusade. The count burned a cross on his forehead as a
sign of his commitment to the cause.

Over the year, with Count Emich’s support, the peasant army
wreaked havoc on the Jewish settlements of Europe, as they saw the
Jews as an impediment to the goal of reclaiming the Holy Land. Besides,
Little Peter reminded his peasants, “the Jews killed Christ.” Believing
that they were doing God’s work, Little Peter, Count Emich, and the cru-
sader peasants massacred thousands of Jews before they had even set
foot in the Holy Land or seen a Turk.’

Usually in crusades, it is the blind leading the blind, although the
people are inclined to operate under the fantasy that they can actually
see with great clarity what needs to be done. Given the burst of group
excitement, the people easily go into a delusional state and believe that
they are able to accomplish something quite extraordinary if they can
just eradicate the enemy or those who stand in their way.

Saigo, too, became a crusader. He was an extraordinarily committed
man who was, I am sure, thinking about what was in the best interest of
Japan. However, his commitment turned into unthinking fanaticism, dis-
torted his perception, and led to disastrous consequences. He wanted to
bring Japan back to his notion of a “golden era,” which never really ex-
isted. And, the reality was, Japan could not go back. The people’s adap-
tive work was to figure out how to transition forward in a respectful and
responsible manner. If Saigo had not succumbed to the temptation of
being a crusader, he might have exercised real leadership on two fronts:
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(1) with the emperor and the government, and (2) with his own con-
stituency, the samurai.

In regard to the government, rather than quit in a huff, Saigo might
have stayed on and tried to help figure out the values and traditions that
were precious in Japanese culture and needed to be maintained, and
what was no longer useful and therefore expendable.!® When one is the
deviant voice, it is easy to become frustrated and irritated, and walk
away. But patience and persistence are essential. Saigo, no doubt, had
many legitimate grievances about the rate of change occurring and the
hasty adoption of foreign practices. For many years, both in and out of
government, he was a powerful voice of moderation, and might have
continued to play that role in a more positive, constructive way. If the
government was pushing the people to change too fast, and if traditional
values were being discarded without due consideration, then Saigo might
have considered other more evocative and provocative ways to get the
authorities to engage the reality of their predicament and pace the
process. He, more than anyone, was positioned to make such a contribu-
tion. But because he could not distinguish between crusading and lead-
ing, he ended up shedding a lot of blood, including his own.

With his own constituency, the samurai, he might have challenged
them to modify their values, craft new identities, and become a strong
contributing force in transitioning Japan. The samurai had a vested in-
terest in being samurai. It was a noble role with honored traditions.
But the world was changing. The Japanese could no longer live in a her-
metically sealed island and needed to make adjustments in their values,
thinking, and practices. Saigo, therefore, could have helped his samurai
put aside their swords and reinvent a new role that could be of value
for themselves and the country. In the schools that Saigo created, rather
than perpetuate a bygone notion of bushido, Saigo might have incul-
cated new practices and helped channel the youthful energy and spirit of
the young samurai into more creative endeavors, thereby enhancing their
capacity to contribute to the immediate and future challenges of a nation
facing a transition challenge.

Certainly, knowing what course of action is best and how one
should lead when there are multiple factions pulling you in different di-
rections is difficult work. Therefore, real leaders need to be guided by
more than just their own hunches and intuitions to orient them in the pe-
riods of anxiety and bewilderment that accompany the facing of adap-
tive challenges. Saigo lost sight of what the real work of progress was for
Japan, and he and his samurai became a major mechanism for distrac-
tion when they put a false set of tasks—a war—before the people.
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Admittedly, there is often a fine line between committed action and
crusading. During the Arabia campaign, T. E. Lawrence found himself
on that line, even crossing it, on many occasions. He later reflected on
the experience of being so devoted to his cause:

We were a self-centered army without parade or gesture, devoted
to freedom, the second of man’s creeds, a purpose so ravenous
that it devoured all our strength, a hope so transcendent that our
earlier ambitions faded in its glare. As time went by our need to
fight for the ideal increased to an unquestioning possession, rid-
ing with spur and rein over our doubts. Willy-nilly it became a
faith. We had sold into its slavery, manacled ourselves together in
its chain-gang, bowed ourselves to serve its holiness with all our
good and ill content. The mentality of ordinary human slaves is
terrible—they have lost the world—and we have surrendered,
not body alone, but soul to the overmastering greed of victory.
By our own act we were drained of morality, of volition, of re-
sponsibility, like dead leaves in the wind.!!

Lawrence acknowledges, with refreshing honesty, how easy it is to lose
one’s soul, even when engaged in a noble pursuit. There is always the pos-
sibility that one stops thinking and becomes a slave to the cause and ends
up like “dead leaves in the wind.” Given his reflective disposition and his
relentless need to understand his motives and behavior, he was able to
temper his fanaticism and ensure that it did not get out of control.

In the realm of real leadership, one must hold onto one’s doubts. Ex-
cessive certainty about the rightness or righteousness of one’s cause, as with
a crusader, might diminish one’s curiosity, questioning, open-mindedness,
and experimentation. Without curiosity, questioning, open-mindedness,
and experimentation, real solutions to complex problems will be elusive.
Committed action is important, but to be a blind adherent to a quest, ir-
respective of how noble it is, will diminish one’s effectiveness in exercising
leadership. Leaders must have a passion for wisdom and keep question-
ing their strategies to ensure that they and the people do not become
doggedly attached to a particular plan, answer, or notion of the truth,
and cease from thinking.

Detect when your factional loyalties
are impeding the adaptive work

Leadership is about choices. But sometimes it is difficult to make the
right choices given one’s factional loyalties and group affiliations. All of
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us have loyalties to our various groups and factions that shape our iden-
tity—be it our family, work team, community, religion, ethnic group, so-
cioeconomic group, or country.'?> The loyalties are not always obvious,
but they are there. These loyalties are subtle but powerful determinants
of one’s personal case. They often lead to in-groups and out-groups. The
in-group is the group you identify with, and the out-group is “the
other”—those people on the “other side of the river” who do not share
your goals, your values, or your territorial space.

In a corporate context where a company has just acquired another
company, it will undoubtedly take some time to merge the cultures, val-
ues, and habits of the two groups as people’s loyalties and habits keep
them attached to the old ways. From my experience with mergers, even
the dominant group—the company that conducted the merger or
takeover—is inclined to treat the people in the acquired company as “the
other,” acting in ways that diminish the knowledge and contribution of
the people in the acquired company. They are treated as the conquered.

I once consulted to a company to get the five key divisions working
together on behalf of the corporate mission. Every general manager un-
derstood the mission and espoused a commitment to honoring the mission,
but they acted in ways that undermined the mission by perpetuating or-
ganizational silos. They refused to share resources and collaborate on
projects, and in subtle ways they disparaged the CEO and the other gen-
eral managers. Their actions seemed to suggest that they considered the
protection of their respective divisions to be more important than the
values of collaboration on behalf of shared goals and objectives. Their
silo mentality, with its accompanying loyalties and attachments, took
some time to break down and refashion into a corporate mind-set that
valued the sharing of resources, working across boundaries, and joint
problem solving.

Even those who seek to provide responsible leadership can easily
find themselves bewildered and confused in regard to the right course of
action when their group loyalties cloud their capacity to think clearly
about alternative strategies. I suggest this is what happened with Saigo.
His loyalties to the samurai code, his feudal lord, and his clan in Sat-
suma strongly influenced his actions and led him to lose sight of the
greater good.

In identifying first and foremost with his clan and region, Saigo was
subject to being influenced by the forces, concerns, and longings of his
group. The ability to transcend one’s immediate faction is hard, particu-
larly when the group has unresolved issues in its past. This was so for
Saigo’s group. In chapter 5 on the transition challenge, I discussed the in-
cident in which Lord Hisamitsu’s samurai killed some insolent English-
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men for refusing to bow as the lord and his entourage were traveling
through the countryside. Hisamitsu was Saigo’s master—his daimyo.
The incident led the British navy to retaliate and attack Saigo’s home city
of Kagoshima, burning much of it to the ground.

Given the humiliation that the people of Kagoshima felt at the hands
of the British, combined with the general feelings of anxiety surrounding
Japan’s transition, the anger simmered for more than a decade. It was
never resolved. Into this explosive dynamic walked Saigo. Rather than
quell the rage, he exacerbated it, as the people now felt that they had some-
one who could lead them into battle, and win, just as the great Saigo had
done years earlier when he overthrew the mighty Tokugawa shogunate.
The pressure was on Saigo to “lead the way,” and, unfortunately, he suc-
cumbed to the people’s pleas to take them into battle and right the
wrongs of recent years. The people were in “fight mode” and needed a
heroic warrior at the helm. Saigo was seduced to assume that role.

In the realm of leadership, one’s loyalties and affiliations constrain
the choices that one makes and the actions that one takes. In many ways
loyalties are like a spider web that trap you and limit your options. If your
faction is a part of the problem and the people need to shift their values,
practices, and priorities, it is hard to challenge them to change as the
people might think you are betraying them. Not only is it difficult to
challenge your own group, but the temptation is often there to embody
their concerns, defend their immediate interest at the expense of progress
for the larger system, and take on the task of fighting their battles—as
Saigo did. Of course, loyalties are not negative by any means, because
they produce an identity and association with a team, community, or en-
terprise. The problem for leaders is when their loyalties impede their ca-
pacity to challenge their own faction, transcend group boundaries, and act
for the collective good. The ability to detect the pull, even the seductive
power, of one’s loyalties and affiliations, can help leaders slow down and re-
orient themselves to the principal challenge and the real work of progress.

Detect the people’s reality—
stay grounded and wander

Leaders need to constantly examine to what degree their interven-
tions—their actions, words, and presence—are useful in keeping the peo-
ple focused on the principal challenge. To ascertain how the people were
coping, Odin would regularly wander in disguise among the people, visit
them in their homes, drink with them in their taverns, and observe them
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in their work. Likewise, leaders must regularly wander the community
or enterprise to detect whether the people are making adjustments or
avoiding reality and persisting in their old habits.

What the leader must do is seek to answer the questions “What is
going on in the system that I did not see from my normal vantage
point?” “Are there any tasks that are deficient or defective?” “How have
I, from my lofty perch, misread what is going on?” And, “Since I last
looked, how have things changed? Are there any new threats or opportu-
nities? And, what realities are the people avoiding?”

In wandering in disguise, Odin was able to access information that
would normally not be available when he was present with all the power
and celebrity that came with being god of the gods. Likewise, when au-
thority figures show up and expect the people to talk forthrightly and
honestly about their concerns, given dominance-submission dynamics
and the fear people have if they say the “wrong” thing, it is difficult to
get an accurate read on what is happening and how people are re-
sponding. Leaders must, therefore, develop their own form of disguise
to enable them to better access valid data. By disguise, I do not mean
a wig and a false beard but a way to diminish the effect of one’s role and
power so that information coming from the people is not subject to
distortion.

Part of the disguise process includes disguising one’s power and au-
thority so that it does not intimidate people. This includes relating to the
people at their level and in their environment, thus allowing the leader to
see the world through the vantage point of the people. For example, Bev-
erly Hall, the superintendent of education in Atlanta, Georgia, goes into
the home of a different family every month for a “fireside chat” about
the problems and concerns families have about schools in Atlanta. She
explained to me how in a recent visit she went into the home of a Viet-
namese refugee family and was joined by four other families. These peo-
ple had never been visited by a superintendent before and felt greatly
honored to have her in their home. Essentially, her purpose in visiting
families in the comfort of their homes is (1) to detect whether her inter-
ventions are having an effect on the education of children, as manifest by
anecdotal comments by parents, and (2) to discover “what’s missing” in
the realm of her leadership that she now needs to start providing.

Although formal reports can provide data on events and develop-
ments in the field, as Hall found, there is no substitute to being in the
homes of real parents, sensing real emotions, and hearing from their
mouths their real fears and hopes regarding their children. Simply to ex-
perience the ambiance of the environments where the children come
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from is informative. Indeed, wandering, when done with purpose and
with a degree of disguise, allows the leader to learn about the contextual
nature of problems and the specifics of the environment, in a way that
statistics and reports can never provide.

To ascertain the people’s reality and to find out how they were cop-
ing, Gandhi crisscrossed all of India and visited with the peasants. Al-
though everyone knew Gandhi, he disguised his power by wearing the
loincloth of a peasant. Nehru wrote of Gandhi’s wandering and his com-
mitment to connect to the people and learn about the problems from
their vantage point:

He took each province by turn and visited every district and al-
most every town of any consequence, as well as remote rural
areas. Everywhere he attracted enormous crowds. . . . In this
manner he got to know every bit of the vast country from the
north to the far south, from the eastern mountains to the western
sea. I do not think any other human being has ever traveled
about India as much as he had done. In the past there were great
wanderers who were continually on the move, pilgrim souls with
the wanderer lust. But their means of locomotion were slow, and
a lifetime of wandering could hardly compete with a year by rail-
way and motor car, but he did not confuse himself to them; he
tramped also. In this way he gathered his unique knowledge of
India and her people, and in this way also scores of millions saw
him and came in personal touch with him.!3

As Gandhi knew, the leader must be able to hear the conversations
of ordinary people and appreciate their concerns and dreams. Without
such an appreciation, leadership is reduced to salesmanship—the art of
convincing others what is in their best interest—without even knowing
what their interests really are.

It is particularly important for a leader to connect with the most dis-
enfranchised of groups within the organization, community, or nation,
and listen to those who are normally never listened to. It is easy for lead-
ers to get preoccupied with attending to their most powerful or demand-
ing constituents and neglect connecting to those whose voices are
suppressed, ignored, or marginalized. Using the metaphor of the pebble
tossed in a pond, if the ripples of your interventions are not reaching the
people who really need your help and support, then you probably are
failing in the exercise of real leadership.

For example, in the United States, and certainly in my country, Aus-
tralia, a lot of people have failed to provide leadership that made a dif-
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ference for indigenous communities, such as Native Americans or Abo-
rigines. Few people have worked with them to help them face the main-
tenance challenge of preserving vital aspects of their culture and identity.
And few people have supported them in the development challenge of
fostering latent capabilities to deal with the complexities of the modern
world. The wandering and listening work of leadership for marginalized
groups and communities, sadly, is often neglected.

To his credit, in July 1999, President Bill Clinton made a historic trip
to the Pine Ridge Indian reservation in South Dakota. This was the place
where the massacre of three hundred Sioux Indians took place in 1876—
specifically in an area known as Wounded Knee. Also, two FBI agents
were killed there in 1973 during a three-month period of major social
and political unrest. Pine Ridge is one of the most destitute places in the
United States, and acts of violence are a regular occurrence. Clinton
toured the area and met with local members of the community and
heard about the plight of the people. What is disturbing is that he was
the first U.S. president since Franklin Roosevelt in 1936 to visit an In-
dian reservation.

Of course, leadership is not just about wandering among the most
marginalized, it also includes gathering data on what is going well. Ac-
cessing data on the people’s gains and successes is just as important. For
example, rather than foment a war, had Saigo wandered more among
the people, the peasants and merchants in particular, he might have real-
ized that many of them were thrilled with their new freedoms. They were
no longer beholden to a feudal lord, nor did they have to worry about
being beheaded by an insulted samurai. They could now go to schools,
open businesses, and pursue careers that were formerly off-limits. Not
all of Japan was suffering from the pangs of transition, and Saigo, there-
fore, needed to hear the voices of a broader spectrum of society.

Popular notions of leadership highlight the importance of vision as a
motivating tool in moving people from A to B. Vision is important. As
Solomon said, “When there is no vision, the people perish.”!* But, in the
context of real leadership, the vision of a country or any enterprise must,
at a profound level, be connected to the realities and aspirations of all
the people and the various factions of the system. Sometimes the realities
and the aspirations of the people shift, and sometimes people are left
out, therefore modifications in vision and strategy need to be made. As
Heifetz and Sinder aptly put it, “a vision has to have accuracy and not
just imagination and appeal.”’ When no one is wandering, listening,
and connecting, then it is difficult to ascertain who is progressing and
who is being left behind, and to ensure that the vision has appeal to all.
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Leadership in such a setting becomes a hit-or-miss activity—a game of
luck. When the people believe that leadership is something that someone
is doing to them, and not with them, then they will become suspicious
and resentful. Those on the margins who feel invisible or neglected may
become cynical and bitter. Invariably, in such situations that bitterness
can be played out in violent behavior, as happened at Wounded Knee, or
subtle forms of sabotage, as happens in corporations by marginalized
employees every day. As the mythological Odin’s lifelong quest for wisdom
represents, given the constant threats, dangers, and opportunities that
arise in all groups and enterprises, the leader can never do enough wan-
dering, questioning, and listening to ascertain how the people are coping.

Detect when to move to the side

If you are honest and take responsibility for yourself as an instru-
ment of power, a time may come when what is required to exercise real
leadership is to get out of the way. In other words, you get to a point
where you cannot do any more than what you have already done, and
someone else must now step forward and assume responsibility. You
may have exhausted your repertoire of leadership strategies, or, as often
happens, your personal case may have become so rigid and inflexible
that it now slows the group down considerably. When you feel like no
more options are available or that your personal case has become an im-
pediment, then it is probably time to move to the side, change your role,
or retire to the farm.

Understandably, it is often hard to move aside and retire to the farm.
Saigo, upon quitting his position as a cabinet member in the emperor’s
government, returned to his farm in Satsuma. He had already made a
significant contribution to his country, and now he wanted to raise pigs
and chickens. Unfortunately Saigo was not able to stay at home and sim-
ply farm. He had to launch a civil war. If he had stayed at home, he
might actually have been a more powerful voice of constructive provoca-
tion to the government, and helped to ensure the process of the country’s
transition was paced at a rate the people could tolerate, particularly for
the samurai. On the farm he would have had the time to think, write,
and design occasional interventions, without the burden and limitations
of being a formal authority figure.

In 1900, the great woman’s right activist, Susan B. Anthony, retired
honorably from her role as president of the National American Women
Suffrage Association (NAWSA), the organization that she had started
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with Elizabeth Cady Stanton more than three decades earlier for the pur-
pose of getting American women the right to vote. She told her beloved
members and colleagues, “I am not retiring now because I feel unable,
mentally or physically, to do the necessary work, but because I wish to
see the organization in the hands of those who are to have its manage-
ment in the future. I want to see you all at work, while I am alive, so I
can scold you if you do not do it well.”!¢

Singapore’s Lee Kuan Yew also knew the importance of moving to
the sidelines. He had been the prime minister of Singapore for thirty-one
years when he resigned at the age of sixty-seven in 1990. During my in-
terview with Lee, he explained the dilemma he faced of staying on in
power or moving aside:

My simple calculation was thus: Let me carry on for another five
years. . . . What does it prove? That ’'m vigorous? That I’m still
agile? That I can still get things done? So what! . .. Or should I
get out, allow the system to loosen up, get the new leader ap-
proved, reconfigure the government, reconfigure the driving seat
and help them so that there is no crashing of gears? [For the first
choice,] I've only proved that I’'m still healthy. [For the second
choice,] I have done immense benefit to the country, to the gov-
ernment, and to myself, that P've got a government in place that
can do without me. [The new leaders] were dealing with a
younger generation, a changing environment, and changing tech-
nology. It has to be different. Let’s say I had hung on for another
ten years. It would have been a disaster.!”

When Lee announced that he was resigning, there were no street
demonstrations calling for him to remain. And, certainly there had never
been any demonstrations demanding that he leave. It really was not a
surprise to the people that he was stepping to the side, because all along
he had indicated that he had no intention of being an old decrepit ruler
who could not let go of his power. Lee had done his work, and the peo-
ple respected his decision to resign. He had nurtured capable, committed
men and women to provide leadership in all aspects of government op-
erations. It was an extraordinarily smooth transition. Lee remained in
the background to further mentor and advise the new team when
needed. “I was able to help my successor get a grip on his job and succeed,”
Lee said, and “that would be my final contribution to Singapore.”!®

The people of the United States did not want their first president,
George Washington, to return to his farm. They wanted him to continue
in the role as president, with some wanting him to be their king. In order
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not to promote an unhealthy dependency on himself, Washington re-
fused to continue in office, and, as he finished up second term, he wrote
a wonderful and provocative letter to the American people that became
known as “Washington’s Farewell Address.” In the letter, he spoke to the
values of the newly created United States and how those values and prin-
ciples needed to be abided by and respected if the country was to sur-
vive. He urged “Northern and Southern, Atlantic and Western, to
properly estimate the value of your national union.” He shared with the
people his insights and learnings born of ten years as a general in the
War of Independence and eight years as the first president of the country.
Clearly, he realized that the nation could be distracted by his retirement,
as the people had known no other president besides him. He used this
opportunity of moving aside to make a unique and important interven-
tion that could put the “spotlight” on the ideals he stood for and not
himself as a person.’

The lesson from Susan B. Anthony, Lee Kuan Yew, and George
Washington is, rather than tenaciously hold onto power, to aid and sup-
port the development of leadership throughout the group or enterprise,
a leader must be very careful not to perpetuate the myth that one is irre-
placeable. When powerful people refuse to get out of the way, the
group’s capacity to face and resolve its problems is significantly dimin-
ished. And, when leaders do move aside, they need to do so graciously
and ensure that their departure does not become a distraction for the
group. If the group’s dependency needs are so strong and the people are
excessively anxious, the group might be reluctant to see their leader de-
part. They might clamor and scream for him or her to stay just a while
longer. They might even fight to ensure that that happens. These long-
ings of the group can be very seductive and trigger all sorts of sensations
in their personal case. The wise and responsible leader steadily prepares
the group for his or her eventual departure and is able to walk away
even when the people are saying, “Please, don’t leave us.” Ideally, a
leader should enter high office with an eye on his or her succession, even
if they are at the peak of their performance.

The challenge, however, is to know when to move aside. I suggest
that to make an informed choice (versus being pushed out), one needs to
examine four critical factors: the context, one’s personal capacity, one’s
passion, and the possibility of a new role.

In looking at the context, one needs to ascertain to what degree has
the context shifted and a new challenge is before the group. One might
not resonate with the group’s interests and concerns as one did in the
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past. New leadership might be needed that can be more sensitive to the
aspirations of the people and better connect to their reality.

Second, one needs to examine one’s personal capacity—skills, abilities,
and health—to ascertain if one “has what it takes” to continue to make
the desired contribution. Each of the challenges presented in this book
poses a capacity challenge for the one who seeks to lead. Leadership is
demanding and tiring work, so when a leader begins to notice that he or
she is “slipping up” and making too many errors in the realm of diagnosis
and intervention, it is probably a signal that it might be time to move on.

Third, if one’s passion for the work of leadership has waned, then it
may not be in the best interest of the group to be hanging around—in a
position of significant authority at least—even if the people adore you.
The exercise of leadership is a not a trivial matter. If you start something
but your interest and passion begin to peter out, then the adaptive prob-
lems for which leadership is needed might actually get worse. Passion is
an important element in the realm of real leadership. If you are not pas-
sionate about making things better in your local school, enterprise, or
community, then you should probably not seek to be the primary actor
in the process of leadership and consider moving to the side.

Finally, a leader should realize that there is always the possibility of
reconfiguring one’s role. One can be a coach and mentor to others, and
can speak out from the sidelines as appropriate to call attention to the
dangers ahead. When the sprightly eighty-year-old Susan B. Anthony re-
tired as head of the national women’s organization she had built, she
told the group, “I have constantly been saying to myself, ‘Let go, let go,
let go!” T am now going to let go of the machinery, but not the spiritual
part. I expect to do more for woman suffrage in the next days than ever
before.”?? Indeed, the “spiritual part,” that part of the work that is con-
nected to the higher purpose of improving the human condition, must be
attended to by all of us—and we must welcome the contribution of those
individuals, young and old, who are willing to stand and be counted and
provide whatever they can in the way of real leadership to further the
work of progress.

A Final Note

Thomas Carlyle once wrote, “The history of the world is but the biogra-
phy of great men.”?! I think Carlyle should have said, “The history of
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the world is but the biography of foolish men.” The history of the world
is riddled with counterfeit leadership and, thank goodness, sporadic
bouts of real leadership provided by ordinary but courageous men and
women.

Real leadership is challenging. Anyone who tries to lead will in-
evitably falter, undoubtedly many times, as one must manage one’s per-
sonal case (have one eye inward) and manage the adaptive work of the
group (have one eye outward). Given the burden, demands, and oppor-
tunities of leadership, T have used the mythical Odin to serve as a
metaphor throughout this book to remind us that even a god, with all
his power and authority, needs to pursue wisdom to lessen the impact of
his foolishness, reduce his mistakes, and increase his capacity to be effec-
tive in the face of complex and demanding challenges. To help in that
process, I have presented a model for diagnosis (a way of seeing) and a
model of intervention (a way of mobilizing) that will assist leaders to
foster behavior and values that actually benefit organizations and society
in the context of the six common challenges—activist, development,
transition, maintenance, creative, and crisis.

Fundamentally, the exercise of real leadership begins with an exis-
tential declaration that one does care enough to be responsible for the
well-being and success of the team, enterprise, or community, even
though such work might be burdensome, confusing, and, at times, dan-
gerous. But with wisdom, persistence, and the right tools, one can suc-
ceed. South Africa’s first black president, Nelson Mandela, wrote of the
spirit of being a real and responsible leader:

I have walked that long road to freedom. I have tried not to fal-
ter; I have made missteps along the way. But I have discovered
the secret that after climbing a great hill, one only finds that
there are more hills to climb. I have taken a moment here to rest,
to steal a view of the glorious vista that surrounds me, to look
back on the distance I have come. But I can rest only for a mo-
ment, for with freedom comes responsibilities, and T dare not
linger, for my long walk is not yet ended.??

I agree with Mandela—with freedom comes responsibilities. With-
out people taking responsibility for their predicament and providing the
necessary leadership interventions, the enterprise or community is in
danger from counterproductive dynamics from within—such as deceit,
politics, and self-interest—or powerful forces from without—such as
new and more nimble competitors, an unbridled free market, or bla-
tantly hostile groups be they terrorists or invading armies. The key to
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progress on our shared adaptive challenges can be found in the recogni-
tion that leadership itself must become the perturbing force that prods
people to face reality far more deliberately and efficiently than the “nat-
ural” forces of politics, environmental change, passive evolution, or even
the “hidden hand” of the marketplace. While the practice of real leader-
ship, at times, can be onerous, it can also be exhilarating and extremely
rewarding.

REAL LEADERSHIP
FOR TAKING RESPONSIBILITY
FOR YOURSELF AS AN
INSTRUMENT OF POWER

e Use partners to detect what’s missing due to your blind spots.
e Detect when you are crusading versus leading.

e Detect when your factional loyalties are impeding the
adaptive work.

® Detect the people’s reality—stay grounded and wander.
e Detect when to move to the side.
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