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¾ AM Azure Consulting Ltd,  Survey 

 

ü The focus group was a collection of executive 

coaches and personnel development 

professionals who in total have worked with 

thousands of aspiring, currently effective, as 

well as derailed leaders.  
 

¾ The question posed:  

 

ü òTo have a complete and successful career as 

a leader, proud of having made a positive 

impact, what experiences will have made the 

most difference?ó 
 

¾ Goal of This Presentation  

 

ü Challenge you to think differently about your 

career from an experience standpoint that 

may not the traditional development path  

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΦ 
How can you make sure you 
fill it with the most fun and 
that you visit all the coolest 
places on earth before you 
pack those bags for the very 
ƭŀǎǘ ǘƛƳŜΚέ 
                
Dave Freeman 



¾ Theme I: Getting to grips with business fundamentals  

 

¾ Theme II: Acquiring key skills in extending the repertoire of 

leadership capability  

 

¾ Theme III: Personal mastery and the building of leadership 

character  

 

¾ Theme IV: Establishing and maintaining leadership credibility  

 

¾ Theme V: Learning the lessons of career management  to survive 

within the vagaries of organizational life  

 

 

 

 

What are the critical events, tasks and challenges that shape a flourishing leadership life; a 
leadership career based on capability and character that has driven sustainable success, 
personally and organizationally? 
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Theme I - Getting to grips with business fundamentals 

1. Work on the shop floor  

2. Manage a turnaround  

3. Spend time in sales  

4. Do more with less  

5. Push for P&L Responsibility  

6. Formulate a Distinctive Strategy  

7. Initiate and implement quickly a major change project  

8. Challenge assumptions of business success  

 



¾ Leaders who rely on measurement systems 

alone can lose sight of business realities.  

¾ Spending time with òreal peopleó, 

employees and customers, enlightens 

what lies behind the statistics.  

¾ By staying close to the front line, you can 

read the organizational mood and identify 

emerging problems, as well as sharpen 

commercial intuition .  

 
Real Life Application:  

 
- MBWA 

- Leaders must have business engagement and strategic alignment.  

- Leaders must have an understanding of the work process, supply chain,  

  business product and service risk.  

ά! ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ Ƙŀǎ 
front line contact has 

ten full steps on the 
ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΦέ 

 
Tom Peters 



¾ Turnarounds - fixing the organizational 

mess - call on a diverse set of skills:  

ü organizational transformation  

ü financial analysis  

ü work flow mapping and team development  

 

¾ Turnarounds also test and build the 

qualities of determination and emotional 

resilience.  

άLǘ ǎŎŀǊŜǎ ȅƻǳΥ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƴƻƛǎŜΣ 
the rattling, the shaking. 

But the look on everybody's 
face when you're finished 
and packing, it's the best 

smile in the world; the 
ǿŜƭƭϥǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦέ 

 
Red Adair 

Real Life Application:  

 
- Assess a dysfunctional organization and build a team.  

- Take an over -budget and non -performing project and make it positive  
  ROI and productive.  



¾ The front line of sales effort is a powerful 

leadership experience.  

¾ Direct contact with customers in sales 

activity provides a keen insight into 

shifting customer trends, likes and 

dislikes. 

¾ Operating within a sales role can be 

enlightening to the tough realities of 

competition, and how a business can 

be out -maneuvered by rivals playing 

hardball.  

ñThere is only one boss. 

The customer. And they 

can fire everybody in the 

company from the 

chairman on down, simply 

by spending their money 

somewhere else.ò  

 

Sam Walton 

Real Life Application : 

 
- Business development experience or joint efforts  

- Ride along with sales representative ð UPS experience.  

-   Office in a sales/service location ð HP experience.  



¾ Big budgets tend to encourage  

complacency.  

¾ Big aspirations, but few resources, 

encourage development of initiative 

and ingenuity.  

¾ Leaders know the pressure points and 

thresholds to push to achieve optimum 

efficiency.  

ñThe fewer natural resources 

your company has, the more 

you will dig inside yourself for 

innovations in order to 

survive.ñ 

 

Thomas L. Friedman 

Real Life Application:  

 
- Force an organization model change to use/feed more to the fewer; thus be more 

effective . 

- Require ROI/SOI analysis on all capital projects.  

 



¾ No metrics reveal success or failure more 
clearly than profit and loss statements.  

¾ Responsibility for managing the top and 
bottom line creates a different and more 
important leadership challenge.  

¾ Leaders who have had Profit & Loss 
accountability at an early stage in their 
careers have had to learn quickly a 
business imperative:  

ü profitability and cash flow management are 
part of an overall jigsaw that is critical to 
sustained success.  

ñIf you are a leader in 

business and donôt 

understand finance, 

you will spend your 

career bluffing your way 

through meetings.ò 

 

Warren Buffett 

Real Life Application:  

 

- Loan, internships and mentoring programs that have P/L accountability.  

- Push for leadership role in a significant project where the financial  

  performance is thorough , accountable and requires various models of return.  



¾ Strategy is simple since it represents the 
permutation of only three variables:  

ü capability  

ü customers  

ü competitors  

¾ Finding sustainable strategic space - 
building capabilities aligned to profitable 
customers that maintains a distance from 
competitors - is difficult.  

¾ Talking strategy to draw on the jargon of 
synergy, positioning and leverage is easy.  

¾ Thinking strategically to understand the 
complex dynamics of the market place 
and spot new opportunities is not easy.  

ñEverything in strategy 

is very simple, but that 

does not mean that 

everything in strategy 

is very easy.ò 

 

Karl von Clausewitz 

Real Life Application:  
 

- Do you have a security strategic plan?  

- Alignment , organizational metrics, individual performance, recognition/reward . 



¾ Take the lead in introducing and 

implementing change at pace to tight 

deadline against stretch goals.  

¾ This experience builds key skills in planning, 

organizational influence and political 

management.  

ñWhere does 

leadership begin? 

Where change 

begins.ò 

 

James McGregor 

Burns 

Real Life Application:  

 
- Transform your organization  

- Merge an acquisition.  

- Adjust to new owners, leaders, regulations. ( Hewlett -Packard, Siemens, Deutsch Bank)  

 



¾ What works today, wonõt always work 
tomorrow.  

¾ Leaders anticipate the moment when 
strategic repositioning is required by 
asking awkward questions:  

ü Are we succeeding because of or in spite of our 
current strategy?  

ü What assumptions are we making about the future?  

ü What are the greatest threats to our long -term 
success?  

ü What would we need to do to out -manoeuver our 
main competitors?  

ü Challenge the businessõ success, even when things 
are going well.  

ñWhat got you here 

wonôt get you there.ò 

 

Marshall Goldsmith 

Real Life Application:  

 
- Correlation of strategy, performance/results and visionary/systems view of the future.  

- Team talent assessment ð where are we now, where do we want to be, and the gap . 
 



9. Work with a demanding boss  

10. Swim in a big pool of exceptionally talented fish  

11. Inherit and fix an under -performing team  

12. Embark on a high profile high risk undertaking  

13. Communicate tough news  

14. Explain a complex idea by telling a story  
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Theme II - Acquiring key skills in extending the repertoire of leadership capability 



¾ Exposure to a demanding manager 

emerged as a key theme in successful 

leadership careers.  

¾ Demanding leaders donõt settle for 

mediocrity but instead push for 

excellence, enlarging the sense of what 

is possible.  

¾ They also expose shortcomings and 

limitations , and ensure that arrogance - 

that risk factor that derails many leaders - 

isnõt allowed to take hold. 

ñYou have to find 

gears you felt you 

never had, where you 

push yourself to the 

absolute extreme, both 

mentally and 

physically.ò 

 

Gordon Ramsay 

Real Life Application :  
ĭ Formal goal and objective setting  

ĭ 360 degree reviews to set honest assessments of strengths/weaknesses  

ĭ Challenge the status quo with quantitative performance requirements; and stretch 

opps  



¾ Leaders who look to work with the 

òbrightest and bestó access high levels 

of expertise and talent that will ratchet 

up their own capability.  

¾ Building up a network of exceptional 

talent opens up future contacts and 

new  opportunities throughout the 

leadership career.  

ñA little fish in a big 

pond has gotta have 

lots of hearté 

The little fish spreads 

his fins and begins to 

grow, grow, grow.ò 

 

Irving Berlin 

Real Life Application : 
 
- Hire A+ players to continually stretch the organization  

- Take on assignments where you work with smarter, more capable talent for the sole  

purpose of learning, improving and becoming better  



¾ Reality is that leaders will inherit a work 
group comprising what has been called 
òthe good, bad, mad and sadó. 

¾ This leadership experience is the 
platform to build powerful insights and 
skills:  

ü insights in understanding the psychology 
of human nature, motivation and 
personal change, and  

ü skills in goal setting, performance 
management, confrontation and 
coaching.  

ñHuman nature is 

complex. 

Any attempt to make 

sense of behavior 

through the prism of 

any one theory  

will disappoint.ò 

 

Charlie Munger 

Real Life Application : 

 
-   Leadership 101  

- Motivation and skills assessment/goal setting  

- Emotional Intelligence tes t 



¾ Leadership, for the most part, is made 
up of a series of calculated risk 
assessments. 

¾ But there are times to throw caution to 
the wind to take on what Jim Collins has 
called the BHAGõs: the òbig hairy 
audacious goalsó. 

¾ Leadership that looks back with pride on 
a successful career hasnõt opted for a 
safe and comfortable existence.  

¾ Taking big risks in public is hazardous, but 
it seems to be an important driver of 
long term success.  

ñYes, risk taking is 

inherently failure-prone. 

Otherwise, it would be 

called sure-thing-taking.ò 

 

Tim McMahon 

Real Life Application:  

 
ĭ High profile and controversial investigation/recommendation  

ĭ Expatriate experience  
ĭ Crisis management lead role  



¾ Communicating, and facing adverse 
reaction for bad news, negative 
feedback or tough changes are not 
the kind of challenges that at first sight 
seem part of a flourishing leadership 
career.  

¾ But this kind of leadership experience 
seems to provide key learning in  

ü ethical decision making,  

ü strategic communication and  

ü stress management.  

ñTo be persuasive 

we must be 

believable. To be 

believable we must 

be credible. To be 

credible, we must be 

truthful.ò 

 

Ed Murrow 

Real Life Application:  

 
ĭ Post incident review: corrective action plan  

ĭ Downsizing, re -organization, role changing  



¾ We sometimes have so much data, but not enough 
intelligent meaning to make sense of it all.  

¾ It is important to be able to translate the meaning of 
data to the people who can affect results, at different 
levels in an organization.   

ü Albert Einstein said that he could explain the general theory 
of relativity to an intelligent bar maid.  

¾ To simplify complexity and work out how best to 
articulate the key themes to the work force is to 
overcome an important leadership hurdle:  

ü making sense to provide purpose and direction.  

¾ This is a test of leadership life that develops skills in 
communication - not through graphs and pie charts ð 
but through stories to highlight the critical issues, explain 
priorities and appeal to othersõ emotions and 
imagination.  

ñThe job of the 

leader isnôt just 

to make 

decisions,  itôs to 

make sense.ñ 

 

John Seely 

Brown 

Real Life Application:  

 
ĭ Process improvement methodology  

ĭ Six Sigma Security  



15. Experience a notable failure  

16. Forgive an adversary  

17. Keep an uncomfortable commitment  

18. Negotiate with hardball players  

19. Fire a top performing individual you like  
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Theme III ς Personal mastery and the building of leadership character 



¾ Confidence is important in leadership life; but 
confidence can easily cross the line into leadership 
hubris, the pride that has been the dynamic of 
downfall.  The signs: 

ü an inflated view of our own capabilities based on our 
accomplishments,  

ü getting involved in activities outside our zone of 
competence (here, success in overcoming one business 
challenge gives a sense of invulnerability in taking on 
other challenges),  

ü encouraging only positive feedback and dismissing any 
difficult messages,  

ü focusing on todayõs successes rather than building for the 
future.  

¾ Failure seems to be a critical leadership event in re -
evaluating the dynamics of leadership success, 
rethinking future priorities and tactics, as well as 
shaping the quality of leadership humility.  

ñSuccess is not built on 

success. It's built on 

failure. 

It's built on frustration. 

Sometimes its built on 

catastrophe.ò 

 

Sumner Redstone 

Real Life Application:  

 
ĭ Annual personal inventory; both +/ - (personally and professionally)  

ĭ Discipline in annual goal setting, performance feedback, and 

improvement/development planning  



¾ Individuals who attempt to make a 

difference will encounter opposition, and 

at times, the resentment and òdirty tricksó 

of rivals.  

¾ A sense of grievance can build, 

becoming damaging to individual 

leaders as well as to the organization.  

¾ Emerging leaders have found that 

forgiveness is good for the leadership 

soul. 

ñForgiveness does not 

change the past, but it 

does enlarge the 

future.ò 

 

Paul Boese 

Real Life Application : 
 
ĭ Teamwork  and forced communication  

ĭ òGood Bookó reading and personal assessment ð Fifth Discipline Leadership  



¾ Commitments are easy to make, but it 

is fulfilling commitments that 

distinguishes effective leaders from 

those who are leaders by position 

only.  

¾ Sometimes a commitment can be 

made that is not in your best interest, 

without working through the long -term 

ramifications.  

¾ Leaders keep their commitments, but 

learn the lesson of caution in making 

future promises.  

ñUnless commitment 

is made, there are only 

promises and hopes; 

but no plans.ò 

 

Peter Drucker 

Real Life Application:  
 
ĭ Lose to win  

ĭ Character development  



¾ Negotiating effectiveness is 

underplayed in many leadership 

frameworks; but it emerges as a key 

driver of leadership success.  

¾ Leaders who have faced shrewd 

operators during their careers have 

learnt key lessons in communication 

tactics, conflict management and 

commercial reality.  

ñThe successful person 

has unusual skill in 

dealing with conflict 

and ensuring the best 

outcome for all.ò 

 

Sun Tzu 

Real Life Application:  

 
ĭ Win/winéwith drive and success in mind 

ĭ Hold to the goal of process effectiveness, cost efficient, and quality of performance  



¾ The top performer, an individual admired for 
their experience and skill, is making an 
important difference to the bottom line.  

¾ But this employee is now displaying behaviors 
that are counter to the organizationõs values 
and damaging to its culture.  

¾ You now have a difficult, but important 
choice to make.  

¾ How you handle this choice differentiates 
you as a leader.  

¾ In the short -term the experience is troubling; 
in the longer -term it strengthens integrity of 
purpose and confidence to face future 
conflict.  

ñWhen you choose 

your friends, donôt 

get short-changed by 

choosing personality 

over character.ò 

 

 W Somerset 

Maugham 

Real Life Application:  

 
ĭ Predictable Success: òBig Dogsó 

ĭ Organization maturity model  



20. Say ònoó to protect your reputation 

21. Stay around to see the 

consequences of a big decision  

22. Undertake a 360º feedback 

exercise and feed forward  
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Theme IV - Establishing and maintaining leadership credibility 



¾ Reputations are established at the 
beginning of a career by saying òyesó. 

ü Here, opportunities are seized by drawing 
on current strengths to advance into new 
areas and develop additional skills.  

¾ But reputation is maintained when 
leaders say ònoó. 

ü Reputation is a critical leadership asset, look 
after it well.  

ü Donõt move into areas where you canõt 
excel.  

ü Say no to opportunities that can only dent 
your reputation or are superficially 
attractive.  

ñIf there are twelve 

clowns in a ring you 

can jump in the middle 

and start reciting 

Shakespeare, but to 

the audience youôll just 

be the thirteenth 

clown.ò 

 

Adam Walinsky 

Real Life Application:  
 

ĭ Holistic self-skill assessment 

ĭ Career goal setting/positioning  

ĭ Step back to move forward  



¾ Starting a new initiative is easy for 
leaders. It attracts organizational 
attention and indicates a serious player 
who wants to make improvements.  

¾ But staying with the project - through the 
thick and thin - to manage the follow 
through and evaluate its long -term 
impact represents another and more 
difficult challenge.  

¾ When individuals tie their òcolors to the 
mastó, looking to be judged on long-
term results rather than initial success, 
they have passed another leadership 
test.  

These things 

happened. They 

were glorious and they 

changed the world... 

and then we ****** up 

the end game.ñ 

 

Charlie Wilsonôs War 

Real Life Application:  

 
ĭ Lose the war to win the battle  

ĭ Test progress and adapt to realities of the project  



¾ If feedback is difficult, the alternative is worse . 

¾ 360º feedback provides a more credible 
perspective than traditional performance 
appraisals.  

ü Capture the perceptions of leadership impact and 
effectiveness from peers, team members and 
other stakeholders.  

¾ Undertaken in ògood faithó with honesty and 
humility, they represent an important stock 
take within leadership careers.  

¾ Leaders who have moved from feedback to 
feed -forward to review the outcomes with 
their colleagues have accelerated their 
learning and development.  

ñOnly in fairy tales 

are emperors 

told that they are 

naked.ò 

 

Warren Buffett 

Real Life Application:  
 

ĭ Personnel Management 101  

ĭ Performance and Development Planning  



23. Come off the sidelines to engage 

with politics  

24. Identify and develop a successor  

25. Meet a progressive thinker and stay 

in touch  
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Theme V - Learning the lessons of career management to survive within the 
vagaries of organizational life 



¾ Engaging in inter -organizational politics may be 
counter -intuitive for aspiring leaders; but managing 
politics effectively is crucial.  

¾ Organizations donõt necessarily make rational 
decisions based on an objective analysis of the full 
set of issues.  

ü Other òstuffó matters: power inter-plays, functional 
protectionism, and the dynamics of interpersonal 
sensitivities. 

¾ Organizational influence requires more than business 
logic.  

ü Individuals who want to be òrightó wonõt be leaders who 
get things done.  

¾ The successful leader recognizes the importance 
of consensus and compromise in organizational 
decision making.  

 

ñPerfect solution of 

our difficulties are 

not to be looked for 

in an imperfect 

world.ò 

 

Winston Churchill 

Real Life Application:  
 
ĭ Patience and timing  

ĭ Constructive feedback and consistency  



¾ This is a challenge that has defeated no 
small number of otherwise successful 
leaders.  

¾ The lack of succession planning has 
triggered the trajectory of decline for 
many businesses.  

¾ But for those who did accept this 
leadership challenge, it moved their 
leadership careers into a fulfilling phase.  

¾ Here the agenda is one of developing 
skills in coaching and mentoring to shape 
the organizational future and leave a 
lasting legacy.  

ñSuccession has 

always been the 

ultimate test of any 

top management and 

the ultimate test of 

any institution.ò 

 

Peter Drucker 

Real Life Application:  

 
ĭ Step development planning of your team  

ĭ Talent acquisition  


