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Networking When You Hate Talking to Strangers

by Dorie Clark

The power of serendipity is hot in business circles. Silicon Val-
ley campuses have been constructed to foster more “random 
collisions.” One key to creativity, many thinkers say, is unex-
pected interactions.   “Create spaces where you’re wandering 
around and exposing yourself to new people,” John Hagel of 
Deloitte’s Center for the Edge told me in an interview. And ven-
ture capitalist Anthony Tjan and his colleagues conducted an 
expansive survey of entrepreneurs that revealed a quarter of 
them self-identified as lucky and traced their success to em-
bracing serendipitous encounters.

All that is well and good – for people who don’t mind talking 
to strangers. But as an introvert, one of the situations I hate 
most is making small talk with people I don’t know. Here’s 
how I’ve managed to strike the balance between meeting new 
people – and being exposed to interesting new ideas – and 
not having to initiate awkward conversations.

Make them come to you. The very best solution I’ve found for 
uncomfortable events where you don’t know anyone is arrang-
ing to be the speaker. That might seem paradoxical, but 
there’s a difference between introversion and shyness; I’m ac-
tually far more comfortable on a stage in front of hundreds of 
people than I am chatting in a small group of folks I don’t 
know. I’m getting ready to launch an 11-city tour for my new 
book Stand Out, which presents the perfect solution: when 
you’re the speaker, people approach you, and there’s a ready-
made topic of conversation.

I assess the power of 

a will by how much 

resistance, pain, and 

torture it endures; and 

knows how to turn to 

its advantage. 
 
- Nietzsche
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Bring a friend.   When you have a “wing-
man” at your side to help highlight your ac-
complishments at networking events, it 
can give you the confidence you need to 
approach others and break into conversa-
tions. Additionally, your friend likely knows 
people in the room that you don’t, and vice 
versa, so you can trade “warm introduc-
tions” and connect with new people. If you 
or your company is hosting the event, you 
can also encourage your friends to bring 
guests that they think you should meet. 
Just avoid the temptation to  use your 
friend as a crutch and spend the evening 
talking with them — that defeats the pur-
pose of meeting new people.

Have a few opening lines ready. The hard-
est part of interacting with a stranger is the 
opening. How do you get started? What 
do you say? That was the challenge facing 
a coaching client of mine, a talented execu-
tive from the West Coast. She frequently 
attended high-powered alumni events but 
wasn’t sure where to begin the conversa-
tion. We developed a few questions she 
felt comfortable using that didn’t sound 
hackneyed, but opened the door to a more 
substantive discussion. They don’t have to 
be profound; the goal is to kickstart a dia-
logue. Possibilities include:

• What’s the coolest thing you’re working 
on right now?

• How do you spend most of your time?

• How did you hear about the event?

• When there’s a common tie, such as 
alumni group: What year did you 
graduate/what house or dorm did you 
live in?

And when nothing else works, I’ve often 
simply said, “I don’t know anyone here. 
Can I talk to you?” No one has ever said 
no.

Research in advance. Finally, it’s easier to 
talk to someone if they don’t feel like a 
stranger. Even if you haven’t met them in 
person before, having some background 
information about them can suggest possi-
ble topics of conversation. You don’t have 
to become a stalker; educated guesses 
and light online research can carry you 
pretty far. For instance, most fundraisers 
have a host committee listed on the invita-
tion. If you want to make the experience 
more pleasant, you can quickly Google 
them and see if anyone seems particularly 
interesting, or look for commonalities you 
can bring up, such as having attended the 
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same college or living in the same neigh-
borhood. Similarly, if you’re attending an 
event organized by a professional associa-
tion, it’s likely that many of their board and 
advisory board members will be in atten-
dance, and you can almost always find 
that information on the organization’s web-
site.

Talking to strangers will probably never be 
comfortable for me. It’s exhausting for me 
when an airplane seatmate starts chatter-
ing, or a taxi driver wants to know too 
much about my day. But with these strate-
gies, it’s possible to make just a little more 
room for serendipity in our lives.

Networking for Introverts

by Dorie Clark

The night before a conference where I was 
scheduled to speak, I found myself in a 
crowded bar just south of Greenwich Vil-
lage. The organizers had arranged a VIP re-
ception, and — having just moved to New 
York — I figured I should attend. Indeed, I 
had good conversations with four interest-
ing people whom I’ll probably keep in 
touch with. But when I walked out the door 
an hour later, I was thrilled with my revela-
tion: I’m never doing that again.

It wasn’t the fault of the conference or the 
bar or the attendees. It was my realization 
that I’ve always hated socializing in noisy 
environments where you have to scream to 
be heard. As an introvert, I find it over-
whelming — and that means I’m not at my 
best when connecting. In fact, many peo-
ple find networking in general to be stress-
ful or distasteful. But I’ve come to realize 
that networking is downright enjoyable 
when you match it to your strengths and 
interests, rather than forcing yourself to at-
tend what the business world presents as 
archetypal “networking events.” Here’s 
how I’ve embraced networking in my own 
way.

Create your own events. If you’re game for 
any kind of networking, you don’t have to 
think too hard about which types of events 
to attend; as long as it’s the right crowd, 
you can make the connections you need. 
But if you prefer “minimally stimulating en-
vironments,” as many introverts do, others’ 
choices — from boozy harbor cruises to 
swanky after parties — may not be right 
for you. Instead, I’m increasingly trying to 
control my networking environment by cre-
ating my own events. In the next couple of 
months, I’m planning to bring together “in-
terest groups” of colleagues whom I think 
would enjoy each other for dinner parties, 
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from female journalists to business authors 
to fellow attendees of a conference I enjoy.

Understand when you’re at your best. My 
circadian rhythms are fairly normal, but I’m 
definitely not a morning person. Early in 
my career, I dutifully signed up to attend 
500-person networking breakfasts, be-
cause “that’s what you do” as a business-
person. I eventually realized the shock of 
waking up at 6 a.m. to get downtown in 
time was making my entire day less pro-
ductive, so I swore them off. (I gave up 
early morning exercise for the same rea-
son.) For introverts, networking requires a 
little more cognitive effort: it’s fun, but you 
have to psych yourself up to be “on.” I 
don’t need to have the additional burden 
of doing it when I’m tired. I now stack the 
deck in my favor by refusing any meetings 
before 8 am or after 9 pm.

Rate the likelihood of connecting. Every 
networking event should be subjected to a 
cost-benefit analysis: if you weren’t here, 
what would you be doing, instead? Run-
ning the numbers is particularly important 
for introverts, because even if the alterna-
tive isn’t something overtly productive like 
writing a new business proposal, the cost 
side of the equation can be steep: you 
may be exhausting yourself emotionally for 
hours or days afterward. Ask yourself 

who’s likely to attend, and whether they’re 
your target audience (however you define 
that — potential clients, interesting col-
leagues, etc.). Then follow up by asking 
how likely it is that you’ll actually get to 
connect with them. Large, loud events hin-
der your chances. If it’s an intimate dinner, 
I’ll almost always say yes; if it’s a raucous 
roofdeck gathering, I’ll probably sneak out 
the back.

Calibrate your schedule. Athletes under-
stand they need time for muscle recovery, 
so they follow up intense training days 
with time off. Introverts should do the 
same. As I write this, I’m in the midst of a 
“writing day,” where my plan is to bang out 
three blog posts; my only “meeting” today 
is with a repairman. Yesterday, on the 
other hand, I had three in-person meetings 
and two conference calls. Batching my ac-
tivities allows me to focus, and alternating 
between social and quiet time enables me 
to be at my best when I do interact with 
people. Even if a networking opportunity 
appears interesting, I’m likely to decline if 
it’s on the heels of several busy days; I’ve 
come to understand I won’t be able to tap 
its full potential because I’ll feel emotion-
ally run down. On the other hand, I’m more 
likely to say yes to an event, even if it’s just 
outside my wheelhouse, if the timing 
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works and I know I’ll be fresh and open to engaging with new 
people.

Finding the type of gatherings that work for you will make your 
networking much more successful — and more enjoyable. 
There’s a reason so many events take place in noisy bars: 
some people love that. For those of us without that predilec-
tion, we need to start saying no to torturing ourselves in the 
belief that it’ll ultimately be good for us. Instead, we have to 
reclaim networking and do it our own way.

The worst form of 

inequality, it to try and 

make unequal things, 

equal.  
 
- Aristotle
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Smarter Networking

Managing Yourself: A Smarter Way to Network

by Rob CrossRobert J. Thomas

One of the happiest, most successful executives we know is a woman named Deb. She 
works at a major technology company and runs a global business unit that has more than 
7,000 employees. When you ask her how she rose to the top and why she enjoys her job, 
her answer is simple: people. She points to her boss, the CEO, a mentor who “always has 
her back”; Steve, the head of a complementary business, with whom she has monthly 
brainstorming lunches and occasional gripe sessions; and Tom, a protégé to whom she 
has delegated responsibility for a large portion of her division. Outside the company, Deb’s 
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circle includes her counterparts in three 
strategic partnerships, who inspire her with 
new ideas; Sheila, a former colleague, now 
in a different industry, who gives her can-
did feedback; and her husband, Bob, an 
executive at a philanthropic organization. 
She also has close relationships with her 
fellow volunteers in a program for at-risk 
high school students and the members of 
her tennis group and book club.

This is Deb’s social network (the real-world 
kind, not the virtual kind), and it has helped 
her career a lot. But not because the group 
is large or full of high-powered contacts. 
Her network is effective because it both 
supports and challenges her. Deb’s rela-
tionships help her gain influence, broaden 
her expertise, learn new skills, and find pur-
pose and balance. Deb values and nur-
tures them. “Make friends so that you have 
friends when you need friends” is her 
motto.

“My current role is really a product of a rela-
tionship I formed over a decade ago that 
came back to me at the right time,” she ex-
plains. “People may chalk it up to luck, but I 
think more often than not luck happens 
through networks where people give first 
and are authentic in all they do.”

Over the past 15 years, we’ve worked with 
many executives like Deb, at more than 
300 companies. What began as organiza-
tional research—helping management 
teams understand and capitalize on the for-
mal and informal social networks of their 
employees—has since metamorphosed 
into personal programs, which teach indi-
vidual executives to increase their effective-
ness by leveraging their networks.

The old adage “It’s not what you know, it’s 
who you know” is true. But it’s more nu-
anced than that. In spite of what most self-
help books say, network size doesn’t usu-
ally matter. In fact, we’ve found that indi-
viduals who simply know a lot of people 
are less likely to achieve standout perform-
ance, because they’re spread too thin. Po-
litical animals with lots of connections to 
corporate and industry leaders don’t win 
the day, either. Yes, it’s important to know 
powerful people, but if they account for 
too much of your network, your peers and 
subordinates often perceive you to be 
overly self-interested, and you may lose 
support as a result.

The data we’ve collected point to a differ-
ent model for networking. The executives 
who consistently rank in the top 20% of 
their companies in both performance and 
well-being have diverse but select net-
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works like Deb’s—made up of high-quality 
relationships with people who come from 
several different spheres and from up and 
down the corporate hierarchy. These high 
performers, we have found, tap into six 
critical kinds of connections, which en-
hance their careers and lives in a variety of 
ways.

Through our work advising individual man-
agers, we’ve also identified a four-step 
process that will help any executive de-
velop this kind of network. But first, let’s 
take a look at some common networking 
mistakes.

Getting It Wrong

Many people take a misguided approach 
to networking. They go astray by building 
imbalanced networks, pursuing the wrong 
kind of relationships, or leveraging relation-
ships ineffectively. (See the sidebar “Are 
You Networking Impaired?”) These people 
might remain successful for a time, but of-
ten they will hit a plateau or see their ca-
reer derailed because their networks 
couldn’t prompt or support a critical transi-
tion.

Consider Dan, the chief information officer 
of one of the world’s largest life sciences 

organizations. He was under constant pres-
sure to find new technologies that would 
spur innovation and speed the drug com-
mercialization process at his company, 
and he needed a network that would help 
him. Unfortunately, more than 70% of his 
trusted advisers were in the unit he had 
worked in before becoming CIO. Not only 
did they reinforce his bias toward certain 
solutions and vendors, but they lacked the 
outside knowledge he needed. “I had 
started to mistake friendship, trust, and ac-
cessibility for real expertise in new do-
mains,” he told us. “This didn’t mean I was 
going to dump these people, as they 
played important roles for me in other 
ways. But I needed to be more targeted in 
who I let influence my thinking.”

Another overarching mistake we often see 
in executives’ networks is an imbalance be-
tween connections that promote career ad-
vancement and those that promote en-
gagement and satisfaction. Numerous 
studies have shown that happier execu-
tives are higher-performing ones.

Take Tim, the director of a large practice 
area at a leading professional services 
firm. On the surface he was doing well, but 
job stress had taken its toll. He was 40 
pounds overweight, with alarmingly high 
cholesterol and blood sugar levels, and 
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prone to extreme mood swings. When 
things went well at work, he was happy; 
when they didn’t, he wasn’t pleasant to be 
around. In fact, Tim’s wife finally broke 
down and told him she thought he had be-
come a career-obsessed jerk and needed 
to get other interests. With her encourage-
ment, he joined Habitat for Humanity and 
started rowing with their daughter. As a re-
sult, his social network expanded to in-
clude people with different perspectives 
and values, who helped him focus on more 
healthful and fulfilling pursuits. “As I spent 
more time with different groups, what I 
cared about diversified,” he says. “Physi-
cally, I’m in much better shape and proba-
bly staved off a heart attack. But I think I’m 
a better leader, too, in that I think about 
problems more broadly, and I’m more resil-
ient. Our peer feedback systems are also 
clearly indicating that people are more 
committed to the new me.”

Getting It Right

To understand more about what makes an 
effective network, let’s look again at Deb. 
She has a small set of core contacts—14 
people she really relies on. Effective core 
networks typically range in size from 12 to 
18 people. But what really matters is struc-

ture: Core connections must bridge 
smaller, more-diverse kinds of groups and 
cross hierarchical, organizational, func-
tional, and geographic lines. Core relation-
ships should result in more learning, less 
bias in decision making, and greater per-
sonal growth and balance. The people in 
your inner circle should also model posi-
tive behaviors, because if those around 
you are enthusiastic, authentic, and gener-
ous, you will be, too.

Bring people with positive energy into your 
inner circle. If those around you are enthusi-
astic, authentic, and generous, you will be, 
too.

More specifically, our data show that high 
performers have strong ties to

1. people who offer them new informa-
tion or expertise, including internal or 
external clients, who increase their mar-
ket awareness; peers in other func-
tions, divisions, or geographies, who 
share best practices; and contacts in 
other industries, who inspire innova-
tion;

2. formally powerful people, who provide 
mentoring, sense-making, political sup-
port, and resources; and informally 
powerful people, who offer influence, 
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help coordinating projects, and sup-
port among the rank and file; and

3. people who give them developmental 
feedback, challenge their decisions, 
and push them to be better. At an early 
career stage, an employee might get 
this from a boss or customers; later, it 
tends to come from coaches, trusted 
colleagues, or a spouse.

Meanwhile, the most satisfied executives 
have ties to

1. people who provide personal support, 
such as colleagues who help them get 
back on track when they’re having a 
bad day or friends with whom they can 
just be themselves;

2. people who add a sense of purpose or 
worth, such as bosses and customers 
who validate their work, and family 
members and other stakeholders who 
show them work has a broader mean-
ing; and

3. people who promote their work/life bal-
ance, holding them accountable for ac-
tivities that improve their physical 
health (such as sports), mental engage-
ment (such as hobbies or educational 
classes), or spiritual well-being (music, 
religion, art, or volunteer work).

How does one create such a varied net-
work? We recommend a four-point action 
plan: analyze, de-layer, diversify, and capi-
talize.

Analyze.

Start by looking at the individuals in your 
network. Where are they located—are they 
within your team, your unit, or your com-
pany, or outside your organization? What 
benefits do your interactions with them pro-
vide? How energizing are those interac-
tions?

The last question is an important one. Ener-
gizers bring out the best in everyone 
around them, and our data show that hav-
ing them in your network is a strong predic-
tor of success over time. These people 
aren’t necessarily extroverted or charis-
matic. They’re people who always see op-
portunities, even in challenging situations, 
and create room for others to meaningfully 
contribute. Good energizers are trustwor-
thy and committed to principles larger than 
their self-interest, and they enjoy other peo-
ple. “De-energizers,” by contrast, are quick 
to point out obstacles, critique people 
rather than ideas, are inflexible in their 
thinking, fail to create opportunities, miss 
commitments, and don’t show concern for 
others. Unfortunately, energy-sapping inter-

11



actions have more impact than energizing 
ones—up to seven times as much, accord-
ing to one study. And our own research 
suggests that roughly 90% of anxiety at 
work is created by 5% of one’s net-
work—the people who sap energy.

Next, classify your relationships by the 
benefits they provide. Generally, benefits 
fall into one of six basic categories: infor-
mation, political support and influence, per-
sonal development, personal support and 
energy, a sense of purpose or worth, and 
work/life balance. It’s important to have 
people who provide each kind of benefit in 
your network. Categorizing your relation-
ships will give you a clearer idea of 
whether your network is extending your 
abilities or keeping you stuck. You’ll see 
where you have holes and redundancies 
and which people you depend on too 
much—or not enough.

Let’s use Joe, a rising star in an investment 
bank, as a case study. He had 24 close ad-
visers—on the surface, a more than 
healthy number. But many of the people he 
relied on were from his own department 
and frequently relied on one another. If he 
eliminated those redundancies, his net-
work shrank to five people. After giving it 
some thought and observing his peers’ net-
works, he realized he was missing links 

with several important types of people: col-
leagues focused on financial offerings out-
side his own products, who could help him 
deliver broader financial solutions to cus-
tomers; coworkers in different geographi-
es—particularly London and Asia—who 
could enhance his ability to sell to global 
clients; and board-level relationships at 
key accounts, who could make client intro-
ductions and influence purchasing deci-
sions. His insularity was limiting his op-
tions and hurting his chances of promotion 
to managing director. He realized he would 
need to focus on cultivating a network 
rather than allowing it to organically arise 
from the day-to-day demands of his work.

De-layer.

Once you’ve analyzed your network, you 
need to make some hard decisions about 
which relationships to back away from. 
First, look at eliminating or minimizing con-
tact with people who sap you of energy or 
promote unhealthful behaviors. You can do 
this by reshaping your role to avoid them, 
devoting less time to them, working to 
change their behavior, or reframing your re-
actions so that you don’t dwell on the inter-
actions.

John, an academic, realized that two uni-
versity administrators in his network were 
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causing him a great deal of anxiety. This 
had so soured his view of his school that 
he was considering leaving. He therefore 
decided to devote less time to projects 
and committees that would involve the 
negative contacts and to avoid dwelling on 
any sniping comments they subjected him 
to. Within a year he was much more pro-
ductive and happy. “By shifting my role 
and how I reacted to the idiots, I turned a 
negative situation around,” John says. “In 
hindsight it was an obvious move—rather 
than leave a place I loved—but emotions 
can spiral on you in ways you don’t recog-
nize.”

The next step is to ask yourself which of 
the six categories have too many people in 
them. Early-stage leaders, for example, 
tend to focus too much on information and 
not enough on personal development and 
might want to shed some of the contacts 
who give them the former to make more 
time for those who give them the latter.

Beyond this, consider which individu-
als—and types of people as determined by 
function, hierarchy, or geography—have 
too much of you, and why. Is the cause 
structural, in that work procedures require 
you to be involved? Or is your own behav-
ior causing the imbalance? What can you 
change to rectify the situation? Too often 

we see leaders fail because they accept or 
create too many collaborative demands.

Paul, the head of research in a consumer 
products company, had a network of al-
most 70 people just at work. But he got 
many complaints from people who said 
they needed greater access to him. His pro-
ductivity, and his unit’s, was suffering. 
When he analyzed his network, he realized 
that he was missing “people and initiatives 
one or two levels out.” To address this, he 
decided to delegate—stepping away from 
interactions that didn’t require his pres-
ence and cultivating “go to” stand-ins in 
certain areas of expertise. He also 
changed his leadership style from extraor-
dinarily accessible to helpful but more re-
moved, which encouraged subordinates to 
solve their own problems by connecting 
with people around him. “As a leader you 
can find yourself in this bubble of activity 
where you feel like a lot is happening mov-
ing from meeting to meeting,” Paul says. 
“You can actually start to thrive on this in 
some ways. I had to move past this for us 
to be effective as a unit and so that I could 
be more forward-thinking.”

Diversify.

Now that you’ve created room in your net-
work, you need to fill it with the right peo-
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ple. Simple tools like work sheets can help 
you get started. For example, you might 
make a list of the six categories of relation-
ships and think about colleagues who 
could fill the holes you have in each. Re-
member to focus on positive, energetic, 
selfless people, and be sure to ask people 
inside and outside your network for recom-
mendations.

You should also think about how you could 
connect your network to your professional 
and personal goals. Here’s another simple 
exercise: Write down three specific busi-
ness results you hope to achieve over the 
next year (such as doubling sales or win-
ning an Asia-based client) and then list the 
people (by name or general role) who 
could help you with them, thanks to their 
expertise, control over resources, or ability 
to provide political support. Joe, the invest-
ment banker, identified counterparts in the 
Asian and European operations of his com-
pany who had relationships with the clients 
he was focused on and then scheduled 
regular calls with them to coordinate ef-
forts. “In a couple of cases this helped me 
identify opportunities I could pitch proac-
tively. In others it just helped us appear 
more coordinated when we were compet-
ing against other banks,” he says. One of 
the big challenges for Paul, the consumer 
products executive, was managing a new 

facility and line of innovation in China. Be-
cause none of his trusted advisers had 
ever even been to that country, he reached 
out to the head of R&D at a major life-
sciences organization that had undertaken 
a similar effort.

Write down three business results you 
hope to achieve in the next year, and then 
list people who could help you with them.

Capitalize.

Last, make sure you’re using your contacts 
as effectively as you can. Are there people 
you rely on in one sphere, such as political 
support, that you could also use to fill a 
need in another, such as personal develop-
ment? Could you get more out of some re-
lationships if you put more energy into 
them? Our research shows, for instance, 
that high performers at all levels tend to 
use their information contacts to gain other 
benefits, such as new ideas. Reciprocal re-
lationships also tend to be more fruitful; 
the most successful leaders always look 
for ways to give more to their contacts.

Alan, a top executive at a global insurance 
company, realized that although he had a 
good network, he was still making deci-
sions in relative isolation. He failed to elicit 
insights from others and, as a result, 
wasn’t making enough progress toward his 
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goals. So he started inviting his more-
junior contacts, who were informal opinion 
leaders in his company, to lunch and ask-
ing them open-ended questions. These 
conversations led him to streamline deci-
sion making and uncover innovation deep 
within the firm’s hierarchy. “When I met 
with one lady, I was stunned at a great 
new product idea she had been pushing 
for months,” Alan says. “But she hadn’t 
been able to get the right people to listen. I 
was able to step in and help make things 
happen. To me the right way to be tapping 
into people is in this exploratory way—
whether it is about strategic insights or just 
how they think I’m doing on some aspect 
of my job. That’s how I get to new ways of 
thinking and doing things, and I know it 
makes me much more effective than peo-
ple who are smarter than me.”

A network constructed using this four-
point model will build on itself over time. In 
due course, it will ensure that the best op-
portunities, ideas, and talent come your 
way.

Are You Networking Impaired?

In our work, we have identified six com-
mon managerial types who get stuck in 
three kinds of network traps. Do any of the 
descriptions below fit you?

The Wrong Structure

The formalist focuses too heavily on his 
company’s official hierarchy, missing out 
on the efficiencies and opportunities that 
come from informal connections.

The overloaded manager has so much con-
tact with colleagues and external ties that 
she becomes a bottleneck to progress and 
burns herself out.

The Wrong Relationships

The disconnected expert sticks with peo-
ple who keep him focused on safe, exist-
ing competencies, rather than those who 
push him to build new skills.

The biased leader relies on advisers much 
like herself (same functional background, 
location, or values), who reinforce her bi-
ases, when she should instead seek outsid-
ers to prompt more fully informed deci-
sions.
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The Wrong Behavior

The superficial networker engages in surface-level interaction 
with as many people as possible, mistakenly believing that a 
bigger network is a better one.

The chameleon changes his interests, values, and personality 
to match those of whatever subgroup is his audience, and 
winds up being disconnected from every group.

Four Steps to Building a Better Network

Analyze

Identify the people in your network and what you get out of in-
teracting with them

De-layer

Make some hard decisions to back away from redundant and 
energy-sapping relationships

Diversify

Build your network out with the right kind of people: energiz-
ers who will help you achieve your goals

Capitalize

Make sure you’re using your contacts as effectively as you 
can

We were born to unite 

with our fellow man, 

and to join in 

community with the 

human race.  
 
- Cicero
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Between the cliff & the apocalypse: something more awesome 
to worry about.

Movie 1.1  Facing the Future by The Moxie Institute



Customer Engagement

Your Company Should Be Helping Customers on Social

by Maher Masri, Dianne Esber, Hugo Sarrazin and Marc Singer

People under 35 spend almost four hours per day on social media, and more of that time 
is being spent engaging with brands. Our research has shown that the volume of tweets 
targeted at brands and their Twitter service handles, for example, has grown 2.5x in the 
past two years. Similarly, the percentage of people who have used Twitter for customer 
service leapt nearly 70%, from 22 to 37% from 2013-14. McKinsey’s analysis shows that 
30% of social media users prefer social care to phoning customer service.
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This is happening across age groups and 
income brackets: 17% of people older 
than 55 prefer social media over the tele-
phone for service, and nearly half of peo-
ple earning more than $200k per year pre-
fer social media over live interactions for 
customer service.

So how can companies increase their ROI 
of social media customer service? In our 
experience, the best companies are build-
ing up their social media capabilities to 
capture value by focusing on doing two 
things well: building a social media CRM 
to increase relevance and focusing on com-
plete customer care.

The most successful social media interac-
tions are personal, genuine, and relevant. 

To scale that connectivity requires integrat-
ing social media data into your CRM sys-
tem. Some retailers have been able to in-
crease sales conversions 10-15% by tailor-
ing their social media content based on 
customers’ previous purchases, according 
to McKinsey research.

Building an effective social CRM requires 
companies to:

Link social media and CRM data. Account 
numbers and customer IDs are easy to 
track, but linking social media handles with 
your internal account numbers isn’t as 
straightforward. The best companies find 
creative ways to get around this hurdle. 
For example, one telco uses a survey fol-
lowing customer service interactions on 
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Twitter with an opt-in to match a cus-
tomer’s ID and Twitter handle. And a lead-
ing hotel chain asks customers to direct 
message their account number so the com-
pany can link the social handle to their ac-
count in the brand’s CRM system. Small 
incentives (such as discounts or coupons) 
can encourage customers to provide this 
information.

Gather and track the right information. So-
cial media is in effect a massive focus 
group that can provide intelligence about 
brand perception, services, competitors, 
and potentially disruptive trends. It’s easy 
to be overwhelmed by it all, so companies 
should prioritize gathering social data that 
indicate trigger events. These signal the 
moment when consumers are most open 
to shifting purchase behaviors and prefer-
ences. Creating keywords for life events 
and interests (e.g., “marriage,” “new 
school,” “change of jobs”), and then ac-
tively tracking them, can help you better 
tailor interactions with customers at key 
moments.

Keeping up with all of these social media 
interactions is challenging, but it helps to 
have a clear focus on the metrics that mat-
ter, to both the customer and the business, 
such as first response time, time to resolu-
tion, customer satisfaction (collected 

through surveys), and in-channel resolu-
tion. We’ve seen when companies do this 
well, they can resolve over 95% of issues 
through social media, while maintaining 
customer satisfaction levels above 90%.

Put in place processes to act on the in-
sights. Some 72% of people who com-
plain to a brand on Twitter expect an an-
swer within an hour. Companies have to 
develop guidelines for how to act when a 
particular event occurs. For example, if a 
customer tweets about an upcoming trip 
but hasn’t yet purchased a flight, the air-
line can turn to its social CRM program to 
find out that this person is a priority mem-
ber, and say, frequently tweets about craft 
beers. If the airline has guidelines in place 
about how to respond and what offers can 
be made, the people managing the airline’s 
social media can respond with a personal-
ized message and a free beer coupon to 
help drive the customer to action. And one 
wireless carrier looked at customers’ so-
cial media complaints about poor service 
to predict churn. Employees knew to flag 
these “at risk” customers and reach out 
proactively to resolve issues. The firm re-
duced churn in one quarter by 50%.

Responding to customer care issues over 
social media can cost as little as one sixth 
of a call center interaction while generating 
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higher levels of customer satisfaction. But Twitter data shows that nearly 40% of customer 
tweets never get a response from the company.

The best companies look at social care not just as issues to be resolved but as opportuni-
ties to create value by cross-selling, upselling, or reducing churn. We found that compa-
nies that have developed social care capabilities to do this well – in a personal, non-
invasive, and relevant way – improved year-over-year revenue per contact by 6.7% (those 
that didn’t saw a corresponding 12.1% decline). Using social CRM and advanced tools 
with predictive analytics, social media agents can move beyond issue resolution to pro-
vide tailored recommendations.
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In an era when shifting a customer experience from “average” 
to “wow” is worth 30-50% improvements in terms of in-
creased likelihood to recommend a company and make re-
peat repurchases, proactive social care is critical. To build loy-
alty with and attract new customers, start thinking about how 
to surprise and delight your customers. One leading hotel 
chain, for example, provides travel tips to travelers, even 
those not staying with them, to further its mission of hospital-
ity. They use a tool that looks for particular keywords and pro-
vides agents with guidelines for how to curate travel tips.

While we are still in the early days of brands building their so-
cial media muscle, the strongest companies are putting in 
place the tools, processes, and people to unlock the wide 
range of value potential.

We fear to know the 

fearsome and 

unsavory aspects of 

ourselves,but we fear 

even more, to know 

the godlike of 

ourselves. 
 
- Abraham Maslow
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Despite laws preventing manual scavenging, the tradition of 
the lower caste people of removing human waste is still alive in 
India. Kavita presents us with the life of a manual scavenger 
and the hardships she faces.

Movie 1.2  Scavenging: Picking Up Human Waste In India



Customer Collaboration

What Apple, Lending Club, and AirBnB Know About Collaborating with Customers

by Barry Libert, Yoram (Jerry) Wind and Megan Beck Fenley

The idea of “co-creating” with customers has been circulating for years, but until recently 
few companies effectively exploited its power or understood its contribution to the bottom 
line. True, customers can customize their M&Ms, build their own bikes with Trek Project 
One, create unique doors for their home at Jen-Weld, and design their own Nike running 
shoes. But these co-creation models produce only one-off physical goods, and none repre-
sents a fundamental shift in how these companies create value; they’re peripheral to the 
core business.
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Today, however, by exploiting new digital 
technologies, firms like Apple, Lending 
Club, and AirBnB have made customer co-
creation of value central to their business 
models and in doing so now rank among 
the world’s most innovative and valuable 
firms. Our research indicates that compa-
nies that make their customers partners, 
and share the value created, lead the pack 
on revenue growth, profit margins, capital 
efficiency, and enterprise value. We call 
these companies Network Orchestrators. 
By leveraging customer networks and their 
tangible (e.g. homes and cars) and intangi-
ble (e.g. expertise and relationships) as-
sets, firms can gain these advantages of 
the Network Orchestration business 
model.

How, then, do firms cultivate these valu-
able customer networks? It starts by under-
standing customers’ affinity with the 
brands.

Four levels of affinity

Through our research on network-centric 
businesses and our experience advising 
hundreds of companies we have devel-
oped a framework for understanding cus-
tomer affinity.

Most leaders are already working to 
deepen customers’ relationships—convert-
ing uninterested consumers (transactors) 
into passionate brand advocates (promot-
ers). However, what these executives don’t 
fully appreciate is that the customer affinity 
spectrum extends far beyond promotion. 
Through co-creation, companies can ac-
cess a deep well of customer capabilities, 
knowledge and assets.

Although the Net Promoter Score (NPS) is 
a market standard, customer promotion 
alone can’t sustain a co-creation model. 
Promoters might give you their dollars and 
promote your brand with their Tweets or 
Facebook “likes”, but today’s connected 
customers want to give, and receive, 
more. Creating models based on co-
creation requires identifying the subset of 
customers with the right kind of brand affin-
ity.

These four types of customers represent dif-
ferent levels of brand affinity:

1. Transactors: These customers have no 
loyalty to your brand. Although they 
may make purchases, they are un-
aware of or not swayed by your brand 
proposition and do not desire a rela-
tionship with your company.
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• Example: Carol owns a small busi-
ness and needs a customer relation-
ship management (CRM) platform. 
Overwhelmed with choices, she 
signs a one-year contract with the 
first salesperson that returns her call, 
planning to reevaluate next year.

2. Supporters: These customers are 
aware of your company and brand, 
and buy from you consciously. They 
support your company by purchasing 
regularly. However, they do not pro-
mote your brand and they may switch 
easily to other products.

• Example: Jim’s firm has used the 
same CRM software for ten years. 
The functionality barely meets his 
needs, but he hasn’t yet had the time 
to invest in finding a better solution 
so renews his contract, but only on a 
month-to-month basis.

3. Promoters: These customers fre-
quently purchase your products or 
services and are very loyal. Their affin-
ity is strong enough that they advocate 
for your company to their networks 
helping your company grow through 
word-of-mouth.

• Example: Ann just switched to a new 
CRM platform and has heard from 

the sales team that it saves time and 
increases conversion. Happy about 
these results, Ann recommends it to 
all of her followers on social media.

4. Co-creators: These customers are so 
engaged with the brand that they 
share in the value creation, and receive 
value back. They create and offer their 
own assets, knowledge and relation-
ships in exchange for a share of the 
value generated—including revenue 
and profits.

• Example: Jacob loves his CRM soft-
ware and has become an expert in its 
use. He decides to use its open 
source platform to create add-on 
apps that he believes will be useful to 
other users and posts it on the com-
pany’s app exchange.

A significant shift happens when custom-
ers reach co-creation status with a brand. 
With Transactors, Supporters, and Promot-
ers, the company is responsible for fulfill-
ing the customers’ needs. However, when 
a company co-creates with its customers 
(usually by providing a technology platform 
which facilitates interactions and transac-
tions), company and customers create 
shared value.

27



To help you better understand where you 
and your customers fall on the customer 
affinity spectrum, take our Customer Type 
Assessment. While there are many ways to 
segment customers, this type of segmenta-
tion is particularly useful because of its im-
plications for the business model.

Companies that co-create

Let’s look at three companies that lever-
aged digital capabilities to build customer 
co-creation into their business models. 
Each has moved beyond allowing custom-
ers to design their own products, to share 
value by acting as a platform to promote 
the customer networks’ talents and assets.

• Apple’s Developer Network: Apple pro-
vides the platform; companies and indi-
viduals provide the applications. They 
each receive a portion of the value cre-
ated, whether revenue, awareness, or util-
ity. Over its lifetime, the app store has 
generated more than $25 billion for devel-
opers.

• Airbnb.com: Airbnb provides the online 
database and some additional services; 
their partners provide the good sold—the 
properties for lease. Revenues are 
shared and together Airbnb and its 

“hosts” have built a company that was 
most recently valued at more than $25 bil-
lion, more than the value of Hyatt Hotels.

• Lending Club: This peer-to-peer lending 
platform connects would-be borrowers 
and lenders. All of the “products”—loans 
and investments—are created and pro-
vided by its members. Lending Club 
went public in 2014 and its enterprise 
value is nearly $9 billion.

Co-creation advantages

Customer co-creation is central to the Net-
work Orchestration business model. Our 
research shows that companies that facili-
tate a network of co-creators deliver share-
holder value two to four times greater than 
companies that don’t leverage co-creation 
business models. We see four main rea-
sons for this value gap:

Greater revenue growth: As co-creating 
partners, customers have an incentive to 
help grow the business. Your success is 
theirs, whether the rewards are monetary 
or intangible. Co-creation is less a meas-
ure of “customer loyalty” than an indicator 
of “reciprocal loyalty,” where both parties 
serve each other.
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Lower marginal cost: Your customer co-
creators bring an entirely new set of assets 
to the company, at a very low or near-zero 
cost (see Rifkin’s The Zero Marginal Cost 
Society). They may be willing to share their 
opinions, skills, relationships, and even 
their real assets (cars, apartments, etc.) for 
the right incentives and shared value.

Improved customer insight: The increased 
customer intimacy that comes with co-
creation deepens your understanding of 
your market, enabling you to serve it bet-
ter. When customers co-create and have a 
vested interest in its success, they are 
more willing to share personal data and 
other assets with it.

Increased organizational flexibility: A net-
work of customer co-creators increases 
the company’s adaptability and speed. 
This network is distributed and self-
organizing, which makes it highly respon-
sive to changing customer needs. When a 
new vacation hotspot emerges, Airbnb 
does not need to change its supply chain 
or purchase new properties; instead its co-
creation network naturally expands to sat-
isfy the demand.

Five steps to co-creation

Customers cannot be coerced into co-
creating. They must be eager participants 
in the value equation. To drive co-creation, 
you must invite your customers into the 
value equation. We recommend a five-step 
process called PIVOT: Pinpoint, Identify, 
Visualize, Operate, and Track.

1. Pinpoint where your customers cur-
rently lie on the customer affinity spec-
trum and the areas where they will be 
most interested in co-creating. Evalu-
ate your leadership team’s openness 
to co-creation as well.

2. Identify the characteristics of your key 
customer groups, including their level 
of engagement, their unmet needs, 
and any tangible or intangible assets 
that could be leveraged in a co-
creative relationship.

3. Visualize a new business model where 
your customers co-create with your 
firm to help meet their own needs. 
Based on their characteristics, design 
a system that will incent them to partici-
pate, with a particular emphasis on lev-
eraging digital technologies as the plat-
form.

29



4. Operate your new co-creative digital business. Fund it, re-
cruit the right digital talent, and insulate it from the politick-
ing of the broader firm. Experiment and iterate rapidly.

5. Track the performance of your co-creative customers and 
the value they add. Add new metrics to standard financial 
reports, including the revenues customers generate and 
the costs saved through their participation.

As written, these five steps seem relatively simple, but we all 
know they are far more difficult in practice. The biggest hurdle 
to co-creation is usually shifting the leadership team’s mental 
model. Most leaders are so accustomed to owning the value 
creation process that they cannot imagine the customers as 
active participants, instead of passive recipients.

Think of it this way: Does the hospital ask patients to help de-
sign their own healthcare? Do professors enable college stu-
dents to contribute to the curriculum? Do auto manufacturers 
allow drivers to co-create their next car? In general, no. But 
they might see a dramatic change in engagement and innova-
tion if they did.

Giving up control, and sharing rewards, may seem terribly 
risky, but it is the key to the co-creative business models that 
generate unprecedented value with lower marginal costs, and 
greater profits. It’s unwise to delay this journey any longer. 
Your customers are waiting.

They must often 

change, who would be 

constant in happiness 

or wisdom.  
 
- Confucius
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Business Insider:  We talk to our customers for as long as they 
like, and use no scripts, says Zappos CEO Tony Hsieh.

Movie 1.3  Service Secrets That Made Zappos Successful



Infosphere

The Seductions of the Infosphere

by Charles Handy

The infosphere, as Luciano Floridi calls it, is the combination of the internet and computer 
technology that is revolutionizing our lives and work. He carries the intriguing title of Profes-
sor of the Philosophy and Ethics of information at the University of Oxford implying that 
the revolution is as much about issues of morality, identity and meaning as it is about tech-
nology.

33



The infosphere is an exciting prospect of-
fering myriad new prospects for wealth and 
work creation, most as yet undiscovered. 
The idea of better lives for all is, of course, 
alluring. But there are few unmixed bless-
ings in this world so we need to have a 
care lest we lose some of the best of our-
selves in this new era. Today’s technolo-
gies would like to reclassify us as bundles 
of data—be they words, numbers, or im-
ages—that the infosphere can process 
more easily. For example, the computer on 
the help line may call me by my first name, 
but it’s really interpreting me as one more 
piece of data, not me as I know myself, 
complete with likes, prejudices, fears, and 
hopes. This kind of algorithmic society , 
with its programmes and routines, will take 
the stress out of life—but also much of its 
meaning if we let it.

This meaning is rooted in our conscious-
ness, which cannot be coded or made into 
data. Nor can the virtues of beauty, truth, 
or goodness, which you recognize when 
you see them but cannot adequately meas-
ure or define. Love, trust, loyalty, and 
judgement—the essentials of our human 
relationships – are also immune to sensible 
quantification. Trying to codify them is 
pointless. But will what cannot be meas-
ured eventually not matter? And over time 
be thought not to exist? Could an algo-

rithmic society reduce us to no more than 
bundles of data, trundling through life, 
pushed and pulled this way and that? 
Yes—if we continue to be seduced by the 
ease that it offers.

We are immersed in many programs of the 
algorithmic society. Much of them we 
never see because they are embedded in 
the things around us, easing, but also con-
trolling, our lives. There lies the rub, or at 
least one rub. “We are being sedated by 
software,” the President of Britain’s Carto-
graphic Society said, worried that the 
young would no longer be able to read a 
map, because they could instead rely on 
GPS and their satnav. Soon we won’t need 
to know how to read, cook, drive a car, or 
remember anything, as long as we know 
our ID and password—and even these will 
eventually be called up by putting your eye-
ball to a monitor.

Unfortunately not all of this data is what it 
seems to be: concrete facts safely lodged 
somewhere. Much of it is evanescent and 
rainbow-like, here for a while before ulti-
mately fading away. For example, when a 
website is updated, the information that 
was there before is gone, forever. Even 
Google recommends that we print out any 
special photographs lest they disappear or 
we are unable to retrieve them a few years 
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later. In other words, the data and technolo-
gies we use to structure our lives and 
make them easier aren’t always reliable. 
Any secrets we committed to those old 
floppy discs will remain secrets forever 
once we lose the means to access them. 
We may need printed documents and real 
books and strong memories after all. A 
self-driving car is magic until the operating 
system freezes. 3-D printed food is fine un-
til the power goes out.

The algorithmic organization, too, is al-
ready here, at least in part. It’s built on the 
theory that the more work that can be routi-
nized and programmed in advance, the 
more efficient the organization will be. But 
efficiency is not the same as effectiveness. 
Doing things well is not the same as doing 
the right things, as Peter Drucker used to 
emphasise. The latter requires judgement, 
vision, and often courage—qualities that 
cannot be programmed. Even the best soft-
ware cannot deal with the unexpected or 
the unusual. We all have experienced the 
frustration of the computerised help line 
that has not anticipated our particular prob-
lem and sends us around in endless circles 
searching for an answer. Efficiency gets rid 
of choice wherever it can. Organisations 
tend to like that. And so, it seems, do we.

Already, Amazon and its ilk tell us what we 
would like to read, wear, eat, and watch. It 
is all too easy to go along with their sug-
gestions. Many are familiar with the story 
of the store, Target, that was able to iden-
tify that a woman was pregnant based on 
the contents of her shopping basket, and 
then helpfully sent her suggestions for ma-
ternity wear. (This was fine, until they sent 
similar suggestions to a teenage girl 
whose father was unaware of her preg-
nancy.)

A world awash with data allows little pri-
vacy. Your mobile phone, even when 
turned off, can tell others where you are 
and whom you have been calling or tex-
ting. New television sets can record your 
conversation and send it away. Fibre optic 
cables underground can detect any move-
ments without our knowledge.

When all our private habits can be ob-
served, analysed, and dissected, we will 
have no secrets, even from ourselves. Who 
are we when others know us better than 
we do? The ever-present danger is the 
power that this gives to organizations, in-
cluding the ones for whom we work. Is our 
world going to be out of our control, and 
who will control the controllers? That is the 
challenge faced by those who foresee a 
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so-called singularity when computers start to think for them-
selves.

So where does this leave us? Rejoicing in the wonders of the 
infosphere and exploring its potential (I hope), using it while 
not becoming enslaved by it, and remembering our human-
ness, specialness, and all that cannot be reduced to data. We 
must remain the masters of our creations, not their puppets.

This post is one in a series of perspectives by presenters and 
participants in the 7th Global Drucker Forum, taking place No-
vember 5-6, 2015 in Vienna. The theme: Claiming Our Human-
ity — Managing in the Digital Age.

The way is not in the 

sky, the way is in the 

heart.  
 
- Buddha
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A short, visual explanation of Japan's debt crisis by @affalytics

Movie 1.4  Japan’s Debt Problem Visualized



Managing Up

Figure Out Your Manager’s Communication Style

by Harvard Business Review Staff

Effective communication takes a deft touch when you’re managing up. If your attempts to 
persuade are too obvious, they may not succeed. Yet you need to be deliberate in your ap-
proach.

As you engage with your boss in everyday activities, try to identify the messages behind 
her speech and behavior. The words and deeds matter, of course, but the values that un-
derlie them often mean more. Listening with a keen ear and observing with a sharp eye 
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can make all the difference in understand-
ing, not just labeling, your manager’s com-
munication style.

Consider the statement “My door is always 
open,” which many bosses make to their 
direct reports. That seemingly transparent 
sentence can have a variety of meanings. 

Here are three examples:

Rebecca:

When she says, “My door is always open,” 
Rebecca means it literally. To foster hon-
esty and camaraderie, she wants people 
to feel free to approach her in person at 
any time. It invigorates her when a direct 
report has an idea and spontaneously 
pops into her office to share it. When a 
problem arises, she wants to hear about it 
immediately, because it reassures her that 
everyone is working as a team. She bris-
tles when people who come in to speak to 
her close the door behind them. Indeed, 
she worries that colleagues will see a shut 
door as evidence of hypocrisy. If Rebecca 
must talk with someone in complete pri-
vacy, she reserves a meeting room.

Raul:

Raul’s open-door policy is one that he ex-
pects people to observe in spirit, not in ab-

solute terms. The door to his office is open 
90% of the time, but when a deadline is im-
minent, he shuts it so he can concentrate, 
especially if he is writing. He wants people 
to see him as easy to approach and “al-
ways available,” but he views e-mail and 
team meetings as legitimate ways for peo-
ple to reach him. If someone considered 
him a hypocrite for shutting his door once 
in a while, Raul would think that the person 
lacked common sense.

Janice:

Janice works in a cubicle with low walls, 
as do all of her direct reports, so she 
doesn’t even have a door. To her, an “open 
door” is merely a metaphor for how col-
leagues work together. She doesn’t want 
people to fear making mistakes, even in 
front of her. But she also places a high pre-
mium on giving folks the mental space to 
do their work quietly and to consider pro-
posals deliberately before acting on them. 
She wants her direct reports to share novel 
ideas but expects them to submit those in 
writing before asking other people to react. 
To Janice, an open door does not mean an 
“instant response,” a phrase that she often 
uses when describing slipshod work.

As varied as these “open door” interpreta-
tions are, at least Rebecca, Raul, and 
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Janice give their employees something to 
go on. Some managers don’t even have an 
explicit policy about how—and how of-
ten—to communicate with them.

Whatever your manager’s preferred style of 
interaction, you’ll probably need to do a lit-
tle investigating to figure it out. Start by 
asking yourself these questions:

• Is my manager a listener or a reader? Lis-
teners want to hear information first and 
read about it later. Readers prefer to see 
a written report before discussing it with 
you.

• Does she prefer detailed facts and fig-
ures or just an overview? If she thrives on 
details, focus primarily on accuracy and 
completeness; if she prefers an overview, 
emphasize the clarity and crispness of 
the main idea.

• How often does she want to receive infor-
mation? Your manager may always want 
to receive updates at specified junctures 
or she may have different thresholds for 
each project, such as daily reporting on 
critical endeavors and periodic updates 
on secondary initiatives.

• Every exchange of information with your 
manager has implications for productiv-

ity. These tips will help you be more effi-
cient:

• When discussing deadlines, use specific 
language. Pinpoint a certain date—even 
a specific hour, if appropriate. Avoid 
vague commitments like “sometime next 
week,” “ASAP,” or “as soon as we can 
get to it.”

• Be honest about what you can and can-
not handle. When you commit to an as-
signment, clearly identify what resources 
you need to get the job done.

• Explicitly identify your objectives each 
time you communicate with your man-
ager.

• Ask questions to clarify what you don’t 
understand. Inquire about opportunities 
for follow-up in case you think of other 
questions later.
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Religious minorities are concerned about what they say is a 
rise in right-wing Hindu nationalism in India. There's been a 
wave of mass conversions of Muslims and Christians by Hindu 
nationalists and churches in and around the capital have been 
vandalized. 

Movie 1.5  Rising Hindu Nationalism In India



Running Meetings

The Condensed Guide to Running Meetings

by Amy Gallo

We love to hate meetings. And with good reason — they clog up our days, making it hard 
to get work done in the gaps, and so many feel like a waste of time. There’s plenty of ad-
vice out there on how to stop spending so much time in meetings or make better use of 
the time, but does it hold up in reality? Can you really make meetings more effective and 
regain control of your calendar?
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Paul Axtell, who has worked for 35 years as a personal effec-
tiveness consultant and wrote Meetings Matter: 8 Powerful 
Strategies for Remarkable Conversations, says that this is a 
major pain point for almost every manager he works with. 
“People are absolutely resigned. They have given up on the 
hope that it could be different. People are looking for tactics, 
tips, and gimmicky ideas and they don’t always work,” he 
says. I asked Axtell and Francesca Gino, a professor at Har-
vard Business School and the author of Sidetracked: Why Our 
Decisions Get Derailed, and How We Can Stick to the Plan 
whether much of the conventional wisdom holds true.

1. “Keep the meeting as small as possible. No more than seven 
people.”

Of course, there is no magic number. Though research does 
not point to a precise number, “there is evidence to suggest 
that keeping the meeting small is beneficial,” says Gino. For 
one, you’re better able to pick up on body language. “In a 
group of 20 or more, you can’t keep track of the subtle cues 
you need to pick up,” says Axtell. And if you want people to 
have the opportunity to contribute, you need to limit atten-
dance. Axtell says that in his experience limiting it to four or 
five people is the only way to make sure everyone has the 
chance to talk in a 60-minute meeting.

The challenge with large meetings isn’t just that everyone 
won’t have a chance to talk, but many of them won’t feel the 
need to. “When many hands are available, people work less 
hard than they ought to,” explains Gino. “Social psychology 
research has shown that when people perform group tasks 
(such as brainstorming or discussing information in a meet-

Remember, upon the 

conduct of each... 

depends the fate of all.  
 
- Alexander the Great
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ing), they show a sizable decrease in indi-
vidual effort than when they perform 
alone.” This is known as “social loafing” 
and tends to get worse as the size of the 
group increases.

This isn’t to say that your 20-person meet-
ing is doomed for failure. You just need to 
plan much more carefully. “The degree of 
facilitation has to go up,” says Axtell. You 
have to be more thoughtful about getting 
input from the group and reading people in 
the room. “You need someone who is mas-
terful at managing the conversation.”

2. “Ban devices.”

Both experts agree this is a good idea, for 
two reasons. First, devices distract us. 
Gino points out that many people think 
they can multitask—finish an email or read 
through your Twitter feed while listening to 
someone in a meeting. But research 
shows we really can’t. “Recent neurosci-
ence research makes the point quite clear 
on this issue. Multitasking is simply a 
mythical activity. We can do simple tasks 
like walking and talking at the same time, 
but the brain can’t handle multitasking,” 
says Gino. “In fact, studies show that a per-
son who is attempting to multitask takes 

50% longer to accomplish a task and he 
or she makes up to 50% more mistakes.”

And to make matters worse, those who 
pick up their devices during meetings may 
well be the worst multitaskers. “The re-
search finds that the more time people 
spend using multiple forms of media simul-
taneously, the least likely they are to per-
form well on a standardized test of multi-
tasking abilities,” explains Gino.

The second reason to ban devices is that 
they distract others. Gino recently con-
ducted a simple survey that assessed 
whether people thought reaching for a 
phone, posting a status on Facebook, or 
writing a tweet during a meeting was dis-
tracting or socially inappropriate. The sub-
jects “found the same action to be much 
more problematic if their friend or col-
league engaged in it, but did not find it to 
be very problematic when they were the 
ones who were (arguably) being rude,” she 
says. These results suggest that we feel an-
noyed when others are on their devices 
during a meeting. “Yet we fail to realize 
that our actions will have the same effect 
on others when we are the ones engaging 
in them,” she says. This is what Axtell sees 
in practice—that people feel hurt or in-
sulted when someone reaches for their 
phone, especially if that person is a senior 
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leader. “If you’re presenting or talking 
about an idea and you see a senior man-
ager on their phone, it hurts,” he says.

Still, there are some good reasons to use 
technology in a meeting, says Axtell. You 
may want to take notes, or retrieve refer-
ence material. “Perhaps they need to be 
available because something important is 
going on in their lives,” he says. But if 
you’re not doing any of those these things, 
turn your phone or tablet off and pay atten-
tion.

3. “Keep it as short as possible — no longer 
than an hour.”

Research shows that there are advantages 
to keeping it shorter. For one, people stay 
more focused. “Classic studies have found 
that groups adjust both their rate of work 
and their style of interaction in response to 
deadlines and time constraints,” says 
Gino. For example, one study showed that 
“groups solving problems communicated 
at a faster rate and used more autocratic 
decision-making processes under high 
time pressure than they did when time 
pressure was low.”

“Once people realize you’re tight on time, 
they stop asking questions or talking and 

focus on getting the work done,” says Ax-
tell.

This doesn’t mean you should try to cram 
every meeting into 30 minutes. Axtell 
warns that there are conversations that ne-
cessitate more time and you shouldn’t 
rush over topics. “If the purpose of your 
meeting is to talk through something, you 
need to give people enough time to voice 
their opinions, build on one another’s 
ideas, and reach a conclusion,” he says. 
Time pressure will make this more efficient, 
but you don’t want to make the time so 
short that you truncate important conversa-
tions.

4. “Stand-up meetings are more produc-
tive.”

While some might feel this is a gimmick, 
Gino points out that there is empirical data 
that proves stand-up meetings work. In 
this study (which was done in 1999 before 
stand-up meetings were a staple in most 
offices), Allen Bluedorn from the University 
of Missouri and his colleagues concluded 
that they were about 34% shorter than sit-
down meetings, yet produced the same so-
lutions.
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Axtell finds these types of solutions encour-
aging. “I like that people are trying to do 
something bold to change up meetings — 
going for a walk, standing up,” he says. 
But, he warns, don’t let the format distract 
you from doing what really matters — run-
ning an effective meeting. “I’d prefer peo-
ple have the guts to say, ‘I’m going to run 
this meeting well.’ Plan ahead, ban distrac-
tions, etc.”

5. “Make sure everyone participates and 
cold-call those who don’t.”

Some people may want to speak up but 
don’t feel like they can unless they’re 
asked, says Axtell. This may be due to “cul-
tural reasons, or language barriers, or gen-
eral disposition.” The people who hold 
back often have the best perspective on 
the conversation and definitely need to be 
drawn out.

Having everyone contribute isn’t just good 
for the end result of your meeting but for 
the participants themselves as well. Peo-
ple like to know that their opinions are be-
ing heard and considered, says Gino. And, 
“just by asking people in the meeting for 
their opinion, you’re going to raise their 
commitment to the issues being dis-
cussed.”

For people who feel too put on the spot, 
you can talk to them ahead of time and tell 
them that you’re hoping they’ll contribute. 
That way, they’ll have time to plan what 
they’ll say. Then in the meeting, you may 
still need to ask for their perspective but 
they’ll be primed to do so.

6. “Never hold a meeting just to update peo-
ple.”

“If you’re already meeting for worthwhile 
topics, you can do a quick update,” says 
Axtell. You might say at the end, Is there 
anything that the group needs to be aware 
of before we leave? Is there something go-
ing on in your department that others 
needs to be know about? “But if you’re 
only meeting to transfer information, re-
think your approach. Why take up valuable 
time saying something you can just 
email?” says Axtell.

And update meetings aren’t just time-
wasters. Gino explains that research by 
Roy Baumeister, Kathleen Vohs and their 
colleagues suggests that we have a limited 
amount of what they call “executive” re-
sources. “Once they get depleted, we 
make bad decisions or choices,” says 
Gino. “Business meetings require people 
to commit, focus, and make decisions, 
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with little or no attention paid to the depletion of the finite cog-
nitive resources of the participants — particularly if the meet-
ings are long or too frequent,” says Gino. She finds something 
similar in her own research: that “depletion of our executive re-
sources can even lead to poor judgment and unethical behav-
ior.” So if you can avoid scheduling yet another meeting, you 
should.

7. “Always set an agenda out ahead of time – and be clear about 
the purpose of the meeting.”

It’s hard to imagine more sound advice about meetings. Axtell 
and Gino agree that designing the meeting and setting an 
agenda ahead of time is critical. “You should explain what’s 
going to happen so participants come knowing what they’re 
going to do,” says Axtell. In her book, Sidetracked, Gino talks 
about how lacking a clear plan of action is often why groups 
get derailed in decision-making. “Having a plan gives us the 
opportunity to clarify our intentions and think through the 
forces that could make it difficult for us to accomplish our 
goals,” she says.

There is a lot of data out there that shows how much time we’re 
all wasting in meetings. But you don’t need research to prove 
what you intuitively know. Next time you need to bring a group 
together, do the best you can to make it a good use of every-
one’s time—including your own.

Conscience is our 

magnetic compass, 

reason our chart.  
 
- Joseph Cook
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Welcome to TED! Learn about the inspirational thinkers and do-
ers you can expect to meet at a conference, the contagious 
ideas you'll encounter and the insights you can gain from those 
who earnestly hope to create a better future.

Movie 1.6  About TED Thinking



Meeting Tools

Digital Tools to Make Your Next Meeting More Productive

by Alexandra Samuel

This spring, I wrote about how the right digital tools can help you work more efficiently be-
fore, during, and after a meeting. Let’s look more closely at how to use the tools during 
your meeting to better lead the conversation.

For an example, I’ll use the Second Continental Congress, one of the world’s most produc-
tive off-sites, which resulted in the U.S. Declaration of Independence.
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Here are tools you can use as well:

Inspire new thinking. Your meeting outcomes will only be as good as the thinking that 
goes into them. But huddling around a PowerPoint presentation is hardly a recipe for inspir-
ing bold new ideas. Instead, think about using a collaborative visual tool like Popplet to 
share ideas, so that you can reorganize them on the fly.

Engage multiple voices. Not everybody is equally comfortable speaking up during a meet-
ing. To surface the best ideas, you need to hear from as many people as possible. Real-
time collaborative note-taking — which you can accomplish using a tool like Google Drive 
— ensures you actually capture everything that happens during a meeting. Best of all, it 
acts as a back channel that allows people to add comments and ideas even if they’re not 
comfortable speaking up (or if they’re working remotely!). And if the Founding Fathers had 
had access to Google Drive, their resulting document would have been a whole lot more 
legible.
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Coordinate for results. One of the biggest 
obstacles to achieving a tangible meeting 
outcome is the way conversations tend to 
veer off course. A backchannel chat (using 
a tool like Skype or Google Hangouts) pro-
vides a way of discreetly asking someone 
to let the conversation move forward, or of 
checking in with other meeting attendees 
to see if they feel like your meeting has 
lost focus. I’m sure that’s something the 
Founding Fathers would have welcomed, 
particularly while stuck in a late June meet-
ing clad in wool coats.

Convert action items to tasks. Once you 
leave a meeting, it’s easy for action items 
to fall by the wayside. It really helps if eve-
ryone in a meeting actually puts their ac-
tion items into their task manager — some-
thing that’s a lot easier with TaskClone. A 
commenter on my post about digital meet-
ing tools put me onto this service, which 
can scan Evernote to find any action items 
and then import them into your favorite 
task management tool.

If Thomas Jefferson had taken his meeting 
notes in Evernote, TaskClone would also 
have made it easy for him to import them 
into his task list in Remember The Milk.

Access your outcomes. Too often, we 
leave meetings with a tangible outcome, 
only to lose it in the digital morass. Even if 
you generally take  your meeting notes in 
Evernote or another digital note-taking pro-
gram, you may still have trouble tracking 
down that brilliant brainstorm that oc-
curred on a pile of post-its, the inspired 
idea you wrote in your paper notebook, or 
the meeting notes written on a flipchart. 
That’s why it’s handy to snap any written 
output and add it to Evernote, so that it be-
comes searchable. Any Founding Father 
who added the Declaration of Independ-
ence to his Evernote file would have been 
able to find the document in an instant.

Most meeting attendees count themselves 
lucky if they leave the room with clear action 
items, let alone a tangible work product that 
survives for more than 200  years. But mak-
ing smarter use of digital meeting tools may 
get us a little bit closer to that dream.
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China's cities are choked with smog, children are getting sick 
and its citizens are angry. The country's economic boom has 
also made it the leading emitter of greenhouse gases. But 
China is now working to go green. Can it move to renewable 
energy before it's too late?

Movie 1.7  China's War On Pollution



Great Boss?

Are You a Good Boss—or a Great One?

by Linda HillKent Lineback

“Am I good enough?”

“Am I ready? This is my big opportunity, but now I’m not sure I’m prepared.”

These thoughts plagued Jason, an experienced manager, as he lay awake one night fret-
ting about a new position he’d taken. For more than five years he had run a small team of 
developers in Boston. They produced two highly successful lines of engineering textbooks 
for the education publishing arm of a major media conglomerate. On the strength of his 
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reputation as a great manager of product 
development, he’d been chosen by the 
company to take over an online technical-
education start-up based in London.

Jason arrived at his new office on a Mon-
day morning, excited and confident, but by 
the end of his first week he was beginning 
to wonder whether he was up to the chal-
lenge. In his previous work he had led peo-
ple who’d worked together before and re-
quired coordination but little supervision. 
There were problems, of course, but noth-
ing like what he’d discovered in this new 
venture. Key members of his group barely 
talked to one another. Other publishers in 
the company, whose materials and collabo-
ration he desperately needed, angrily 
viewed his new group as competition. The 
goals he’d been set seemed impossi-
ble—the group was about to miss some 
early milestones—and a crucial partner-
ship with an outside organization had been 
badly, perhaps irretrievably, damaged. On 
top of all that, his boss, who was located 
in New York, offered little help. “That’s why 
you’re there” was the typical response 
whenever Jason described a problem. By 
Friday he was worried about living up to 
the expectations implied in that response.

Do Jason’s feelings sound familiar? Such 
moments of doubt and even fear may and 

often do come despite years of manage-
ment experience. Any number of events 
can trigger them: An initiative you’re run-
ning isn’t going as expected. Your people 
aren’t performing as they should. You hear 
talk in the group that “the real problem 
here is lack of leadership.” You think you’re 
doing fine until you, like Jason, receive a 
daunting new assignment. You’re given a 
lukewarm performance review. Or one day 
you simply realize that you’re no longer 
growing and advancing—you’re stuck.

Most Managers Stop Working on Them-
selves

The whole question of how managers 
grow and advance is one we’ve studied, 
thought about, and lived with for years. As 
a professor working with high potentials, 
MBAs, and executives from around the 
globe, Linda meets people who want to 
contribute to their organizations and build 
fulfilling careers. As an executive, Kent has 
worked with managers at all levels of both 
private and public organizations. All our ex-
perience brings us to a simple but trou-
bling observation: Most bosses reach a 
certain level of proficiency and stop 
there—short of what they could and 
should be.
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We’ve discussed this observation with 
countless colleagues, who almost without 
exception have seen what we see: Organi-
zations usually have a few great managers, 
some capable ones, a horde of mediocre 
ones, some poor ones, and some awful 
ones. The great majority of people we 
work with are well-intentioned, smart, ac-
complished individuals. Many progress 
and fulfill their ambitions. But too many de-
rail and fail to live up to their potential. 
Why? Because they stop working on them-
selves.

Managers rarely ask themselves, “How good 
am I?” and “Do I need to be better?” unless 
they’re shocked into it. When did you last 
ask those questions? On the spectrum of 
great to awful bosses, where do you fall?

Managers in new assignments usually start 
out receptive to change. The more talented 
and ambitious ones choose stretch assign-
ments, knowing that they’ll have much to 
learn at first. But as they settle in and lose 
their fear of imminent failure, they often 
grow complacent. Every organization has 
its ways of doing things—policies, stan-
dard practices, and unspoken guidelines, 
such as “promote by seniority” and “avoid 
conflict.” Once they’re learned, managers 
often use them to get by—to “manage” in 
the worst sense of the word.

It doesn’t help that a majority of the organi-
zations we see offer their managers mini-
mal support and rarely press the experi-
enced ones to improve. Few expect more 
of their leaders than short-term results, 
which by themselves don’t necessarily indi-
cate real management skill.

In our experience, however, the real culprit 
is neither managerial complacency nor or-
ganizational failure: It is a lack of under-
standing. When bosses are questioned, it’s 
clear that many of them have stopped mak-
ing progress because they simply don’t 
know how to.

Do you understand what’s required to be-
come truly effective?

Too often managers underestimate how 
much time and effort it takes to keep grow-
ing and developing. Becoming a great 
boss is a lengthy, difficult process of learn-
ing and change, driven mostly by personal 
experience. Indeed, so much time and ef-
fort are required that you can think of the 
process as a journey—a journey of years.

What makes the journey especially ardu-
ous is that the lessons involved cannot be 
taught. Leadership is using yourself as an 
instrument to get things done in the organi-
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zation, so it is about self-development. 
There are no secrets and few shortcuts. 
You and every other manager must learn 
the lessons yourself, based on your own 
experience as a boss. If you don’t under-
stand the nature of the journey, you’re 
more likely to pause or lose hope and tell 
yourself, “I can’t do this” or “I’m good 
enough already.”

Do you understand what you’re trying to 
attain?

We all know how disorganized, frag-
mented, and even chaotic every manager’s 
workdays are. Given this reality, which is 
intensifying as work and organizations be-
come more complex and fluid, how can 
you as a boss do anything more than cope 
with what comes at you day by day?

To deal with the chaos, you need a clear 
underlying sense of what’s important and 
where you and your group want to be in 
the future. You need a mental model that 
you can lay over the chaos and into which 
you can fit all the messy pieces as they 
come at you. This way of thinking begins 
with a straightforward definition: Manage-
ment is responsibility for the performance 
of a group of people.

It’s a simple idea, yet putting it into prac-
tice is difficult, because management is de-
fined by responsibility but done by exert-
ing influence. To influence others you must 
make a difference not only in what they do 
but also in the thoughts and feelings that 
drive their actions. How do you actually do 
this?

To answer that question, you need an over-
arching, integrated way of thinking about 
your work as a manager. We offer an ap-
proach based on studies of management 
practice, our own observations, and our 
knowledge of where managers tend to go 
wrong. We call it the three imperatives: 
Manage yourself. Manage your network. 
Manage your team.

Is this the only way to describe manage-
ment? No, of course not. But it’s clear, 
straightforward, and, above all, focused on 
what managers must actually do. People 
typically think of “management” as just the 
third imperative, but today all three are criti-
cal to success. Together they encompass 
the crucial activities that effective manag-
ers must perform to influence others. Mas-
tering them is the purpose of your journey.
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Manage Yourself

Management begins with you, because 
who you are as a person, what you think 
and feel, the beliefs and values that drive 
your actions, and especially how you con-
nect with others all matter to the people 
you must influence. Every day those peo-
ple examine every interaction with you, 
your every word and deed, to uncover your 
intentions. They ask themselves, “Can I 
trust this person?” How hard they work, 
their level of personal commitment, their 
willingness to accept your influence, will 
depend in large part on the qualities they 
see in you. And their perceptions will deter-
mine the answer to this fundamental ques-
tion every manager must ask: Am I some-
one who can influence others produc-
tively?

Who you are shows up most clearly in the 
relationships you form with others, espe-
cially those for whom you’re responsible. 
It’s easy to get those crucial relationships 
wrong. Effective managers possess the 
self-awareness and self-management re-
quired to get them right.

José, a department head, told us of two 
managers who worked for him in the mar-
keting department of a large maker of dura-
ble goods. Both managers were struggling 

to deliver the results expected of their 
groups. Both, it turned out, were creating 
dysfunctional relationships. One was 
frankly ambivalent about being “the boss” 
and hated it when people referred to him 
that way. He wanted to be liked, so he 
tried to build close personal relationships. 
He would say, in effect, “Do what I ask be-
cause we’re friends.” That worked for a 
while until, for good reasons, he had to 
turn down one “friend” for promotion and 
deny another one a bonus. Naturally, those 
people felt betrayed, and their dissatisfac-
tion began to poison the feelings of every-
one else in the group.

The other manager took the opposite ap-
proach. With her it was all business. No 
small talk or reaching out to people as peo-
ple. For her, results mattered, and she’d 
been made the boss because she was the 
one who knew what needed to be done; it 
was the job of her people to execute. Not 
surprisingly, her message was always “Do 
what I say because I’m the boss.” She was 
effective—until people began leaving.

If productive influence doesn’t arise from 
being liked (“I’m your friend!”) or from fear 
(“I’m the boss!”), where does it come 
from? From people’s trust in you as a man-
ager. That trust has two components: be-
lief in your competence (you know what to 
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do and how to do it) and belief in your char-
acter (your motives are good and you want 
your people to do well).

Trust is the foundation of all forms of influ-
ence other than coercion. You need to fos-
ter it.

Trust is the foundation of all forms of influ-
ence other than coercion, and you need to 
conduct yourself with others in ways that 
foster it. Management really does begin 
with who you are as a person.

Manage Your Network

We once talked to Kim, the head of a soft-
ware company division, just as he was leav-
ing a meeting of a task force consisting of 
his peers. He had proposed a new way of 
handling interdivisional sales, which he be-
lieved would increase revenue by encour-
aging each division to cross-sell other divi-
sions’ products. At the meeting he’d made 
an extremely well-researched, carefully rea-
soned, and even compelling case for his 
proposal—which the group rejected with 
very little discussion. “How many of these 
people did you talk to about your proposal 
before the meeting?” we asked. None, it 
turned out. “But I anticipated all their ques-
tions and objections,” he protested, add-

ing with some bitterness, “It’s just politics. 
If they can’t see what’s good for the com-
pany and them, I can’t help them.”

Many managers resist the need to operate 
effectively in their organizations’ political 
environments. They consider politics dys-
functional—a sign the organization is 
broken—and don’t realize that it unavoid-
ably arises from three features inherent in 
all organizations: division of labor, which 
creates disparate groups with disparate 
and even conflicting goals and priorities; 
interdependence, which means that none 
of those groups can do their work without 
the others; and scarce resources, for 
which groups necessarily compete. Obvi-
ously, some organizations handle the poli-
tics better than others, but conflict and 
competition among groups are inevitable. 
How do they get resolved? Through organ-
izational influence. Groups whose manag-
ers have influence tend to get what they 
need; other groups don’t.

Unfortunately, many managers deal with 
conflict by trying to avoid it. “I hate com-
pany politics!” they say. “Just let me do my 
job.” But effective managers know they 
cannot turn away. Instead, with integrity 
and for good ends, they proactively en-
gage the organization to create the condi-
tions for their success. They build and nur-
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ture a broad network of ongoing relation-
ships with those they need and those who 
need them; that is how they influence peo-
ple over whom they have no formal author-
ity. They also take responsibility for making 
their boss, a key member of their network, 
a source of influence on their behalf.

Manage Your Team

As a manager, Wei worked closely with 
each of her people, who were spread 
across the U.S. and the Far East. But she 
rarely called a virtual group meeting, and 
only once had her group met face-to-face. 
“In my experience,” she told us, “meetings 
online or in person are usually a waste of 
time. Some people do all the yakking, oth-
ers stay silent, and not much gets done. 
It’s a lot more efficient for me to work with 
each person and arrange for them to coor-
dinate when that’s necessary.” It turned 
out, though, that she was spending all her 
time “coordinating,” which included a 
great deal of conflict mediation. People un-
der her seemed to be constantly at odds, 
vying for the scarce resources they needed 
to achieve their disparate goals and com-
plaining about what others were or were 
not doing.

Too many managers overlook the possibili-
ties of creating a real team and managing 
their people as a whole. They don’t realize 
that managing one-on-one is just not the 
same as managing a group and that they 
can influence individual behavior much 
more effectively through the group, be-
cause most of us are social creatures who 
want to fit in and be accepted as part of 
the team. How do you make the people 
who work for you, whether on a project or 
permanently, into a real team—a group of 
people who are mutually committed to a 
common purpose and the goals related to 
that purpose?

To do collective work that requires varied 
skills, experience, and knowledge, teams 
are more creative and productive than 
groups of individuals who merely cooper-
ate. In a real team, members hold them-
selves and one another jointly account-
able. They share a genuine conviction that 
they will succeed or fail together. A clear 
and compelling purpose, and concrete 
goals and plans based on that purpose, 
are critical. Without them no group will coa-
lesce into a real team.

Team culture is equally important. Mem-
bers need to know what’s required of them 
collectively and individually; what the 
team’s values, norms, and standards are; 
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how members are expected to work to-
gether (what kind of conflict is acceptable 
or unacceptable, for example); and how 
they should communicate. It’s your job to 
make sure they have all this crucial knowl-
edge.

Effective managers also know that even in 
a cohesive team they cannot ignore individ-
ual members. Every person wants to be a 
valued member of a group and needs indi-
vidual recognition. You must be able to pro-
vide the attention members need, but al-
ways in the context of the team.

Effective managers know that even in a cohe-
sive team they cannot ignore individual mem-
bers.

And finally, effective managers know how 
to lead a team through the work it does 
day after day—including the unplanned 
problems and opportunities that frequently 
arise—to make progress toward achieving 
their own and the team’s goals.

Be Clear on How You’re Doing

The three imperatives will help you influ-
ence both those who work for you and 
those who don’t. Most important, they pro-
vide a clear and actionable road map for 

your journey. You must master them to be-
come a fully effective manager.

These imperatives are not simply distinct 
managerial competencies. They are tightly 
integrated activities, each of which de-
pends on the others. Getting your person-
to-person relationships right is critical to 
building a well-functioning team and giving 
its individual members the attention they 
need. A compelling team purpose, bol-
stered by clear goals and plans, is the foun-
dation for a strong network, and a network 
is indispensable for reaching your team’s 
goals.

Knowing where you’re going is only the 
first half of what’s required. You also need 
to know at all times where you are on your 
journey and what you must do to make pro-
gress. We’re all aware that the higher you 
rise in an organization, the less feedback 
you get about your performance. You have 
to be prepared to regularly assess your-
self.

Too many managers seem to assume that 
development happens automatically. They 
have only a vague sense of the goal and of 
where they stand in relation to it. They tell 
themselves, “I’m doing all right” or “As I 
take on more challenges, I’ll get better.” 
Consequently, those managers fall short. 
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There’s no substitute for routinely taking a 
look at yourself and how you’re doing. 
(The exhibit “Measuring Yourself on the 
Three Imperatives” will help you do this.)

Don’t be discouraged if you find several ar-
eas in which you could do better. No man-
ager will meet all the standards implicit in 
the three imperatives. The goal is not per-
fection. It’s developing the strengths you 
need for success and compensating for 
any fatal shortcomings. Look at your 
strengths and weaknesses in the context 
of your organization. What knowledge and 
skills does it—or will it—need to reach its 
goals? How can your strengths help it 
move forward? Given its needs and priori-
ties, what weaknesses must you address 
right away? The answers become your per-
sonal learning goals.

What You Can Do Right Now

Progress will come only from your work ex-
perience: from trying and learning, observ-
ing and interacting with others, experiment-
ing, and sometimes pushing yourself be-
yond the bounds of comfort—and then as-
sessing yourself on the three imperatives 
again and again. Above all, take responsi-
bility for your own development; ultimately, 
all development is self-development.

You won’t make progress unless you con-
sciously act. Before you started a busi-
ness, you would draw up a business plan 
broken into manageable steps with mile-
stones; do the same as you think about 
your journey. Set personal goals. Solicit 
feedback from others. Take advantage of 
company training programs. Create a net-
work of trusted advisers, including role 
models and mentors. Use your strengths 
to seek out developmental experiences. 
We know you’ve heard all this advice be-
fore, and it is good advice. But what we 
find most effective is building the learning 
into your daily work.

For this purpose we offer a simple ap-
proach we call prep, do, review.

Prep.

Begin each morning with a quick preview 
of the coming day’s events. For each one, 
ask yourself how you can use it to develop 
as a manager and in particular how you 
can work on your specific learning goals. 
Consider delegating a task you would nor-
mally take on yourself and think about how 
you might do that—to whom, what ques-
tions you should ask, what boundaries or 
limits you should set, what preliminary 
coaching you might provide. Apply the 
same thinking during the day when a prob-
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lem comes up unexpectedly. Before taking 
any action, step back and consider how it 
might help you become better. Stretch 
yourself. If you don’t move outside familiar 
patterns and practice new approaches, 
you’re unlikely to learn.

Do.

Take whatever action is required in your 
daily work, and as you do, use the new 
and different approaches you planned. 
Don’t lose your resolve. For example, if 
you tend to cut off conflict in a meeting, 
even constructive conflict, force yourself to 
hold back so that disagreement can be ex-
pressed and worked through. Step in only 
if the discussion becomes personal or 
points of view are being stifled. The ideas 
that emerge may lead you to a better out-
come.

Review.

After the action, examine what you did and 
how it turned out. This is where learning ac-
tually occurs. Reflection is critical, and it 
works best if you make it a regular prac-
tice. For example, set aside time toward 
the end of each day—perhaps on your 
commute home. Which actions worked 
well? What might you have done differ-
ently? Replay conversations. Compare 
what you did with what you might have 

done if you were the manager you aspire 
to be. Where did you disappoint yourself, 
and how did that happen? Did you prac-
tice any new behaviors or otherwise make 
progress on your journey?

Some managers keep notes about how 
they spent their time, along with thoughts 
about what they learned. One CEO work-
ing on a corporate globalization strategy 
told us he’d started recording every Friday 
his reflections about the past week. Within 
six weeks, he said, he’d developed greater 
discipline to say no to anything “not on the 
critical path,” which gave him time to 
spend with key regulators and to jump-
start the strategy.

If you still need to make progress on your 
journey, that should spur you to action, not 
discourage you. You can become what 
you want and need to be. But you must 
take personal responsibility for mastering 
the three imperatives and assessing where 
you are now.
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It's generally good to take one's time, but there may sometimes 
be a need to compress all one knows into the briefest possible 
span. So here is our sense of what it's all about in 60 seconds. 

Movie 1.8  The Meaning of Life - in 60 Seconds



Team Inheritance

Pitfalls to Avoid When You Inherit a Team

by Liane Davey

Taking over as the leader of an existing team can be daunting. The team’s response to 
your new processes or style can make you feel a little like the evil stepmother who’s 
stepped into their formerly happy lives. Your team was once someone else’s team. 
They’ve developed habits in response to the preferences of the previous leader. Adjusting 
those habits is going to be challenging, but there are things you can do to make the transi-
tion easier on all of you.
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In spite of (or perhaps because of) your ef-
forts to get off to a good start, you risk mak-
ing a few common mistakes. Here are 
three that I see frequently:

Trying to be a friend rather than a leader. 
While I urge you to be aware of and empa-
thetic to the whiplash your team might be 
experiencing in going from one leader to 
another, it’s a mistake to allow that empa-
thy to translate into weak leadership. In-
vesting too much energy in befriending the 
team confuses the power relationships and 
ultimately increases the likelihood of a 
backlash when you begin to exert your con-
trol. Most teams are looking for clear, confi-
dent leadership. Be friendly and under-
standing but don’t wait too long to share 
your vision and to set your standards.

Expressing frustration with the quality of the 
team. The team you inherit is the product 
of its previous leader: what team members 
pay attention to and what they’re good at 
is a reflection of what that leader expected 
of them. If your expectations are different, 
you need to help your team make that 
shift. Getting angry or frustrated, or being 
condescending will only create resistance 
and reduce their motivation to change. 

And if you introduce your own hires to the 
team and make the mistake of favoring 
them while treating long-standing team 
members as damaged goods, that demoti-
vation will just turn to despair.

Attempting to force trust and candor too 
quickly. Many new team leaders want to 
create a frank and transparent culture from 
the start. While that’s a noble objective, ex-
posing contentious issues too soon can be 
destabilizing. Until team members have 
had time to build their confidence and see 
how you handle uncomfortable topics, too 
much candor will do more harm than 
good. That’s because you are naively and 
inadvertently exposing people along with 
issues. Some of those people will lash out 
in self-defense and others will take their 
grievances underground. To avoid that bad 
behavior, let trust build by discussing in-
creasingly sensitive topics and showing 
that you’ll address them calmly and con-
structively.

These are only three of the common mis-
takes I see new team leaders make. But 
they give you the idea that in the tricky busi-
ness of taking over an existing team, bal-
ance, empathy, and patience go a long way.
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While you’re being patient, there are a few 
things you can do to create a strong con-
nection and get your team off to a good 
start. 

I recommend using three 2-hour meetings 
to address the following topics:

Share your story and your owner’s manual. 
One of the things I always do when I start 
to work with a new team member is to 
share what I call my “owner’s manual.” 
Just as your dishwasher has a manual to 
tell you where to place the bowls so the in-
sides get clean, there are ways of working 
that allow team members to get the best 
of you, and other ways that will cause a 
major malfunction. 

• For example, do you want informal daily 
check-ins on the progress of a project or 
would you prefer a scheduled weekly up-
date? 

• Do you want your team to come to you 
at the first sign of a problem or would 
you prefer that they do the investigation 
and come with a proposed solution? 

Team members will appreciate you sharing 
your backstory and helping them under-
stand the evolution of your preferences 
and idiosyncrasies. It’s also a nice way of 
creating a personal connection. Once 

you’ve shared your story, ask team mem-
bers to share theirs. If you have the luxury, 
this is a great exercise to do over dinner.

Define the purpose of the team. Although it 
sounds obvious, being explicit about what 
you all need to accomplish together is one 
of the most effective things you can do 
with a new team. Start by discussing the 
external environment and the trends that 
are affecting your organization. Boil them 
down to the biggest opportunities and 
threats and then identify the unique value 
of your team in that context. From that 
starting point, define the parts of that man-
date that you can only accomplish to-
gether — they should form the core of 
your time together. Then, set your meet-
ings to accommodate the different aspects 
of your mandate. Use quick weekly or daily 
huddles for the tactical or urgent issues so 
they don’t bog down your other meetings. 
Use bi-weekly or monthly two-hour meet-
ings to have the whole team weigh in on 
important operational items. Reserve 
longer meetings each quarter to anticipate 
and address strategic issues. That way, 
your meeting structure will keep you fo-
cused on the value your organization 
needs you to add.
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Articulate the tensions that should exist and how to manage 
them. Once you’ve created a connection among the people on 
the team and rallied them together with a clear purpose and 
mandate, the last step in getting your new team off on the 
right foot is to create the ground rules for how you will oper-
ate. Of all the topics for ground rules, the most critical is that 
you understand the tensions that will exist on the team and 
set the standards for how you will deal with them. To do this, 
refer back to your mandate and ask people to encapsulate 
their role in achieving the mandate. Highlight where these 
roles will be in tension with one another (e.g., the operations 
leader will be pushing for stability and consistency while the 
product leader will be looking for novel solutions to take to the 
market). This will give the team a language to describe the 
conflicts that will emerge. Then come up with your rules for 
how you’ll handle these moments to ensure the conflict is con-
structive.

It’s a delicate business taking over a team with existing rela-
tionships and established processes. Tread carefully and 
make sure you’re balancing your empathy for team members 
with your drive to increase effectiveness. Don’t rush. Instead, 
use a series of extended conversations about the individual 
members, the mandate of the team, and the rules of the road 
to start to build and bolster trust. And when you make a mis-
take, own up to it — it’s the best way to become a leader the 
team can rally behind.

Do not dwell in the 

past, do not dream of 

the future. 
 
Concentrate the mind 

on the present 

moment.  
 
- Buddha
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Host Thomas Morton goes to a radiation-plagued nuclear test-
ing site in Kazakhstan where a doctor has tried to implement a 
mandatory "genetic passport."

Movie 1.9  VICE on HBO: Genetic Passport (Episode 7)



New Team Leader

What New Team Leaders Should Do First

by Carolyn O'Hara

Getting people to work together isn’t easy, and unfortunately many leaders skip over the 
basics of team building in a rush to start achieving goals. But your actions in the first few 
weeks and months can have a major impact on whether your team ultimately delivers re-
sults. What steps should you take to set your team up for success? How do you form 
group norms, establish clear goals, and create an environment where everyone feels com-
fortable and motivated to contribute?
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What the Experts Say

Whether you’re taking over an existing team or starting a new 
one, it’s critical to devote time and energy to establishing how 
you want your team to work, not just what you want them to 
achieve. The first few weeks are critical. “People form opin-
ions pretty quickly, and these opinions tend to be sticky,” says 
Michael Watkins, the cofounder of Genesis Advisers and 
author of the updated The First 90 Days. “If you don’t take 
time upfront to figure out how to get the team working well, 
problems are always going to come up,” says Mary Shapiro, 
who teaches organizational behavior at Simmons College and 
is the author of the HBR Guide to Leading Teams. “You either 
pay upfront or you pay later.” Here’s how to start your team off 
on the right foot.

Get to know each other

“One of your first priorities should be to get to know your 
team members and to encourage them to get to better know 
one another,” says Shapiro. To that end, “resist the urge to im-
mediately start talking about the work and the task outcome,” 
and focus instead on fostering camaraderie. In practice, this 
may mean holding a retreat or beginning meetings with team-
building exercises. For virtual teams, it might mean starting 
calls by getting updates on how each person is doing or host-
ing virtual happy hours or coffee breaks. One particularly effec-
tive exercise is to have people share their best and worst 
team experiences, says Shapiro. Discussing those good and 
bad dynamics will help everyone get on the same page about 
what behavior they want to encourage — and avoid — going 
forward.

Only those who have 

learned the power of 

sincere and selfless 

contribution, 

experience life's 

deepest joy, true 

fulfillment.  
 
- Tony Robbins
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Show what you stand for

Use your initial interactions with team mem-
bers as an opportunity to showcase your 
values. Explain what’s behind each of your 
decisions, what your priorities are, and 
how you will evaluate the team’s perform-
ance, individually and collectively. Walk 
them through what metrics you might use 
to gauge progress, so that they under-
stand how they’ll be evaluated and what’s 
expected of them. “Team members will 
want to know how you define success,” 
says Shapiro. By communicating your vi-
sion and values, you will show your team 
that you’re committed to a healthy degree 
of transparency, says Watkins, and “create 
positive momentum around yourself in the 
new role.”

Explain how you want the team to work 
You also need to explain in detail how you 
want the team to work. When you have 
newer team members coming on board, 
don’t assume that veteran team members 
will explain to the new recruits how meet-
ings are supposed to be run or the best 
ways to ask for help; it’s your job as a 
leader to set expectations and explain 
processes. If you don’t make those norms 
clear for everyone, you risk creating an en-
vironment where people feel excluded, un-
certain, or unwilling to contribute.

Set or clarify goals

One of your most important tasks as a 
team leader is to set ambitious but achiev-
able goals with your team’s input. Make 
clear what the team is working toward and 
how you expect it to get there. By setting 
these goals early on, the group’s decision 
making will be clearer and more efficient, 
and you’ll lay the framework of holding 
team members accountable. Many manag-
ers inherit their teams, which often means 
they aren’t creating new goals, but clarify-
ing existing ones. “It’s actually rare that 
someone gets to come in and redefine the 
goals for the group in a profound way,” 
says Watkins. In those instances, your chal-
lenge as a manager is to reorganize roles 
or rethink strategies to best achieve the 
goals at hand.

Keep your door open

If there’s one thing that new managers 
need to remember, i t ’s that over-
communicating in the early days is prefer-
able to the alternative. “It’s always better 
to start with more structure, more touch 
points, more check-ins at the beginning,” 
says Shapiro. How you do that — via big 
meetings, one-on-ones, email, or shared 
progress reports — will vary from team to 
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team and manager to manager, but what-
ever the communication method, “do as 
much as you can,” says Shapiro. Watkins 
agrees: “I’ve never encountered a situation 
where a team member says, ‘Gosh, I wish 
the boss would stop communicating with 
me. I’m so sick of hearing from her.’ You 
just never hear that.”

Score an “early win”

Identifying and solving a business problem 
that has a quick and dramatic impact early 
on shows that you can listen and get 
things done, says Watkins. 

Perhaps there is a longstanding employee 
frustration or an outdated work process. 
Maybe there is a project that you can eas-
ily fund or prioritize. 

Taking swift action demonstrates that “you 
are connecting and learning.” But most im-
portantly, achieving an “early win” builds 
team momentum. “It motivates people,” 
says Shapiro, “and can win you goodwill 
you might need later if the going gets 
tough.”

Principles to Remember

Do:

• Be clear about what goes into your deci-
sion making and how you’ll evaluate the 
team’s progress

• Encourage team members to connect — 
better communication early on will help 
avoid misunderstandings and poor re-
sults later

• Look for roadblocks or grievances you 
can fix — it will earn you capital and in-
spire the team

Don’t:

• Jump into trying to accomplish the work 
without building relationships with the 
team

• Assume that new team members under-
stand how you or others work — take the 
time to explain processes and expecta-
tions.

• Be afraid to communicate often early on 
— you can always pull back when the 
team is working well
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Case study #1: When in doubt, over-
communicate

Czarina Walker, the founder and CEO of In-
finiEDGE Software, had a crisis on her 
hands. She had recently taken over the 
leadership of a combined team of engi-
neers and creative employees for a new 
project. With a deep well of experience 
leading technical teams, she assumed that 
the minimalist management approach that 
had worked for her for years would also 
work with this hybrid team. “I figured the 
non-techies had some understanding of 
our technical team’s processes, and knew 
how we worked by virtue of shared office 
osmosis,” Czarina says.

But the team dynamics floundered from 
the beginning. “My technical team didn’t 
have a problem getting in a room and talk-
ing about what was going well and what 
wasn’t,” says Czarina. But this standard 
tactic of identifying improvement areas 
with her engineers felt like a blame game 
to the new creative members. “They felt 
thrown into this process; it was like being 
invited to a firing squad.” Resentments fes-
tered, and soon she was having difficulty 
getting everyone to attend the weekly 
status meetings. “As a result, the project 
started off the exact way you hope it never 

does — with a lot of frustration and ani-
mosity,” she says.

Czarina recognized that her failure to estab-
lish communication norms was partly to 
blame. She hadn’t made the purpose of 
the status meetings clear, and hadn’t ex-
plained that her agenda was not aimed at 
criticizing, but at getting everyone on the 
same page. “So I had to do something I 
n e v e r h a d t o d o b e f o r e : o v e r -
communicate,” Czarina says. She sat 
down with both groups to go over the pur-
pose of the meetings, and how she ex-
pected them to be run, while addressing 
each groups’ concerns.

The extra work paid off. The project was 
completed on deadline, and the creative 
team members reported that they felt the 
process had been a valuable learning expe-
rience. “Even though I had to over-
communicate,” Czarina says, “it was well 
worth it, because the next project is going 
to go so much smoother.”

Case study #2: Build connections outside 
the office

For the past decade, Nate Riggs, the foun-
der of marketing firm NR Media Group, 
has run a virtual office, with employees 
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scattered across the country. But this year, after realizing the 
company needed a brick-and-mortar base to grow its video 
production unit, Nate transitioned the firm to the new Colum-
bus, Ohio, headquarters.

Because some employees still worked remotely and others re-
ported to the office each day, Nate recognized that challenges 
and miscommunications could arise among the group, some 
of whom were new employees. So he held a team retreat in 
Columbus, a combination of strategy sessions, client meet-
and-greets, and after-hours social events. “The team cohesive-
ness that was developed on that retreat has been amazing,” 
says Nate.

The team-building efforts had immediate benefits. “We left 
with a lot of momentum. Our first week back, we were meet-
ing deliverables in about half the time that it took us before the 
retreat,” says Nate.

In order to maintain the energy, the team now gathers each 
week in a virtual Google Hangout with a set agenda. Nate also 
has regular one-on-one meetings with each team member to 
get status updates and reassess goals. “We try to keep high-
frequency touches with the team, but not so much that it inter-
feres with getting work done,” he says.

He has also encouraged the team to maintain the social con-
nections they established at the retreat. To mimic the banter 
that might have happened around the office water cooler, em-
ployees have recently launched a group texting thread, regu-
larly sharing jokes, interesting news, and funny stories with co-
workers. “To me, that’s the indicator of a team culture, right?” 
says Nate. “We all have something that we can laugh at to-
gether.”

My bounty is as 

boundless as the sea, 

my love as deep; the 

more I give to thee, 

the more I have, for 

both are infinite. 
 
- William Shakespeare
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What will the global economy look like in 2025? Dr. James 
Manyika runs through several likely shifts from our current 
situation, led by the undeniable rise of East Asia. Dr. Manyika's 
latest book is "No Ordinary Disruption: The Four Global Forces 
Breaking All the Trends"

Movie 1.10  Center of Economy Will Be Back Where it Was
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Engineering Serendipity

by Greg Lindsay

WHEN Yahoo banned its employees from working from home 
in February, the reasons it gave had less to do with productiv-
ity than serendipity. “Some of the best decisions and insights 
come from hallway and cafeteria discussions, meeting new 
people, and impromptu team meetings,” explained the accom-
panying memo. The message was clear: doing your best work 
solo can’t compete with lingering around the coffee machine 
waiting for inspiration —  in the form of a colleague — to 
strike.

That same day, Google provided details of its new campus in 
Mountain View, Calif., to Vanity Fair. Buildings resembling bent 
rectangles were designed, in the words of the search giant’s 
real estate chief, to maximize “casual collisions of the work 
force.” Rooftop cafes will offer additional opportunities for 
close encounters, and no employees in the complex will be 
more than a two-and-a-half-minute walk away from one an-
other. “You can’t schedule innovation,” he said, as Google 
knows well, attributing the genesis of such projects as Gmail, 
Google News and Street View to engineers having fortuitous 
conversations at lunch.

Silicon Valley is obsessed with serendipity, the reigning buzz-
word at last month’s South by Southwest Interactive Festival. 
The term, coined by the British aristocrat Horace Walpole in a 
1754 letter, long referred to a fortunate accidental discovery. 
Today serendipity is regarded as close kin to creativity — the 
mysterious means by which new ideas enter the world. But 
are hallway collisions really the best way to stoke innovation?

No matter how you 

seem to fatten on a 

crime, there can never 

be 'good for the bee', 

which is 'bad for the 

hive'.  
 
- Ralph Waldo Emerson
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As Yahoo and Google see it, serendipity is 
largely a byproduct of social networks. 
Close-knit teams do well at tackling the 
challenges in front of them, but lack the 
connections to spot complementary ideas 
elsewhere in the company. The University 
of Chicago sociologist Ronald S. Burt calls 
these organizational gaps “structural 
holes.” In a 2004 study of 673 managers at 
the defense contractor Raytheon, Mr. Burt 
found that managers who serendipitously 
bridged such gaps were more likely to gen-
erate good ideas (and advance profession-
ally as a result). “This is not creativity born 
of genius,” he wrote. “It is creativity as an 
import-export business.” In such cases, 
serendipity is the spontaneous plugging of 
these holes, over which good ideas flow.

Whereas Mr. Burt painstakingly assembled 
his analysis by hand, today sites like Face-
book and LinkedIn contain enough informa-
tion to do so automatically. Last month, re-
searchers at Israel’s Ben-Gurion University 
detailed how they were able to construct 
social network maps of a half-dozen tech-
nology companies —  including one with 
more than 50,000 employees — in a mat-
ter of hours using readily available data. 
Armed with such maps, says Michael Fire, 
the paper’s lead author, managers can 
spot isolated teams and structural holes, 
tweaking the organizational structure in 

real time. Rather than wait for their employ-
ees to cross paths, they could simply 
make the necessary introductions.

ONE reason structural holes persist is our 
overwhelming preference for face-to-face 
interactions. Almost 40 years ago, Thomas 
J. Allen, a professor of management and 
engineering at M.I.T., found that col-
leagues who are out of sight are frequently 
out of mind — we are four times as likely 
to communicate regularly with someone sit-
ting six feet away from us as we are with 
someone 60 feet away, and almost never 
with colleagues in separate buildings or 
floors.

And we get a particular intellectual charge 
from sharing ideas in person. In a paper 
published last year, researchers at Arizona 
State University used sensors and surveys 
to study creativity within teams. Partici-
pants felt most creative on days spent in 
motion meeting people, not working for 
long stretches at their desks.

The sensors in the A.S.U. study were sup-
plied by Sociometric Solutions, a spinoff 
company of the M.I.T. Media Lab’s Human 
Dynamics Laboratory that uses “sociomet-
ric badges” to measure workers’ move-
ments, speech and conversational part-
ners. One discovery, says Ben Waber, a 
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co-founder of the company and a visiting scientist at M.I.T., 
was that employees who ate at cafeteria tables designed for 
12 were more productive than those at tables for four, thanks 
to more chance conversations and larger social networks. 
That, along with things like companywide lunch hours and the 
cafes Google is so fond of, can boost individual productivity 
by as much as 25 percent.

“If you just think of serendipity as an interaction with an unin-
tended outcome, you can orchestrate pleasant surprises,” 
says Scott Doorley, a creative director at Stanford University’s 
Institute of Design. He and his colleague Scott Witthoft have 
instituted simple measures like positioning couches near door-
ways and stocking rooms with multiple types of seating to en-
courage lingering conversations.

Dr. Waber goes further in his forthcoming book “People Analyt-
ics,” envisioning a sensor-strewn office that reconfigures itself 
each morning courtesy of algorithms that plug any nagging 
structural holes by reassigning seats. “We’re still in the very 
early stages of engineering serendipity,” he says. What comes 
next may make the data-driven Googleplex look touchy-feely 
by comparison.

Sometimes what you 

are looking for comes 

when you are not 

looking at all. 
 
- Anonymous
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Care About People

The Internet Is Finally Forcing Management to Care About People

by Steve Denning

The humanist strand of management thinking that celebrates teams and collaboration 
through respect for customers and workers as human beings has a long and distinguished 
history. It includes Mary Parker Follett (1920s), Elton Mayo and Chester Barnard (1930s), 
Abraham Maslow (1940s), Douglas McGregor (1960s), Peter Drucker (1970s), Peters and 
Waterman (1980s), Katzenbach and Smith (1990s), and Gary Hamel (2000s).
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Yet despite almost a century of fine management writing and 
many successful initiatives, the ugly truth is that the lasting im-
pact on general management practice has been limited. Even 
humanist change initiatives that were objectively dramatically 
successful have often been discarded by the firms that intro-
duced them. Sooner or later, firms revert to stultifying bureau-
cratic practices as if on zombie-like auto-pilot.

Achieving humanistic management has thus turned out to be 
a much more intractable problem than most thought leaders 
expected it to be. Instead of hierarchical bureaucracy compris-
ing a set of linear mechanisms that could be improved one-
by-one through implementing proven remedial measures, it 
has acted more like an ingeniously morphing virus that stead-
ily adapts itself to, and ultimately defeats, intended fixes and 
returns to its original state, sometimes more virulent than be-
fore.

Why is change so difficult? One reason is that an unholy alli-
ance links shareholder value theory and hierarchical bureauc-
racy. Once a firm embraces maximizing shareholder value and 
the current stock price as its goal, and lavishly compensates 
top management to that end, the C-suite has little choice but 
to deploy command-and-control management. That’s be-
cause making money for shareholders and the C-suite is inher-
ently uninspiring to employees. The C-suite must compel em-
ployees to obey. The result is that only one in five employees 
is fully engaged in his or her work, and even fewer are passion-
ate. The very foundations of humanist management—collabo-
ration and trust—are missing.

The good news is that the Internet is now forcing change, by 
shifting power in the marketplace from seller to buyer. Custom-

We look forward to a 

time when the power 

of love, will replace the 

love of power. 
 
Then will our world 

know the blessings of 

peace.  
 
- William E. Gladstone
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ers, who have access to reliable informa-
tion about the available choices and a ca-
pacity to interact with other customers, are 
now collectively have much more power 
than before. As a result, customers’ expec-
tations are raised. As “better, cheaper, 
faster, smaller, more convenient, and more 
personalized” became the new norm, the 
ability to innovate with committed employ-
ees became critical. This in turn requires 
firms to draw on the passion and full tal-
ents of those doing the work to find new 
and better ways to delight customers.

Internet has also led to other dramatic 
changes in the workplace and marketplace 
to which firms have to respond. It has 
tended to shred vertical supply chains, as 
customers can buy a wider array of stuff 
online cheaper, and often quicker, than in a 
physical store. It has spawned vast new 
horizontal value chains, in which millions of 
people began creating their own virtual 
meeting places and marketplaces with 
their own lateral economies of scale. It has 
also enabled firms to create huge ecosys-
tems of contractors and customers that 
can achieve scale without the sclerosis of 
hierarchical bureaucracy.

These shifts require not just increased at-
tention to customers by strengthening the 
marketing department or introducing rah-

rah employee engagement programs. They 
require rethinking the fundamentals of man-
agement.

The foundation is Peter Drucker’s insight 
of 1973: the only valid purpose of a firm is 
to create a customer. It’s through providing 
value to customers that firms justify their 
existence. Profits and share price in-
creases are the result, not the goal of a 
firm’s activities.

The locus of competitive advantage is now 
determined by interactions with the cus-
tomer, built on the work of engaged and 
passionate workers. The central strategic 
questions of the industrial model, “How 
much more can we sell?” and “How much 
money can we make?” are replaced by 
“Why should customers buy from us?” and 
“What else do customers need?”

As Ranjay Gulati notes in Reorganize for 
Resilience (2010), this means orienting eve-
ryone to the goal of delivering more value 
to customers sooner, and aligning all 
decision-making with this goal. It is a shift 
in mindset from “You take what we make,” 
to “We seek to understand your problems 
and will surprise you by solving them.”

While armies of dispirited bureaucrats, 
driven by command-and-control, simply 
can’t get this job done, the enabling man-
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agement practices and metrics of humanistic management 
are well suited to it. When the goal is the inherently inspiring 
goal of delighting customers, managers don’t need to make 
employees do their job. With managers and workers sharing 
the same goal—delighting customers—the humanistic man-
agement practices of trust and collaboration become not only 
possible but necessary.

To be sure, other changes wrought by the Internet bring new 
challenges that must also be dealt with. Increasing income ine-
quality must be addressed with more progressive tax policy. 
Excessive financialization of the economy must be resolved 
by reining in the financial sector. Abuses of burgeoning mo-
nopolies must be met with stronger anti-trust action. Threats 
to privacy must be averted by appropriate regulation. The 
rights of vast numbers of part-time workers and “per-
matemps” must be protected through appropriate legislation. 
Education systems must support greater entrepreneurial skills 
and life-long learning to prepare people for the new world of 
work. Greater support must be provided for individuals to start 
their own businesses.

But the most important battle in the war for humanistic man-
agement—compelling firms to respect customers and employ-
ees as human beings—has already been won. The choice for 
organizations today is: change or die.

Is there some principle 

of nature which states, 

that we never know 

the quality of what we 

have, until it is gone?  
 
- Herman Melville
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Want to get surplus food to the hungry? Ireland’s Iseult Ward 
has an app for that.

Movie 2.1  Solve Hunger & Food Waste All On An App



Fear of Data

Dispel Your Team’s Fear of Data

by Thomas C. Redman

Most people are uncomfortable with data.   Estimates, analytics, and data-driven predic-
tions — they can all be confusing and overwhelming. Some of this discomfort is based on 
experience. Everyone remembers a time when their data was simply wrong, a prediction 
was misleading, and the consequences were serious.

Until recently people could easily ignore data in their daily work. The company’s “gear-
heads” and “quants” were isolated in specialist departments, tech handled the mundane 
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stuff, and managers could brush off the 
benefits of improved data quality with the 
attitude, “We’re doing just fine. Why 
bother?”

But now that’s changing. The headline re-
sult of my most recent “scan” of the data 
space is that fear has replaced apathy as 
the number one enemy of data. More and 
more managers and their direct reports 
sense that, sooner or later, data will infil-
trate every nook and cranny of every indus-
try, company, and department, transform-
ing work, relationships, and power struc-
tures. Uncertainty around “what will hap-
pen to me, my work, my department, and 
my company?” is seeping into hearts and 
minds of individuals at all levels. You can 
spot the fear in a number of ways: Some 
don’t make the effort to share potentially 
useful data, and others (increasingly) com-
plain that the data is too difficult to access, 
understand, or use, so they ignore opportu-
nities to include it when making an impor-
tant decision.

This atmosphere of fear has profound sig-
nificance for managers. Fear can paralyze 
both individuals and teams. Workers clam 
up when they’re anxious, and keep valu-
able thoughts to themselves. Fear pre-
vents people from trying out new ideas, 
lest they suffer the costs of failure (or just 

look stupid for trying). It hampers produc-
tivity, as people waste time dissecting ru-
mors, envisioning budget cuts, and fearing 
layoffs, instead of focusing on their work.

Good managers don’t allow fear to fester 
in their teams. And the best way for manag-
ers to help their direct reports grow more 
at ease with data is to lead by example. 
Here are a few steps you can take to learn 
to use data more effectively and pass 
those skills on to your team.

To get started, take a hard look in the mirror. 
It’s okay if you’re nervous. Just don’t let this 
fear stop you.   Instead use it to drive a 
sense of urgency in gaining the knowledge 
and experience you need.

Next, read and study. Find stories in the 
news and articles on the web about data 
to learn more about it. Pick a book or two 
on the topic and ask yourself, “What does 
this mean for me and my department?”  
Here’s a short list to choose from:   Daven-
port and Harris’ Competing on Analytics, 
Lohr’s Data-ism, and Silver’s The Signal 
and the Noise (or my own book, Data 
Driven).

Then, find ways to practice using data. 
Pick something that interests you, such as 
whether meetings start on time, your com-
mute time, or your fitness regimen, and 
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gather some data, recording it on paper or 
electronically. Create some simple plots 
(such as a time-series plot) and compute 
some statistics (such as the average and 
the range). Ask yourself what the data 
means and explore its implications.

As your knowledge grows, push forward. 
Dig into other data sets to uncover the sto-
ries behind the data. Learn the distinction 
between causation and correlation. Con-
struct graphics to help visualize what 
you’ve found. Share these visuals with 
your team, so they can see what you’ve 
discovered and how it improves your work.

Bring your new experience with data into 
your daily work. In an earlier piece, I out-
lined twelve habits of the data-driven. Pick 
two or three and put them into practice. 
For example, “the data-driven recognize 
the importance of high-quality data and in-
vest to improve it.” Here, you can identify 
and eliminate the root cause of one data 
quality issue in the data you use to man-
age your department. Show this to your 
team, and get them involved.

Or consider this habit: “The data-driven 
bring as much diverse data to any situa-
tion as they possibly can.” Practice this 
habit with those you work with. When dis-
cussing an important topic, ask, “Have we 

really assembled the total picture? Or are 
there other ways of looking at this that we 
should consider?”   Encourage your team 
to look for more information, and make 
sure that at least one new piece of data or 
perspective emerges.

But my favorite habit is, “The data-driven 
make decisions at the lowest possible 
level.” Push back when a subordinate asks 
you to make a mundane decision. Chal-
lenge him or her to gather all the relevant 
facts themselves, sort through the options, 
and make a firm recommendation. 
Chances are high that your subordinate 
will allot more time, gather more diverse 
data, and thus think more carefully about 
the decision. Routinely following this habit 
has the salutary effect of facilitating com-
fort with data and making the entire depart-
ment stronger.

In the face of fear, your department looks 
to you for leadership. You can become a 
credible leader and dispel the fear of data 
in your team as well as your own fear by 
increasing your abilities and inspiring the 
entire department to embrace data. After 
all, if fear is the number one enemy of 
data, knowledge is the number one enemy 
of fear.
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Germany's Ijad Madisch has built an online platform that lets 
scientists collaborate across borders and boundaries.

Movie 2.2  Architect of a Social Network for Scientists



Emotion Poisons Teams

The Emotional Impulses That Poison Healthy Teams

by Annie McKee

Is anyone really an individual contributor at work anymore? I think not. Pretty much every-
thing we do is done with others in groups. We’re tasked with planning and completing pro-
jects together. We negotiate roles and resources. We talk to one another—or text, tweet, 
email—and sometimes we listen, too. We’re dependent on and beholden to people above, 
around, and below us for collective success. We develop habits, over time, that dictate 
how we behave with one another. Add this up and you’ve got the definition of team: peo-
ple who share a common purpose and goal, who have distinct roles and responsibilities, 
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and who adhere to certain rules of interac-
tion. Teams are everywhere at work. Sadly, 
though, most of them aren’t terribly effec-
tive—or fun.

How can we improve teams? How can we 
make them an aspect of work that contrib-
utes to our happiness rather than adding 
to our misery?

To start, we need to pay more attention to 
how important teams really are in the work-
place. In most organizations, there’s a sub-
tle undervaluing of teams. For example, 
while many companies nod to team-
oriented behavior in performance manage-
ment systems, it is not uncommon for this 
line item to be divorced from rewards and 
compensation. This reinforces the notion 
that we don’t have to pay attention to 
teams or teamwork (after all, we aren’t re-
warded for it). What ends up happening, 
then, is that teams wither on the vine, at 
best. At worst, people—team members or 
leaders—are free to engage in bad behav-
ior which leads to dysfunction, less than 
optimal results, and miserable team mem-
bers. It doesn’t take much to blow up a 
team like this…and many of us have done 
it.

Paradoxically, it helps to learn what not to 
do with teams, before moving to what to 

do to make our teams more effective. Let’s 
look at some common mistakes even 
good people make when working together:

1. Forget your emotional intelligence (EI) 
and let your amygdala do the talking: 
Act on feelings and impulses, and 
don’t filter what you signal, say or do. 
Don’t let pesky things like social con-
straints or norms get in the way. Get 
really pissed off—and stay that way—
when someone gets more than you do. 
Stereotype people who are different 
from you. Say what’s on your mind 
then excuse your behavior by telling 
people that you’re just honest and 
transparent, which maybe you are, but 
you’re also just being mean, and if it’s 
your direct reports, you’re bullying. Un-
fortunately, given the stress that peo-
ple deal with at work today, an awful 
lot of people are walking around in a 
permanent state of amygdala hijack.

2. Stick to your guns: Awful phrase. How 
about “My way or the highway”? Same 
idea. If you want to ruin a team, be 
rigid, single minded, and obsessive 
about your goals or how to get things 
done.

3. See the glass half-empty: If you want to 
mess with people’s minds and kill a 
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team’s spirit, focus on everything that 
could go wrong. Scare people. Be cyni-
cal. Emotions are contagious; and 
negative emotions and the cynicism 
and biting humor that go with them kill 
the trust, creativity, enthusiasm, and 
happiness that are so important to 
group success.

4. Truly don’t care about people: I once 
worked with an executive who was, in 
fact, blowing up his teams—and his 
family. He was at risk of losing the 
prize at work—the CEO job he’d been 
promised because he got results. The 
leaders of this company had, thank-
fully, figured it out. That this guy got re-
sults at the expense of every person 
and team he touched. Naturally, these 
results weren’t sustainable. When I 
asked him why he did this, he told me 
straight out: “I don’t care about those 
people.” “Really?” I asked. Underneath 
this total lack of empathy was a pro-
found belief that his goals, and his way 
of accomplishing them, were more im-
portant. And he was smarter, so what 
those other people needed—well, it 
just didn’t matter. It wasn’t until he real-
ized that he was blowing up his fam-
ily—his wife was about to leave him 
and his kids had given up asking him 
to do things with them—that he under-

stood why he was ruining every group 
and ultimately every part of the busi-
ness he touched.

5. Don’t think too much—especially about 
your motives and feelings: Lack of self-
awareness, whether conscious or not, 
is at the heart of pretty much all of the 
bad behavior I’ve seen in teams. Take 
the executive I mentioned above. 
When we really got down to it, the rea-
son he was blowing everybody up was 
because he was scared. So, he got 
them before they could get him at 
work. And at home, he was scared of 
intimacy. Yes, he loved his wife and 
kids. But he just wasn’t ready for real 
intimacy—so he kept them all at bay.

Far too many of us work in groups that are 
more than dysfunctional—they are painful 
and they make us very unhappy. Unhappy 
people aren’t good workers, and that’s the 
least of it. People who are unhappy at 
work are unhappy at home, which means 
families are unhappy. And on and on it 
goes. We are better than that. And we can 
do something about it.

Working effectively in teams takes ef-
fort—and it takes emotional intelligence. If 
you want your team to be healthy, reso-
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nant, and effective, take responsibility for the way you show 
up and what you do.

Studies conducted by Vanessa Druskat and Steven Wolff 
show that emotional intelligence is essential for team effective-
ness. They also show that when more members than not use 
their EI on a team, that team is more likely to develop norms 
that support trust, team identity, and sense of collective effi-
cacy. These are the kinds of norms that support sustainable 
collective success.

Other studies have looked at the relationship of EI to manag-
ing conflict on teams, and not surprisingly, there’s a link. For 
example, Ayoko and colleagues explored the relationship of EI 
to climate and conflict. They found that there was more con-
flict around tasks and relationships when empathy, emotional 
management skills, and conflict management norms were less 
developed among team members and leaders, the climate suf-
fered—and so did outcomes. Jordon and Troth presented simi-
lar findings when they looked at EI, problem solving and con-
flict resolution in teams.

Working well in groups demands high EI. And if you are going 
to develop self-awareness, not to mention other competen-
cies like empathy and self-management, you’ll need to go 
deep. That’s because improving your EI is as much about per-
sonal growth as it is professional development.

A final note: That executive I worked with? He worked hard to 
develop his EI, especially self-awareness, empathy, and self-
management. He got the job. And he applied what he learned 
about himself and his impact on others to his family. He 
started really seeing his wife and kids, maybe for the first time 
in years. It took time, but they became close again.

Would that I were a 

dry well, and that the 

people tossed stones 

into me, for that would 

be easier... than to be 

a spring of flowing 

water that the thirsty 

pass by, and from 

which they avoid 

drinking.  
 
- Kahlil Gibran
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Construction is booming in India and Ruchick believes her 
daughter is facing asthma problems because of the garbage 
dump near her house in Gurgaon. She says that if the govern-
ment doesn’t regulate the dumping of construction waste soon, 
it may be too late.

Movie 2.3  Construction Waste In India: A Health Menace



Leader Complaints

The Top Complaints from Employees About Their Leaders

by Lou Solomon

If you’re the kind of boss who fails to make genuine connections with your direct reports, 
take heed: 91% of employees say communication issues can drag executives down, ac-
cording to results from our new Interact/Harris Poll, which was conducted online with 
roughly 1,000 U.S. workers.

In the survey, employees called out the kind of management offenses that point to a strik-
ing lack of emotional intelligence among business leaders, including micromanaging, bully-
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ing, narcissism, indecisiveness, and more. In rank order, the following were the top commu-
nication issues people said were preventing business leaders from being effective:

The data shows that the vast majority of leaders are not engaging in crucial moments that 
could help employees see them as trustworthy. This is startling, considering how much 
money organizations spend conducting employee surveys and reorganizations, engaging 
consultants and implementing change initiatives.

Effective leaders know that healthy communication requires the energy of connection — 
with inclusion, recognition, clear directions, meaningful interaction and feedback as the 
nerve center of the company.

They know productivity is tied to communication. They are intentional about building a 
sense of connectedness with their teams and appreciation of their employees by saying 
and asking things such as:
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1. Here’s what I appreciate about you 
and your contribution… A basic “atta-
boy” or “atta-girl” doesn’t satisfy peo-
ple who put their heart and soul into 
their work. Instead, say something spe-
cific to your employees like, “I appreci-
ate the way you pull in people from 
other departments to reach your team 
goals — you’re a connector.”   Leaders 
need to notice employees’ unique, spe-
cific contributions, and let them know 
that you notice.

2. Thank you (personal and public). Daily 
interactions – from the elevator to the 
parking lot  — represent opportunities 
for leaders to engage in dynamic inter-
actions and show appreciation for their 
employees’ efforts. Public recognition 
at a staff meeting, or a thoughtful 
“thank you” in a newsletter or e-mail, 
are also meaningful.   For example, 
Duke Energy CEO Lynn Good leaves 
“thank you” notes on yellow sticky 
notes in employees’ offices.

3. What do you think? Employees will 
withhold their best ideas from leaders 
who always have the “right” answer, or 
take credit for others’ ideas. Leaders 
need to proactively ask their employ-
ees: “How do you think we could im-
prove?” “What is keeping us stuck?” 

and “What do you love about the work 
that we’re doing here?” Establish a 
safe environment in which people have 
the opportunity to express themselves 
and be recognized for their ideas.

4. Here’s what’s happening and what you 
can expect… Companies operate in a 
constant state of change and all too of-
ten, information is withheld from team 
members until the last minute. This is a 
huge distraction for employees, who 
need “real speak” about their futures 
to be present in their work. Leaders of-
ten underestimate employees’ ability 
to accept “why” if it is shared in an 
honest way. Leaders will gain deep re-
spect when they share as much as 
they know as soon as they can share 
it. Real explanations are always better 
than no explanations.

5. I have some feedback for you… Don’t 
wait for a performance review to tell 
people how they’re doing. A culture of 
continual feedback is healthy and nim-
ble. In particular, Millennials want more 
coaching and feedback than previous 
generations.

6. Let me tell you about something I 
learned the hard way… Smart, capable 
leaders who know their stuff are well 
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respected, but employees like and 
trust leaders who are not only smart, 
but can occasionally lean back and 
laugh at their own mistakes, and who 
are generous with what life has taught 
them. Don’t be afraid to show that 
you’re human, too.

7. Hello, Susan…Dale Carnegie said, “A 
person’s name is to that person the 
sweetest and most important sound in 
any language.” Get to know your em-
ployees by name. If the company is 
too big to know everyone’s name, start 
with the people in close proximity. 
There’s no excuse for saying “I’m not 
good with names.” The best among us 
work at it. Learn the art of association.

Vision that is too heavily weighted toward 
achievement at the expense of employee 
experience can exact a toll. Dr. Edward Hal-
lowell, M.D., author and former faculty 
member at Harvard Medical School, as-
serts that for most people, the two most 
powerful experiences in life are achieving 
and connecting. But if we focus only on 
achieving, we’re not doing well at connect-
ing. Connection is a mindset and an en-
ergy exchange between people who are 
paying attention to one another. I often ask 
my MBA students this question: Who will 
influence you more and motivate you to-

ward you best — the brilliant and well-
published professor who has no time to 
connect, or the brilliant but less-well pub-
lished professor who makes a connection 
with you as a human being? Hands down, 
it is always the latter.

What it all boils down to is that business is 
about people — it always has been, and 
always will be. Too often, businesses fall 
short not because leaders don’t under-
stand the business, but because they 
don’t understand what the people who 
work for them need in order to bring their 
best effort to work.

Much of a team’s success lies in the pat-
tern of connection a leader has with direct 
reports, and the way he or she empowers 
them to extend that pattern to his or her di-
rect reports, and so on. In a business envi-
ronment that is woefully lacking in em-
ployee commitment, leaders who aren’t ac-
tively connecting with people are them-
selves a liability.
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Three years after the Tohoku earthquake in Japan, citizens and 
the international community are left wondering if Japan really 
does have the situation in Fukushima under control.

Movie 2.4  Vice on HBO: Playing with Nuclear Fire



Think Like Team

Great Leaders Can Think Like Each Member of Their Team

by Brian Uzzi

Money wasn’t the only thing that enabled financier Cosimo de’ Medici  to become de facto 
ruler of Florence for much of the Italian Renaissance. He exemplified a special leadership 
skill — the ability to get diverse teams of contending bankers, merchants, and traders to 
collaborate effectively. How? He identified with each group’s sentiments and mindsets. 
With that understanding, he succeeded where others failed: He built new bridges of com-
mon purpose, resulting in a “team” that produced greater, more sustained economic, so-
cial, and cultural value for all parties — and the broader society.
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Central to Cosimo’s success was what I 
think of as “multivocal leadership.” Multivo-
cal leadership is not about gaining techni-
cal proficiency in multiple areas – Cosimo 
knew banking, but not trading, merchandis-
ing, or other areas of expertise, and he 
didn’t have the time to gain even nominal 
proficiency in other areas. Instead, multivo-
cal leaders identify directly or vicariously 
through others with the experiences, men-
talities, and skills of a diverse set of peo-
ple, and fluently broker communication 
among teammates to guide collaboration.

My research with Jarrett Spiro and Balazs 
Vedres on factors promoting success for 
Broadway production teams and jazz 
bands showed that diverse teams were 
more likely to be effective if guided by a 
multivocal leader.  Below I describe some 
of the key features of multivocal leaders, 
using the example of Shane Black, an 
iconic Hollywood screenwriter, director, 
and pioneer of the action genre, who’s be-
hind creative mega-hits including Predator, 
Lethal Weapon, As Good As it Gets, and 
Iron Man 3:

Fluency across fields and cultures: The 
best leaders of diverse teams can speak 
the multiple “languages” of their team-
mates, based on their own experience and 
learning. Black discusses how writers and 

directors need a way to fluently speak to 
actors in a vocabulary the latter group will 
value and understand. For example, one 
director we interviewed remarked that 
when directors impose their own view of a 
part, it tends to alienate the actor and oth-
ers on the production. By contrast, multivo-
cal directors get the best performance out 
of actors by leveraging the psychology of 
acting in communications. They help ac-
tors understand the full context of a given 
scene and to evoke emotion by connect-
ing the role with the actor’s personal experi-
ence and empathizing with their frustration 
over multiple takes. The same approach 
enables the leader to more effectively bro-
ker exchanges among teammates them-
selves, too. Remember that a three-person 
team has three dyadic relationships, a 
four-person team has six dyadic relation-
ships, and a five-person team has 10 dy-
adic relationships, and so on exponentially 
growing — making fluency among team 
members important for efficient, respectful 
communication.

Perspective built on breadth of experience 
and a deep curiosity about people: Multivo-
cal leaders are genuinely interested in 
what drives those around them. That curi-
osity embraces diverse experiences and 
yields practical knowledge about what mo-
tivates others, and what will help them to 
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trust you. For example, Black exhorts 
screenwriters and directors to take acting 
courses to gain an authentic appreciation 
for the meaningfulness of actors’ contribu-
tions to movies and to use that knowledge 
to guide collaboration. “It’s a way of ap-
proaching things that lets you know that, 
“Hey, I know how hard this job is for you. 
Let’s talk on your terms … because I appre-
ciate and love actors….”

An almost painful self-awareness of one’s 
strengths and weaknesses: Effective lead-
ers of diverse groups understand what 
they themselves bring to the table, as well 
as the potential limits of their capabilities. 
That helps them to defer to the expertise 
of their teammates, where needed. Black, 
for example, had studied theater and was 
interested in acting early in his career, but 
recognized that his shyness made him “in-
timidated by the cattle call auditions.” That 
self-awareness helped him focus on writ-
ing — and later, directing — and rely on 
the actors and others he worked with to 
bring his creative ideas successfully to the 
screen.

Multivocal leadership is especially critical 
in a relatively new domain: data science. 
Handling Big Data means dealing with un-
precedented volumes of information  — 
whether terabytes of retail customer data, 

hospital records, or financial transactions 
— and complex decisions regarding ques-
tions to ask, frameworks and tools to use, 
and insights to seek. Success in this con-
text requires integrating the efforts of com-
puter scientists, physicists, computational 
biologists, social scientists, graphic design 
specialists, and others. It’s impossible for 
one person to hold deep expertise across 
all of these domains, and the individual 
players on data analytics teams will inevita-
bly have divergent viewpoints, interpreta-
tions, and work styles. A physicist may 
value the ability to convert data-based con-
cepts into mathematical language, for ex-
ample, whereas a social scientist may be-
lieve such conversion diminishes the ability 
to derive bigger-picture insights from the 
data. A truly multivocal leader will be able 
to create order from this potential discord, 
aligning understanding and efforts into a 
high-value solution or product where the 
whole is much greater than the sum of indi-
vidual contributions.

Some elements of multivocality are innate. 
But, you can learn the skill by following 
some practical tips:

Sidestep imposter syndrome: It can be 
easy for leaders of diverse teams to feel 
that they are in over their heads, because 
they lack the same level of expertise as 
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any one teammate they have authority 
over. As noted earlier, no one individual 
can be an expert in every area a team rep-
resents. The most effective leaders under-
stand and appreciate the limits of their ca-
pabilities. They lead diverse individuals to 
fresh solutions no one teammate could 
have discovered on his or her own by trans-
lating team differences into complemen-
tary skills. The strength of the wolf may be 
in the pack, but the highest-performing 
packs have multivocal leaders who believe 
in themselves and their cross-disciplinary 
abilities.

Expand your perspective — and transla-
tion skills: Multivocal leaders need to un-
derstand, interpret, and translate complex 
hard and soft issues to teammates and 
among teammates. The psychological con-
cept of “perspective-taking” concerns the 
ability to place oneself effectively in an-
other’s shoes, gaining understanding and 
empathy for them. You can enhance your 
perspective and fluency by taking a per-
sonal interest in teammates’ backgrounds 
and styles to understand where they’re 
coming from. Perspective taking for the 
leader begins with understanding what 
each teammate values and then brokering 
and communicating shared value among 
teammates.

Conduct an honest, ongoing self-
assessment: Psychology research sup-
ports our tendency toward a “self-serving 
bias” that may prevent us from understand-
ing our weaknesses. Such blindspots dis-
rupt multivocality by endowing leaders 
with a false sense of competence that im-
pedes their growth. Be honest with your-
self about your capabilities and con-
straints. Meaningful self-assessment can 
take the form of a formal skills inventory ad-
ministered by a third party or a more cas-
ual approach including inputs from your 
team, higher-level managers, and/or men-
tors. Be brutally candid with yourself to 
boost your collaboration skills.

Multivocality is a somewhat complex 
term for a simple concept: To lead a di-
verse team most effectively, draw on your 
past roles, cross-disciplinary fluency, and 
self-awareness to build trust, shared under-
standing, and momentum. You can maxi-
mize your team’s success by finding and 
channeling your inner Cosimo.
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Did you know police can just take your stuff if they suspect it's 
involved in a crime? They can! It’s a shady process called “civil 
asset forfeiture,” and it would make for a weird episode of Law 
and Order. See?

Movie 2.5  Last Week Tonight: Civil Forfeiture



Less Hierarchical

Make Your Team Less Hierarchical

by Chris Fussell

The cargo door of an aircraft opens at 25,000 feet. The dark, freezing air rushes in and 
swirls around the Special Operations Forces (SOF) team that stands on the ramp of the air-
craft, ready to jump. Their team leader stares into the darkness through his night vision 
goggles. He spots what he’s looking for, raises a hand, and then quickly points into the 
dark. Without hesitation, the team dives silently into the blackness.
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Most of us have read about elite teams, seen them depicted in 
movies, or perhaps been fortunate enough to be part of one. 
Elite teams win the big games, save lives in emergency 
rooms, and fight in conflicts around the world. And there was 
a time when creating highly effective small teams was a suffi-
cient way to set the conditions for success. In the military, for 
example, winning a war was a matter of scaling with efficiency 
while ensuring that every fighting unit was superior to the en-
emy unit it encountered.

The U.S. military built itself around the efficient hierarchy 
throughout the 20th century. Senior leaders identified how and 
where to deploy small units, and young leaders focused on 
leading the best small teams on the battlefield. The structure 
of the bureaucratic model was designed for efficiency and con-
trol — controlling the flow of information between verticals 
was the ultimate display of power. This leadership model 
worked especially well for the SOF community. There were 
complicated threats in the world, but they tended to exist in 
isolated pockets, so highly effective small teams were a suffi-
cient solution.

But in the post-9/11 fight against Al Qaeda, SOF realized that 
the complexity of 21st-century problems wouldn’t be solved 
with a 20th-century approach. The speed of information flow 
and the interconnectedness of individuals had created an en-
tirely new type of battlefield. Threats that could connect with 
each other in near real-time were forming networks able to out-
maneuver the military’s more powerful, but much slower, bu-
reaucratic model. The barrier to entry for an individual joining 
these networks was simply a cell phone or a YouTube ac-
count. Relying on the capabilities of elite small teams was 
now an insufficient approach.

Human salvation lies 

in the hands of the 

creatively maladjusted.  
 
- Martin Luther King Jr.
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SOF’s critical first step was recognizing 
that our operating model needed to shift. 
Instead of leading a top-down, highly effi-
cient bureaucracy, we began to lead our-
selves as a network. Our mandate was to 
scale the effectiveness of small, elite 
teams onto the enterprise level. Instead of 
many individual leaders running many indi-
vidual teams, we began to connect our-
selves as a broad network of units (or a 
team of teams, as we liked to call our-
selves).

We took the organizational blinders off and 
admitted that many of our assumptions 
about information sharing, leadership, and 
communication would need to change. 
Where once information was compartmen-
talized between small groups, now we 
pushed the boundaries of sharing as far as 
we possibly could. Where once units 
walled themselves off from one another, 
now our operations centers and ground 
units became a mix of intelligence civil-
ians, special operators, and coalition part-
ners. Where once our communications hap-
pened in a point-to-point fashion that mir-
rored our org chart, now our day began 
with a video teleconference where thou-
sands from around the world would hear 
and share the latest information available. 
After several years of change, we could ap-

ply the force of a global enterprise with the 
speed and agility of a distributed network.

This is the model that any large organiza-
tion will need in today’s world. A company 
used to be able to dominate the competi-
tion if it focused on creating an effective 
group of verticals. But in today’s world, 
leaders using the network model can 
quickly outpace those who remain focused 
on winning individual battles.

Importantly, SOF made this shift without 
touching a single org chart. It was a mental 
shift, a communication shift, and a leader-
ship shift. It is up to today’s leaders to truly 
empower their organizations to think, act, 
and move as a network — it’s a mental 
shift that starts at the top.

To adopt the network model, your organiza-
tion must take a few steps:

1. Create alignment. Does your team 
truly agree on the strategic vision of 
the organization? That wasn’t the case 
for us   — and we were sitting in the 
middle of a combat zone, where you’d 
think the answer would be clear. Differ-
ent teams can have competing visions 
for the organization, and work at 
cross-purposes as a result. Until 
you’re aligned, there’s no point in try-
ing to solve more complex problems 
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— because you won’t be doing so as a networked team of 
teams.

2. Drive inclusion and transparency. In a complex world, 
things move too fast for traditional systems, and chal-
lenges are often beyond the scope of just one functional 
team. The more people you can pull into real communica-
tion, the more perspectives and real-time insights you’ll 
have to attack problems with speed and accuracy.

3. Lead with empathy. Understanding the motivations and 
perspectives of those who follow you will make you a 
more effective leader. The era of top-down, “my way or 
the highway” leadership is over. Bottom-up, emergent in-
telligence will garner more creative ideas, and understand-
ing the perspectives of those below you will help your net-
work make better, more informed decisions.

Excellent but siloed small teams are no longer the panacea for 
all challenges. We must move to a world where all large institu-
tions, from health care to our military apparatus to corporate 
enterprise, are as nimble and effective as an elite small team. 
Leading a team of teams is the approach that will win the day 
in the 21st century.

The teacher who is 

indeed wise, does not 

bid you to enter the 

house of his wisdom, 

but rather leads you to 

the threshold of your 

mind.  
 
- Kahlil Gibran
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Zappos is transitioning to a new organizational structure. It's 
not what you're used to, and it's not a democracy. Here's a look 
at how a company can run as a holacracy.

Movie 2.6  How Zappos will run with no job titles



Co-Leadership

How to Co-Lead a Team

by Rebecca Newton

We don’t lead alone. We lead with others. The days of the ‘Great Man’ theory of Leader-
ship – where one sole leader rules over the masses from their ivory tower, are long gone.

Some of us quite literally lead with another person – we co-lead a project, a team, or an or-
ganization with a peer. A study by Pearce and Sims (2002), published in Group Dynamics, 
found that shared leadership is a useful predictor of team effectiveness. Other research 
suggests shared leadership can also lead to greater team interaction, increased collabora-
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tion and coordination, as well as novel and 
more innovative solutions. But while co-
leadership can be energizing and reward-
ing, if the relationship isn’t strong, the ar-
rangement can easily become draining 
and frustrating.

Success in co-leadership begins with com-
mitment. When colleagues and I designed 
and facilitated the first collaborative train-
ing between the police forces of two poli-
ties with a decades-long history of conflict, 
we had the opportunity to see co-
leadership in its most intense and most 
powerful form. Not merely “putting the 
past aside” but rather prioritising a joint, 
peaceful future, the leaders from each of 
the forces ensured a successful training 
that rolled out throughout their communi-
ties. Their joint success was not only a re-
sult of their commitment to the program 
and its objectives, but their visible commit-
ment to one another, which began with a 
steeled choice and ended with a valued re-
lationship that would go on to impact 
countless others.

Whether we are recruited or promoted into 
a role to lead with someone else, we start 
a new project or venture with a chosen 
partner, or we actively bring someone on 
board to lead alongside us, co-leadership 

is a skill that most of us need to 
strengthen.

There are a number of keys to making co-
leadership effective, enjoyable and sustain-
able:

• Share ownership of the goal but divide 
roles and responsibilities. Explore and 
understand each other’s strengths and 
expertise, then go through a detailed 
process of agreeing who is responsible 
for what. After studying multiple corpo-
rate examples of shared leadership, 
O’Toole, Galbraith and Lawler in Shared 
Leadership: Reframing the Hows and 
Whys of Leadership (Pearce and Conger, 
2003), suggest that co-leadership is 
much more likely to be successful with 
clear and agreed differentiation. This isn’t 
a one-off conversation. Make co-
leadership sustainable by regularly re-
evaluating your roles and effectiveness.

• Remember that there are more than 
two people affected by co-leadership. 
We tend to focus on how we navigate 
this relationship for ourselves, but it can 
be equally tricky for others to navigate 
“us.” Be mindful of your joint impact on 
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others. Clients, our leaders, and espe-
cially our combined team can find co-
leadership arrangements challenging and 
confusing, especially at first. Be clear 
about communicating your roles and re-
sponsibilities to others, and seek regular 
feedback on how they experience you 
not just as individuals, but also as a pair/

• Be first to re-allocate praise for suc-
cesses and first to pick up responsibility 
for failures. Whether others correctly or 
incorrectly assign success to you person-
ally, offer praise to your co-leader for any 
success. When failures happen, own and 
address them together, regardless of 
your direct input into the situation.

• Be open to renegotiating your roles 
based on changing circumstances and 
ambitions. Over time, our skills grow and 
we want to expand our leadership capac-
ity. So a task that may once have been 
unappealing to your co-leader may even-
tually become a stretch goal they would 
like to embrace. Whether it’s directing 
part of the business function, taking the 
lead on large client projects, fronting pres-
entations and pitches, or owning one-to-

one development meetings for the team, 
there’s endless ways both you and your 
co-leader may want to change the dy-
namic of your relationship. Be open to 
these changes in your partner, and share 
your own evolving goals.

• Recognize that of all people, it’s likely 
you personally have the greatest impact 
on your co-leader’s experience of work. 
And that they have the same impact on 
yours. Honest conversations exploring 
the reality of this impact – what’s great, 
what’s challenging, and what feels limit-
ing or restrictive — may be emotional 
and very likely will be uncomfortable, but 
will be worth it.

Investing time and energy into this co-
leadership relationship beyond just the 
scope of your role will almost certainly 
make it a better one. It will also mean that 
not only for the organization, but for you 
both personally, two heads really can be 
better than one.
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Holacracy is a different way of organizing a company that 
changes how an organization is structured, how decisions are 
made, and how power is distributed

Movie 2.7  What is Holacracy?



Changing Culture

Changing an Organization’s Culture, Without Resistance or Blame

by Tom DiDonato and Noelle Gill

One of the biggest challenges a company can face is changing people’s behavior — get-
ting them to collaborate and be humble, for example, or put the company’s long-term inter-
ests first. Most behavior-change initiatives accomplish little, at best.

So when we faced such a challenge at Lear Corporation, a Fortune 200 automotive sup-
plier with 136,000 employees worldwide, we knew the odds were against us. We asked 
ourselves: What could we do differently?
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Lear had gone into bankruptcy during the 
Great Recession. Getting the company 
back on its feet required a major boost in 
operating efficiency. We succeeded, but by 
2013 we worried that we had taken our fo-
cus on results too far. In satisfying our de-
manding customers, were we pushing the 
organization to the breaking point?

In order to make our success sustainable, 
we decided to roll out a new “leadership 
model” for our middle- and upper-level 
managers. We’ve been in HR for a com-
bined total of more than four decades, 
with multiple organizations, and we’ve 
been involved in a couple such rollouts. 
Our model at Lear — essentially a list of de-
sirable behaviors — was pretty similar to 
what many other companies promote. We 
focused on the soft qualities that manag-
ers often overlook in their zeal for short-
term results. “One Lear” was all about 
keeping the company’s interests ahead of 
one’s own division, function, or region. “Re-
sults the Right Way” emphasized collabora-
tion and long-term perspective, while 
“Lead with Integrity” pushed for account-
ability and humility. We wanted strong but 
collegial leaders.

To make the implementation work, we took 
a four-phase approach, focusing on aware-

ness, learning, practice, and accountabil-
ity.

Awareness. We spent some money on pub-
licity, including framed posters, mouse 
pads, and even a sculpture commissioned 
for the headquarters lobby. The leadership 
model and related descriptions went out in 
the 20 languages used by Lear managers 
around the world. But we knew all this was 
just a starting point. We couldn’t sit back 
and just let the well-publicized model do 
its work. It wasn’t enough to say, “The in-
structions are clear, we’re all grownups, so 
people just need to follow through.”

Learning. Too many companies skimp on 
this step. Any change in behavior that mat-
ters is going to be difficult. First of all, it’s 
just hard to translate words on a page into 
specific behaviors, especially when the 
words are about sensitive subjects. What 
does it really mean to “get results the right 
way”? Were managers supposed to be 
more relaxed about expectations, more fo-
cused on the process, more forgiving 
when their subordinates missed dead-
lines? How do you show empathy without 
seeming weak, without losing your author-
ity?

We ended up putting a lot more resources 
into this step than into awareness. People 
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needed to see what success looked like, 
and they needed to get support along the 
way. To make the process manageable for 
HR, we divided our 250-plus middle and 
upper managers into cohorts of about 65 
managers each, with each cohort getting 
intensive attention for a three-month pe-
riod.

The work started with each manager get-
ting an initial assessment, based on sur-
veys of direct reports, on how he or she 
matched up to the model. We wanted man-
agers to know the areas they needed to 
get better at, as well as the strengths they 
could build upon. The assessments were 
purely for self-improvement. They had no 
career consequences — no one outside of 
HR, not even managers’ bosses, saw 
them.

Soon after receiving their assessments, 
each cohort attended a two-day retreat, 
with the first one in August 2014 near our 
Michigan headquarters. Our senior execu-
tives kicked off the retreat by talking about 
the key behaviors in detail. From there, we 
guided people through an online library of 
materials, centered on videos showing 
good and bad examples of each behavior. 
Then we put everyone into four-person 
peer-support groups, from different loca-
tions, so they could talk through the behav-

ior in their own terms. We encouraged the 
groups to keep meeting throughout the 
process and beyond.

Practice. I’m proudest of this step, which 
I’ve never seen elsewhere. Real change is 
hard for anyone. If people are going to 
muster the energy and discipline to alter 
their habits, they need to start with self-
confidence. We didn’t want to castigate 
people — we wanted them to feel OK 
about themselves, while still understanding 
the need for change. In essence we said: 
“Before, the organization rewarded you 
only for short-term results; now we need 
you to get sustainable success. It’s going 
to take real change for everyone.”

Framing the situation that way made a big 
difference. People didn’t feel blamed or 
put on the spot for their past actions. That 
made them much more receptive to the 
message. It helped that a lot of managers 
already knew that our current culture 
wasn’t working so well — they just didn’t 
know how to fix it. Because we cast the is-
sue as an organizational challenge, not a 
problem for individual managers, people 
could talk about it and help each other 
much more.

We had a good message, but I couldn’t 
send it, nor could HR as a whole. It had to 
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come from the leadership, and it had to 
come with some humility. That’s harder 
than you might think. It’s rare for a C-suite 
executive to publicly admit to struggling 
with a corporate initiative. We put so much 
pressure on leaders nowadays, and they 
need so much ego in order to rise to the 
top, that it’s genuinely difficult for them to 
show vulnerability.

Showing vulnerability, though, was key to 
getting people to take the change seri-
ously. We weren’t going to get anywhere if 
it looked as though the leadership model 
were only for “some” people. All the ambi-
tious managers would figure a way to 
game the assessments and come out 
clean. We needed people to really em-
brace the change, starting at the top.

At those learning retreats, our executives 
made a point of saying everyone was in 
this boat together. I’ll never forget our 
CEO, Matt Simoncini, getting up in front of 
dozens of managers and saying, in es-
sence, “I’ve violated several of these 
model behaviors myself in the past. I’ve 
started to get better, but I still have a lot of 
work to do.”

As for checking progress, fortunately we 
had overhauled our performance manage-
ment system only a year earlier. As one of 

us (Tom) explained in a previous post, in-
stead of a big annual evaluation tied to bo-
nuses, we now had people meet their su-
pervisors on a quarterly basis, with no con-
nection to compensation decisions. The 
new leadership model fit easily into those 
conversations. With the money pressure 
off, managers could talk more freely about 
their struggles with the key behaviors. In-
stead of hearing only the bonus rating, 
they could actually listen for their bosses’ 
feedback and advice. Managers got more-
frequent, positive reinforcement, which is 
key to behavior change.

We wanted people to have a good deal of 
time to figure out and practice the new be-
haviors. We didn’t expect them to get it 
right the first time. A lot of behavior 
change is about failing your way to suc-
cess.

Still, we did have to let several managers 
go, including some vice presidents. These 
were known troublemakers, at the extreme 
end of the spectrum, whom we’d previ-
ously turned a blind eye to because their 
results were good. People had justified 
their rough leadership style by saying they 
had “passion,” but over the years I’ve 
learned that’s just an excuse for bad behav-
ior. We couldn’t have them around while 
we pursued the program, or we would 
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have lost our credibility. We had many 
more, not-so-extreme managers I sus-
pected wouldn’t make it either, but we 
wanted to give them the benefit of the 
doubt — and some have changed.

Accountability. After six months of devel-
opment, we assess each manager again, 
and this time the assessments have teeth. 
Managers’ bosses see the assessments 
and start to factor them into promotion 
and other considerations. I remember one 
manager read his assessment and asked 
me, “Do I still have a job?” I reassured him 
that we were giving everyone one more 
chance at that point.

Our first cohort just had that assessment 
two months ago, and two other cohorts are 
still in the practice period. But already I’m 
seeing evidence of the change everywhere. 
People are more collegial and collaborative.

We’ve also been watching carefully to 
make sure we don’t lose our edge as an or-
ganization. The leadership model can’t be-
come an excuse for slacking off. We still 
need strong operational results if we are 
going to stay competitive. Leaders still 
need to drive their teams hard, but I’ve 
seen them show more respect and better 
listening, with less micro-management.

With only a year and a half since the kick-
off, it’s too soon to assess the operational 
results of the campaign. But our margins 
have been increasing in recent quarters. 
Core operating earnings and shareholder 
returns are also rising, faster than our 
peers’.

With each phase, we’ve created more be-
lievers in the program and gradually built 
up a critical mass that can change the en-
tire culture. That’s the ultimate goal, since 
the new behaviors will stick only when 
they become unconscious norms. Better 
management will mean better results for 
the long term. We’ll attract and retain more 
talented employees, and we’ll see fewer 
managers derail because of bad behav-
iors. Better people will also bring long-
lasting competitive advantage in our indus-
try.

Like many companies, Lear is trying to 
move HR from a tactical department that 
manages transactions to a strategic func-
tion that develops people. Leadership mod-
els, when implemented in this gradual way, 
can do just that.
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Wistia recently came to visit the Zappos Family and they found 
out first-hand what makes Zappos tick...it's culture!

Movie 2.8  The Zappos Family - How They Work



New Business Model

What Happened When Linkin Park Asked Harvard for Help with Its Business Model

by Kiel Berry

How do musicians make money today? Album sales are down 14%, single downloads are 
down 11%, and only the streaming services are up, 28%. Technology has forced music art-
ists to completely rethink the way they approach their businesses. We’ve all had to adapt.

The most successful artists in this new landscape have begun to look at new business 
models and new industries to strengthen their existing brands. They’re extending their 
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brand into areas like technology, gaming, fashion, and lifestyle 
content — essentially becoming entertainment platforms.

Here at Machine Shop, the wholly owned innovation company 
of the alternative rock band Linkin Park, we identified the need 
to think differently years ago. Machine Shop was born in drum-
mer Rob Bourdon’s living room in 1999 when the band was 
packing CDs and stickers into boxes to send to their very first 
fans, long before any of their music had hit the radio waves. 
The band was distributing its self-produced first album, hav-
ing created buzz for it in online forums and chat rooms and 
building a community there (this was several years before 
Facebook and Twitter transformed social media). Jessica 
Sklar, then the band’s intern and now Machine Shop’s Chief 
Strategy Officer, evolved the online discussions into in-person 
meet-ups and events at concerts, developing what came to 
be known as the “Linkin Park Underground.” This fan club 
gave the band a deep understanding of the importance of di-
rect relationships. Today, Linkin Park is one of the biggest 
bands on Facebook, with over 63 million fans across the 
globe, and is particularly popular in Japan, India, Brazil, China, 
and Germany (and the U.S., of course).

For more than a decade, Linkin Park and Machine Shop en-
joyed success and continued to innovate. The band put out 
new albums regularly and experimented in video games, art, 
and video content, among other things. Machine Shop began 
to offer its grassroots marketing services to other bands, film 
studios, TV networks, and brands. But by 2013, Linkin Park 
and Machine Shop had to address the fact that digital music 
(first downloads and then streaming) had changed the busi-
ness dramatically. So they began to prepare for their next dec-
ade.

It is understood that, in 

the long run, an all 

destroying conflict can 

be avoided only by, the 

setting up of a world 

federation of nations.  
 
- Albert Einstein
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A New Model

I met the band at this inflection point. 
Rather than incremental change, they 
wanted a true paradigm shift, so the group 
tapped me as Machine Shop’s Executive 
Vice President. I had experience in market-
ing, business, and finance — all of it out-
side the traditional music business. When I 
looked at the global reach of Linkin Park, 
and the potential business opportunities 
outside the narrow category of music, I 
could see plenty of “blue ocean.”

We restructured Machine Shop to focus on 
innovation through non-traditional busi-
ness partnerships and creative design 
thinking. Over the course of a year, we 
built strong case studies in fashion, de-
sign, and technology. Once this ground-
work was laid, we realized that the tradi-
tional music management model would 
have to evolve to support these innovation 
activities. Most management companies 
consist of music industry professionals 
and digital departments that support mu-
sic marketing activities — but what we 
were trying to do just didn’t exist within 
that framework.

So we parted ways with our outside man-
agement agency in late 2014 and we 
brought all core business operations in-

house. As co-lead vocalist and founder 
Mike Shinoda puts it, “Our goal was to 
build an internal team of diverse talent to 
support the non-traditional  endeavors the 
band plans to pursue in the coming years.” 
The move allowed us to venture freely into 
diversified revenue models to complement 
our music sales. Our business now oper-
ates like a tech startup, with less hierarchy 
and far more agility.

Enter Harvard Business School

To help think through this critical strategic 
restructuring, we turned to a leading ex-
pert on marketing strategy for media and 
entertainment firms, Harvard Business 
School Professor Anita Elberse. In collabo-
ration with Elberse and her students Blaire 
Lomasky, Neil Wusu, and Jingping Zhang, 
we conducted a semester-long independ-
ent study on the business of Linkin Park.

During Phase I of the study, we did exten-
sive research into the businesses of music 
industry innovators: the merchandise 
strategies of Tyler, The Creator, the joint 
ventures of Jay Z, and the tech incubation 
and investing of actor Jared Leto. We un-
packed the strength of Trent Reznor’s crea-
tive partnership with Beats Music, the di-
versification of Pharrell’s content platform i 
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am Other, and the positioning of Be-
yonce’s management company, Parkwood 
Entertainent.

We also looked beyond music for insights. 
We examined innovative brands that have 
build strong affinities and ecosystems 
around core products. The evolution of 
VICE’s media platform from print to video 
content across fashion, tech, design, and 
ultimate fighting. The expansion of Red 
Bull’s brand affiliation across multiple 
sports, and its integration into the worlds 
of racing and extreme sports. We also 
looked at niche creative studios like Staple 
Design and Surface To Air that have 
gained currency among the Fortune 500.

In this phase we learned that we need to:

• Build a differentiated brand ecosys-
tem that partners want to buy into

• Use creative content to communicate 
our brand’s point-of-view

• Ensure that our brand ethos is clear 
and that it’s reflected in every brand 
touchpoint

• Diversify revenue streams across mul-
tiple business verticals to mitigate fi-

nancial risk and extend our brand 
message

• Partner with a broader community or 
network of global influencers to re-
main tapped into bleeding-edge cul-
tural trends

In Phase II, we dissected the Linkin Park 
ecosystem and architected a framework to 
execute our new long-term vision. We re-
structured Machine Shop, moving it from a 
brand agency model to a multi-pronged in-
novation model based on four verticals: 
video content, global brand partnerships, 
merchandise, and venture capital.

Beyond Music

Having completed the study in early May 
of this year, we’ve already started to imple-
ment key HBS strategies. In mid-May, we 
launched Machine Shop Ventures, our ven-
ture capital firm, which will focus on invest-
ing in early-to-growth-stage consumer-
focused companies that align with the 
band’s ethos of connecting people and in-
novation through tech and design. We 
want to share with our portfolio companies 
what we know about maintaining a brand 
in the cultural zeitgeist; we look forward to 
learning from them about internal com-
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pany culture, vision, and creating new business. So far we’ve 
invested in Lyft, Shyp, Robinhood, and Blue Bottle Coffee to 
name a few.

We’ve also ramped up our brand expansion and merchandise 
business with the recent hire of Lisa Kidd, who was a driving 
force in the business development of Gwen Stefani’s fashion 
lines L.A.M.B. and Harajuku Lovers. To help with strategic 
thinking, we hired Michael Seversky, who was responsible for 
strategy, corporate development, and market insights at Beats 
by Dre.

To be clear, we are still in the music business, but creating and 
selling music now plays more of a supporting role in our over-
all business mix. As we get ready to headline a five-city sta-
dium tour of China this summer, we are also planning to meet 
with technology companies, consumer brands, and venture 
capital firms to discuss opportunities for partnership. Of 
course we’ll play the shows and meet with fans, as we’ve al-
ways done. But along with continuing to make great music, to-
day’s Linkin Park is now better positioned to operate in the 
ever-evolving cultural and business landscape.

A word is not a crystal; 

transparent and 

unchanged... 
 
A word is the skin of a 

living thought, and 

may vary greatly in 

color and content; 

according to the 

circumstances, and 

the time, in which it is 

used.  
 
- Oliver Wendell Holmes
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Amazon has an army of Kiva robots doing Santa's work this 
holiday season. The robots have been installed in ten of Ama-
zon's 50 U.S. warehouses. They're scurrying the floors collect-
ing merchandise to get boxed and shipped. Bloomberg's Sam 
Grobart looks at how these orange machines operate and why 
they're so efficient. 

Movie 2.9  Meet the Robots Filling Your Amazon Orders



Innovation Mistakes

The 6 Most Common Innovation Mistakes Companies Make

by Scott Anthony, David Duncan and Pontus M.A. Siren

The problem was clear. The executive team of a consumer healthcare company had con-
cluded that the rise of new competitors meant the company needed to up its innovation 
game. The company had spent the past two decades focused on implementing Six Sigma 
processes across the enterprise and it was primed to execute on the best and smartest 
ideas.
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We advised them that solving the problem 
required a carefully orchestrated set of in-
terventions where we would “fight systems 
with systems,” making sure we linked a co-
herent innovation strategy to robust innova-
tion processes, enabling structures, and 
work to make the underlying culture more 
supportive of behaviors and mindsets that 
drive successful innovation.

They chose … spandex.

A creativity consultant said to signal that it 
was a new era in the organization, all of 
the top executives should dress up as inno-
vation superheroes. And that was it. No 
ring-fenced resources to pursue innova-
tion. No tools or training. No special incen-
tives. No definition of specific areas where 
the company should focus its energy.

The only piece of good news for the execu-
tive team is the “intervention” (which failed 
to have any impact, of course) occurred be-
fore smartphones were ubiquitous enough 
to capture video footage. (If this sounds fa-
miliar to some of you it is because we men-
tioned it to a BusinessWeek reporter in 
2007, and IBM created a series of commer-
cials with “innovation man” in them). We 
have nothing against spandex, and believe 
fun and play have a big role to play in a cul-

ture of innovation. But the real answer is 
surely more complex.

Because innovation is a system-level prob-
lem, a point solution – trying to drive wide-
spread change by doing a single thing – is 
wholly ineffective. It is equivalent to at-
tempting to turnaround a failing school 
plagued by disinterested students, over-
whelmed teachers, and crumbling infra-
structure by painting the walls blue. Sooth-
ing, perhaps, but unlikely to have any real 
impact.

We have seen far too many first hand ex-
amples of the equivalent of blue paint on a 
decrepit school wall. Rather, leaders hop-
ing to boost their ability to drive growth 
through innovation need to simultaneously 
direct it strategically, pursue it rigorously, 
resource it intensively, monitor it methodi-
cally, and nurture it carefully.

This is clearly not easy stuff. Many of the 
most common missteps we see compa-
nies make would fit nicely in Steve Kerr’s 
management classic, “The folly of reward-
ing A, while hoping for B.” Here are the six 
most common mistakes we see:

Asking employees to generate ideas with-
out creating mechanisms to do something 
with them. Executives often get fooled by 
inspiring stories of engineers at companies 
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like 3M or Google coming up with germs 
of ideas in the 15-20% of their time they 
allocate to side projects. If your organiza-
tion does indeed have mechanisms to take 
idea fragments, process them, and turn 
them into fully fleshed out innovations, by 
all means open up the idea spigot. Other-
wise, all you create is a long list of ideas 
that never go anywhere, and substantial or-
ganizational cynicism. This doesn’t neces-
sarily mean setting up a department, but at 
the very least develop a set of criteria by 
which to judge ideas and have sugges-
tions for how the best ideas can be acted 
on.

Pushing for answers without defining prob-
lems worth solving. We define innovation 
as something different that creates value. 
You only create value if you solve a prob-
lem that matters. Executives often think 
that the best way to spur innovation is to 
remove constraints, to let hundreds or 
thousands of flowers bloom. Overly frag-
mented efforts result in nothing more than 
a lot of undernourished flowers. Con-
straints and creativity are surprisingly close 
friends. Problems can range from entering 
new markets to addressing everyday con-
cerns such as low employee engagement. 
Whatever they are, the more specific, the 
better.

Urging risk-taking while punishing commer-
cial failure. “If I find 10,000 ways some-
thing won’t work, I haven’t failed,” Edison 
once said. “I am not discouraged, because 
every wrong attempt discarded is often a 
step forward.” Indeed, the academic litera-
ture suggests that almost every commer-
cial success had a failure somewhere in its 
lineage. But inside most companies, work-
ing on something that “fails” commercially 
carries significant stigma, if not outright ca-
reer risk. It’s no surprise that people play it 
safe! That’s not to say that companies 
should encourage failure. When people do 
something stupid, or they are sloppy, or 
they screw up something that has dra-
matic repercussions on the business, they 
should absolutely be held accountable 
(can you imagine a heart surgeon talking 
proudly about the patients he or she 
killed?). The trick is simply recognizing that 
in the early stages of innovation what at 
first appears to be failure is anything but.

Expecting experiments without providing 
access to a well-stocked laboratory. It is 
increasingly well-understood that innova-
tion success traces back to disciplined ex-
perimentation. Leaders transfixed with The 
Lean Startup or related books often urge 
their teams to develop minimum viable 
products or find other ways to rapidly pro-
totype ideas. Indeed, finding smart ways 
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to test is critical to innovation success, 
and this discipline goes well beyond proto-
types. Consider what allowed the Wright 
brothers to successfully create a machine 
that allowed humans to fly. While most 
would-be aviators spent years building pro-
totypes of their ideas, and then risked life 
and limb testing them, the Wright brothers 
flew kites and built wind tunnels. If your in-
novators don’t have the materials to build 
kites, or the space to fly them – or if they 
need to get 12 approvals to do so – don’t 
expect to see much experimentation.

Pleading for breakthrough impact without 
allocating A-team resources. Far too many 
companies create what you might call Po-
temkin portfolios. Just like the Russian 
prince Grigory Potemkin impressed Cather-
ine the Great with villages that were noth-
ing more than facades, companies build 
beautiful ideas on paper without consider-
ing the resources to turn them into reality. 
Innovation is hard work. The vast majority 
of startup companies fail, and that’s with 
tireless dedication from a team that has 
nothing to lose. If you don’t dedicate the 
right resources to your best ideas, you are 
consigning them to failure.

Demanding disruptive ideas, without ring-
fencing resources for them. The essence 
of Clayton Christensen’s famous Innova-

tor’s Dilemma is that companies privilege 
investments to sustain today’s business 
over those that have the potential to create 
tomorrow’s business. Along some dimen-
sions, this is quite rational. After all, a dol-
lar invested in the existing business pro-
duces a measurable, near-term return, 
whereas a dollar invested in a non-existent 
business promises ethereal returns at a 
difficult-to-pin down future date. Of 
course, over the long-run that disruptive 
investment might be a better proposition, 
but if the company hasn’t set aside re-
sources specifically to drive disruption, the 
short-term will always win.

There is obviously a lot of value in pushing 
for more ideas, encouraging experimenta-
tion, and building breakthroughs. But take 
the time to think about the logical connec-
tion points inside your organization. Think-
ing at a system level will help to maximize 
your chances of driving impact. And mini-
mizes the chances of being forced to wear 
spandex.
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UPS Senior VP Bob Stoffel explains how the online shoe re-
tailer built its business around UPS's shipping capabilities.

Movie 2.10  Zappos' Biz Model Centers Around UPS


