
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Praise for Your Leadership Moment

			 

			“The critical skill that leaders need today is the ability to work across lines of difference to create meaningful change that benefits everyone, not just the privileged few. Your Leadership Moment allows readers to build that skill through touching, provocative, and deeply human stories and its call for everyone, regardless of their circumstances, to choose to lead.”

			—Jacqueline Novogratz, founder & CEO of Acumen

			 

			“An adaptive leadership truth-telling about defining moments of our times. A compelling read for people and companies who seek to challenge the status quo and survive.”

			—Lauren Serota, head of performance & talent at Patagonia

			 

			“Eric lives leadership. From the intimate stories of his own life, to his pragmatic ability to hand people and groups what they need, to his deep love and commitment for a more just and generative world…we are lucky to have his contributions. Your Leadership Moment shares ideas everyone can use and a humanity we are all hungry for. Your sense of yourself and what is possible will be elevated on the other side of reading this book.”

			—Alexander Grashow, author of The Practice of Adaptive Leadership

			 

			“Just like one of Eric Martin’s adaptive leadership sessions, Your Leadership Moment takes you on a journey. You end up surprised to find yourself examining purpose, power, and identity with a renewed motivation to change your life, community, organization, and the world.”

			—Bavidra Mohan, head of leadership at Acumen

			 

			“As a scientist, I share Eric Martin’s passion for tackling challenges at the interface of humans and the environment. I take heart in his pragmatic and systemic, yet human-centered, approach to leading adaptive change.”

			—Dr. Sarah Elaine Lewis, senior director for innovation at The Sustainability Consortium

			 

			“Eric Martin combines relentless optimism with hard-nosed realism in powerful stories of people like you and me who saw a leadership opportunity and refused to sit on the sidelines. Each of us has the potential for a leadership moment. Reading this book will help you find yours.”

			—Dr. Marty Linsky, coauthor of The Practice of Adaptive Leadership

			 

			“Eric Martin invites us to consider the power of leadership moments to influence change both within and outside of corporate walls. Creating a sustainable future requires nothing less than each of us seizing these moments.”

			—Euan Murray, CEO of The Sustainability Consortium

			“Eric Martin has managed to put into writing what he so masterfully and authentically does in his life and work: make acts of leadership, fuelled by courage and compassion, accessible to all. This book has real heart and real tools for leaders. I’m excited to put its wisdom to use.”

			—Molly Alexander, founder of MPA Global Advisors

			 

			“The perfect balance of evocative storytelling with practical leadership ideas. Democratizing leadership speaks to people across our social and political divides, and offers hope for healing a fractured nation.”

			—Roger Sorkin, award-winning producer & executive director of the American Resilience Project
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			Start Close In

			 

			Start close in,
don’t take
the second step
or the third,
start with the first
thing
close in,
the step
you don’t
want to take.

			Start with
the ground
you know,
the pale ground
beneath your feet,
your own
way to begin
the conversation.

			Start with your own
question,
give up on other
people’s questions,
don’t let them
smother something
simple.

			To hear
another’s voice,
follow
your own voice,
wait until
that voice
becomes an
intimate
private ear
that can
really listen
to another.

			Start right now
take a small step
you can call your own
don’t follow
someone else’s
heroics, be humble
and focused,
start close in,
don’t mistake
that other
for your own.

			Start close in,
don’t take
the second step
or the third,
start with the first
thing
close in,
the step
you don’t
want to take.

			by David Whyte1



		

			Foreword 

			In October of 2018, I sat in a room in Ventura, California, with Patagonia founder Yvon Chouinard and our board of directors. Among line items on the agenda like budget, innovation, and governance was one that sparked curiosity and sent the mind into a flurry: mission statement. Two words with high gravity. A statement by which we measure success, derive our values, and hold each other accountable. A phrase to be echoed and imitated by large and small companies alike, and a north star for those starting their journey.

			Since the early 1990s, Patagonia’s mission has been one designed with inherent tension: Build the Best Product, Cause No Unnecessary Harm, Use Business to Inspire and Implement Solutions to the Environmental Crisis. Somewhat clunky, but profound. Lead with excellence, manage your mess, and bring others along for the ride. There are many businesses excelling at one or two of these principles, but our success is only activated if we achieve them in concert.

			“The mission was progressive when we wrote it in 1992. Now it’s old news. The planet is out of time, and humanity is out of time,” Yvon said. “We are in business to save the planet.” These words lit a spark. A discussion ensued—opinions traded, our existence questioned, consumerism villainized—and ended with a new mission: We are in Business to Save Our Home Planet. Yvon challenged the company’s leadership, “How will the new mission change how you and your teams do your jobs?” There was some hemming and hawing…latent fear inherent with any change. And mostly, an absolutely electric energy leading to a collective, “Hell yeah.”

			It took a while for me to digest the profundity of that conversation and the new mission. The compulsion of urgency. The confirmation that all bets are off. The acknowledgement of the crisis at hand. And the license to be an agent of change for the company and for our home planet. I went back to my team and said, “Yvon changed the mission. Here’s what we’re here to do.” The question was how to do it. The answer, radical empowerment.

			I’m lucky to have innovation in my title, but it must live everywhere in the organization. The next game-changing idea is as likely to come from an environmental tech start-up as it is from one of our retail associates. While the old mandate was “hire sport people,” the new one is “hire activists.” When you hire based on empowerment, you democratize leadership and build a network of awesome power. At Patagonia, every employee is empowered to think about their work differently. From IT to human resources, from marketing to logistics, from decisions about business cards to decisions about investing in renewable energy in our supply chain.

			The environmental crisis is not waiting for a global or national leader to decide to act. The crisis will only be solved by a groundswell of leadership finding common stakes in plastic pollution, synthetic pesticide abuse, rising tides, and preservation of the wild nature we love. Leadership that takes full responsibility for its contribution to the crisis and rallies people at all levels. Leadership that can identify the right problem to solve, put decision-making in the hands of people who know best regardless of title or org chart, mobilize resources and support, and be willing to break ranks with the status quo.

			Early in my career, I was a chance student of democratizing leadership. I never thrived under micromanagers, diminishers, or tyrants. A game changer for me was the chance I was given at W.L. Gore to oversee a product launch with the United States Marine Corps. For a while, I reveled in the opportunity to prove myself on a project with high visibility. I soaked in my own hubris and feeling of elevation among my peers without acknowledging the gift of empowerment I’d just been given. I was confident in my abilities to succeed, but I undersold the challenges and personal risk others had taken to get me there. Now, as the leader of a large and diverse team that has everything to do with saving our home planet, I look for opportunities to empower my team members. The old adages “ask, don’t tell” and “listen more than you talk” ring in my ears every time I open my mouth.

			Radical empowerment is unleashing the collective potential of Patagonia. It is fostering an environment devoid of fear and emboldened by an ever-changing and ever more daunting goal. The choice before us every day is to question the status quo—to vigorously challenge any statement that starts or ends with “the way we’ve always done it.” The choice, in short, is to adapt. Saving our home planet requires nothing less.

			Your Leadership Moment is radically empowering in the way it puts you at its center. It doesn’t pretend to offer easy answers. Instead, it helps us see our own moments for leading meaningful change. Like Eric Martin, my own family includes first responders—humble paramedics and firefighters who know what it means to respond to crisis and care for others. Your Leadership Moment speaks to the business leader, the activist, and the firefighter in all of us. The part of us that stands ready to take a risk, step into the fray, and give all we’ve got to a mission that’s bigger than ourselves.

			—Matt Dwyer
Head of Material Innovation at Patagonia and Former Research & Development Associate at W.L. Gore 



		

Introduction 

			Standing in the Heat 

			We hope for better things; it will arise from the ashes.

			—Motto of the City of Detroit, 1805

			Some houses are known as firefighter killers. Dilapidated interior staircases and door frames, weakened from years of neglect or vacancy, combine with the brick exterior distinctive of homes from Detroit’s gilded age to create unpredictable oven-like conditions. A firefighter from my old neighborhood once told me about his narrow escape from one of these killers. The campfire flames we were huddled around flickered across his face, reaching up to light the fresh cigarette dangling beneath his mustache. “I was new to the job,” he began, “one of my first runs [fires]. A single-family home. I was charging down the hallway. Pitch black. Thick smoke everywhere. Completely surrounded by fire. Suddenly, someone grabbed me from behind, yelling ‘Get out!’ Before I knew it, I was midair flying out the front of the house. I found myself lying on the muddy, tangled grass, puking up smoke.”

			Now, here’s a story I haven’t heard before, I thought to myself. If you’ve hung around firefighters much, you can recite from memory whole repertoires of their stories, replete with long pauses and emphatic hand gestures. “Then I saw three more firefighters flying out the front door,” he continued, the wrinkles around his eyes betraying a fondness firefighters often felt toward my dad. “And behind them, Sergeant Martin. Your dad, the fire still raging behind him, tossed us out one by one before the fire took us all. That’s the day I learned what firefighting is all about.” The real work of a firefighter is not just putting out fires—it is to serve and protect people from harm, including, sometimes, protecting the protectors.

			That fire was one of three hundred in the city of Detroit that night. One of eight hundred that weekend. One of 22,000 that year, 1984—the year when Detroit earned distinction as the “arson capital of the world.” Some of the fires were indeed arsons—people burning for kicks, or for insurance money, or to clear abandoned property. But not all. Cold winters and poverty combined with ill-maintained electric heaters to create accidental fires. Though, “accidental” is a misleading word. In fact, the fires were the natural, unfortunate result of economically destitute Detroiters trying to live as best they could behind boarded-up windows with no electricity, heat, or water and only a firepit to keep them warm.

			To this day, the old-timers say my dad, Roger Martin, was one of the best firefighters the city of Detroit ever knew. A legend. A leader. For his fellow firefighters, he provided everything people expect from their leaders. Show them where to go—into the fire or out, up to the roof or down to the basement. Give them a clear job to do. Keep them safe. And know your stuff. Only later did I learn that these things have little to do with leadership. I also knew very little back then of my father’s reputation as a fist-fighter, not just a firefighter…and as a drinker.

			My days were like those of every other kid growing up in the city. Wake up, walk to school, and stay out of trouble. On mornings when Dad arrived home from the firehouse, the city’s decay wafted into my bedroom in the form of the sweet scent of firetruck diesel and smoke from the previous night’s fires. It drew me half-asleep and blurry eyed toward the thoroughly spent but satisfied man seated at the kitchen table, coffee in hand along with the day’s newspaper and his trusted crossword puzzle book. I’d shuffle slowly toward his silhouette for my morning hug—backlit by the fiery sun rising through our kitchen window. “I love you,” I’d say, to which he always responded playfully, “Not as much as I love you.”

			Other than the smoke and diesel, it’s the stories I remember the most. Stories like the one I heard around that campfire. Stories that he and others told about raging, routine fires and predictable, near-death experiences. Stories about fellow firefighters—Black, brown, and white—storming the blazing homes of Detroit’s Eastside where I grew up. Setting aside Detroit’s fiery racism, if only momentarily, they got the work done and stayed alive while doing it. Many of the stories were horrific. But they were always punctuated with laughter—the coping kind of laughter in the arsenal of every first responder—and with a strong sense of brotherhood.

			Detroit’s motto, Speramus meliora; resurget cineribus translates to “We hope for better things; it shall arise from the ashes.” It dates to 1805, when a great fire burned most of the city to the ground. Father Gabriel Richard, a French Roman Catholic priest, wrote these words in the hope that the city would rebuild. It reflected the spirit and resilience of the people, as well as a resolve that endures to this day. In the 215 years since, Detroit has undergone a tumultuous rise and decline. After peaking at the height of the auto industry in the 1960s, the city struggled with a shrinking population, dwindling tax base, and, ultimately, bankruptcy.

			But Detroit was broken long before it went broke. It had been broken my whole life—a reality I was born into, learned to lament, but seldom questioned. It was a city with rising tensions between white residents and Black residents, who were often blamed for the arsons. Generations of redlining and racial hostility poisoned the city’s well of progress. Riots. “White flight.” Industry collapse. Corruption. Crime. We had it all.

			Walking to and from school every day, I occasionally took note of street after street of unfolding neighborhood decay. Liquor stores sold alcohol to children, drug addicts, and prostitutes alike. Kids with nobody to watch them at home frequented fast food joints bent on cultivating deadly lifelong eating habits. Houses stood abandoned on every block, including eventually my own house. At one point, over 50,000 buildings stood vacant—about one out of every five buildings in the city. These vacant buildings, unwatched and unsecured, bred crime, vice, and devastating fires.

			“The reason we put out fires,” I’ve heard firefighters say, “is you’re two feet away from someone’s whole life. Firefighters see themselves as being on the front lines with every blaze. If they don’t stop it, an entire street might burn.” Yet the fires kept burning, day after day, year after year, until it just became a way of life that few of us questioned. Left unaddressed, ignored, or denied, the underlying causes of the fires stole the lives, livelihoods, and sense of dignity from all of us. It’s funny how a place can go south right before your eyes, but you just don’t see it.

			Not until I moved away, far away, from Detroit could I apprehend how far the city had fallen over the course of my lifetime. The descent was so gradual it was easy to miss. It was also easy to overlook the many false solutions that we white residents glommed onto to stymie the decay—politicians who promised to “get tough” on crime, neighbors who quietly pressured each other not to sell their homes to “the Blacks,” even as housing prices tanked, denial that somehow our own racism was part of the problem. There was also plain old it’s-not-my-problem apathy. “Just let the whole damned city burn down. Let the houses burn,” they’d say. “Let them [the Blacks] have it.” Clearly, that wasn’t the answer either. But what was the answer?

			More to the point, what was the problem, and why didn’t we have the courage to engage with it? Why weren’t we able to see how our own racism as whites contributed to some of our fellow Detroiters having no option but to warm themselves with open fires in the basements of abandoned homes that set ablaze the hatred in firefighters’ hearts? It’s a vicious cycle that I’ve seen often in my work with organizations and communities alike. You think you’re solving the problem, but you’re only making it worse. Most of the time, however, the challenge was simply to stay alive. Blacks and whites alike. Residents and firefighters.

			Strangely enough, the thought that Dad could die in the line of duty crossed my mind only once. That was when I saw the hole traced by a bullet clean through the brick façade of the Engine 18 firehouse where he spent most of his days. It exited six inches above his wireframe headboard in the upstairs barracks. The white firefighters blamed the Black Detroiters, as they always did, even while sharing meals with their fellow Black firefighters. But the Black firefighters and the neighborhood residents knew that one of the real culprits was racism in its many brutal, though sometimes subtle, forms that crippled us and kept us from working together.

			Meanwhile, far outside the neighborhood, race-laced, political bullets were exchanged daily between the Fire Department and the Mayor’s Office. The result was chronically understaffed and decommissioned firehouses. The otherwise routine and critical work of firefighting grew more difficult each year. We all grew increasingly unsafe in our own homes and in our own skin.

			Whose job is it to lead change under these kinds of conditions? When the problems and solutions loom larger and far bigger than you. When your usual way of dealing with problems—your own version of putting out fires at work or in your private life—no longer suffices. When the people around you have accepted a less than optimal reality but won’t listen to reason. When the very people who are the problem also need to be part of the solution—if only they could be mobilized to see their own capacity to lead. Had I known the answer then as I know it now, Dad might still be alive.

			Maybe I could’ve helped the city fix the conditions that caused people like my dad to turn to alcohol to numb the pain of living in decay. Probably not though, because the fires were a symptom of a decaying city, itself the symptom of a dying automotive industry, an eroding American middle-class, and growing economic inequity worldwide. Something else surely would’ve gotten him, like it did so many other Detroiters. In the end, the legend-that-was-Dad died, not in a fire, but by withering away from alcohol. It took a lot to kill him. Alcohol did what three near-death “firefighter killers,” three bouts of cancer, Vietnam, and a lifetime of risk-taking couldn’t do.

			When something is mundane to a child, they don’t necessarily question it. So it was for me. The city’s decline, the decline of Dad’s health—both happening over decades—combined with declining home values to create a hopelessness that permeated my entire childhood.

			As the fires burned and as I grew older, I longed for some smart person, somewhere, with power and know-how to fix our situation. Our mothers, our fathers, our elected officials, our president. Anyone. Had an authoritarian figure appeared with an “I’ll fix it” arrogance and seductive ideas that could wall us off from the reality the automotive industry faced, they would’ve had my vote. It was probably this desire for straightforward answers that drove me to study engineering. My hope was to fix all the wrongs with just a bit more smarts, and perhaps, an innovative, technical fix of some kind.

			If only I had understood that tackling this problem meant we’d all have to face our own contribution to the mess, that we’d have to change our own behavior, that we’d have to wean ourselves off the automotive industry and the oil addiction it created, that we’d have to face the threat headlong. If anyone had the courage to seize leadership, I know in my heart, Dad would be alive now. Old but strong, hugging his grandchildren, cup of coffee and crossword book still at hand.

			[image: ]

			Both my life’s work and Your Leadership Moment are dedicated to helping people lead change against all odds. My experience and deep belief is that anyone, anywhere, can lead change to improve their livelihood, their community or their organization. Over the past twenty years, I’ve come to know many Roger Martins, their daughters, their sons, and their colleagues in cities worldwide, in Appalachia, in the slums of Delhi and Nairobi, at Google, at major philanthropic organizations, and even in the White House. People—mostly good people—putting out fires as best they can, but often perfectly solving the wrong problems.

			I’ve also seen some of these people rise above the fray. They’ve exercised leadership and successfully tackled the deeper, unaddressed challenges within their teams, within their communities, and within themselves. None of them are leaders in the conventional sense. Few have achieved worldwide fame. Yet each of them is mobilizing others, day in and day out, to tackle seemingly intractable and impossible challenges. Stories about their acts of leadership are ones I tell my own children. Stories like these are also ones that I know every person can be a part of through their own leadership moments.

			Through these stories, my hope is to ignite a recognition of our deep similarities, despite our superficial differences. To understand why good people can be compelled to set fire to their own lives and act in hateful ways, why places like Detroit—once the “engine of democracy”—can get it wrong, for all the right reasons. And, despite all of this, how people can and are maintaining resilience and hope on the winding road to creating meaningful change. With this recognition, and a practical framework for leading change, we can create the leadership needed at every level of our organizations and communities—not just at the top of them—to tackle the challenges afire in the world today.

			These stories must be honest. I’ve chosen to share certain moments, and I’ve chosen, at times, to use language that may offend. I was faced with many tough choices about what to leave in, what to leave out, who to hold up, and who to call out. These stories are truthful and told with hope and love, however painful, with the intent to inspire others to step onto a new path.

			As a child, there was very little I could do to stop the fires, but I learned to stand in the heat—and survive.



		

Part 1 

			Where to Begin? 

			As often happens with such questions, the answer is bigger than the question.
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Chapter 1 

			Leadership Moments 

			I’m tempted to believe that what we call necessary institutions are often no more than institutions to which we have grown accustomed.

			—Alexis de Tocqueville

			What’s a Leadership Moment?

			Can a person actually lead consequential change? This is a question I’m often asked by people I’ve worked with around the world—even from people with power in major corporations, philanthropic foundations, and government agencies. The pursuit of this question ultimately answers itself. The answer lies at the heart of what we mean when we say leadership. Through much trial and experimentation, I’ve learned that it’s most helpful to view leadership as a moment, rather than as a trait like charisma or vision, and certainly not as a person.

			Leadership moments are daily opportunities anyone can take to create change. They’re those moments that make your heart leap with hopeful anticipation—or with fear—of taking the next step. They hold promise for that long-awaited breakthrough or for the change you know is possible. They also hold the uncomfortable possibility that you, too, need to change. Leadership moments are grounded in the idea that leadership is something that anyone can exercise to achieve a better outcome than the one they’ve been offered.

			You’ve likely already seen a leadership moment or exercised one yourself at some point. It’s when a set of circumstances arise that quietly ask, or sometimes scream, for someone to act. It’s when someone takes a stand that is outside of the norm or the status quo in favor of an outcome that matches higher ideals. The most significant leadership moments occur within seemingly ordinary, daily experiences.

			Take a minute to reflect on the last time you faced such a moment. When you or a family member decided to call out your inappropriate uncle at Thanksgiving dinner—that was a leadership moment. When your friend took the risk to confront you about your polarizing political rant on Facebook rather than becoming complicit in it—that was a leadership moment. So, too, was the time your boss brought together your team with another to talk through your respective siloed behaviors. And the time your director of sustainability challenged the company to go beyond the minimum regulatory standard, because it was the right thing to do, not just because it made good business sense.

			We who engage in leadership moments speak up, stand up, or ask questions that no one else will. Sometimes, we even take a knee in a form of patriotic protest. In exchange for our willingness to take a stand on behalf of something bigger than ourselves, we often pay a price beyond the loss of our own comfort. We’re labeled as troublemakers, in part because our advocacy comes at the cost of someone else’s complacency.

			Taking a stand is only the first step. Many leadership moments start and end there. We don’t think through the next steps—how to focus attention on the underlying issues and then mobilize people to lead with us. Instead, we die on our own swords. I have little interest in such noble failures. My work is dedicated to increasing the likelihood that your next leadership moment will bring about the change you seek.

			When deployed using the tools and techniques of Adaptive Leadership, a leadership moment can create sweeping change throughout teams, organizations, and entire communities. I’ve had the pleasure of working closely with the Adaptive Leadership framework3 for the past fifteen years, as well as with the people who originated it at Harvard University, Drs. Ron Heifetz and Marty Linsky. I’ve also been deeply influenced by Alexander Grashow, who was instrumental in bringing this framework into organizational practice —“from Harvard to the real world,” I sometimes quip.

			Adaptive Leadership is a framework, practice, and set of tools and techniques more than it is a theory. With support from my organization, Adaptive Change Advisors, we’ve built a dedicated community of its practitioners around the world. We are developing the leadership required to tackle pressing challenges of our times—such as transitioning to a low-carbon economy, reducing poverty and inequity, strengthening democracy, supporting the growth of social enterprises, and thoughtfully evolving the role of technology in our daily lives. Our mission is simple: to democratize leadership by putting tools that drive change into the hands of anyone who seeks meaningful outcomes. Our work ranges from large-scale systemic initiatives to deeply transformative personal change.

			The people who lead this kind of change are often talented, but not connected. Or they’re connected, but struggle to leverage their talents to create consequential change. They’re people who possess tremendous power and financial resources but who feel powerless. Or they’re people with little financial resources but are no less powerful because of it.

			Having worked with, and learned from, some of the world’s most influential organizations, I’ve seen what’s possible with virtually unlimited resources. I’ve also seen how much more is possible with virtually no resources. Some of the most disempowered and disenfranchised people on the planet are discovering their own capacity and courage to exercise leadership regardless of identity, history, or access to power and financial capital. That’s the beginning of a movement—a movement to adapt and change our institutions. To create the “more beautiful world our heart knows is possible.”4

			Leadership Moment Principles

			Big leadership ideas come and go with some regularity and panache. True success for me means that you discover and engage in at least one leadership moment, your leadership moment, regardless of your own access to power or financial capital.

			Your Leadership Moment places the locus of control solely in you, not a leadership team, management team, or political and corporate executives, whom we mistakenly call leaders. It offers a way to lead even when you don’t have power or authority. It provides encouragement to take the next step, rather than waiting until everything is exactly as you think you need it to be first. Waiting until all your ducks are in a row is a recipe for inaction. Animating Your Leadership Moment are four core principles.

			1) A Leadership Moment. Every Day.

			When I talk about leadership, I’m talking about something so simple it’s easy to miss. It’s about you and the choices you face every day to lead. I’m reminded of Julio Diaz,5 a social worker in New York City, who was mugged at knife point while on the way to dinner. As the mugger turned to run away, Julio said, “Hey, wait a minute. You forgot something. If you’re going to be robbing people for the rest of the night, you might as well take my coat to keep you warm.” He handed over his coat. Then, he suggested that the mugger join him for dinner. The teen agreed. They went, had a good meal, and chatted until the bill came. Diaz said, “Look, I guess you’re going to have to pay, because you have my money. If you give me my wallet back, I’ll gladly treat you.” The teen gave him back the wallet. Then, Diaz asked for the knife. The teen handed that over too.

			There has been an explosion of leadership moments in recent years. Until about twenty years ago, the average executive faced less than two leadership moments per day. By way of comparison, today, the average worker—not just executive—faces five or more leadership moments every day. Every day. Reasons include a flatter and more connected world, the democratizing power of technology, and, paradoxically, the rise of polarization, authoritarianism, growing inequity, and the declining influence of traditional institutions of authority.

			2) Democratized Leadership Is for and of the People

			Leadership is no longer just the realm of the elite. Recent movements, uprisings, and protests parallel the explosion in leadership moments—people standing up, speaking out, and disrupting a status quo that no longer serves well, if it ever did. Most change begins with a small group of people dedicated to cultivating unseen acts of leadership. Long before the visible speeches and public acts of civil disobedience by Martin Luther King and other civil rights actors, for example, leadership was being exercised and cultivated in places like the Highlander Folk School.6

			People across the ages have struggled to liberate themselves from repression—from the defeat of fascism in World War II all the way back to the Israelites’ exodus from enslavement in ancient Egypt. So, too, a fundamental challenge confronts us today, to participate meaningfully in a rapidly changing world. Those of us who don’t have big jobs or hold important-sounding titles tend not to think of our own leadership in these times. Caught up in the routine of the nine-to-five, we simply don’t see the opportunities to exercise leadership every day. The critical challenges of our times call for a more expansive notion of leadership, citizenship, and civic engagement.

			3) Adaptive Change Is Natural, but Difficult

			
				The term adaptive change refers to change that requires deep learning, particularly for what can feel like insurmountable challenges.

			

			People and organizations regularly adapt and change in order to survive and thrive. This is a given. “Debating whether there’s a need to adapt to change,” says Alexander Grashow, “is like Boeing debating whether gravity should be considered in jet engine design.” Studies have identified the ability to adapt as the most important skill for companies undergoing transformation, particularly digital transformation. Adaptability has been shown to be more important than technical knowledge, communication skills, or problem-solving.

			In the past, leaders predicted threats and planned responses with risk-management strategies. Today, however, the nature of risk itself is different. Instead of anticipating known risks, organizations must anticipate an environment that is volatile, uncertain, always complex, and often ambiguous. In a world of constant change, nonadaptive behavior is the killer problem. Yet, most of what goes by the name leadership development only trains people to manage the unmanageable. What they need to be doing instead is learning how to lead and mobilize others during times of uncertainty.

			This is true outside of the workplace too, in our everyday lives. I believe that the economic decline of Detroit from the 1970s through the early 00s had more to do with the failure of Detroiters to adapt to the changing demographics of our neighborhoods than it did, as is assumed, with the design or competitiveness of our cars. Our inability or unwillingness to adapt our beliefs about race7 fed the “white flight” from our neighborhoods. That, in turn, impoverished us all—whites and Blacks—in both mind and spirit. It impoverished our body politic and impoverished our bodies themselves, as we gradually gave way to the allure of alcohol and drugs. Economic impoverishment was the result of all of this, not the cause.

			4) You Matter Most

			People learn from people. I’m reminded of a woman from a leadership retreat who had been struggling with public speaking. She had read all the listicle-type, self-help articles she could find on the topic, but that only made the problem worse. Then, in one of our peer-advising sessions, a fellow participant asked an unusual question: “What might you have to give up if you raised your voice?” That simple question, rather than a checklist piece of advice, unleashed insight for her. She realized the overwhelming pressure she felt to represent all women whenever she spoke publicly. Making a mistake publicly would, she believed, compromise the opportunity for her female direct reports to have their voices heard.

			Leadership advice can’t be readily rendered in listicles, though that’s what gets read today. That’s why I’ve chosen to share people-centered stories rather than checklists or listless case studies. True stories of everyday people doing the hard work of leadership day in and day out. The leadership development industry, however, would prefer us to think it’s about magazine subscriptions, surveys, assessments, and the addictive allure of quick fixes. I quit reading most leadership magazines and periodicals after their articles started to sound like entertainment magazines, rather than sage, hard-earned advice.
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			The big change we want to create happens through small leadership moments, not just through big, bold actions. Because these kinds of situations fall far outside the realm of what is typically considered leadership, unacknowledged leaders get very little, if any, attention. The stories I share call on each of us, however insignificant we feel, to face and engage with the contradictions in our lives, not run away from them. They don’t pretend to bring life’s tensions to an end. Instead, they invite us to participate creatively in the tensions. They show how ordinary people can step into seemingly unresolvable conflicts and work with others toward constructive ends. When it comes to leadership moments, how you do anything is how you do everything.



		

Chapter 2 

			If Anyone Can Do It, Why Doesn’t Everyone? 

			An ounce of practice is generally worth more than a ton of theory.

			—E.F. Schumacher

			The Cost of Leadership

			Leadership moments are recognizable by the deeply felt experiences of growth and movement they create. They’re felt in our work, in our families, teams, or communities, and in our very selves. They’re impelled by a sense that things just aren’t quite right and could be much better. That’s what makes exercising leadership worth the risk involved. We can make things better, rather than watch them slowly degenerate. While we’re not guaranteed a slam dunk, we act anyway, from our guts and not just from our heads, because we know change is possible.

			Often, people don’t engage their leadership moments, because they fear the cost will be too high. Financially—with decreased budgets, loss of income, or otherwise being financially sidelined, and stripped of financial access. Politically—with both subtle and overt smear campaigns that compromise reputations, relationships, and trust that may have taken years (in some cases decades) to build. Professionally—with diminished growth opportunities both inside of their organizations and within industries, wounding upward mobility and, in the worst-case scenario, ending brilliant careers. Personally—with damages to the healthy side of ego, or the side that makes you want to take a stand in the first place. Consider, for example:

			•The shame of job loss and not being able to provide for yourself or your family, or needing to move in with parents or other family members.

			•The embarrassment of ostracism, if the leadership you exercise topples power dynamics that leave you without the protection or allyship you had built.

			•The guilt of compromising the position and people you care about most and are trying to protect.

			•The personal sensation of failure when you couldn’t change hearts or minds on an issue that you care passionately about.

			It can take years to recover from failure, not to mention financial, political and professional costs. The leadership development industry gives much gravitas to tactics and strategies required to lead. The risk of becoming marginalized, sidelined, or killed off is understated. Sometimes, failure can cause so much damage that a person can become incapacitated when faced with the impetus to take a risk again. Each of us can recount a story where someone paid the cost of sticking their neck out without adequate support in place.

			One of the signs that a leadership moment is waiting for you to give it life is your emotional response. When your heart beats a little faster, your palms sweat, your temperature rises, your ears burn, your teeth grind, your stomach is in knots—what’s known in neuroscience as an amygdala hijack or a fight-or-flight response—or when there is some other physiological response to an interaction or change, there’s a good chance you’re being prompted to lead. It happens at work, at home, even on social media.

			Emotion and even fear can be gifts. Stepping into a leadership moment begins with simply pausing to notice your emotional reaction to a situation before you act out of haste, frustration, or fear. Once you recognize your reaction, you become open to more deeply understanding the problem and to finding creative ways to tackle it. It’s the first awareness about a contradiction or limitation that we don’t know how to address—and an opportunity to create change.

			From the Ashes

			Let’s suspend any lofty notions of a leader as a visionary, strong, charismatic figure who inspires the masses. The truth is that’s the stuff of both dictators and great changemakers alike. Inspiration, vision, and charisma have nothing to do with leadership. Leadership is about mobilizing people to tackle challenges when you can’t provide knowledge or easy answers. It’s about engaging the “other,” rather than scapegoating them. It’s about elevating people’s needs and expectations, rather than simply meeting them. It’s about being willing to disrupt your own people, rather than pander. That’s a working definition for leadership to explore, which originates from the framework of Adaptive Leadership.

			There are as many leadership frameworks and models as there are books to explain them—to be exact, one hundred and seventy-one by my last count. I’ve reviewed them all. Adaptive Leadership has stuck with me though. It speaks honestly and directly to my lived experience, particularly growing up during the long arc of Detroit’s decline and subsequent rise from the ashes. It speaks to the soft spot and the sensitivity that I developed for the underdog, for resilient, never-say-die hope, and for pragmatic optimism. Adaptive Leadership offers a helpful way to engage in the long game, rather than the quick fixes.

			Through my early life experiences, I developed a healthy skepticism for authority, which is something else that Adaptive Leadership speaks to. When your city burns uncontrollably, when car accidents and home break-ins go unattended by the police, when home prices decrease rather than increase in value, it doesn’t take much to become realistic about what authority can and can’t provide. We see this playing out every day on a national and global stage as people question their reliance on political, organizational, and social institutions of authority. We increasingly avoid authorizing these institutions to guide or play a role in our own lives, at least insofar as we can avoid it.

			Rather than relying on authority to provide a clear path, I’ve grown an appreciation and pride for the struggle of charting a new one. This includes the struggle that arises when, left to our own devices, we get in the way of our own best interests. I’ve become curious about how good, smart, well-intentioned people do things that get in their own way. For example, how the automotive industry—the lifeblood of Detroit—thwarted its own progress by actively resisting innovation in clean energy and fuel efficiency. The industry exhibited a backward-looking reticence and resistance to change, despite the opportunities, as well as the warnings, being written upon the wall. It blamed unseen, cartoon-like enemies for destroying our way of life. “Lazy” union workers, the Japanese and their ruthlessly high-quality and efficient production processes, environmentalists and their demands for better mileage standards. Even today we see some of these same companies looking backward.

			Driving with Dad to the firehouse, where I spent many of my early childhood days, it seemed to me that the fumes of progress that poured into the air from smokestack after smokestack destroyed our way of life more than any of these external enemies. We normalized all of this, as people do. I remember car trips through a particularly polluted part of the city. We used to see who could roll up the car window at the last possible moment before the putrid, sulphuric air overtook our lungs. Then, as now, other children live in these neighborhoods with no choice to just drive through them.8

			I normalized other things too. The fists Dad dodged and often landed on the people trying to break into our house—usually drunk people who trailed him from the local bar. The constant home break-ins. Our neighborhood garages blown up by Molotov cocktails.

			An unnecessary wrongness ran throughout it all and even seemed to be inherited. Part of our family legend and lore, for example, included stories about abuse that my grandfather experienced as a coal miner in Oklahoma in the 1910s. His own alcoholic father used to beat him, take his check, and cash it to drink at the local bar. Grandpa Martin fled from the mines at the age of thirteen, bringing his two younger siblings to Detroit, and never looked back.

			In some ways, this sense of wrongness was helpful to me. It made me more sensitive to the stories I heard years later from other people about their own struggles. Stories about the “untouchables” in India that struck me as being as wrongful as they were unbelievable. Stories of racism and hatred toward our fellow Black Detroiters and the “horrible” things that they did to us. I came to see much later through my work that they vs us moments often present our most potent, and risky, leadership opportunities. That wasn’t apparent to me in my younger days, but I knew that these stories were more than stories. They were real people, real heartache.

			Around that time, I received a tremendous nugget of advice from my high school biology teacher. College was just around the corner, and I couldn’t figure out if I wanted to major in biology, chemistry, or physics. At that time in my life, those three subjects represented the most enlightened paths toward a more beautiful world. The eloquence of a simple math equation or algorithm can be as awe-inspiring as an orchid or sunrise. Scientists, I thought, cast ego aside to pursue eternal truths that were waiting to be revealed.

			However, my teacher helped me see something deeper. “It doesn’t matter which major you choose,” he said. “If you really want to change the world, get the biologists to talk with the chemists. Get the chemists to talk with the physicists. And get the physicists to talk with the biologists.” They were all working separately, in silos, he explained. There was no way we could solve the kinds of problems we face as a society unless they, and we all, learned to work better together. It was a sage insight that I draw on to this day.

			The “System” Is Us

			Something suggested to me that all the wrongness I had seen was somehow connected—that it was part of a “system” that was bigger than what we could see. That we were in this thing together. Whites, Blacks, untouchables, coal miners in Appalachia, and automotive executives alike. A seed of curiosity grew within me that sought to understand how this could be. Worldly gain was never the prize, because it was all too distant. Yet, it seemed obvious to me that a more beautiful world was possible, at our fingertips even.

			When we complain about “the system,” what we’re really pointing at is ourselves. A phenomenon known as “us” outweighs our sincere efforts to effect beauty, truth, and our best-laid plans. There is no such thing as a system. The system is just us. It’s created by people, run by people, and enforced by people—until it’s not. This is good news for those of us who’d like to see systems change. Systems and institutions don’t exist outside of the power we9 give them.

			They are also living things, meaning that they grow and die. Some places, like Detroit, approach near-death and rise again. Others, like Easter Island, fade away. On the corporate side, while we take businesses’ existence for granted, only two companies from the original Forbes list in 1917 survive today: AT&T and General Electric. Larger, contemporary examples of systems that are waning include fossil fuel-based economies, neo-liberal capitalism, and heteropatriarchy, just to name a few. Even your family and your very self can be considered systems.

			How do we go about adapting systems or institutions before they die, particularly to shift them to be more adaptive, inclusive, and democratic? Research shows that people’s acquisition of these skills precedes institutional change, not vice-versa.10 In other words, if you want to change systems, build the capacity of the people within them. This is a hard lesson that the US is slowly beginning to realize after decades of trying to create democracy through top-down regime change in places like the Middle East. Research and experience also consistently show that instilling democratic skills and values in people has little to do with teaching people about logic and facts.

			If it’s not about teaching people, if it’s not even about having truth and righteousness on your side, what does it take to create consequential change?



		

Chapter 3 

			Democratizing Leadership 

			If you’ve come to help me, then you’re wasting your time. If you’ve come because your liberation is bound with mine, let us work together.

			—Elder Lilla Watson

			Authoritarianism and Us

			Our world today is being shaped by two distinct but mutually reinforcing forces. The first is the rise of authoritarianism. The second is expansive distribution of power to regular people through the internet—the democratization of everything. At the same time, we are faced with overwhelming issues, from climate change to rising income inequality. Yet, opportunities still abound. For example, to move beyond corporate sustainability into truly regenerative business practices, to cross over into the lives of others rather than push them away in fear, and to sustain the spirit of democracy, which was designed to engender creative conflict rather than muffle it.

			When I was young, it was in the shadows of my neighborhood’s abandoned factories, movie theaters, and grocery stores that I saw the quiet dignity of working people in the face of struggle. From this place, I’ve come to believe that real change happens when ordinary people discover the courage to give voice to each other’s dignity. Democratizing leadership empowers people to create consequential, meaningful change with insufficient authority. It’s for people who want to do something about the captivating, yet predictable, cycle of ambitious promise and the inevitable disappointment from the inaction of people in positions of authority.

			I’ve had the pleasure of supporting people who have explored this way of leading change and did not rely solely on top-down approaches. People who are driving for change from outside their own institutions and from within authoritarian circumstances. People, like the kind I grew up with on Detroit’s Eastside, who leverage leadership moments without the authority or financial wherewithal to simply “make it happen.” Helping people succeed when they face such leadership moments—even if success means not engaging in the moment in order to fight another day—drives my work.

			If you let the reality sink in that each of us faces at least five leadership moments every day, you realize that in all places where strangers and colleagues alike mingle, opportunities abound to cultivate and democratize leadership. There are many opportunities to engage in acts of leadership, regardless of whether you hold a formal position of leadership. Once this realization captured my attention, it became almost impossible for me to let it go.

			To accomplish audacious goals—ones that may take decades to reach—it takes each of us doing what we can to leverage the leadership moments that come across our desk every day. In order to move forward in uncertain times when our designated “leaders” really don’t know what to do, we need to feel confident to step up and lead change. Authoritarians prefer it otherwise. They prefer “leadership” that exploits the name of democracy, so that we have nothing left but to do away with both. Often, we believe them that we don’t have it in us to lead. But we do. Whether authoritarianism rises or declines is our choice through our day-to-day leadership moments.

			What about the rise or decline of democracy? According to the Freedom in the World Report, which has tracked the rise and fall of democracy around the world since 1972, democracy is indeed declining.11 Out of the approximate two hundred nations in the world, forty-six are classified as authoritarian-leaning. While Russia and China make their dutiful appearances in recent reports, the US makes a disturbingly strong showing too. What most strikes me is this attribution for the decline: “…the younger generation [is] indifferent to democratic values and innocent of the horrific though heroic struggles that secured them.” Yet, democracy is one of the core values of many organizations and societies.

			Reclaiming democracy and creating the conditions for it to thrive in our families, organizations, and society require a more democratized form of leadership. Leadership that challenges the basic notions of citizenship and civic participation. Leadership that calls on people in an age of universal access to also make leadership universal and, in that sense, ordinary. In this, the younger generation and the emerging system they’re a part of aren’t aided by the old checklist or charisma-based notion of leadership. Enlightened democracy today demands young people and older people alike learn how to fully engage in leading adaptive change.

			While we’re up against significant historical momentum, the old story of leadership and the industrial revolution it came embedded in are giving way to a new story. Like the onset of the coal-powered industrial revolution one hundred and fifty years ago, which put us on an unrelenting, inequitable, and ever-accelerating path of growth, it is quite a ride. However, this ride simply cannot continue by replacing one inequity with another. Ultimately, what’s needed is a serious updating or hospicing of the entrenched command and control mindset of our major financial, health, energy, and political institutions, not just tinkering on the edges with a handful of innovative companies.

			Another revolution is well underway. Social media is growing fast past its infancy and is becoming a true power for social change. The plentitude of movements, uprisings, and protests are just the beginning of a broader democratization of change in our civic, organizational, and community lives. Artificial intelligence stands at a threshold of putting more information than imaginable into our hands to help us transform our health, livelihood, and behaviors with the potential to transform capitalism as we know it. Almost daily discoveries in materials science and quantum physics are generating new ways to feed our energy needs through renewable resources. And all of this is happening as humanity itself nears the remarkable culmination of population growth, after 100,000 years of Darwinian evolution.

			So too emerges a new, democratized form of leadership. Leadership that can be exercised by nearly any one of those soon to be ten billion people on the planet.

			Democratizing Leadership

			Democratizing leadership12 is a modest but critical distillation and expansion of Adaptive Leadership into exciting, uncharted terrain. It’s for people who are new to organizational or political life, unsure about how to engage in their first leadership moments. It’s for people who’ve reached the top of the ladder, only to realize that everything they wanted is back at the bottom. It’s for people who have fought civil wars to attain power. Blessed and cursed by their success, they eventually find themselves in bureaucratic positions, faced with leading the country they helped to fracture. It’s for people agitating for change from within authoritarian regimes—like a man I know in Myanmar, itself once a darling of democratic hopefuls—who dance on a delicate and dangerous line, literally putting their lives at risk to mobilize others from within the system. In short, it’s for people who seek to create consequential change and stay alive while doing it.

			When we understand that what we mean by democracy is an ability to hold our differences creatively, we see that leadership and fostering democratic values go hand in hand. While few organizations or families qualify as bonafide authoritarian regimes, I’ve known a boss or two in my career and have frequently come across situations in my work that come close.

			Many organizations aspire to democratize the workplace through flatter organizational structures, more participatory or inclusive employee engagement, fewer titles, and the like. Organizations like Patagonia recognize they simply cannot achieve their mission (“saving our home planet”) through old-school, top-down, authority-based leadership. They need to develop leadership deep within their organization and even outside the boundaries of it. Other organizations aim to democratize something in the sense of scale and equity. They want to provide broader access, for example to technology, health, social enterprise, etc. Companies like Uber and Airbnb are building empires around this other notion of democratization. Foundations and other philanthropic endeavors also invest billions of dollars into it.

			To democratize something, however, goes well beyond eliminating hierarchy or providing equitable access to goods and services. In fact, few of us give much consideration to what we mean when we say democratize or democracy. It is not merely a set of technical routines like casting a vote in a political election or taking a “democratic” show of hands with a group of friends to decide on a place for dinner. Democracy has a human structure. It’s been said that democracy is about the conversation that happens before the vote or after the voting breaks down, when people cannot agree or get along despite having taken part in a fair democratic process.

			With three kids of my own, I see the breakdown of our little family democracy every time we vote for where to go to dinner. The ensuing arguments and chaos subside only after my wife or I make the decision (Japanese food again, kids!), exercising our authoritative prerogative as parents.

			Democratizing leadership serves a critical function in organizations and in smaller circles of friends and family, not just at a societal level. It restores more to these people and places than just an ability to leverage leadership moments. It also helps them rediscover their voices, a fundamental sense of dignity, and freedom of mind and spirit. When people engage in this kind of leadership, they often discover that their own liberation is bound with the freedom of the people they seek to lead.

			The question of how to create democratizing leadership stands at the core of my work. It grows out of having seen firsthand—even in democratic societies—that many of us spend our time at work, school, or other places that are run by an authoritarian at best and a dictator at worst. More than just an individual in power, groups of people, who often go by names like executive teams, management teams, senior teams or leadership teams, become complicit in ruling with authority.

			It’s little wonder then that we’re losing the ability to fulfill the promise of our democratic institutions. Largely absent are forms of leadership that can hold in “creative and life-affirming ways” the tension that’s inherent to democracy.13

			Democratizing leadership means raising up the voices of leadership of those who go unheard and unseen. It undoes undemocratic systems, norms, and structures by inviting us to see how our unwillingness to personally engage with the problems and deeper questions in our societies, organizations, and lives creates the conditions—indeed, the necessity—for authoritarianism to take hold. It involves telling the stories that keep oppression invisible. It’s about grit and resilience. It reveals that our own freedom is inextricably linked with those who struggle.

			Four Types of Leadership Moments

			Consider when, if ever, you yourself have engaged in a democratic process outside of voting in an election or raising your hand for some trivial decision. What democratic values animate your professional, economic, social, or public life? True democracy is not only rare, in most cases it seems undesirable. The decline of democracy in our daily lives threatens the well-being of our societal and organizational lives.

			Sometimes, in extreme cases, we put differences aside for a larger purpose.

			
				The word purpose comes from the ancient Greek πῦρ (pûr), which means “fire.” Your purpose is something, someone, or someplace that impassions you, fires you up, or gives your life meaning.

			

			A member of an elite military unit reflecting on a recent, high-profile operation said, “All that mattered that day was the mission. No one thought about politics. Every single member of that unit did their job. Because you can’t charge up those stairs, into darkness and danger, unless you know that there’s somebody behind you, watching your back.” But how might we make this a model for everyday life?

			Democratizing leadership does not insist that we be perfect. Far from it. But it does insist that we set aside petty partisanship, be skeptical of easy, superficial answers, and resist false solutions. Leadership moments like the kind I describe and hope that you will seize bring opportunities to cultivate democratic values and skills that reside at the heart of our democracy. These values influence the character of our communities, organizations, and countries, regardless of whether we live in political democracies.

			Democratizing leadership gives rise to four distinct but mutually reinforcing kinds of leadership moments: breaking ranks, recasting the work, mobilizing change, and letting go. Each moment comes with its own unique timing, characteristics, risks, and benefits. Each builds on the others, with some more prominent than others on an everyday basis. Together they create a powerful, unifying framework for change—a set of questions, really—that transforms small, seemingly insignificant moments into real opportunities to create change.

			By asking the right questions, we can solve the right problems in the right order. We can interrupt nonproductive patterns such as reinventing the wheel. We can stop infighting about the nature of the problem, in order to better focus attention on root causes rather than superficial problems that can’t be solved with the same level of thinking that created them. The rest of Your Leadership Moment is arranged around these four kinds of moments, phrased as questions:

			What’s Your Leadership Choice?

			Leadership is inherently risky. It calls on us to challenge the status quo. Sometimes, it requires us to break ranks from the old system, even at the risk of appearing to be disloyal. Part 2 provides a language and way of thinking about leadership and authority to help us figure out how far “on the edge” we can dance before breaking ranks becomes an act of martyrdom. Through the story of Jon Gensler’s efforts to balance his loyalty to his own people with securing a more vibrant, sustainable way of life for them, we’re invited to consider the day-to-day interactions and relationships in our own lives, professionally and personally, in which leadership moments appear.

			What’s the “Work” of Leadership?

			Often, the right solution eludes us, because the real problem hasn’t been clearly identified or its root cause is misdiagnosed. Part 3 offers a framework for differentiating between technical problems and adaptive problems. Knowing the difference is key to avoid wasting time and resources. Through the story of Vimal Kumar, we’ll discover where the opportunities for progress lie hidden and then face a critical choice about whether and how to recast our work, forging a new path forward.

			Whose Leadership Work Is It?

			Leadership never happens in a vacuum. The leadership “work” is rarely your work alone. Others need to be a part of the change if it’s to last. Part 4 helps us diagnose the various stakeholders surrounding a leadership moment, so that we can engage with them at the right time in their own leadership work. We’ll learn a powerful technique for mobilizing change amongst competing people or groups as they endeavor, or resist, tackling challenges that have no known or easy answers. Through the story of Kennetha Bigham-Tsai, we see the possibility of developing leadership in others in their own ongoing, daily interactions to embed change and weather inevitable setbacks.

			What Will You Let Go Of?

			A willingness to let go of and hospice the old ways of doing things brings forth unimaginable possibilities to create something new. Letting go applies as much for our sense of self as it does for the waning institutions and systems of authority in our world. Part 5 unties our attachment to old forms of power, knowing, and being. Through this hard, but meaningful work of personal change, we can step more freely into the moments that come our way every day to exercise leadership over a lifetime.

			Lastly, Part 6 invites us to consider the deeper place within ourselves from which lasting change comes.
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			The backbone of Your Leadership Moment is shaped by these four questions. By asking them, we’ll begin to discover our own capacity for freedom in an age of authoritarianism. We’ll recognize leadership moments, assess the appropriate action to take, and act in a way that engenders a ripple effect of motivation, cohesion, and trust that makes change possible.

			The heart of Your Leadership Moment beats with the stories of people through whom I’ve come to understand the meaning of democratizing leadership. Through listening to their failures and successes, we can reclaim our ability to lead from wherever we sit in our own lives, organizations, and communities. My hope is to create a narrative tapestry of personal and real-world anecdotes on which to visualize a conceptual analysis of leadership concepts and tools.

			The mind of Your Leadership Moment is anchored in key Adaptive Leadership concepts that I’ve learned from many before me. They provide the practical tools and conceptual understanding of how to engage in your own leadership moments. Through my extensive personal research, travel, conversations, and reflections, I hope to bring them to life for both novices and advanced practitioners alike.

			Finally, the soul of Your Leadership Moment lies within you. After learning the stories of people who have democratized leadership and the Adaptive Leadership concepts that underpin their actions, in each part you’ll be invited to experiment with your own leadership moments: breaking ranks, recasting your work, mobilizing your people, and letting go.

			Amidst the change and tumult, some people still turn to the old guard, the old kind of leadership, to make it all better or to make it all go away. The old “leadership” seldom changes anything at all, however. In fact, the higher up people climb, the less likely it is they will summon the courage needed to lead.

			Yet, the new system is arriving in the form of everyday leadership moments available to anyone who recognizes them. We face these moments at work, at home, and in our public and private lives. We even come across them within ourselves in the form of competing commitments or the tug between what our head says is practical and what our heart and gut know is possible. The question is Would you recognize a leadership moment when it comes your way…and would you know what to do when it does?

			To begin to answer that question, we turn now to the story of Jon Gensler and his mission to lead a clean energy revolution in America’s heartland. Jon’s adeptness at recognizing and seizing leadership moments has allowed him to successfully break ranks from the status quo and lead change in one of the defining challenges of our times.



		

Part 2 

			What’s Your Leadership Choice? 

			Speak truth to power. Make the truth powerful. Make the powerful truthful.

			—Jeremy Cronin
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Chapter 4 

			Breaking Ranks 

			It must be remembered that there is nothing more difficult to plan, more doubtful of success, nor more dangerous to manage, than the creation of a new system. For the initiator has the enmity of all who would profit by the preservation of the old institutions and merely lukewarm defenders in those who would gain by the new ones.

			—Machiavelli

			The March to Blair Mountain

			West Virginia’s notorious Blair Mountain was the site of the bloodiest battle on American soil outside of the Civil War. In 1921, under the mercy of authoritarian coal mine bosses and atrocious working conditions, ten thousand coal miners attempted to organize for fair wages. The march was a pivotal moment in the birth of organized labor in the US.

			The mining bosses that day won the battle decisively. An unfathomable two million rounds of ammunition were fired on the miners. Hundreds of them lost their lives. The battlefield was later memorialized under the National Register of Historic Places as a first step toward making it a National Historic Park. However, ninety years later, when coal interests got word of this, they bought up the land, immediately delisted it, and slated it to be destroyed. Their ostensible reason was to get to the coal that still lay below.

			On a hot June morning in 2011, 250 peaceful but fed-up citizens gathered at the base of the mountain to embark on a march to trace the footsteps of those who’d taken a stand before them. It was a sizable march, given that the nearest town of Stollings, West Virginia, about six miles away, boasted a population of only 316 people.

			Among the marchers was Jon Gensler, a veteran of the second war in Iraq, where he served as a tank platoon leader, an infantry mortar-platoon leader, and an operations officer, including tours in both Kuwait and Iraq. “I’m probably going to get arrested. But we’re going to march fifty miles to the top of this mountain,” Jon said matter-of-factly to the marchers. “It’s a meaningless amount of coal,” Jon added, “but the destruction of the mountain is of huge strategic importance to the coal industry so that they can wipe clean the bloody history of this area. To bury it forever.”

			Why did coal companies want to bury one of West Virginia’s most important historical sites? Understanding the answer is key to understanding Jon’s mission to decentralize clean energy across the Appalachian region and the deep South. For decades, the coal industry employed a mining technique known as mountaintop removal. Think of it as mining on steroids. True to its name, mountaintop removal begins with blasting as much as one thousand feet off the top of the pristine ridge lines of Appalachia, then dumping the debris into the valleys below, burying creeks and streams at the headwaters of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. Dinosaur-sized machines then move in to scrape off the exposed coal, leaving nothing but a desolate moonscape and ecological devastation.

			At the time of the march that Jon participated in, over five hundred mountaintops had been decimated in the Appalachian region, along with their verdant, surrounding ecosystems, favored by hunters and outdoorsmen. Only a handful of those sites ended up being “developed” as promised. The rest lay barren—environmental disasters that the coal industry was legally required to clean up but avoided by filing for bankruptcy.

			Watching the environmental and health costs of this practice, along with the job loss associated with the destroyed ecosystems, Jon and his fellow marchers—many of whom were drawn from the local population—decided that it was time to take control of their own destiny. These were the very early days of Jon’s calling to fight for a clean energy economy. It was a true grassroots movement, born out of the coal fields of southern West Virginia. Importantly, it also sent a message to those who were listening that America’s coal land was ready to take a big step toward reducing the US’s dependence on foreign oil and fossil fuel.

			Jon said, “I realized then that we need to have a broader focus. It’s more than just southern West Virginia. More than the struggles in eastern Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia where mountaintop removal is being employed. It’s not even just about the environment anymore, or about the economy, though those two issues are very important. It’s about our country’s national security.” Leadership moments tend to beget more leadership moments. Jon’s leadership work had now begun in earnest.

			Why Lead?

			The link between national security and fossil fuels was on Jon’s mind that day for another, more personal, reason. “I buried two friends who were killed by advanced roadside bombs financed through money from fossil fuels,” he said. A few years before the march on Blair Mountain, Jon attended the funeral of one of his West Point classmates, a fellow West Virginian, Captain Ben Tiffner.14 Ben was a Green Beret and special operations officer. He was killed by a roadside bomb in Iraq that was likely designed or financed by Iran. That incident, among others, instilled a commitment in Jon and strengthened his resolve to democratize leadership for clean energy.

			Jon said, “As Ben was being laid to rest in Arlington National Cemetery on a bitterly cold December day in Washington, a lot of the pieces of what was happening became pretty apparent to me. I started to wonder, why is Ben Tiffner being buried in the ground today and how was he killed? He was killed remotely by a cowardly regime that didn’t want to meet him face to face. But how was it financed? How is it that Iran can afford to flood Iraq with well-designed roadside bombs that were specifically made to kill Americans? Now, Iran gets $100 million a day from oil revenues. You know what keeps that afloat? We all do.

			“America consumes a quarter of the world’s oil daily. Because we have millions of people that want to drive giant SUVs around, who don’t care, who don’t think about these things. They don’t think about the connection between the five trips they make a day in their SUV and the roadside bombs and machine gun fire. That’s what I hear when I squeeze the nozzle at the gas pump. If we don’t minimize our energy use from fossil fuels and minimize the threats that climate change is posing, we’re going to continue to put our nation’s sons and daughters at risk.”

			Yet, ten years after Jon’s deployment to Iraq and ninety years after the original miners marched on Blair Mountain, very little had changed. America and its foreign policy were still driven by a craving for fossil fuel resources. Millions of rounds were still being fired in oil-rich countries to secure these resources. Billions of dollars were still being spent to protect the convoy lines that literally fueled the frontline battles that secure fuel for America. And soldiers were still dying, like Ben and another one of Jon’s fellow soldiers and friends, buried in Arlington National Cemetery—only 370 miles east of Blair Mountain.

			The week of the march in 2011, the temperature was in the mid to upper nineties. The marchers struggled against the heat, as well as against the power of the coal operators who continued their century-long domination of the West Virginia economy. The operators’ political connections made it difficult for the marchers to secure camping locations, despite months of outreach. Along the route, strip miners and angry coal mining families also appeared and opposed the marchers.

			Many of these families were dependent on coal for their livelihood and their way of life. This is something I can relate to, having grown up myself with the legend and lore of my own grandfather, who toughed out the coal mines as a ten-year-old child coal worker. I can put myself in the shoes of one of the children gathered along the march route, no older than ten years old himself, who shouted at Jon, “Eat coal, shit face.”

			Jon had, of course, faced more threatening situations in Iraq than the resistance on Blair Mountain. However, standing up and fighting for your mission with love in the face of your own people’s hatred takes a different kind of courage. In some ways, it’s tougher than fighting a faceless enemy. “It’s a fight of the heart and of the mind,” Jon said.

			The same could be said of the 1921 march. However, the miners then were not so fortunate in their fight against the mine bosses. The mine bosses were backed by coal company thugs organized by state police and by mercenaries arrayed along the ridgelines—armed to the teeth with machine guns versus the miners’ hunting rifles. In a bigger sense, the whole situation was backed by an American economy with an insatiable demand for coal. Two million rounds of ammunition were fired that day. Hundreds died. Reflecting on the 1921 march, Jon said, “Many of those miners were veterans themselves from World War I. They couldn’t fathom shooting and being shot at by the people they had just spent years fighting for.”

			It was all for coal, which wreaked havoc on the local economy, created health problems that have persisted for decades, and contributed to a nationwide fossil fuel addiction that lasts to this day. Jon’s hope was to create consequential change…a decentralized, clean energy economy driven by the people of Appalachia. He saw an opportunity to get the region out from under the thumb of monopolistic fossil fuel companies, and to get the US out from under dictatorships in the Middle East.

			Breaking Ranks

			Making this shift would require people to recognize the moment as a broad-based change that required a fundamental, and relatively swift, shift in their way of life. It would require democratizing leadership across the region, so that people, both within and outside of the coal industry, could adapt, embrace uncertainty, and refashion the norms and practices of an industry that was rich with potential, yet unwilling to change.

			At a personal level, it would also require Jon to put his reputation, relationships, and standing in the region at risk, potentially drawing the ire of the people he loved and wanted to protect. In short, he’d have to break ranks, and get a lot of other people to do the same. He reached this realization on a circuitous route home from Iraq. His determination to fight is a story of leadership, failure, faith, and love that animates my understanding of what it takes to lead.

			The cost of leading is high, but the cost of failing to lead can be worse. In one of my leadership development workshops, another veteran I know shared his failure to exercise leadership. “I love the Air Force,” he began with some trepidation. “What you probably don’t know is that the Air Force spends ten billion dollars a year on fuel, which is about 80 to 90 percent of its energy bill. Now, like most of you,” he continued, “people in the military also must develop budgets and go through the usual politicking to get them funded. However, every budgeting cycle, particularly in the post-Iraq years, we ran into the same problem: leftover fuel from the previous budget cycle.”

			At this point, the young man’s voice trembled. “Leftover fuel was a problem because the decision-makers would take it to mean that we overbudgeted the previous year. As a result, we’d get docked and lose budget for the coming year.” This is a common situation in many organizations. If you don’t spend your whole budget, few financial executives will entertain increasing it for the coming year, all else being equal. “My job was to carry the unspent fuel—tons of it—in a C150 high into the stratosphere, way above the altitude commercial aircrafts fly. Then I’d dump it into the stratosphere, right into the air, millions of gallons of jet fuel. Dumping it so we could maintain our budget for the coming fiscal year. I don’t know if you know how bad this stuff is for the environment. It’s deadly. And I’m not the only one. It happens everywhere.”

			A leadership moment missed.

			He concluded, “I was torn. While I understood why we had to do this, I felt in my gut that it was wrong. For the environment, for the people whose health is ultimately affected by environmental toxins like jet fuel, and of course for taxpayer dollars. But I did it anyway. It was what was expected of me. The thing is, I didn’t even stop to consider whether I had a different choice. I probably didn’t. It’s the military after all. You follow authority. You don’t break ranks.”

			If you find a path with no obstacles, it probably doesn’t lead anywhere.

			[image: ]

			Once you recognize a leadership moment, you realize that you have a choice. Sometimes, the right choice is to not engage in it, like this Air Force veteran realized. Other times, you feel properly prepared, or you’re willing to take the risk because the cost of not acting is too great. This was the situation that Jon faced that day on Blair Mountain.

			Seven years after Jon’s march, US National Park Services determined that the removal of Blair Mountain Battlefield from the National Register was “erroneous,” and put the historic site back on the national list. The decision meant that the site was now protected from the coal companies that had mountaintop removal permits. “Reaffirming Blair Mountain’s status on the National Register honors those brave West Virginia workers who fought for the right to organize for fair and safe working conditions,” Jon said. “It also serves as an important reminder for all of us that the struggle is never easy.”

			The battle was won that day. Jon soon found himself in high demand. Invitations came to speak at conferences and even to testify on Capitol Hill on energy security. Like-minded people, documentary filmmakers, and others were attracted to his bipartisan message. Portentously, however, Jon was entering dangerous territory. He didn’t realize it, though signs of it were in the march itself, which lacked enough representation of people from the local economy. The larger work of leading a clean energy revolution still lie ahead, but he was beginning to stray too far from the edge he had successfully danced on until that point.

			Meanwhile, recognizing that the end was near, the coal industry poured millions upon millions of dollars into the coffers of local, state, and national political campaigns who promised to protect their jobs. Their lobbyists pounded K-Street in Washington DC, trying to forestall the inevitable, until they could scrape every last piece of coal from the seams of one of America’s most beautiful ecosystems and the dignity from some of America’s most hardworking people.

			As lobbying from the coal industry ramped up, Jon faced an increasing battle to balance his loyalty to his own friends and colleagues in West Virginia while helping to secure a more vibrant, healthy, and sustainable way of life for them. As he became more active and vocal about clean energy, he found himself less and less welcome in the places he had grown up in, the mountains of Appalachia that he still loved.

			



		

Chapter 5 

			Authority 

			In all my affairs, it’s a healthy thing now and then to hang a question mark on the things you have long taken for granted.

			—Bertrand Russell

			Our DOPE Addiction

			To identify a leadership moment, it helps to first question what exactly we mean when we say leadership. Nearly everywhere I’ve been, from the West Wing of the White House to the PTA in my own school district, from elite, private clubs in Nairobi to the slums of Delhi, from the cushy corridors of Google to scrappy, nonprofit startups in Detroit, I hear the same thing: our leaders aren’t leading. Yet, when I talk to these very same leaders, the ones who are not exercising any leadership, many of them feel constrained. They feel like they’re trying to lead, but people just won’t come along. Or, they feel alone at the top, unable to fully provide the answers people demand, yet are afraid to say so.

			If even our leaders feel that they can’t lead, what’s going on? Is it just a matter of finding more clever people, with a bit more charisma? Or perhaps nicer ones, or maybe ones with more of an iron fist? And if that’s not the answer, what do we really mean when we say leadership?

			To begin to answer this question, we can differentiate the act of leadership from holding a high position of power, a big title, a wide span of control, or simply having a bunch of followers. Many people have positions of power but fail to exercise leadership on the tough challenges they and their organizations face. Instead, they beat around the bush, making minor tweaks that everyone knows won’t cut to the core issues. Or else they institute large sweeping changes, reorganizing roles and structures, but don’t dare touch the behaviors of the people who hold power at the top.

			Leadership is also quite different from just doing your job well. By conventional standards, doing your job well equates with keeping things on the same trajectory. Maybe a little bit faster or a little bit more efficiently, but not shifting the fundamental assumptions or paradigms foundational to the status quo. For example, the CEOs of coal companies and other fossil fuel companies like Exxon have done a tremendous job by the usual standards—all while knowingly eroding the very basis of their corporate health, not to mention the world’s ecological health. Delivering on profit margins to meet short-term shareholder expectations, protecting the company from competition, or innovating new products and technologies to maintain market share are fine things to do. They just have nothing to do with leadership.

			In the face of such apparent inconsistency and seeming duplicity, it’s easy to get cynical and accuse these leaders of having corrupt moral standards. It’s much harder, and perhaps much more accurate, to look at how we collude in putting people like this into the board room or the Oval Office.

			One way we do this is through our use of language. Clearly, we mean two very different things regarding the idea of leadership when we say that we’re not getting any from our leaders. The framework of Adaptive Leadership makes a key distinction between exercising leadership on the one hand and exercising authority on the other. Rather than saying that our leaders aren’t leading, we can, using this distinction, say instead that the people with authority aren’t exercising any leadership. That is, the people with power, with big titles, or with a lot of people reporting to them…they’re the ones who aren’t leading. The same goes for people who sit on the management team, the ex-com or, ironically, the “leadership” team.

			It might sound pedantic, petty even, to mince words like this. But as Bertrand Russell said, it’s a healthy thing now and then to hang a question mark on the things you have long taken for granted. By reclaiming the notion of leadership and distinguishing it from the exercise of authority, we can then ask the question, If authority is different from leadership, what, then, is authority?

			Authority is best viewed as a transactional deal or, in the jargon of political scientists, as a social contract. In a quid pro quo, you give me something that I want. In exchange, I give you something in return. It’s simple. When it comes to authority, people who hold those roles provide us with something very specific, very addictive even, which I’ll describe shortly. Then, in exchange, we authorize them by giving them our attention, our time, our money or resources, our votes and, many times, our lives in the form of our professional careers. In particularly tough or uncertain times or when it comes to thorny issues, we also pile onto authority figures our hopes and fears.

			We expect them to provide a clear, safe path toward a better future amidst all the uncertainty. With us and our resources now at their disposal, they do what they can to honor their end of the bargain. They create new products, new initiatives, or new jobs. They pass new policies or make political appointments. Often, they demonize the authorities on the other side. They also tend to make even bigger promises that they have no possibility, and perhaps no intention, of keeping. By then, though, it’s too late. Everyone is swept up in an endless play of rising, unrealistic expectations. And, when that house of cards crumbles, we all blame the other side. Or we simply look for a new “leader” to keep our side happy.

			All this authority seeking and granting perpetuates the status quo. It keeps us on the same trajectory, even if that trajectory drives us into the ground. Few people authorize someone to disrupt them or to challenge their expectations, as Jon Gensler was doing with his own people in West Virginia.

			So long as people in authority stay within the bounds of what we expect of them (their scope of authority, as it’s known in Adaptive Leadership), we allow them to continue to play their role, and nothing significant changes. Breaking this dynamic down even further, we can see that maintaining authority involves meeting people’s expectations in four key areas: direction, order, protection, and expertise.

			Direction

			Where are we going? If you’ve ever found yourself looking to someone—your boss, your spouse, your elected leader—for an answer to this question, you were looking for direction. Providing a clear sense of direction is one of the primary expectations we have of people in authority. To put it another way, whenever you turn to someone for direction, you are implicitly authorizing them. You’re handing over some of your own power to them in exchange for the clarity they provide. As a child, I remember noticing how some kids in our small group of friends always tended to be the ones who set direction…things like which backyard fence to hop or whose house to visit. Even then, adults (mistakenly) deemed such children as “natural born leaders.”

			Direction takes many forms, such as strategic plans, vision or “north star” statements, State of the Union speeches, investor guidance reports, and the like. We also receive more subtle forms of direction from people in authority through the stories they tell about what success looks like or about what constitutes failure. Our institutions also convey direction through notions like the desirability of a college education (or, if you’re really a sucker for authority, an MBA or PhD), the American Dream, Manifest Destiny, and other societal myths. As the tale about the lemmings going off the cliff teaches us, people conditioned to receiving direction will follow authority to the bitter end.

			Order

			What’s my role? This is the most basic question we ask whenever we take on a new job. It’s so fundamental, in fact, that the answer to it is often decided by the people in charge long before we’re even hired or brought on board. Our role’s instructions come from a variety of sources, such as values statements, operating principles, organizational charts, job descriptions, as well as through informal channels like folklore, “best” practices, and even from the gaze cast by people in charge toward or away from certain people in a meeting. All these things convey a sense of what’s normal, what’s not, who’s normal, and who’s not, so that we can keep the peace. Often, it has to do with fitting in and learning how to deal with people so as not to rock the boat.

			Taken as a whole, we can think of these things as “culture,” which is why so-called culture change initiatives prove so difficult. Culture is best seen as an outcome, not something to be worked on directly or willed into existence by a values statement. In everyday life, TV shows, commercials, advertisements, and other forms of media often play the role as prescribers of order, which is why we give them so much of our attention, our “eyeball-share” (a ghoulish concept if ever there was one), and our money.

			Protection

			Will you keep me safe? Protection is the most valuable and limited function of authority. More than anything else, what we want to hear from the authority figures in our personal and professional lives is that we’ll be safe, so long as we follow their direction and play our prescribed role. We want to know that our job is safe, that we’ll have the resources we need to do our job, and that we’re safe from internal as well as external threats—for example, market competition, hostile foreign countries, and even challenges to our ideology or sense of identity.

			That’s one reason why things like media echo chambers, border walls, and gun protection hold so much appeal for people who don’t have other ways to feel secure in their homes and in themselves. Together with direction and order, protection serves a critical role in the well-functioning of any kind of family, team, organization, or system—to a point.

			Expertise

			Do you know what you’re doing? Expertise is probably the one thing we’re most conscious of looking for from people in authority.15 Resumes, CVs, capability statements, client lists and testimonials, case studies, white papers, professional certificates, titles, etc.—these things suggest to people that we know our stuff and therefore command their authority.

			Our educational institution, economic system, and organizational designs feed into the seductive notion that he who knows best or has the most articulate or compelling answer most deserves our trust and attention. We devote massive amounts of energy toward gaining expertise or following those who have it. Consider this the next time you hear a self-introduction in a meeting or conference or when someone in the office talks about their past experience at such-and-such job. It usually means they want you to check your critical thinking faculties at the door and act dumber than you are.

			The Big Seduction

			Authority has very little to do with leadership. It’s a different kind of activity for a certain purpose, namely maintaining the status quo when the status quo is working. It keeps us on the trajectory we’re on. Fortunately, most of the moments we face in our day-to-day work and life call for the exercise of authority. Without authority, we’d see the breakdown of organizations, teams, families, and perhaps society. Properly deployed, authority can be a huge resource, a tool even, for leading change.

			However, it can also be a huge constraint. While it can be used to provide cover for those who are trying to lead, it can also be used to quash them, as was the case with the mine bosses and coal operators in West Virginia. It can be used to shed light on tough but important choices that people would rather not face. Or, it can be used to divert attention from the choices and blame others for our own contribution to the mess.

			Every job, every role in any organization, community, or family carries these same expectations of authority figures. Whether you are the president of a country or company, a head of a nonprofit, a Mom or Dad, or a firefighter, the expectations are the same. Show people the right direction. Provide them with a sense of calm and order as they head in that direction. Give them clear roles and responsibilities along the way, sometimes with fancy titles and an organizational structure to keep everything in order. Assure them that they’ll be safe, that their resources will be protected, that they won’t have to risk anything or give anything up. Convey a sense of confidence that you know what you’re doing and that they can rely on you or your organization’s knowledge, expertise, and experience.

			Authority, even when it’s deployed less skillfully, feels good. It feels good to know (or to fool yourself into believing that you know) exactly where you’re heading, what your role is, that you’ll be safe along the way, and that you have all of the necessary skills and smarts to get the job done. Notice the acronym that the four services of authority spell: DOPE. Authority is kind of like dope. It produces a sense of euphoria and, therefore, can become addictive for both the authorized and the authorizers. When overused, authority debilitates. It produces a dependence that withers away our own capacity to act and to think freely.

			Here’s the kicker. If you become skilled at providing authority—in other words, if you change very little or only the things that people are comfortable changing—in exchange they will call you a leader. Calling someone a leader is a huge seduction, a collusion between people in authority and the people who authorize them, to perpetuate the status quo. This is why we confuse leadership and authority all the time. Differentiating between the two is crucial to democratizing leadership. The more we look to authority, the more we can hide from our own leadership moments.

			We desperately want to believe that the people in charge have it all together. It’s disorienting to step into an unknown space where no one can point confidently in the right direction. Where we don’t know what roles to play. Where we can’t completely protect ourselves or others from harm or loss of resources. And where we may not even know what to do. When faced with this kind of situation, most of us turn toward the people in charge, the boss, the CEO, the president, for answers—and then, conversely, blame them for not delivering on our unrealistic expectations.

			Authoritarianism also has to do with “systems” and structural issues. As the writer, poet, and social activist Alice Walker said, the most common way people give up power is to not realize they have it in the first place. Authoritarianism, which is an extreme form of run-of-the-mill authority, depends on us to do this for its very existence. This system relies on people who can’t see or don’t act on the leadership moments we all encounter daily.

			But the system is just us. It’s an epiphenomenon comprised of people with whom we collude to prevent the exercise of leadership. We give authoritarians and their empty promises the resources of our attention, our time, our hopes, and our careers. Then, we think that they are the resource.

			



		

Chapter 6 

			Leadership 

			The dance of renewal, the dance that made the world, was always danced here at the edge of things, on the brink, on the foggy coast.

			—Ursula K. Le Guin

			Dancing on the Edge

			The more people call you a leader, the less leadership work you’re asked to do. Leadership involves getting people to face and then adapt to a reality they’d rather avoid. It requires the courage to say to people, I don’t know where we’re supposed to be heading, but it isn’t the direction we’re going in now. It requires a willingness to tolerate a period of discomfort, lack of clarity about your own role or contribution, and a willingness to put yourself on the line. Leadership is risky work. That’s why we don’t often see people with authority exercise leadership. The leaders aren’t leading, we lament. What we don’t realize is that we ourselves are complicit in this.

			People in authority are under pressure to provide direction, order, protection, and expertise to their own people. That is, to us. Taking on the additional risk of leadership can bring a loss of authority if that risk leads to disappointment. That’s a powerful counter-motivator. Those who attempt to exercise leadership must be willing to tolerate being attacked by the very people they need—the people without whom they cannot make progress on the real problems at hand.

			That’s why it’s important to distinguish between leadership and authority. For example, while Jon Gensler might have been able to paint a vision (direction) of what a handful of clean energy projects could look like and the jobs they’d deliver (protection), he almost certainly couldn’t provide a vision for the entire region or the whole economy. Even if he could, neither he nor anyone else had enough authority to simply dictate it into existence or to guarantee enough jobs for people to feel sufficiently safe and protected in making the shift away from fossil fuel.

			It’s almost never possible to provide the DOPE that people want when you’re leading change on the toughest issues. Illegal immigration, the growing gap between the rich and the poor, racism, gun violence, the steady encroachment of advanced technology into our daily lives—none of these issues can be solved by people in authority alone.

			Yet, we look to them to provide us with answers. We vote them into and out of office, because they promise easy solutions. We authorize them by paying attention to them through media coverage. We’re critical of their “leadership” in order to goad them into taking responsibility for problems they can’t solve. Then, when they inevitably fail, we blame them, or we tolerate them blaming others. (“It’s the immigrants’ fault.”) Then, we soothe ourselves by allowing them to tell us we did our best, all while turning a blind eye toward the problem as it worsens. Along the way, we displace our own capacity and our own freedom to lead, together with others.

			One of the most pernicious ways we seduce people in authority into thinking it’s their job to solve our problems is to call them leaders. After all, who doesn’t want to be looked up to and admired?

			What if, instead, we authorized our elected officials to help us face our most important challenges, rather than expect solutions that we know won’t come to fruition? What if we supported them when they took risks that failed or when they admitted to not having all the solutions? What if we truly encouraged them to reach across the aisle, rather than punishing them for breaking ranks with their own party or tribe?

			By refashioning our expectations and creating a more realistic relationship with people in positions of authority, we rebalance the power equation. We discover within ourselves a capacity to effect change. The less we look to people in authority for solutions, the more we look toward each other as partners in creating our own future together.

			The words leader and leadership connote our deepest values, biases, and hopes for ourselves and the world. When misunderstood and misused, we risk undermining the very people and issues we care about. When understood, we have a better chance of leveraging power with others and of discovering our own capacity to act freely.

			In this respect, the march to Blair Mountain was a decisive moment of leadership for Jon. It was a statement that he was ready to break ranks, dance on the edge, and risk disappointing his own people. The goal, of course, wasn’t to disappoint. “We’re trying to get people engaged,” Jon said. “It’s got to be the people who are going to live there, like my nieces and nephews.”

			Leadership is a bit like dancing on the edge of your scope of authority. You provide people with just enough DOPE without taking the pressure off them to adapt and change. You challenge their expectations of you while maintaining just enough authority to capture their attention and inspire belief in you and in themselves.

			This delicate, dynamic, and dangerous dance between leadership and authority is what Jon was involved in. By leveraging the authority granted to him as a military veteran, he was able to reframe and recast the work for people in a way (national security) that compelled them to pay attention, even if they didn’t like his clean energy message. He leveraged his role authentically and true to the oath he took to defend the country. At the same time, he was putting his reputation at risk and stepping out of formation with a status quo that was not serving his people well.

			Your first step into leadership starts with a willingness to break ranks with your own organization, your colleagues, or your family while still being firmly committed to your values and loyalties. Breaking ranks as an act of leadership is never easy. You risk being alienated, marginalized, dismissed, and even killed. You risk disappointing the very people you care about and who care about you. You must be willing to say to people, “I respect and honor 99 percent of who we are and what we stand for, but this 1 percent has to go.” In fact, that’s the very definition of Adaptive Leadership. Disappointing your own people at a tolerable pace… for a purpose.

			Consider the last time that you consciously and willingly disappointed someone. Usually, we try to avoid disappointment at all costs. Exercising leadership not only requires disappointment, it means disappointing your own people. Not the bad guys. The bad guys are easy to disappoint. Fun, even. Rather, it’s the people who depend on you and who you depend on. That’s why it’s important to disappoint at a tolerable pace. If you disrupt people too fast, you lose them and risk losing your job or your standing.

			Disappointing people is more than being self-righteous. Self-righteousness is easy. I’m right; so, you’re either wrong or you’re an idiot. It doesn’t take much courage to say that. Self-righteousness also lacks compassion and nuance. It lacks the recognition that you can’t move far without the very people with whom you’re breaking ranks. They’re as much a part of the problem as they are the solution. You need them for the journey. If you dismiss them, you’ll have nothing left except good ideas that nobody cares about.

			A Leadership Moment at Work

			Democratizing leadership requires strategically engaging in a series of moments, often over many months and sometimes over many years. For now, just practice noticing these moments and try doing nothing whatsoever. That can be a scary thought. Perhaps you’re continually getting triggered by something, like a friend’s Facebook rant about a political figure or a colleague at work who’s resisting a project you’re leading. It’s obvious that your usual reaction is not working, but you’re afraid to stop reacting. That fear can be a good sign that it’s time to not do anything.

			We need a period of unlearning. With some distance between us and our old behaviors, we may still feel the desire to act. But this time, it’ll feel instead like something that’s calling us, rather than something that’s forced. Something meaningful. Something calling on our hearts or calling on our care. It might be something that asks us to dance on the edge. It might be to leave a situation or a job. It could be a totally different life path that almost seems insane from the vantage point of our former selves.

			That’s what happened to me about seven years ago, when I left the company where I had cut my teeth on Adaptive Leadership. It was December, the culmination of our year-end planning cycle, with echoes of the same old failed attempts to create more impactful ways of doing our work manifesting yet again in the same old promises and business priorities. In the middle of a particularly listless planning meeting, I interrupted the familiar banter of the person in charge. “We’ve been down this path before,” I said. “Tackling the critical issues of our time can’t just wait. People need help today.”

			My attempt to interrupt the pattern we had been stuck in was met with immediate placation. Don’t worry, Eric, we’ll get to that eventually. As I persisted, the placation quickly turned into frustration and then indignation. How offensive, how disrespectful of the time the team has put into this plan. Fortunately, colleagues, who up until that moment had listened curiously to where the conversation was headed, started to speak up one by one. They said that they too were unwilling to go down the familiar path. We danced on the edge just as far as we dared.

			The meeting ended abruptly, and we all headed out for winter vacation. Upon our return in the new year, we learned that three of us were fired, including a colleague who had just recently become a first-time parent. My reward was less severe, but the message was clear. I was invited to start working from home and was given a new computer and printer to help ease the transition.

			As prepared as I was for this possible outcome, the next six months involved a deep descent into an empty space, a dark place, a liminal space between where I had thought I was heading and the dark unknown ahead. My heart told me this was a good thing, but my bank account urged me to reconsider.

			Engaging in a leadership moment at work or even something more personal, like making the decision to get divorced or file for bankruptcy, can feel like a descent into the unknown. However, something that looks like a catastrophe at the outset is revealed, once you’ve gone through it, as the greatest gift you could have received. When you’re leading, the place you’re going is a place that you cannot see from where you are. It’s like a horizon that widens the closer you come to it. It only emerges or becomes visible as you move toward it.

			Eventually, I started my own organization. Today, we’re democratizing leadership around the world, including people and organizations who are in the foggy midst of their own transitions from an old story to a new story. Luckily, the three colleagues who lost their jobs that January and I had learned a leadership framework for surviving and thriving through change. As difficult as this experience was, it has provided a tremendous source of insight into how to help others step into their own leadership moments and survive.

			Now, to be clear, I’m not suggesting that everyone should take a stand and seize every leadership moment. Breaking ranks, particularly in the military or any organization that has a rigid authority structure, isn’t a decision to be taken lightly—and can even be deadly. In fact, most of the time, the right decision is probably to not exercise leadership.

			A Leadership Moment at Home

			As a child, I distinctly remember feeling a pang in my gut whenever I heard the n-word spoken around me, which was quite often. I’m ashamed to say that I also used the word when I was no older than six. The pang I felt was more than about the word itself. It was the feeling of us-versus-them anger or us-better-than-them superiority that made me recoil. I couldn’t relate to the anger, the disgust or the self-righteousness that the us (of which I was a member) felt toward them.

			While something felt wrong about the whole thing, I never could quite pinpoint anything but the symptoms. After all, as a young child just learning the language of my community, how could I discern the many subtle, linguistic nuances? They broke into our garage again last night. Can you believe they stole the wheels off the car? I saw one of them riding Eric’s stolen bike down the street. In early middle school, I came to understand who the “they” was that everyone was referring to. Only much later did I come to a deeper understanding of the systemic or structural oppression underlying all of this.

			Before then, all I could do was give voice to the tiny, growing feeling inside that something wasn’t right. When the moment came, it was hard to speak up. I was fourteen years old. For some time, I had been wanting to confront my father about his frequent use of the n-word. It was six o’clock on a summer morning. We were getting into my dad’s Ford F-150 truck to head out together for a rare father-son day. Dad stepped over one of the many potholes in the dilapidated asphalt city street outside our house as he neared the driver’s side of the truck.

			That momentary pause in the flow of things provided just the opening I needed. Making my way toward the passenger side, I stepped onto the makeshift curb that he and I had installed the previous summer, in lieu of the crumbling city curb. We had made it out of railroad ties that he had scavenged from a trainyard fire earlier that year. I paused, the extra eight inches of height from the curb providing the added courage I needed. “Dad,” I began, my voice and resolve beginning to crack, “you know it’s racist when you say that word, right?” He looked at me, silent, neither waiting to hear what I’d say next nor dismissing me. Whether it was a look of shock, anger, or perplexed pride on his face, I couldn’t tell. “Please stop,” I pressed. “I know that you think Black people are bad because of all the fires and arson. But they’re not. Anyone in conditions like the kind in this city would do the same. It has nothing to do with color.” He didn’t say a word, but the length of the silence told me that he had at least heard me. We stepped up into the truck and headed out.

			Something subtle, yet important, shifted that day in me, in him, and in our relationship.

			While I didn’t realize it at the time, that simple, almost unacknowledged act bore many characteristics of leadership that I’d later come to teach others: confronting authority, questioning a long-accepted norm, and putting your own standing or an important relationship at risk, to name just a few.

			I shared this story once with a Black colleague of mine as we discussed her all too frequent encounters with racist language, racist stares, and racist anger. She reflected on why she often felt conflicted about whether to engage in the leadership moments such encounters brought forth. “It’s overwhelming,” she said. “You feel like you’re cheating yourself if you don’t speak up or take a stand.” A person can only take so much before it begins to wear you down. “However, now that I think about this as a leadership moment, I see that it’s not about me being weak. It’s just that leadership is tough, particularly today. It’s so polarized, and you can’t go it alone. Sometimes you just don’t want to have ‘that conversation’ again. So you don’t step into the leadership moment. You don’t want to put that relationship at risk. At least not today.”

			Every choice, no matter how small, begins a new story.



		

Chapter 7 

			Recognize Your Leadership Moment 

			The master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.

			—Audre Lorde

			Leadership Moment Flags

			Leadership is best seen as a practice, an activity that you engage in moment to moment. It’s a choice, not a job or position. Sometimes, the moment that’s calling for leadership is obvious. Other times, it’s subtle and easily overlooked.

			Learning to recognize leadership moments takes time. Once you see them though, it’ll be almost impossible to unsee them. To start, here are indicators to help you recognize leadership moments and ways to handle them:

			1.Emotions escalate. One of the first signs you’re facing a leadership moment is that you or someone else gets triggered, becomes defensive, or goes on the attack—the classic fight or flight response. Emotional responses are the easiest ways to recognize that you’re dealing with a moment that has underlying unresolved factors that require leadership. When this happens, it’s best to take at least a three-hour break before revisiting the situation. That’s how long it takes physiologically to return to a calm, rational state of mind.

			2.The problem keeps coming back. Leadership moments tend to arise in situations that have to do with a chronic or recurring issue. Perhaps it’s a difficult conversation or problem that keeps cropping up, even though you think you addressed or solved it already. Consider, for example, how many times your organization has restructured to “solve” for its waning market competitiveness or launched customer appreciation campaigns to compensate for lackluster product innovation.

Recurring problems show up in our personal lives too, such as persistent relational issues with a parent, spouse, or child that require courageous conversations. Later, we look at how to diagnose and engage with these kinds of problems. For now, it’s best just to notice them and do nothing. That’s right, do nothing, because the chances are that your normal way of doing is part of the problem. If you find yourself with someone who insists on doing the same old thing, try saying something like, “It seems to me there’s a pattern here. Let’s try to understand why this keeps happening, rather than doing the same thing again.”

			3.Nobody has the answer. There is a gap between where you are, i.e. your current reality and where you want to be, i.e. your aspiration. However, you don’t have the skills, information, alliances, or partnerships needed to narrow the gap. Effective leadership moments require a nuanced analysis of such situations. For now, one very simple, though sometimes risky, way to handle this kind of moment is to say, “I don’t know. I don’t have a solution. I don’t know what to do, but I know that what we’re about to do won’t work.”

			4.Logic and reason fail. Since leadership moments don’t have clearly defined solutions, people can react in seemingly irrational and even illogical ways. Take smoking, for instance. No matter what health evidence, data, or graphic pictures you show a dedicated smoker, they will remain unmoved. Only when they understand the deeper motivations for their smoking, for example to calm anxiety, does an invisible logic to the behavior get revealed. By staying open and curious to the internal logic behind people’s behavior, we open possibilities for action that otherwise remain hidden.

			5.It feels perilous. Sometimes, risk and danger are the only signals you have that you’re facing a leadership moment. If this happens, before going a step further, consider whether you have strong partners or allies or if you’re all alone on the issue at hand. If it’s the latter, it’s best to give yourself time to reassess the situation.

			6.Progress requires breaking ranks or crossing a divide. The existence of boundaries or rigid roles and responsibilities is closely linked with the idea of authority, the functions of order and protection. If, in order to make progress, you or somebody else needs to step outside of these roles or boundaries, first consider who or what will be put at risk in doing so. Then find a way to signal to people that you’ll be crossing the boundary or breaking ranks. Other people can be surprisingly tolerant of such maneuvers so long as you adequately prepare them.

			7.It’s messy. Leadership moments tend to activate the system, setting in motion a complex cascade of effects that are hard to manage and don’t have a direct path toward success. Through trial and error, as well as a clear diagnosis of the nature of the problem and the political landscape, you can usually see your next step clearly enough.

			Notice Your Own Language

			While you can prepare for leadership moments, many times they just land in your lap—or land you on your face. The question, again, is would you recognize a leadership moment when it came your way, and would you know what to do when it did?

			Another way to get better at seeing these moments it to become more attuned to how you use the language of leadership and authority. By changing language, you can change mindsets, even if just your own. This is something that literally anyone can do. Even small and seemingly semantic changes in language can lead to powerful new behaviors.

			Here are a couple of simple exercises to try over the coming weeks to develop your critical capacity to discern the moments in which you or others may be called to engage in leadership.

			 

			Thought Exercise 1—Notice Your Language

			Start noticing how and when the words leader or leadership get used around you, in your workplace, in the media or in the movies. These words are everywhere.

			Notice your reaction, be it positive and energizing, cynical or neutral. Give yourself one or two weeks to try out this simple thought exercise.

			Thought Exercise 2—Change Your Language

			After you’ve become sensitized to how the words leader or leadership get used by other people, stay alert for when you yourself are on the verge of using them. Often this happens when you’re casually referring to a person’s formal title or position, or when you’re bemoaning the lack of direction, order, protection, or expertise from the authorities in your work or life.

			Next time one of these words is at the tip of your tongue, try something different. This should be done when the actual opportunity arises. You pause before saying the word, give attention to what you’re trying to say, and then just say whatever seems appropriate. For example:

			…if you’re referring to a position of authority, try “supervisor” or “management team” instead.

			…if you’re referring to an act of leadership, instead identify a specific behavior that the “leader” is doing or not doing that you wish were different.

			This exercise may result in you stopping the use of the words leader and leadership. That’s not the goal, but it just might be a desirable side effect. After all, we don’t talk about what we see; we see what we talk about. The more you notice your language, the more you may notice how the words leader or leadership get bandied about as appeals to authority. Appeals to authority, of course, only strengthen authority. The implicit message being that these people or these experts have all the resources we need for progress.

			 

			Strengthen Your Informal Authority

			It’s not all about leadership, of course. You can build and use your informal authority to successfully call attention to a leadership moment. Informal authority is something we all have, even if we don’t have a big title or job. Knowing and leading from informal authority can also help to de-risk leadership moments. Here are some questions to help identify where you may have untapped informal authority:

			•Consider the many roles you play in your life. These roles can provide you with a source of informal authority, depending on the context, to take on the leadership moment at hand. Some of these roles we’re born into. Take millennials, for example. In a meeting with senior people, prefacing a comment by saying, “As a millennial…” can be an effective way to grab the floor and get attention. It’ll be almost impossible for them not to pay attention to you. Or, maybe you’re the storyteller in the groups you circulate in. There’s always that one person who can command a room. Telling a good story, one that touches on hidden assumptions, values, or loyalties can be a powerful source of informal authority.

			•Don’t overlook the small things. In what ways do people look to you, even informally, to provide direction, order, protection or expertise? Who looks to you, for example, to be a caring, empathetic, or good listener? These are all informal forms of protection. Is there an unusual skill or craft that you excel at, such as drawing or singing? These are informal sources of expertise. Perhaps you’re the one who people tend to follow when walking as a group or the one who people look to for hope in tough times. These are informal forms of direction.

One of my favorite examples is a man I used to work with who kept a full jar of candy at the front of his desk for passersby. While he did it out of kindness, the expectation and routine it established in people’s workday provided him with a subtle informal authority with people whom he’d normally have no access to.

			•Stay attuned to when you might be stepping too far beyond your bounds. Getting pushback from others can be a cautionary sign. Then again, it can also be a good sign that you’re onto something. When an authority figure in a meeting perks up at your comment, it could be a sign that you’re overstepping. Consider preparing them or creating allies in advance. If you look to your left and your right and nobody is alongside you, it could mean you’re way too close to the edge of the ice shelf. Slow down to bring people along.

It can also help to frame your comment or action within agreed-upon ground rules or values. Say something like, “I know it’s one of our ground rules… [e.g. to name the elephant, etc.].” It’s important to know when you’re overstepping, not because it’s common, but because a strong fear of doing so is usually what keeps people from engaging in leadership moments.

			•However, don’t be too cautious. Often, when we don’t feel that we have formal authority, we tread too lightly. Signs that you may be being too cautious: you’re being ignored, you’re not getting any pushback on your attempts to lead, you don’t feel any material risk, or nobody else is involved…it’s just you in your own mind.

In a way, you can think of these signs as the opposite of the leadership moment flags. If you feel like you’ve established credibility recently or delivered on something valuable, consider forging ahead. Asking for forgiveness later, rather than permission in advance, might reveal that you have more room to maneuver than you think.

			By becoming aware of what leadership really means, our expectations of authority begin to shift in lasting ways. It’s virtually impossible for me now to hear the word leader on the news or in political elections and not think that someone is getting duped, or doped, in the exchange. As Audre Lorde suggests, no matter how strong it is, no external social, political, or economic pressure would be able to keep us in the old story about leadership if it did not operate on something internal. Examining this internal narrative and creating conditions for others to discover their own capacity for freedom is the deeper work of leadership.

			[image: ]

			How do you know when it’s time to act? When you do, how do you hold attention to the important questions? What are the important questions anyway? Next, we take forward the theme of leadership as adaptive problem-solving through the introduction of the extraordinary life of Vimal Kumar. Born in the lowest of the lowest caste in India, Vimal was condemned by birthright to follow in the thousand-plus-year-old footsteps of his family’s lot in life. We trace Vimal’s journey from a bullied school kid turned gang member, turned leader of a movement for “scavenger people” across India. His mastery of the “technical and adaptive” distinction of leadership serves as a testament to the ability of anyone, anywhere, to lead.

			



		

Part 3 

			What’s the “Work” of Leadership? 

			To talk like this is to flirt with actual, and not rhetorical, changing of the world.

			—Anand Giridharadas
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Chapter 8 

			The People with the Problem Are the Solution 

			If you talk to a man in a language he understands, that goes to his head. If you talk to him in his language, that goes to his heart.

			—Nelson Mandela

			One Thousand Years of Sweeping

			Passersby see the old man gesture toward the faded pink concrete structure nearby. It used to be his home but now serves as an after-school center. “That’s my grandson in there.” Live electrical wires extend from the after-school in every direction. The passersby unconsciously dodge the one hanging at eye level.

			Other wires thread haphazardly through the leafy branches of the ancient Bodhi tree, under whose shade the old man sits, proudly, on a plastic lawn chair. The Bodhi is known as the tree under which Buddha attained enlightenment. The old man wears a red cloth on his shoulder, signaling that he’s a laborer. Brooms stand at the doorsteps of every house along the street, as do overflowing dirty garbage carts attended by menacing looking domesticated, untethered pigs. The stench of poverty and untouchability permeates the air, wafting occasionally into wealthy, nearby neighborhoods whose residents cover their mouths with handkerchiefs.

			The old man and nearly every person in this neighborhood slum are called “sweepers,” hence the brooms. Sweeper is one of the many derogatory terms for people who were formerly called untouchables, chuhra (equivalent to the n-word), scavengers or, officially, Dalits. Sweepers occupy the lowest of the lowest rung in the Indian caste system, which is a rigid class structure rooted in Hinduism that dictates occupation and social status. The government banned castes over sixty years ago and gave Dalits substantial rights. However, discrimination remains widespread.

			Sweepers are confined to jobs such as carrying human excrement from the waterless toilets that they clean to make a living. The unluckier sweepers have little choice but to clear blockages in street sewers, including retrieving the corpses of dead animals or the occasional dead person. Nearly every day, a sweeper dies doing this job. Lowered into neck-deep sewer sludge by a rope tied around their stomach—and with nothing but a dirty rag to guard against the noxious fumes—they descend…only to be retrieved by a friend or family member minutes later, lifeless.

			Sweeper families receive no compensation for their loss, other than the rope that was tied around their loved one’s waist. The rope gets handed down to the next sibling or neighbor to continue the work of securing financial survival. In some places, sweepers have been punished for letting their shadow fall on someone from a higher caste or class. They are condemned to live on the margins of society in the slums, like the one where this proud grandfather sits.

			The old man’s grandson, Vimal Kumar, runs the after-school center located next to the Bodhi tree. It’s for sweeper children, many of whom are denied access to regular schools or face extreme discrimination, like Vimal did. As a child, he once received a school sanctioned beating. It was during the morning assembly. Around 1,200 students gathered for the daily prayer. The upper caste teacher consumed alcohol and slung derogatory caste slurs as he beat, or rather “punished,” Vimal.

			“My mouth was swollen,” Vimal recounted later. “It was like third degree torture for me.” The upper caste students laughed while some female teachers cried. The next day, almost every part of Vimal’s body was bruised and pained. What was the crime that merited this punishment? Vimal told an upper caste student to stop calling him derogatory slurs.

			Vimal’s after-school, the one in the faded pink building, provides a safe environment, where sweeper kids feel accepted and receive educational support in a nurturing environment. It’s part of a network of centers that he helped establish across India as part of a nationwide “movement for the scavenger community.” Before leading the movement, most of the people Vimal had ever met were like his grandfather, sweepers who toiled away day after day with little other choice.

			I met Vimal while he was a fellow in a yearlong leadership program organized by the impact investing organization, Acumen. He was the first sweeper ever admitted to the program. I was excited to meet Vimal, in part because of the unbelievable stories I had heard about untouchables. Clearly, he must be an amazing person to have emerged from 300 million Dalits, or similar designations, across South Asia to lead a civil rights movement.

			His grandfather contributed greatly to that journey, including saving enough money from his job cleaning government toilets to send Vimal to school. With this small boost, Vimal avoided the fate of many of his friends and family cleaning toilets and sewers. He got a job as a door-to-door salesman, selling weight-loss belts in surrounding towns. Since he couldn’t afford a bicycle, much less a motorbike or car, Vimal walked ten miles to work every day, often in 100 degree, and as much as 120-degree summer heat.

			Few people bought his belts, something for which Vimal’s supervisor excoriated him every chance he got. You’re nothing but a lazy scavenger like all the rest from the slums. He endured the degradation and, eventually, managed to save enough money to pay for a master’s program in social work. As part of his studies, he set out to visit sweeper slums across India.

			In every slum he entered as a stranger and left as a brother. “People were surprised to know that I was an educated young boy from the sweeper community talking about unity, education, and the movement,” Vimal said. Over the course of four years, he spent hundreds of nights in hundreds of cities with slums, “uninvited, but always overwhelmed by the love of my people.” He met the many sweepers who toiled in these places. Drank tea with them. Listened to painful stories about their struggles to survive. He saw the toll taken on them by over one thousand years of systemic oppression, a thousand years of sweeping. There were no easy answers or solutions to this problem, but there was a lot of energy in the slums to find a way.

			Gradually, door to door, person by person, one cup of tea at a time, a movement emerged. Inspired by another Dalit, Dr. Ambedkar, who is sometimes called the “Martin Luther King of India,” Vimal established after-school centers with the aim to educate, agitate, and organize. His approach to democratizing leadership is as sophisticated as it is simple. Provide a much-needed education for children in a supportive environment. At the same time, engage and enlist the local sweeper community by providing jobs, albeit unpaid, for older adolescents to teach children in their own community. Then, provide a pathway for these sweeper-teachers to go to college, graduate school, and on to a PhD at India’s most prestigious university for social work. There, Vimal himself was working on a PhD on intra-caste violence—what in an American context might be called Black-on-Black crime. Finally, together with this cadre of sweeper-scholars, Vimal sought to leverage their intellectual heft to change policy at a state and national level.

			Hold Attention to the Real Work

			Vimal is brilliant at recognizing the leadership moments available every day. He’s also great at reframing and recasting them for other people to see too.

			For example, most of the after-school centers contained a small library consisting of nothing more than a few shelves of books. Sweeper-teachers had often complained that the bookshelves sat mostly empty. It had been a common problem. Sweepers only earn a handful of pennies—and a plastic bag of table scraps—per house for cleaning wealthy people’s toilets. Books were rare in the sweeper communities and cost prohibitive. Compounding the financial limitations, community members and parents had been suspicious of Vimal’s motivations and generally dismissive of schools and education. Surely this man from another town must be running a scam, they thought at first. Or, perhaps the school was a guise for the prostitution and drug dealing that find a home in every slum.

			Vimal understood that the real work of the schools, the “work of leadership,” is to win over these skeptics and to shift the value they place on education—to educate them, not just their children. The complaints from the sweeper-teachers about the paucity of books had presented Vimal with an opportunity, a leadership moment. Why don’t we just buy the books ourselves? they’d asked. After all, it’s an obvious solution to an obvious problem.

			Vimal responded, “For us to buy books is easy,” since they did have some financial means from generous local sweepers who had made it out, so to speak. “But it only solves the immediate problem. If, instead, the community stocks the library, spending the little money they make…and if they put the books they bought onto the bookshelves with their own hands…then we’ll know we have changed hearts, minds, and values. This is the only source of sustained action. We’ll know that they value education, that they believe in our centers, that they are with us in this movement.”

			In other words, the leadership work of the movement involved mobilizing the community and key stakeholders to develop greater responsibility and a sense of ownership for the education of their children, not just throwing money or easy solutions at the “problem” of empty bookshelves.

			Relating this story to me during one of my visits to his home, Vimal explained further, “You see, there is not enough money in the slums to solve these problems. The discrimination, the drugs and violence, the corruption in the state and national governments that are run by the upper castes feed it all. It’s a systemic problem. In fact, many of the sweepers who make it out of the slums do so because they allow themselves to succumb to the system of corruption and discrimination.

			“In that way, they perpetuate the system. They also perpetuate violence on their own people.” This, in fact, was the subject of Vimal’s PhD study. “Then they become part of the problem. That’s why I stay here and live here in the slum,” he says. “There is not enough money in the world to solve these kinds of problems. But,” flashing the gentle smile that always precedes words of wisdom, “there are enough people to solve it.”

			An Untouchable Solution

			Whenever Vimal talked like this, there were those who would resist. Sometimes, they’d buy the books anyway. Sometimes, they’d tell him to stop talking about caste. The wealthy people would say, I don’t even think about caste (equivalent to an American saying they’re “colorblind” when it comes to race). Others, from within Vimal’s own community, would resist with real or threatened violence.

			When leading adaptive change, whether it’s a civil rights movement like Vimal’s, change within your own organization, or change within your own family, you will meet resistance. In fact, if you’re not getting resistance, you’re probably not changing anything. The trick is to keep the resistance in a productive zone: neither too hot, nor too cold.

			For Vimal, resistance sometimes came from the gang members who controlled the territory where he sought to establish an after-school center. One such man was Rajat. Like Vimal, Rajat was from the sweeper community. Rajat led a gang, like Vimal once did. Unlike Vimal, however, Rajat descended headlong into a path of crime and violence. Through his work and travels, Vimal had met many men like Rajat. He understood them. He understood why they acted as they did.

			In fact, when he was younger, Vimal himself had once gone down a destructive path, spurred in one instance by a demeaning run-in with a local cable TV operator. Vimal’s grandfather had given him some of his hard-earned money to bring to the TV operator—a proud moment for any sweeper family. Vimal travelled to the operator’s office and handed him the money. Upon learning the location of Vimal’s house, the operator threw the money in Vimal’s face, saying, “I don’t want your filthy sweeper money.” In response, later that night, Vimal and his gang cut down all the cable TV wires in town. This isn’t a story that Vimal is proud to tell, but experiences like this taught him about where the anger that gang members feel comes from.

			His approach when dealing with gang members like Rajat wasn’t to ask permission. Rather, it was a similar tactic to the one Jon Gensler learned in the Army. Move out and draw fire. You just start the work, knowing that resistance will come your way, trying your best to prepare for it, but not letting it get in the way of your mission. It’s a risky and highly nonlinear zone to enter, with resistance coming at you from all angles.

			The initial conversation with Rajat went well. However, as with many young men in slums, ghettos, and marginalized communities around the world, Rajat soon got distracted by the need to be seen, to protect himself, and to establish himself as someone to be reckoned with. Before Vimal and Rajat could take their conversation further, Rajat disappeared, as did the conversation about creating an after-school center.

			For months, Vimal wondered what happened to Rajat. Neither Rajat’s friends nor his family would offer any information. Eventually, Vimal managed to find out that Rajat had been jailed. As Rajat described it, “I shot a man to prove that I am someone.” The man he shot lived, fortunately. So too did Rajat’s reputation as “someone,” though that someone was increasingly a person that Rajat himself didn’t want to be.

			In a leadership moment, Vimal invited Rajat for a meal at his home with a friend after he was released from jail. Vimal’s friends and family advised against it. So too did Rajat’s own friends. They said it would put Vimal’s reputation at risk, as well as that of his family and the entire movement. Vimal saw it as an opportunity to focus people’s attention on the real leadership work of the movement—to restore a sense of dignity and self-love in order to interrupt the vicious cycle of intra-caste violence. The after-school centers were of course valuable, but, in another sense, they served as a vehicle for bringing forth these kinds of learning moments. The people with the problem are the solution, Vimal would often remind me.

			So, Rajat came to Vimal’s home. They ate and drank tea together, talking at length about the underlying “systemic” reasons that drove gang members to commit crimes. This way of thinking was new to Rajat. He came to see that they weren’t bad people, they weren’t hopeless, and that they had choices. Vimal talked about the importance of education to shift the tide and the importance of the after-schools.

			More than talking though, Vimal listened, extending respect for Rajat, and invoking his inherent dignity. In the contemporary literature, what Vimal did is known as restorative justice, as opposed to punitive justice—helping people heal after the trauma of a crime. For Vimal, it was just the obvious thing to do. Something deep shifted in Rajat. As he prepared to leave Vimal’s home later that evening, he paused at the doorstep and then said in a voice that was half-admission, half-plea, “I don’t want to die illiterate.”

			The next afternoon, Rajat could be found guarding his gang’s territory, as fierce-looking as ever. However, now his presence conveyed with authority that this neighborhood would no longer be home to drugs and violence. It would be used for educational purposes only.

			Sometime later, I met Rajat in Delhi at a national leadership workshop of the Movement of Scavenger People. He was proudly working on establishing the after-school in his territory. Together with the community, construction had begun. Moreover, he held a newfound ambition to start his studies. As I listened to Rajat talk enthusiastically about his commitment to the movement, Vimal’s words rang in my ears. There is not enough money in the world to solve these problems. But there are enough people.



		

Chapter 9 

			Recast the Work 

			Judge a man by his questions rather than his answers.

			—François-Marie Arouet

			Avoid Perfectly Solving the Wrong Problem

			Once you recognize a leadership moment, how can you begin to engage with it? What are the hidden questions or real issues at play? Is the problem sufficiently defined? Should you engage in it or avoid it? Often, the way we see the problem is itself part of the problem. Having assessed all of this, how can you recast or reframe the work so that you and others can address the underlying challenges giving rise to moment in the first place? By doing this, you can focus on approaches that will make a real difference and sidestep wasted time, squandered resources, and distractions.

			In other words, you can avoid perfectly solving the wrong problem. According to Adaptive Leadership, there are two kinds of problems: technical problems and adaptive problems. Distinguishing between the two is critical to effectively engaging in a leadership moment.

			Technical Problems

			A housefire is a quintessential and easily identifiable technical problem. The problem is eminently clear: the house is ablaze. The solution, too, is well known, well accepted, and generally available: pour water on the fire. For a problem like this, there’s no need for debate, delay, or consensus building. There’s no need for breaking ranks or disappointing anyone. Imagine a scene of firefighters gathered on the front lawn at a housefire refusing to do their job or doing something other than their best to keep people safe and put out the fire.

			Thankfully, firefighting abounds with technical solutions amenable to technical expertise and experience. Quickly and accurately pinpointing the source of the fire, which is often a basement furnace or attic electrical short-circuit, can mean the difference between life and death. There are well-known techniques for dealing with this kind of technical problem. In Detroit, the knowledge and know-how for applying these technical solutions were developed—for better and for worse—through firefighters’ experience in the “arson capital of the world.” It was deep in their bones. Solutions to technical problems involve the application of known expertise, best practices, or protocols. Often, this knowledge and the resources needed to apply it reside with experts or people in authority. This is a good thing. If your house is on fire, you want experts who can solve the problem efficiently and effectively, not somebody who will chart a course into the unknown.

			Since the problem and solution can be anticipated well in advance, firefighters can be trained and equipped with the know-how, tools, expertise, and authority to deal with them. Furthermore, the work involved in solving a technical problem like a housefire requires clear roles and responsibilities, efficiency, and the quick execution of known protocols. You want the fire out quickly and completely. With technical problems, success is clear—what was once on fire no longer is. After the problem is solved, it’s back to business as usual or, in the case of Detroit’s firefighters, onward to the next fire.

			Solving technical problems is important to our personal as well as organizational lives. At work and at home, we’re often called to work on technical problems, “putting out fires” with customer complaints, problem-solving budgeting and planning issues, or the mammoth task of figuring out how to carpool three kids to after-school activities. I’m reminded of the value of technical problem-solving whenever I need to go to the hospital for a broken arm or stitches—which is quite often with three very active children in our home. Thankfully, doctors are experts at solving these kinds of technical problems.

			Technical problems are the most common ones we face. With technical work, people’s expectations fit the problem-solver’s own capacity and understanding of what’s needed. A firefighter, for example, can provide a solution by using their expertise and experience. They can also shift the homeowner’s burden onto their own shoulders for a while. The homeowner appropriately depends on the firefighter’s know-how. The firefighter, in turn, depends on the homeowner’s trust and willingness to let them enter the house.

			This give and take between the problem-owner and the problem-solver forms the basis of the authorizing environment in the DOPE expectations, which we explored earlier. Technical problems are not necessarily easy, but they’re straightforward. The good news is someone can fix the problem for you. Technical problem-solving can literally save lives, such as firefighting and performing open-heart surgery.

			Even if they’re not lifesavers, technical problem-solvers perform a variety of important tasks, from keeping the lights on to keeping a warm meal on the table. People who do technical work should rightly feel proud of their contributions.

			Adaptive Problems

			Adaptive problems are ones for which there are no known or easy answers. This is not to say that they are futile. They are just difficult to solve and, at times, difficult to even identify. They stand in contrast to technical problems, which are easy to identify and have a clear solution. In short, if you can Google the answer, it’s probably technical. If not, there are likely adaptive aspects to the problem.

			The distinction between technical problems and adaptive problems, or adaptive challenges, is the second key principle of Adaptive Leadership. Being able to successfully diagnose the problem and then recast a working strategy so people can attend to adaptive problems is key to setting yourself up for success in a leadership moment.

			If firefighting largely involves technical work, what, if any, adaptive problems contribute to the onset of fires in the first place? Arson is one such example of an adaptive problem. Unlike fires resulting from furnace explosions or electrical problems, arson is due to a host of issues that communities and society have failed to address. Mental illness or insurance fraud are two such issues for which a firefighter’s typical repertoire of solutions is wholly inadequate. Of course, there’s very little a firefighter can do to solve those adaptive problems, as important as they may be.

			Is the problem coming back again and again even though you thought you solved it? This is often the first sign that you’re facing an adaptive problem, rather than a technical one. For example, what’s the problem when fires—lots of them—keep happening, day in and day out, in the same neighborhood or even the same house? Or when you’re constantly putting out the same fires at work, like increasing staff turnover, deteriorating customer relations (not just an occasional customer complaint), or a levelling of your organizational impact (not just one failed project).

			An easy way to identify an adaptive challenge is to notice when you’ve applied a technical fix more than once to a problem and yet it keeps coming back. This is what I call the “louder strategy.” Maybe you didn’t hear me the first time, so this time I’m going to do it ‘louder,’ i.e. with more gusto, more fanfare, more data, or a bigger and better argument. The louder strategy always reminds me of the American tourists and other foreigners I came across when I used to live in Japan. Not able to speak Japanese, they’d get stuck in one of those awkward situations where neither you nor the other person understands each other’s language. Invariably, the “solution,” it seems would be for people to talk louder at each other. As if not understanding another language was just a problem of volume.

			There are various types of adaptive challenges. As with leadership moments, once you start to see them it’s nearly impossible to unsee them.

			Why the Technical and Adaptive Distinction Is Important

			Here’s a quick and common example. Let’s say your heart is failing. Your doctor says you need heart surgery, must lose twenty-five pounds, and need to quit smoking. Some of the work needed to address the problem can be done by an expert, the doctor. Heart surgery is an example of a complicated and often lifesaving technical fix for this problem. A nicotine patch (to help you quit smoking) is another example. Your work in this case might involve choosing a good, affordable doctor or researching safe brands of nicotine patches. Technical fixes only get you so far. Alone they won’t sustainably solve the problem.

			However, what are the conditions and factors that contribute to heart disease? Chances are it concerns eating habits, time you’re dedicating to exercising, or other healthier lifestyle choices. Maybe you have behavioral reasons for smoking, such as occupying your hands, filling the silence, or relieving stress. You might also have social reasons, such as being in a family or group of friends where smoking is encouraged. Improving your health therefore requires adaptive work. It’ll require giving up certain aspects of your lifestyle. While experts like doctors or nutritionists can play a role, no matter how gifted or caring they are, they can’t do the adaptive work for you. You can’t quit smoking for someone else.

			The bookshelf example from Vimal’s after-school is another example of the importance of distinguishing adaptive problems from technical ones. It also illustrates something else that’s unique about adaptive problems: the people with the problem are part of the problem, but they are also the solution. This is what Vimal Kumar meant when he said there is not enough money in the world to solve “these kinds of problems.” For example, intra-caste violence stems from multiple factors, none of which can be easily solved by money. The solution necessarily involves changing the hearts and minds of the people involved.

			
			Here’s another example from the tech space. Consider the phenomenon of so-called fake news. The artificial intelligence filtering algorithms tech companies have put in place are, on the surface, a straightforward fix. If fake news doesn’t reach the eyeballs of susceptible readers—voila, they’ll act, or vote, based on sounder logic and reason. So the thinking goes at least.16

			Tech companies can’t solve fake news for us with technical solutions. The real problem is that we don’t want to deal with information that challenges our values, makes us feel uncomfortable, or questions who we are and what we stand for. We give fake news oxygen because we want to believe the worst about “those people.” We “like” it because it reaffirms our belief about the best in ourselves and those we call friends.

			Ultimately, the adaptive challenge we face with regard to fake news is to cultivate the skills, relationships, and heart needed for a healthy democracy. It’s about engaging with the other, not filtering them out of our lives and news feeds. This is our work to do, not anyone else’s.

			

			Sometimes, implementing a technical fix comes at the cost of lives. Jon Gensler recalls having seen this firsthand in Iraq. “The mission [the technical work] of our entire scout platoon was escorting fossil fuel convoys,” he said. “The people doing this were scouts, some of the most elite soldiers in an army battalion. And yet this is what they did, day in and day out. They guarded fuel convoys instead of going out and doing a scout’s job. They [the Army] lost a tremendous asset that we otherwise would’ve had. Gathering intelligence, engaging the local population, building up our awareness of our area of operations, rooting out the insurgency we were beginning to see forming. That’s the mission that we needed to be working on. Instead, they were guarding fuel convoys, driving up and down the road, and getting blown up.”

			A misdiagnosis of the adaptive challenge meant that scouts were compelled to engage in work that resulted in immense casualties, about one soldier per every twenty-four convoys. It also meant that those forces were not able to go out and perform other jobs which were vital to the success of the mission.

			If you’ve spent any time at all with an organization, you’ll immediately recognize the similarities. How much time do we spend in circumscribed roles that limit our ability to work on the real problems, the work that will make a difference? That’s why the exercise of leadership cannot be reduced to just the role of people in authority.

			Jon’s leadership, for example, involved recasting and refocusing people’s attention on the right problem. That’s what the march on Blair Mountain was about, shifting the way the problem of climate change was talked about. Refocusing people’s attention on US fossil fuel consumption rather than demonizing other countries. His attempts to do so were met with derision and disappointment. People cast him as anti-American and an East Coast liberal who wanted to take away coal miners’ jobs—a person who doesn’t love his country.

			Half the work of leadership is simply grabbing and holding onto people’s attention through the adaptive problem-solving. One thing I’ve seen people like Vimal and Jon do so well time and time again in small leadership moments is to take technical fixes off the table. The accumulation of these moments over time, largely invisible, creates conditions for lasting change.

			Starting Fires While Putting Them Out

			Effective leadership is not as concerned as we’re led to believe with visionary problem-solving. One only need consider the hundreds of billions of dollars spent by philanthropic organizations and foreign aid agencies to quickly apprehend the magnitude of technical problem-solving that happens when well-intentioned people take on a cause from the outside. Nor does leadership have much to do with just getting stuff done or even with achieving extraordinary short-term results, though that’s often an important by-product.

			Instead, progress requires a deep commitment to adaptive problem-solving, adaptive learning, and a strong sense of purpose. The world of international development and social enterprise is littered with short-term results in the form of new schools with no teachers or abandoned pharmaceutical dispensaries that only fill the pockets of local contractors and politicians with kickbacks. Effective and lasting leadership transforms our understanding of the very problem we think we are trying to solve. We come to see that the way we define the problem is itself the problem. As a result, we substantially reframe, recast, or otherwise shift how we view the very problem and, as a result, the solution.

			This makes me reflect how we, white Detroiters, misunderstood what was happening to the city and the role we played in it. The problem, as many of us saw it, was that of Detroit becoming a “Black city.” Rather than engage creatively, many of the people I knew instead went into self-imposed exile. Their love-hate relationship with the neighborhoods they left formed a nostalgia for the city mixed with a contempt for its current residents.

			For white Detroiters in particular—and this included me—the way we saw the issues was a big part of the problem, as it is in Vimal’s community and in other communities around the world. We scapegoated the “other.” Then, from the standpoint of us versus them, the only viable “solution” was to fight the “invasion,” with racism as a tool, or to flee to the suburbs.

			I wonder if sometimes we suspected that somehow that decision itself, multiplied across Detroit, was at least part of the cause of all the mess. That maybe the years of being egged on by fears and whispers of Blacks entering the neighborhood was all part of a nasty, self-destructive Monopoly game—with real properties and real lives. Had we seen this, we could’ve taken a different path. Instead, like the people who confined and oppressed Vimal and his community, we overlooked creative solutions to engage. We hid away from them at a distance, as if they were the problem, not us.

			The adaptive problems in the vicinity of my dad’s firehouse had at least as much to do with the firefighters as they did with the broader political environment. Detroit’s neighborhoods, including the ones served by and surrounding Engine 18 where Dad spent most of his days, were rife with drugs, prostitution, and the many abandoned homes in which the drug dealers, drug users, and prostitutes congregated. To keep these people out of the neighborhood, some residents set the abandoned homes on fire. In a sense, it’s a perfectly logical thing to do when very few other technical solutions were available.

			As it happens, however, the application of technical fixes to adaptive problems, like drugs and neighborhood decay, not only didn’t solve the underlying issue, it exacerbated it in unforeseen ways. Many of the firefighters in Engine 18, insulated from the neighborhood by thick, brick firehouse walls and by their own prejudices, failed to see the connection between the arsons and the residents’ desperate attempts to save their neighborhood from further decay. Instead, their prejudice was reinforced—justified even—in their own minds. They developed a further disdain and hatred for people of color.

			This wasn’t the only contributing factor to racism, of course, but it was a powerful one. I remember the many stories my father told of the things he had seen. The fire from the abandoned homes often spread to neighboring, occupied homes where people lived, resulting in women being disemboweled as the fire lept up their dresses before they could remove them. Children dead, flesh melting on his fire gloves as he carried them out of the house. Fellow firefighters killed in the line of duty. Injuries he sustained. Shattered teeth from an iron-gate barring a window that he had to open with his axe. A concussion and broken jaw from a collapsed brick chimney that nearly took his life. This left physical marks on him and on his firefighter brothers—all of whom depended on each other, literally every day, for their lives. It also left the deep psychological marks of racism, which further exacerbated the tension between the firefighters and the neighborhood residents.

			The bullet that had ripped clean through the brick façade of the firehouse, exiting six inches above my dad’s wireframe bed in the upstairs barracks, was just another example of a technical approach to an adaptive challenge. In a city at the height of its decline, we were all solving the wrong problem—and we were solving it perfectly.

			Even the way I approached my dad regarding his use of offensive language, as courageous a leadership moment as it was for me, didn’t properly focus on the right problem. Was the problem just the use of offensive language? Yes, to some extent. But it was also the context, conditions, and upbringing in which we all learned to use and normalize such language. Nobody acts devoid of their context. Understanding this is key to leveraging a leadership moment. And what about the solution? Was it that I wanted him simply to say “African Americans” instead—to be politically correct—while the underlying judgment, and the hurt and fear behind the judgment, remained?

			Empty bookshelf? Buy a book. Illegal immigration? Build a wall. Bullets being fired at the firehouse? Arm yourself with guns, and set up a firearm shooting range in the basement of the firehouse. In hindsight, I now see that we faced a whole host of adaptive challenges, but we did what most people do, which is to try to solve them technically. In fact, applying technical fixes to adaptive problems is common. It’s the single biggest waste of time and resources in our organizations and personal lives.

			[image: ]

			Creating the conditions for change is one thing. Sustaining it is something wholly different, and it requires a village, sometimes literally. Vimal’s movement has made considerable gains. However, the rise of hate crimes accompanying the rise of a strong authoritarian and anti-Dalit political regime threatens to exploit and break the movement. At universities across the country, Dalits who are studying for their master’s degrees and PhDs face constant discrimination. Some commit suicide due to the injustice, which they internalize as self-hate.

			In fact, Vimal’s own academic supervisor actively sought to undermine his ability to obtain his PhD, calling him lazy for spending more time on the movement than on his studies. As hard as he worked, his PhD was in jeopardy. Even Mother Nature brings disproportionate suffering upon the Dalit community, who are the least capable of getting out of her way. As I left Vimal on a recent trip, he was heading straight into the eye of a massive hurricane that ended up decimating his wife’s hometown, just as she was preparing to step up and lead the movement. “Trees and buildings are destroyed as far as you can see,” he reported.

			Meanwhile, he learned that his grandfather, the old man sitting under the Bodhi tree, had just fallen ill. When Vimal received the news, he sat back, helpless, amidst the hurricane’s aftermath, his beloved grandfather nearly two thousand miles and a forty-five-hour train ride away.



		

Chapter 10 

			What’s Your Leadership Work? 

			Tell me, what is it that you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?

			—Mary Oliver

			Identify the Loss

			
			Consider one of the leadership moments you may have identified from the reflection activity at the end of Part 2. It could be yours or someone else’s if you don’t see yours yet. Chances are it concerns an adaptive challenge. If you need to, reread the Leadership Moment Flags in Chapter 5.


			Leadership moments are everywhere, every day. The first step to engaging in a leadership moment is to identify the loss involved for people, including yourself, if progress were made. Despite the common adage, people don’t avoid change. What they avoid or resist is loss.

			This is a key insight to leverage whenever someone resists your idea. If you anticipate resistance, or if you’re already getting it, from someone who you’re trying to engage around a particularly thorny idea or conversation, ask yourself What might this person be resisting giving up if they were to take on this idea? As has been shown extensively in the literature and research from behavioral economics, loss aversion plays a huge role in people’s decisions whether to act.

			Here are some common forms of loss to watch out for. Keep in mind that it doesn’t matter whether the loss is “real” in the sense that someone will need to give up anything. Just the perception of loss is enough for people to dig in and resist.

			•Reputation or Status. People invest a lot in their image, personal brand, or reputation. They will invest just as much to protect it. You’ll see this on Facebook, which has become (and always was) an extension of people’s image or ego. People delete threads, conversations, and even whole profiles rather than run the risk of admitting they’re wrong after a tense exchange with someone else.

			•Face. Losing face or tarnishing the family name is a particularly common form of loss in some countries and cultures. It’s especially important to keep this in mind when working in cross-cultural environments. I often see this play out in international development projects and in places like the United Nations.

			•Comfort. As Sir Isaac Newton suggested, inertia and momentum are two of the most powerful forces in the universe. Fear of losing a sense of comfort and routine are probably the most common reasons people give for not wanting to change.

			•Self-reliance. Autonomy and going it alone can seem like the best and easiest way to create change. Adaptive work, however, requires relying on other people more than you might be used to. While many people talk a good game of collaboration, a fear of losing control or power over results gets in the way more than not.

			•Identity. At work and at home, we’re rewarded for being an expert, having the answers, being smart, being reliable, and being a problem-solver. These things, and the titles and academic degrees that come with them, become so intertwined with our identity that we lose sight of who were really are. When we’re asked to step into the unknown, we then resist giving up these parts of our identity. Identity change as a form of loss plays a critical role in creating lasting change. Much more so than simply implementing or appending a new idea onto something old.

			•Time, money, and resources. These are obvious and often cited as the reason that people avoid change. We just don’t have the time to do adaptive work, we say. Or we say that doing the right thing requires more money than we have. Framing the problem as time or money itself can be a subtle form of resistance.

Rather than stopping there as a diagnosis of the problem, consider that time and money are just proxies for the things we care about. Making hard choices between or amongst those things is where the adaptive work lies. For example, after my first child was born, I realized that the reason I wasn’t exercising more wasn’t because I didn’t have time. There are only twenty-four hours in every day, after all. Rather, I had to make a tough choice to spend less time at work, on my health, or with my family.

			You might notice loss come up for you as you’re reading this. It won’t feel like loss, but rather an agitation, disequilibrium, discomfort, or pang in your heart or gut. The ability to proactively adapt in the face of changing circumstances, while remaining true to your core values and beliefs, is one of the most challenging, yet beautiful and rewarding, aspects of leadership.

			Recast the Work

			Appreciating the loss involved in adaptive work, you can see why we often cast it in ways that are technical and authority or expertise-driven. Our misplaced hope is that somehow the people in charge will protect us from loss or make it easy for us. How you recast or “frame” the work can make or break early efforts to get people’s attention on the adaptive work.

			
			Consider, for example, the two different ways below to frame the role that racism plays in preventing equitable access to healthcare. The first version17 appeals mostly to existing technical expertise and know-how. It also takes for granted existing authority structures. The second version18 is an example of an adaptive reframing.

			“Differences in health based on race can be reduced. Doing so will require public awareness and understanding of which groups are vulnerable and which disparities are correctable through available interventions. These problems can be addressed with health and social programs and, more broadly, access to economic, educational, and employment opportunities.”

			Now, consider how this same description could be recast in a more adaptive and action-oriented way:

			Differences in health resulting from a legacy of racism can be eliminated. Doing so will require organized efforts to shift power arrangements that make people vulnerable. These injustices must be confronted by transforming political power and, more broadly, tackling the underlying causes of poverty.

			

			 

			Exploring other ways to talk about the issue can open new, creative lines of inquiry and action. Here are common ways to recast the work to keep attention on the things that matter.

			•If people are overly focused on technical fixes, articulate which aspects of the problem are subject to existing expertise, best practices, skills, or know-how, and then articulate the limits to those approaches. Anticipate the technical fixes other people default to applying and how you can avoid that from happening.

			•If people feel that the work is too risky or disruptive, differentiate the technical work from the adaptive work. The technical work can be de-risked using structures, policies, processes, lines of authority, facts, and logic, etc. Later, we’ll explore what it takes to engage in the adaptive work.

			•If things are bogged down because of “personality” issues, shine a light on the complexity of people’s competing interests, motivations, and the pressures they’re experiencing in their respective roles. While “personality” may indeed be an issue, it’s often ten layers deep into the issue and not the first thing to focus on.

			•If there is any loss required as a result of moving action forward, acknowledge it. Pay attention to the fear of incompetence. Not having an answer can make people feel like a fraud or intellectually vulnerable. Then speak to people’s sense of connection to a larger purpose. Consider their desire for meaningful work and how well it enables them to express their unique skills, talents, and gifts.

			Stay in the Productive Zone

			You take people out of their comfort zone and “raise the heat” when you call attention to tough questions, bring a deep value contradiction to the surface, or draw people’s sense of responsibility beyond their current norms and job descriptions. Engaging in even a small leadership moment can introduce disorientation, frustration, tension, or even some conflict as people begin to face an issue they’d rather avoid.

			As you can imagine, in such environments where people feel discomfort and perceive inherent risks, you need to be present and compassionate to the pain or confusion, taking care that it doesn’t reach the point where it’s a distraction from the goal you want to achieve. At the same time, as someone exercising leadership, you need to be aware that without some level of tension—without some impetus for change—people will stay stuck in the status quo.

				
			This requires a delicate balance between having just enough tension, but not so much that things break down. In Adaptive Leadership, the space between these two extremes is known as the productive zone of disequilibrium19 or, more colloquially, heat.

			

			The challenge of managing the heat reminds me of my old apartment building in Brooklyn in the winter. With no access to the thermostat, the kitchen window was key. Open it too wide and everything freezes up. Fail to let in some cold air, though, and the heat becomes unbearable. In either case, you either hunker down or just feel paralyzed. Technical problems generally get resolved quickly with a lower amount of heat. Adaptive problems take more time and require a sustained period of eustress or disequilibrium.

			One way to keep a conversation, meeting, relationship, or moment in the productive zone is to remind yourself and the other people involved of times when you faced a difficult moment and survived. Perhaps it was a tough conversation with a good friend that you stuck in longer than you had to. Or feedback from a caring boss that, however accurate, was difficult to adjust to. What happened? How did you feel? Did you manage the heat appropriately? If not, how did you recover? In what ways do you avoid facing a tough choice? Preparing yourself in this way will help you hold steady in the heat of the fire.

			[image: ]

			Attempts to recast and hold attention to adaptive work can be dangerous. In Vimal’s situation, while his colleagues didn’t speak about it openly, privately some questioned his motivation for not buying the library books himself. Was he siphoning off money? Was he just trying to amass power?

			In Jon Gensler’s case, some of his fellow West Virginians not only didn’t agree with his clean energy solutions, they denied that the problem of overdependence on coal even existed at all, despite decades of economic and environmental degradation foisted upon them by coal companies. Many resented Jon for even raising the question or Vimal for talking about caste. Leading adaptive change and being willing to disappoint your own people at a tolerable pace go hand in hand.

			Problems that are adaptive in nature, such as climate change, discrimination, or equity cannot be solved by experts alone, nor by people in authority. Yet, that is exactly where we tend to look for the answers. This is because they’re too conditioned to provide the technical fixes their people expect of them. Over time and at scale, this creates conditions ripe for authoritarian tendencies.

				
			Democracy is actually a form of adaptive problem-solving.20 It thrives when we develop a capacity to hold tension productively, rather than resort to quick-fix solutions from people in authority. It’s an energy to be openly harvested, not avoided. Only in an authoritarian society is conflict like this forbidden. To democratize leadership, we must learn to live within the heat.

			

			Effective leadership moments mobilize people to engage in uncertain situations, rather than ignoring or avoiding the issue. This can be tough since people tend to prefer easy answers. That’s why leadership moments require courage and often produce an emotional reaction. They ask us to consider whether it’s worth the risk of breaking ranks or focusing people’s attention on the hard issues that create the possibility for real change.

			When the challenges are straightforward, when the people in charge have the answers, or when the path forward is clear and involves no risk or chance of failure…in these kinds of moments, nobody asks Where are our leaders?! Leadership is called for precisely when the authorities don’t have the answers, when the answers require upending the status quo, or when our very sense of who we are as professionals or as people is called into question.

			Breaking ranks and then holding people’s attention to hard questions can take years of enduring setbacks and personal attacks on behalf of a larger purpose. The story of Kennetha Bigham-Tsai, in the next chapter, is just such a situation.



		

Part 4 

			Whose Leadership Work Is It? 

			Anything that we can destroy but are unable to make is, in a sense, sacred, and all our “explanations” of it do not really explain anything.

			—E.F. Schumacher
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Chapter 11 

			Leading on the Verge of Schism 

			…there is one elementary truth the ignorance of which kills countless ideas and splendid plans: that the moment one definitely commits oneself, then providence moves too.

			—W.H. Murray

			Nobody Leads Alone—and Survives

			Kennetha Bigham-Tsai arrived at 11:30 a.m., fifteen minutes early for her appointed timeslot, and waited outside the meeting room in San Antonio, Texas. For days, the executive team of her organization had been huddled inside the windowless room for a closed-door session. Positionally speaking, they were some of the most powerful people in this worldwide organization of twelve million people.

			In the background of the laundry list of technical issues on their agenda was a question about how to tackle a critical adaptive challenge. The organization was experiencing a serious and consistent numeric decline in membership in certain regions after peaking fifty years earlier. Demographic data projected the trend would continue and even accelerate in the next couple of decades. Essentially, members were getting older, and the younger generation no longer found the organization as relevant. As a member-supported organization, millions fewer members meant fewer resources. Budgets and program activities were now being cut across the board. The organization’s mission was at risk. At stake was nothing less than its very survival.

			This was a classic adaptive challenge. Everyone acknowledged the problem, but nobody knew or could agree on how to move forward. The primary question for the organization was how to remain relevant and vital in a changing world. People across the organization felt that they lacked the authority to turn things around, and so they turned instead to people in authority for answers.

			As often happens, we give people in authority all our hopes, attention, and resources and then, mistakenly, think that they themselves are the resource. In response, the expected panoply of technical solutions was put forth, such as membership growth campaigns, member recruitment workshops, leadership development programs, and a revolving door of consultants. Millions of dollars and decades later, the organization had yet to make meaningful, sustainable progress on the problem. Yet, these kinds of technical solutions were the main go-to.

			Kennetha’s proposal, and the reason she had come to present in San Antonio, aimed to interrupt this nonproductive pattern. “We had done a ton of research,” she said, “and decided that we wouldn’t try to solve what is essentially an adaptive challenge with a structural or technical approach.”

			Instead, she proposed tackling the adaptive challenge head on, rather than just looking to authority figures for answers, by involving the people who were most affected by it, including those with and without power or voice. She wanted to create a “safe and brave space” within which people could experiment with new ways of working and relating to one another. “To behave into a new way of thinking, not vice-versa,” as she often described it.

			Kennetha saw an opportunity amidst the crisis to democratize leadership across all levels, ranks, and geographies. Her proposal didn’t come with definitive solutions or easy answers. Rather, it required tackling the deeper questions. She needed the executive team’s blessing and support to move forward. She needed them to exercise both their authority and their leadership. Authority in the sense of providing resources and endorsement. Leadership in the sense of being willing to put some of their authority, resources, and political capital into play.

			Short of such willingness to take bold leadership for change, they might miss an opportunity to find new ways to turn around the decline in membership and involvement. The organization might continue to lose its place and relevance in people’s lives. There was still time, though…to learn, to adapt, to grow together, as Kennetha reminded people wherever she travelled.

			We’re All in This Together

			It was now 11:45 a.m. Kennetha steadied her nerves by reminding herself of the other adaptive challenges she had faced. Kennetha’s on-ramp to democratizing leadership in the United Methodist Church (UMC) had started out years earlier with a leadership moment that she engaged in while serving in a regional oversight role. Pastors within her region were performing unsanctioned marriage ceremonies for gay couples. Kennetha was in a role that may have required her, in response, to report such pastors. She knew that she would try to find ways to protect pastors if such a situation ever came her way. Many pastors continued to perform weddings anyway, breaking ranks with decades of organizational policy. The situation ignited a firestorm around the issue of gay marriage.

			The “human sexuality issue,” as it was euphemistically known, traced the same cultural, political, and geo-political fissures that had opened in the broader society. Recognizing that the failure to address this issue represented a broader existential threat to the organization’s vitality and relevance to other marginalized communities, Kennetha began to discuss it with people in her organization around the world. For the LGBTQ people she talked to, it was not an “issue” but their lives.

			Every conversation ratcheted up the heat in the organization in significant, but mostly imperceptible ways. She and a growing number of partners pressed on, building and developing in others the crucial leadership skills of being able to break ranks, recast the issues, and wrestle with thorny, adaptive work of discerning what was core to the future and values of the organization and what needed to be let go of to create space for progress to occur. They met with people across the United States, including a pivotal meeting in Washington DC only a short walk away, somewhat symbolically, from the US Supreme Court as it deliberated on its landmark same sex marriage decision. The DC meeting resulted in a new policy proposal on gay marriage and gay ordination within the UMC.

			At another pivotal meeting in Mozambique—not a country known for its progressive stance on human sexuality—key people within the UMC surprisingly agreed to get on board. At that meeting, Kennetha led the group through a discernment process. Discussion was heated. But the group voted to put forth a proposal that would potentially change decades of organizational policy. “I was so nervous before that meeting. I remember getting onto the elevator with one of the bishops. He notices that my magnetic name tag is on upside down. I nervously go to fix it. It flies off to the floor as the magnetic holder beelines with a loud clang to the elevator door. What ensued was embarrassing then, but funny to remember now.”

			Still standing outside of the San Antonio meeting room, smiling at the memory of that elevator ride, she thought about the risks people were willing to take to tackle hard issues and what was at stake. It helped her hold steady. Also holding her were the stories of the struggles she had heard wherever she went. She had learned in her earlier work how cultural norms across the African continent made it difficult—and even sometimes dangerous—to talk openly about homosexuality. She learned the story of a Nigerian gay man who found asylum in the US after being threatened by his brother and tortured by police. In the US, she often met with people one on one or in small, discreet gatherings, where they felt safer to talk about their hurt and pain. One fourteen-year-old boy in the US had to resort to an anonymous email to his pastor saying that he was considering suicide because of his gender orientation. For decades, people like this had been kept to the periphery.

			In addition to listening to their stories and working to ensure that their voices were heard, Kennetha had also worked tirelessly to understand the tremendous losses people feared they would experience if the organization became more inclusive. She met with conservatives in the deep South of the United States, with progressives on the coasts, and with many centrists. Allies emerged, like Emmett, a straight white man from Florida who considered himself center-right. Emmett couldn’t even imagine leaving the organization. “He’s willing to change and to embrace people who are not like him. He’s mad as hell at hardliners for pushing the organization to the brink, but he feels a debilitating guilt about being disloyal to people he had grown up with.” Like me, people like Emmett enjoy white privilege and aren’t aware of our complicity in it, racism, or homophobia. Pushing someone like him too hard too soon, however, could shut him down.

			She also met Shalohm, a progressive, twenty-eight-year-old, gay Black woman. “She’s full of excitement for the organization and wants, more than anything in the world, to serve people at the intersection of poverty, race, class, and gender. Yet she’s impatient, tired of being pushed aside, but not sure what to do about it.” Pacing the work was key to its impact, but no one person, no one authority figure, could pace it alone. People needed to learn to hold each other through the uncertainty.

			Gradually, a deep empathy emerged as people began to connect with each other on their own. Kennetha had increasingly become one of many other people who had taken up the work, which is a good sign when leading adaptive change. The work, of course, preceded her efforts and ran concurrently to it in other spheres. What she did, though, was to help ripen the issue and institutionalize it—bringing it into a part of the organization that then owned it—through her many leadership moments. People learned to talk about the pain and suffering felt on both sides of the issue. Regardless of their political or social leanings, they realized that they were in this together.

			They also realized that they were willing to give their hearts and lives to the organization, to work together, and to discern what was core to the organization’s ethos, values, and mission. Through various conversations, convenings, and small gatherings, this cadre of allies and partners on both sides wrestled together for the inclusion of LGBTQ persons. Regardless of what side they were on, everyone wanted to avoid the whole organization breaking apart because of the conflict. They believed it would rip away their heart and identity as individuals and as a community if their organization ended up splitting.

			As One Door Closes…

			It’s easier for people who oppose change to take you out of the picture, rather than tackle the issues you represent. As a growing number of people joined, cracks opened in the organization’s calcified power structure. Through the cracks, some key authority figures arose as true partners—willing to provide just enough direction, order, and protection to help the organization maintain a productive zone of disequilibrium.

			Others were simply allies, willing to support the work to a point, but not willing to put much at risk when the going got tough. Still others opposed and vehemently arrayed against Kennetha. In hushed voices, they suggested that Kennetha was just bored with her job, that she has nothing better to do—as if holding down a full-time job while raising two young boys with her husband, all of whom missed her dearly when she travelled, was an easy choice. Some even accused her of being the cause of the organization’s problems—of intentionally driving the division that she had so tirelessly endeavored to avoid. Stay in your lane, they warned. The heat level was rising.

			Kennetha had arrived in San Antonio having survived the onslaught of this kind of pushback. She had done that by remembering that the struggle was not about her, but about the people whose stories she had allowed to seep into her bones. Having worked assiduously for justice and inclusion for them—the ones who had been excluded—she would wait outside the closed doors of power, for just a bit longer. “Democratizing leadership—or the failure to do so—has real consequences for our mission, our relevance, and for the lives of the real people we serve,” Kennetha planned to remind the team once she got inside.

			That executive team in San Antonio consisted of a mixture of factions: partners, allies, and people opposed to moving forward in any way that compromised their authority. Despite the profundity of the leadership choice before them—or perhaps because of it—the executive team had only allotted fifteen minutes to consider Kennetha’s proposal.

			Finally, at noon, and willing to wait no longer, Kennetha mustered the courage that she had drawn from the people and stories she had encountered and from her own sense of purpose. She knocked on the meeting room door. Silence. The reality of what was happening gave her a familiar slap across the face. She nudged open the door. The meeting room was empty.



		

Chapter 12 

			Mobilize Others 

			Leadership is not about meeting the needs of followers; it’s about elevating their needs.

			Six Key Relationships

			Others need to be part of the change if it’s going to last. Even amidst the setbacks and seeming failures that Kennetha encountered, an undercurrent gained momentum. It was nourished by the many day-to-day leadership moments of a growing number of people who were increasingly breaking ranks with the status quo and willing to engage in the difficult, but meaningful questions crucial to the organization’s future.

			Deep beneath the resistance from people who opposed change, the foundation of the old way of doing things began to shift. Authorities who attempted to hold onto legacy power became more strident, but less confident in their ability to do so. Lukewarm allies not yet ready to become part of the change softened their views. Undergirded by the strength of new relationships, a new beginning, a new hope, a new system, and new possibilities began to emerge, however incipient and fragile.

			How can we mobilize people who don’t see eye-to-eye with us or with each other to facilitate trust and constructive collaboration? How can we help bridge divides that restore authenticity and integrity to the work and agency of the people involved? Leadership moments like this never happen in a vacuum. Nor are they solely yours to initiate. Lasting change happens when the other people involved in the adaptive change learn to leverage their own leadership in ongoing, daily interactions.

			This kind of work is more than having the most compelling facts, data, or logic. It’s more than just making the strongest argument, convincing, persuading, or selling people on a good idea. Such change becomes easily undone the moment someone else steps in with a better case, better logic, or more authority. It’s not about seeing the exercise of leadership as a mere sales job.

			Rather, it’s about creating the conditions for new relationships to emerge between and amongst the various stakeholders—relationships that hold people in a process of breaking ranks, reframing and recasting the adaptive work, and creating a leadership cascade. It takes time and patience to extend care and empathy to relationship building. It also requires a willingness to sacrifice making good time for making good progress, being right for being effective, and being who you are for being who you’re becoming. This can be especially tough when the people involved oppose the change or distract you with insults or even with flattery.

			Yet, one of the most important aspects of leading change is the emphasis you place on relationships with the various stakeholders, or “stickholders,” who are affected by the change. Six kinds of relationships are particularly important to tend in order to create sustainable adaptive change: Partners, Authorities, Opposition, Casualties, Troublemakers, and Yourself. Properly understood, these six key relationships21 constitute the old “system” that is giving way to the new system.

			Before engaging in a leadership moment, it’s important to assess which of the following “factions” the person or group you’re interacting with falls into. Being able to recognize these six key relationships, the distinct roles they play, and when they tend to appear, as you lead from the old to the new system, helps you to keep your bearings when the going gets tough.

			Partners (vs Allies)

			Partners are the people with the most to gain if the adaptive change is successful. They are willing to exercise leadership alongside you, putting significant time, resources, or political capital into play. Partners broaden alliances with people to whom you don’t have access, or with whom you don’t have the time to build a relationship.

			Partners are different than allies. Nowadays, everyone talks the talk of partnership and collaboration, but true partners are exceedingly rare. In fact, most people whom we call partners are actually allies. Differentiating between partners and allies is key. While a partner will go the distance with you, an ally will exercise some amount of leadership, but only to a point. Other than partners and yourself, allies have the least to lose, which is why it’s easier for them to get on board than other kinds of stakeholders. However, when the project changes, the alliances can also shift considerably.

			Stay loyal to your partners and they will stay loyal to you. Don’t take them for granted. With allies, keep your “ask” of them time-bounded and restricted to a limited number of leadership moments on a single issue or project. If you want to cultivate allies into partners, consider how much time they can afford to become more involved and what competing priorities or other alliances or loyalties a partnership with you might put at risk for them.

			Opposition

			The opposition (or, as they’re more commonly known, the jerks or idiots) are people who actively impede progress. They do so because the loss they’ll experience isn’t worth the gain. In fact, of all the stakeholders, they have the most to lose if the adaptive change is successful. That’s why they resist. But remember, resistance can be a sign of progress. People don’t resist unless they sense the possibility for real change to take hold.

			The opposition is the toughest faction to deal with. When faced with opposition, our knee-jerk response is often to try to convince them or attack them, usually with data, facts, and logic, if not outright force. Or we take the easy way out and simply ignore them.

			Surviving while leading adaptive change requires working closely with those who oppose, perhaps even spending more time with them than with partners or allies. You know you’re making progress with the opposition when they shift from debating the issue to sharing the costs in terms of their own values, loyalties, and losses. The opposition deserves compassion and a deeper form of empathy than you must extend to any other faction. Spending a lot of time with the opposition may allow you to sufficiently understand and help them pace their loss.

			Authorities

			Authorities are people like your boss or a person who holds considerable formal or informal power over the situation. A big part of their days is being asked for their opinion or approval. They tend to be the people that we most obsess about, complain about, or go about trying to convince or persuade.

			As we saw earlier in our discussion about leadership and authority, however, the people in charge are often the last domino to fall and the last people to exercise leadership. This is because their authority derives from how well they provide direction, order, protection, and expertise. Since their leadership moments tend to involve weighty structural decisions, such as changing organizational policy—and then having to deal with consequences such as loss of funding or staff—they find it exceedingly difficult to get onboard with the change.

			Rather than spending an inordinate amount of time trying to convince them, it’s often more effective to simply watch them carefully to see how far both they and you can dance on the edge. Their power is not limitless, so they can only protect you to a point. You’ll know you’re making progress with authorities when they see you as a trusted advisor or confidant, letting you in on their struggles and being open to your thoughts and advice.

			Troublemakers

			Troublemakers see the need for change and muster the courage to sound the alarm before anyone else does. However laudable their motives, by sounding the alarm before people are ready to engage in leadership, troublemakers get easily marginalized, criminalized, and even get killed. They’re the leadership canaries in the coal mine, or “lightning rods” for change. Misunderstood and mischaracterized, the important message that they bring gets lost, snuffed out along with them.

			It takes extraordinary presence, courage, and patience to be an effective troublemaker as well as to embrace one. Protect their voice as much as you can by using your formal or informal authority. Make clear to them, though, what the boundaries of your protection are. If you don’t have authority, help the people who do understand that what seems like troublemaking behavior can also be an act of courage, a call for help, or an expression of sheer helplessness. If you do this well, you stand to gain the benefit of an important and often silenced perspective that troublemakers have on the issue. You can also cultivate an ally along the way.

			Casualties

			Casualties are stakeholders who will be left behind, fired, or disregarded in the name of progress. It’s not that they can’t change. It’s just that you may not have the time or resources to bring them along. This can be very painful for them, as well as for you. How you handle casualties matters. Many of us assume we can drive change without leaving anyone behind, but it’s rarely true. As a result, we ignore them or at best rush them out the door quickly as an HR matter, to avoid legal or human resources problems.

			If the person or group you’re engaging with falls into the category of being a casualty, treat them empathetically. As with anyone who has devoted themselves to an organization or cause, they deserve to be treated well. There are people too who are more loyal to the casualties than to the change you’re leading. By treating casualties well, you increase the likelihood that the people who are loyal to them will come along with you. One word of caution: casualties often occupy the least powerful position with the least amount of authority. Before chalking up their loss, seriously reconsider the change that you’re leading. You may very well be perpetuating the underlying adaptive problem by excluding their voices.

			Yourself

			You’re a stakeholder too. How you manage your own relationship to the work, and to yourself, makes the biggest difference between success and failure. Failures are seldom failures, though. Instead, I think of them as opportunities…to talk about failure. The mistake people often make when leading change is to take personally the criticism from their failures, or even the flattery from their successes. Doing so risks distracting you from the change and can even be dangerous.

			The most important thing you can do is to differentiate your role from yourself, taking neither the attacks nor the accolades personally. This doesn’t mean being detached or impersonal or not taking joy or pride in the work. On the contrary, it means being 100 percent committed to the path you’re taking, fully in relationship with others and your own motivations, and open to the possibility that as the old system gives way, so too may your very sense of self and identity.

			Turning the Tide

			These various stakeholders tend to become active, or activated, at very specific times during the shift from the old system to the new system. As an organization or system initially rises and grows, authorities play an important role to protect and nurture it. However, when the system’s peak and eventual decline become apparent, authorities run into a quandary. On the one hand, they are responsible for maintaining the status quo. On the other hand, they’re often one of the first to feel the pressure to change, especially when key people start to break ranks to start a new path forward.

			[image: ]

			Another interesting thing happens as the system begins to peak. New voices emerge, often from the margins. People who are particularly attuned to new opportunities or threats in the surrounding environment see an opportunity to try new things, innovate, and experiment. Not just with new ways to perpetuate the old system, but rather to contribute to the growth of something genuinely new. Instead of being lauded and rewarded, however, they are labeled as troublemakers. They’re easy to kill off unless they know how to leverage their own leadership moments by mobilizing allies, navigating uncertainty and conflict, and keeping the focus on the work and off themselves. Protect them if possible.

			As the legacy system declines, allies and casualties emerge. It’s important at this stage to differentiate between allies and partners, take care of casualties and their loss, and convert allies to partners, even if it means giving up a part of your vision for the emerging system. Anyone in the legacy system can also find themselves in an opposition role. It has happened to me, all the while I had thought to myself that I was an ally. Spend time with the people who oppose. Sometimes they don’t realize that’s what they’re doing. Or, if they do, they don’t understand the deeper fears they’re fighting to protect against.

			Holding a healthy amount of empathy for the people you’re mobilizing is one way to increase the possibility that the new system isn’t just a vapid version of the old. Importantly, it also opens you up to being able to learn from them and engage in your own personal adaptive work. As the author Laurie Frankel says, “You never become. You’re always becoming.”

			Progress Amidst More Setbacks

			Challenging and choosing amongst competing values and loyalties is never easy. It’s not a question of what you want and what you don’t want. It’s a choice between what you want (on the one hand) and (on the other hand) what you really really want. The ability to challenge and evolve our values and loyalties propels forward systemic change.

			Respect for others is one such value, deeply embedded in Kennetha’s life, that was later put to the test. As she once told me, “I moved to a mostly white public school after having grown up in an all-Black neighborhood and school system. The racism I experienced in my new school was painful, unlike anything I had known until then. And some of those kids were from Christian homes.” As she talked, thoughts flashed in my mind of the brutal discrimination Vimal Kumar also experienced, being beaten as a child at the hands of a drunk upper caste teacher—all while teachers and students watched. Kennetha continued, “I went home after school one day and said to my mother, ‘I can’t believe these kids are Christians!’ ”

			Her mother responded, gently, “Baby, Christians treat people with respect, no matter who they are or what they look like.”

			Kennetha’s own faith experience, however, began in a Black Baptist church which allowed for discrimination against LGBTQ people. Speaking to a group of partners, allies, and would-be allies, Kennetha shared one of her early leadership moments: a choice to break ranks with this belief. “I grew up Baptist in Texas. Obviously, I’ve changed since then,” she joked. The people in the room laughed with her—many of them had also broken ranks in their own way in order to come together. “One of the things that changed me is a choice I made to believe my LGBTQ brothers and sisters. What I mean by that is I don’t know all the complexities going on inside of another human being, at the core of their identity. Who am I to say that someone can be someone other than who they are, when they tell me, ‘No, this is the very essence of who I am’? I chose to believe them.”

			Then she posed a simple but profound question, “What if we just chose to believe the people we love and care about?” She understood that that was the choice each of her would-be allies encountered: to choose to honor and respect people’s inherent dignity, even if it flew in the face of prevailing norms and beliefs. She understood it wasn’t an easy choice for many people. It had nothing to do with them being “good or bad.” Taking the sum totality of someone’s life experience into consideration, as best as we can, takes tremendous courage.

			Those were the early days of Kennetha’s work—a time full of other setbacks, including a much more public and devastating one than what happened years later in San Antonio. It came on the heels of a loose coalition that Kennetha chaired, which had formed to forward a new policy on human sexuality. This is the same group that had once met near the US Supreme Court.

			It all went down at a large conference attended by the organization’s one thousand-person governing body. The body convened from dozens of countries around the world every four years to make major decisions on the future of the organization. For days on end, there was the constant hum of languages of every kind being spoken in the hallways and behind closed doors, sidebar conversations, laughter, deals, and prayer. Kennetha noticed more than the usual looks of consternation cast in her general direction but brushed it off. Her name was affiliated with the proposal that was being put forward. She anticipated resistance but didn’t expect what was about to happen.

			Within the milieu, it turns out, were alliances determined to prevent the proposal from even coming up for a vote. Some key leaders who supported the proposal feared it would split the organization. The determination was made behind the scenes to pull the proposal from consideration before any votes were taken. Kennetha had overestimated how far her would-be allies were willing to go—conflating them with partners—and underestimated the opposition. There she stood, suddenly alone, and dramatically blindsided. “It was the most devastating and deauthorizing moment of my life when I realized that all of that work was not even going to be seen by the governing body. It didn’t even have a chance to fail.”

			What felt like a failure, however, wasn’t. The small, informal process that Kennetha and the group had put forward took on a life of its own. While the governing body had refused to countenance the proposal, it did authorize a formal process for undertaking its own review. The process would take another four years—and Kennetha was not included in it—but by then a critical mass of conservative, centrist, and progressive partners had begun to mobilize.

			Through these and countless other leadership moments, many of which may never be told, the work of creating change began to take on a life of its own. Despite all the setbacks, Kennetha and a growing group of partners and allies persisted. Each seeming failure contributed to a field of change that would only become visible in hindsight.

			A special session of the governing body was to take place in St. Louis soon. It stood to unleash years’ worth—decades, even—of momentum that was mostly invisible to the standing authorities. It might also very well lead to a breakup of the organization. Kennetha herself prayed to avoid that outcome. But she wasn’t afraid of it either. She grew increasingly confident that, whatever happened, the organization’s mission would continue through the democratizing leadership she was seeing take hold.



		

Chapter 13 

			What’s Holding You Back from Leading? 

			Difference is the only thing we know how to live in common.

			Values, Loyalties, and Losses at Risk

			It can be an act of leadership to build relationships. To take time in the heat of the moment or amidst the immense pressure to rush to action when you “should be” problem-solving. Your own people, your partners, and your allies may question your judgment, your integrity, and your loyalty when they see you spending time with the opposition, protecting troublemakers, or taking care of the casualties.

			Yet, as Abraham Lincoln said in his first inaugural address, “Nothing valuable can be lost by taking time. If there be an object to hurry any of you in hot haste to a step which you would never take deliberately, that object will be frustrated by taking time; but no good object can be frustrated by it.”

			Each time you reach out to others outside of your in-group, you’re potentially breaking ranks. As if that’s not difficult enough, you also face the danger of being attacked or undermined by authorities and those with power who resist any change to the old system that compromises their ability to provide DOPE. This is dangerous and possibly lonely work. Dangerous, because we’re dealing with people’s deep-seated fears. Lonely, because, often acting as troublemakers ourselves, we feel isolated, uncertain, and lack validation for the change we seek.

			Similarly, in recasting the work, we’re unable to offer clear answers, which creates a tremendous amount of disequilibrium that’s not easily or quickly alleviated. At best, we might be able to offer a process or a road toward clarity, but with no guarantees that things will be better on the other side of it all. As our focus becomes less about the “problem” and more about building relationships, new—and often overlooked—strategies emerge for how to engage them. The leadership work becomes about creating situations and conversations that bring to the surface competing priorities and moving forward amidst sometimes irreconcilable motivations.

			As Kennetha said, “We sought, not the perfect solution, but a way to hold ourselves together. Not unanimity of opinion, but great diversity and belief that our sense of identity and our values would help us take the next step together for the sake of our mission.” Leading adaptive change is deeply relational work. It’s also why you can never lead alone.

			Adaptive work therefore involves a deeper level of conversation about more than just technical things like policies, rules, or structure. It requires the people with the problem to become part of the solution, not just implementing one. It puts pressure on their—and our—values and loyalties to shift in small but profound ways, as we learn to embrace loss as part of a process of growth and becoming. These shifts are an unavoidable part of creating deep change. Nobody goes untouched or untransformed during this kind of change. Not you, not me.

			Maintaining vibrant relationships with a broad set of stakeholders requires gaining insight into each other’s deeper motivations, so you can define and pace the work, rather than just trying to convince people. In other words, it’s not just about getting intel to build a more compelling, “louder” strategy. Generally, three things get in the way of moving toward real collective action: values, loyalties, and losses at risk—or VLL, in Adaptive Leadership shorthand.

			•Values: Considering the values that your stakeholders hold will go a long way in building stronger, more effective working relationships. Values inform decision-making and motivate behavior. When looking at values, it is important to examine behaviors in addition to what a person says or an organization states in their mission and vision. Look at how people and organizations spend their time, money, and energy to gain insight into their values.

You know what people value based on what they do—their behavior—not based on what they say. Watch stakeholders’ behavior and try to figure out their “noble” values. That is, what are the positive things that they would say drives their behavior? Not the negative motivations you might want to ascribe to them, nor the things you self-righteously perceive as selfish or self-protective on their part.

			•Loyalties: All your stakeholders also have loyalties to consider. These are loyalties to their organization and to the groups they represent (staff, constituents, vendors, etc.). It is important for your stakeholders to retain their identity and honor those loyalties, but also to contribute to the group cause. Loyalties may exist across organizations, as well as between individuals. These loyalties make it hard for your stakeholder to support you, even if they want to.

			•Losses: What are the potential losses a stakeholder faces when choosing to work with you on the adaptive challenge at hand? Fear of loss often shows up as resistance. Consider what is most important to your stakeholders and anticipate what losses they risk by getting involved. Common losses include competence, identity, comfort, reputation, status, time, and resources.

			Engage, Don’t Convince

			Mobilizing people doesn’t mean changing people. It means changing alongside them. This process begins when you become more curious about others, including not just your partners and allies, but also the people you actively dislike. It thus requires more than just a clear value proposition and a shared purpose. You also need to maintain relationships amidst competing and sometimes irreconcilable motivations.

			It helps to recognize that each stakeholder has distinct values, loyalties, and losses at risk, stemming from their mission, vision, funding sources, constituents, and partners, that guide how they operate. The “politics” of engaging in this work can be just as important as a technical or “technocratic” approach, particularly when there’s a need to ensure benefits for, and inclusion of, marginalized or vulnerable people.

			It’s profound to shift our view of the work of leadership from just trying to convince people to mobilizing key relationships. Too often we try to do this simply by developing a strong case and then marketing our idea. Or we propose a brilliant idea that’s logical, practical, and persuasive. But that’s not how people change their minds.

			It’s quite the opposite, in fact. Presenting facts that contradict deeply held beliefs actually reinforces those very same beliefs. It doesn’t make logical sense, of course, but research shows that it’s true. (As if my citing research and logic could change your mind here.) We then become frustrated when this approach doesn’t create the buy-in or support we expected. Or we’re flummoxed why people just “don’t get it.” This sets up endless battle and debate—a superficial level of change at best. In fact, each stakeholder has a perfectly rational (in their own mind) reason guiding how they behave.

			At the end of Part 3, you diagnosed the adaptive work underlying one or a series of leadership moments you face. When you become aware of the adaptive work, it can feel a bit overwhelming. A powerful way to unravel the task and to ground yourself to engage with others is to understand where they’re coming from. By understanding people well, you can pace your leadership work and help them pace their own. Understanding the types of leadership moments other people also face helps to avoid taking all the work upon yourself. It’s never your work alone to lead change.

			Whose Work Is It?

			If it’s not just your work, then whose work is it? Let’s turn to that question now and diagnose who the key stakeholders are in the leadership moment that you’re facing. If you identified an adaptive challenge at the end of Part 2, you can continue with that here. If not, that’s fine. Just think of a situation you’re facing where—in a formal role or not—you feel stuck in your efforts to mobilize a team or group to address a difficult challenge. If nothing comes to mind, choose a situation from the past that still has important, unlearned lessons to harvest. Or skip this part for now, and come back when you’re facing a particularly thorny situation.

			Step 1 | Your Purpose for Engaging in the Leadership Moment

			Consider how making progress on this situation connects to your deeper sense of purpose professionally or personally. If it doesn’t matter to you at a meaningful level, consider for this exercise a different situation where there is more at stake, more to lose, or more to gain.

			Step 2 | Identify the Key Stakeholders

			Brainstorm which stakeholders (both individuals and groups) you need to mobilize. Using the prompts below, as needed, make a list of the stakeholder groups. Keep in mind different stakeholders may emerge, depending on how you frame or describe your challenge.

			•Someone who has a point of view on or a stake in the challenge you want to take on

			•Someone who may or may not have a point of view but shares strong ties to the people involved

			•Someone with formal or informal power in the system

			•Someone affected by the change, such as a customer or community

			•Someone with something to lose if you make progress on your challenge

			Step 3 | Diagnose Stakeholder Values, Loyalties, and Losses at Risk

			Choose a difficult stakeholder (individual or group) that you identified in Step 2. Though it can be challenging, it is particularly eye-opening for this exercise to choose the opposition, allies, or authorities. Next, write their values, loyalties, and losses at risk (VLL) to the best of your knowledge. Remember, you’re not judging them. If you find yourself using words like “they should” or “they ought to,” etc., you’re probably stuck in your own perspective and not giving voice to theirs.

			Step 4 | Identify Your VLLs

			Now, think about your own values, loyalties, and losses in relation to the particular challenge at hand. What is driving your behavior? Remember, you’re a stakeholder like everyone else. Being mindful of this is key to understanding your own resistance to change and your own triggers. Knowing your triggers allows you to avoid getting sucked into the middle of the conflict and becoming the adaptive challenge yourself.

			•Your Values. List both your “noble” values and any competing or contradicting “values.” Remember, how you spend your time and resources says more about your values than what you say.

			•Your Loyalties. On whose behalf are you working? Who do you feel responsible for or accountable to? Conversely, is there anyone you care about who you might disappoint or disrupt in the name of progress?

			•Your Losses. Again, in the name of progress, what might you lose or need to give up? Do you find yourself showing any form of loss avoidance?

			Step 5 | Engage in a Leadership Moment

			Without unrealistic expectations of control, there is less blame and fear on both sides. This provides more spaciousness for curiosity, experimentation, dialogue, and critical reflection—ideal circumstances for working with others through complex and conflictual change. If your leadership moment is face-to-face with someone, here are some steps for having a courageous conversation:22

			
			Before engaging in a courageous conversation, you might have to ripen the issue and ready people to take it on. An issue is ripe when it has people’s attention and is considered important. A person or group is ready when there is a willingness and capacity to do the adaptive work.
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			1.Get their attention. Consider which of the six key relationships you and the other person fall into, so that you can set the tone for the conversation. It helps to get their attention if you start the conversation in a different way than usual. For example, if you’re dealing with the opposition, try striking a genuinely friendlier tone than usual. It’s helpful to convey that you want to have a different conversation than normal.

			2.Frame the issue, recasting it in an adaptive light. Chances are that the person you’re talking to, like most people, will want to default to technical solutions or work avoidance. After you name the adaptive challenge, it helps to preclude technical responses by preemptively mentioning them and talking about how they don’t solve the problem sufficiently, or how they create new problems.

			3.Listen. The person may respond in a variety of ways, from passive aggressive appeasement, distraction, and delay, to outright resistance or attack. Stay grounded in your understanding of their VLLs, listen carefully, and ask questions. A good sign the conversation is going well is when their tone of voice shifts, and they feel heard. You’d be surprised how much resistance we create by simply not realizing the VLLs in play for another person. To truly lead, we must meet people on their terms, not ours.

			4.Make an ask. The only way to truly know if they’re with you is their willingness to put a bit of skin in the game or to take a risk. Keep your ask of them small in the beginning. You can always build up to a bigger ask later. It also helps to demonstrate your own willingness to take a risk or experience a loss on behalf of a greater purpose.

			[image: ]

			As you engage in these kinds of moments, you may find that unresolved or unknown conflicts surface. When that happens, steady yourself by staying attuned to the adaptive work. If needed, you can turn to the technical if the heat gets too high. That way you can take a break and revisit the topic another day. Don’t worry if you don’t accomplish all you hoped for in one sitting.

			The purpose of leadership moments is to address the underlying adaptive challenge while strengthening your relationship. Remember, it’s not about convincing or persuading. It’s about expressing empathy and curiosity and being willing to be vulnerable in the spirit of progress. Part of the leadership work is shifting the nature, tone, and depth of conversation and building tolerance for discussing the undiscussable.

			Leadership moments require us to ask what people’s VLLs rest on, what led to people having a certain set of beliefs, and what part of their identity or state of being may be put at risk. We begin to see that there is indeed no such thing as a dysfunctional system. People’s seemingly suboptimal or irrational behavior reveals an inner logic. The villain in the story is just the victim in a different story. When we engage with people empathetically around this, sometimes, their beliefs can change overnight.



		

Part 5 

			What Will You Let Go Of? 

			Loss can be the place where beauty and goodness begin.

			—Parker Palmer
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Chapter 14 

			A Separate Self…for an Interconnected Whole 

			Modern man does not experience himself as a part of nature but as an outside force destined to dominate and conquer it. He even talks of a battle with nature, forgetting that, if he won the battle, he would find himself on the losing side.

			—E.F. Schumacher

			Breaking the Bubble

			It’s 110 degrees…hazy, dust kicking up in the forced hot air. Jon Gensler crawls on his hands and knees, loaded down with equipment. He keeps his head low to avoid the sharp nails overhead. Dripping with sweat, the dust nearly overtaking his lungs, he reaches his destination: a loose air-conditioning vent. Jon’s running a battery of tests in the attic of a new home construction. He has one more to go today, one of hundreds of tests he’ll run this year to ensure that newly constructed homes in this part of the South are up to the latest and best standards in energy efficiency.

			Jon loves this job. He loves the cost savings and health benefits it brings to family homeowners. He loves the tangible positive impact he’s having on the environment every day. He loves to work with builders too. More than anything, though, he loves providing opportunities to other veterans as they transition from active military duty.

			Many are taking their first civilian step toward becoming involved in a clean and advanced energy economy. They are gaining access to Jon’s hard-fought lessons in leadership, his experience at Harvard and MIT, and sharp-end insights from the field. Drawing on these same insights, Jon’s medium-term goal is to expand his work into disadvantaged communities in Appalachia to provide clean energy jobs to more veterans.

			Longer term, he wants to see hundreds of veterans in hundreds of moderately-sized towns running their own million-dollar businesses with a few employees each. “This is very empowering work. My ambition is for it to empower people across the South and their communities. I realize that this kind of work requires relationships. The value we provide is in relationships, but I don’t have relationships across the South.”

			Jon never envisioned that he’d be doing this kind of work. Nor did he anticipate how hard it would be to change hearts and minds about clean energy. After Blair Mountain, Jon aimed big. He set out to create a large platform and reach millions. He wanted to right the wrongs the country and his own home state of West Virginia had heaped on the environment as they ignored the wealth of evidence suggesting a better pathway. He found himself in high demand, testifying on Capitol Hill, becoming a sought-after keynote speaker, the inspiration for multiple documentaries and for an organization dedicated to American energy resilience. He received fellowship offers, wrote articles and op-eds, and contributed his thought leadership in the clean energy space.

			Then he realized something he had missed. “I began to see that I was living in a liberal East Coast bubble. And that the other side was arrayed, bigger and seemingly much badder than we thought. It’s a tremendous act of courage to act in your own disinterest, but that is exactly what we were asking people in the South to do.” Rather than demonize the other side, Jon broke ranks again. He set up an energy efficiency company in America’s heartland. That’s the work that brought him into the attic, while working the trenches of America’s hard-knuckle contractor and builder network. It was mostly technical work, but Jon understood that democratizing leadership couldn’t happen from inside a bubble.

			Working amidst the resistance day in and day out, he’s reminded of something else he knew deep down in Iraq. “Even in enemy territory,” he says, “they’re good people after all. You need to connect with un-like-minded people, which is why I love working with homebuilders in the South. It’s so different from working with progressive city managers in New England. It’s more than just showing up with confidence, authenticity, a good story, solid numbers, and a compelling vision for the future…because there are others doing the same. Here, I have found some things in common with people, not a lot, but enough to build a bridge. I can see them changing how they think about environmental progress, even if it’s for different motives than mine. That’s a challenge—a rebuilding experience for me personally. My own adaptive change. To do the work I’m doing now, I needed to let go of many things, including my own ambition and that part of my self that I thought I would be ten years go. I left a big chunk of myself behind. I thought it would be easier than it has been. I would’ve expected to have made more progress than it seems. A decade later, I wonder, ‘Have we moved the needle at all?’ But perhaps people are more ready now.”

			It Happened on the Way Home from War

			I asked Jon what enables him to break ranks and let go of the usual need for comfort, control and predictability. “It happened on the way home from war,” he said. Rather than return directly to West Virginia, he took the long route home—a much longer route—through New Zealand. “There was no clear reason, other than to go away, far away, from everything I had seen.” Often, leadership moments begin like this, with a step outside what’s expected or what’s normal—the path not taken.

			Six years before Blair Mountain, while he was still an Army Captain, Jon found himself based in the windowless, cramped garrison operations office in Fort Carson. “It was a busy time of year. Over Thanksgiving, the three of us in the office—me as Captain, a Major eight years older, and a crusty old Sergeant Major, all combat veterans in Afghanistan or Iraq on multiple tours—were given a mission to turn downrange Fort Carson into an Iraqi province for training. Basically, we had to construct a training center for the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment.”

			Jon and his team worked nonstop for six weeks over the holiday season to build and install two realistic Iraqi forward operating bases and a handful of villages. He said it was one of the more fulfilling things he did in the Army, outside of leading troops in combat.

			“One tired, exhausting day back in the windowless office, I looked at a map on the wall and wondered what I would do next. I was proud of my service. My duties were well-executed, but it dawned on me that we were going to be fighting this war for a long, long time. I wanted to do something about it, but I knew I needed to get away and clear my mind first.” That’s when he saw New Zealand in the far bottom right corner of the map. “If there’s an edge of the world,” he said to himself, “that’s it.” He decided to go.

			Pretty much everyone thought he was crazy, including friends and family. “I knew I couldn’t stay home. If I did, I’d end up on the wrong path. I felt frustrated, angry, lost, and broken. I felt I had to go there to heal and had no idea why. Breaking ranks,” Jon added, “is not about doing the opposite of what’s expected. That’d still be doctrine. Rather, it’s about doing what’s unexpected. It’s said that, ‘doctrine is the last refuge of the uncreative mind.’ You only rely on doctrine to confuse the enemy, but you never follow it. You break ranks and, if you’re lucky, you get celebrated. If you’re unlucky, you die.”

			Letting go of the career and life path before him, Jon stepped into New Zealand, into the unknown, toward a healing and a hidden wholeness. He spent two years tramping and working his way across New Zealand, eating mussels from the ocean beach for breakfast, making bread over his campfire. One day, while kayaking in New Zealand’s Doubtful Sound, a fjord with mile-high cliffs covered by vibrant lush rainforest, “true wilderness,” Jon says with a measure of awe, he had an experience that crystallized everything.

			Waking up early one morning, a Fiordland crested penguin popped up from the shoal not more than five feet from him. “I looked at it, and then looked up at the enormity of these massive mountains jutting up from the sea, and just how small I was. I had a sense of feeling the space, a sense of the interconnectedness of it all. Everything made sense for a moment. That was the moment I knew I had to come home from New Zealand…that I had shed the funk from my time in Iraq.”

			Ten days later, Jon had another extremely rare experience of seeing the extraordinarily elusive kiwi, the national bird of New Zealand. “It was that experience that pushed me to care about sustainability and the environment.” It’s a journey that continues to this day…to preserve, honor, and love that large part of his history, his heritage, his military service that is noble. And, yet, to see it as only one part of who he is and who he’s becoming as a person in service to something much bigger.

			I’ve known Jon through multiple roles he has played since leaving Iraq: as a student, as a solar project developer for the military—helping to address the military’s reliance on fossil fuel, as a leadership trainer, and as a business entrepreneur. Some of these roles have led people to reject him. Because he has a strong sense of self, separate from his roles, Jon doesn’t take the pushback personally, although it hurts at times. Nor does he take the flattery personally, like reflexive comments from people who thank him for his service, assuming they know but never bothering to ask what it is that he’s in service to.

			“It was in that fjord that I finally felt reconnected to the world, to life, to the universe, to how small and minuscule I was, and to how grand everything was. It’s a place that I store in my heart, keeping it there. I still go back to that time and place when I need to. It’s a very lonely thing, but it’s also the opposite of lonely. It’s everything. Crowded. A web of connection. We’ll never save anything unless we act from a place of interconnectedness.”

			His work with veterans is technical mostly, but as he puts it, “the adaptive work is getting people engaged through trust and local relationships. Scale for me is creating an ecosystem of small businesses working across the region, supporting one another mutually, but as their own entities. Small profitable centers creating clean air, healthy homes, happy families, and resilient communities in a local way. They’ve been owned by extractive industries for a century or more. We don’t want to replicate that.” Democratizing leadership, plain and simple.



		

Chapter 15 

			Authority…for Freedom 

			You must go on the journey of powerlessness to learn how to use power well.

			—Richard Rohr

			“Sir”

			I had dinner recently with Vimal Kumar at a nice restaurant in Washington, DC. He had just arrived for a nine-month stay at the invitation of the McCain Institute. The institute was set up by former Senator John McCain to “advance character-driven leadership based on security, economic opportunity, freedom, and human dignity around the world.” It was a challenging step on his journey. Astonishingly, one of the challenges has to do with his newfound authority. For example, when he cold-calls senior people in India and around the world, they now answer.

			After dinner, we reflected on how his community has stepped up in their leadership in a big way during his physical absence. Rajat, the former gang member, is now far from the violence and ready to embark on his formal educational career, hoping to trace Vimal’s footsteps to India’s premier university. Vimal’s wife is now leading the movement. Vimal’s father, at one time skeptical of his work, now proudly manages the school center in their hometown, the one painted in faded pink next to the Bodhi tree that shaded Vimal’s grandfather. Committed volunteers thousands of miles away have also taken the mantle to lead the movement in their own regions.

			Without even a formal education, his father manages the teachers and visits the homes of the parents of the students, helping them to see the value of investing in their children’s education. He told Vimal, “I’m not educated like you. I’m not a qualified teacher, but everyone calls me ‘sir.’ It’s because of this center. It’s the first time in my life that I have ever been called sir.” That’s a salutation of honor rarely, if ever, conferred on a Dalit. What a gift he has given his father. The gift of dignity and the capacity for freedom. Vimal has achieved a major accomplishment too. He is in the final stages of finishing his PhD, despite his now former academic advisor’s efforts to marginalize him. Soon, for the first time in the thousand years of sweeping in his community, there will be a doctor in his hometown.

			Vimal doesn’t mistake this newfound authority with true leadership. “What I’m experiencing is beyond my imagination,” he said. “But authority like this is temporary, arbitrary, capricious.” To illustrate the point, he told me about the application process for his US visa, which is particularly complicated nowadays with the US clamp-down on immigration, particularly for the rare Dalit who applies. With only one week until his departure to the US, his visa had not yet been approved. An impossible deadline. Most Indians, not to mention Dalits, spend days waiting in line for visas, only to be rejected.

			Then, Vimal received a call from the US embassy in Delhi. “Come, sir. You have an eight o’clock appointment tomorrow morning,” the embassy official said. Sir? A private appointment? The morning of his appointment, however, Vimal hit Delhi traffic. He phoned the embassy apologizing—and fearing that had had missed his last chance for approval. “No problem, sir. Take your time. We’ll wait.”

			When he arrived, wearing a suit for only the second time in his life, the embassy officials treated him to a long tea, conversation, and lunch. They then promptly approved his visa. No questions asked. Apparently, someone highly placed in Washington, DC, had called in advance. Vimal and I laughed at the thought of the lengths people go to please people perceived to be in authority. To trust even your own power, you must go through an experience of powerlessness.

			For Vimal, democratizing leadership is about dignity. It’s about the sixty-five-year-old man, for example, who joined the movement. Vimal had found him crying in the hallway after a leadership workshop. “After only two days here, I realize that I wasted forty-five years,” the man said. “I want to spend the rest of my life committed to this movement.” Vimal told him his life had been spent on the good of society…that it wasn’t a waste.

			Democratizing leadership is about the general secretary of a big bank who came to lecture to the community, telling them what to do as if he had definitive, authoritative answers. Vimal saw this as an example of people who’ve made it out of the community becoming part of the authoritarian system of oppression. Vimal told him, “We’re not here for lectures. You can participate as our equal.” The man was shocked, but later shared that it was the first time in his life that he could talk about how he had survived childhood when his parents forced him to scavenge. He stayed on long past the workshop.

			Another time, a self-proclaimed leader of a large government contractor scolded Vimal for having too few participants at a workshop, only a few dozen. “We have fifteen more people than I expected!” Vimal said smiling. Afterward, the contractor said, “You know, we get two hundred thousand people to come hear us speak. But I must make people listen to me. Your work is different. You listen to people and they listen to you. You touched my heart.” This dignity is something that I myself would also come to know through Vimal.

			Freedom

			Democratizing leadership is also about Vimal’s grandfather, the man who spent most of his final days sitting proudly under the Bodhi tree. He passed away recently, but not before seeing the change Vimal had brought to the community. Vimal left for a trip right before he died—actually, he snuck out because it would’ve been too painful to say goodbye. He did talk to his grandfather the evening before he died, however, and bid him farewell in a dream later that night.

			About five hundred people came to the funeral. Political leaders, people from other states, even people from different castes, some from places where his grandfather used to clean toilets, and the many street kids—now grown up—who used to run behind him for the chocolates, biscuits, and sweets he handed out. “Our grandfather changed our generation,” Vimal reflected. “After him we went to school. He did his job.” He’s well known because he raised an educated family that’s giving back to the community.

			Yet adversity persists. Some, like a high-level Google executive I met, dismiss Vimal saying, “I don’t care about those people. They have their affirmative action. They’ve had their chance.” Others drive sweepers to act against their own interest, like the local politician who recently tricked the head of one of Vimal’s after-schools to remove all the schoolbooks and computers in exchange for cheap, ultimately unmet promises of egoic gain. Still others I’ve come across in my leadership training describe sweepers as “low-lifes who are too lazy to clean our government offices properly, because they’re upset about our politics.” Or they boast about using political backchannels to have sweepers rounded up. “Two hundred of them are still in jail months later because of my leadership!” one told me proudly.

			Constant reminders like these are why Vimal chooses not to let up. Regarding his PhD dissertation, he says, “I will—I must—write many painful things in my research. I must do justice to the people I interviewed and whose stories remain untold. It’s my responsibility. This dissertation is not just a transactional or technical piece of work.”

			Other forms of adversity are daily and less overt, but no less painful. Vimal recalls how his grandfather, as an expert weaver of beds from thick ropes for the upper caste, faced discrimination daily. “I was his assistant. As payment, the [upper caste] people would throw us leftover scraps from their dinner table. One would only serve my grandfather tea in a broken teacup. We’d wash it and keep it outside of the house…because we’re Dalits. I was in fifth grade, not strong enough yet to weave and pull the rope like my grandfather. He’d tell me, ‘put all your effort into it.’ ”

			Despite the adversity, Vimal has learned to weave and pull together a community of people around the world by creating opportunities for leadership. He’s in the early stage of bringing his movement worldwide for all sanitation workers. “Leadership is not planned,” he says. “It’s about the situation and decisions in the moment.” People tell him that he should create an organization, institutionalize, raise money, hire people full-time.

			Maybe someday he will. For now, an organizational construct seems too small, too embedded in the old system, too unable to carry the hearts and minds of the massive number of people needed to create real change. There isn’t enough money in the world to solve this problem, but there are enough people. “Sometimes I forget that I don’t have any money…until people remind me,” Vimal says smiling. Then, he adds, “I feel free.”



		

Chapter 16 

			Knowing…for Becoming 

			If you expect to see the final results of your work, you simply have not asked a big enough question.

			—Frances Moore Lappé

			Signs of Hope

			It was a tense time in St. Louis at the special session of the thousand-person governing body for Kennetha’s organization. On the table, finally, after years and years of work, was historic legislation to shift the organization’s policy on human sexuality. “This gathering is definitely a time in history,” said one delegate. “My hope is that we can truly leave here with the best way forward.”

			Heartfelt and impassioned speeches were made on the decision-making floor. One delegate told a story about LGBTQ people he had met who had never felt accepted in their lives and looked to the governing body to take a stand. Another delegate said, “The greatest fear for me is the anxiety and what might come out of this. This is an existential crisis. We might not survive the split. A vote in favor is a vote to burn down the organization.” Yet another delegate: “No matter what the outcome, we will show the world that we know how to disagree, and love.” On the eve of the special session, Kennetha herself said, “I know that the day after this is over, the needs of the world will still be the same.”

			The final tally: 53.28 percent vs 46.72 percent. The legislation was defeated. Conclusively.

			Hundreds of people could be seen crying and consoling each other on the decision-making floor. “It’s fraught with emotion and anxiety, because people, not issues, are at the heart of these matters,” said another delegate. This insight—that it’s about people’s values, loyalties and losses at risk—had driven the mobilization work that Kennetha was a part of. “We sought not the perfect solution,” she said, “but a way to hold together. Not an unanimity of opinion, but a great diversity and belief. We sought to clarify our values to help us move forward for the sake of our mission.”

			In fact, despite another devastating setback, Kennetha and a small group of committed partners and allies did manage to win a major victory, a battle over a $300 million budgeting process. It was decided that the new process was to be a values-based budget. Explicit values around things such as equity, justice, and fairness would now guide budget allocations despite the legislation defeat. It was a major structural win, but the battle for hearts and minds was far from over. “We had done a ton of research,” she said, “and again decided that we wouldn’t try to solve what is essentially a human issue with just a structural or technical approach.”

			Promising signs of adaptive progress started showing up in unlikely places. A coalition of centrists and progressives came together to unequivocally reject the organization’s decision on the legislation. Clergy of color also came together to talk about creating a more equitable set of guiding principles that addressed issues of racism. Kennetha’s own region—the one where she had taken her initial public stand—itself took a stand that LGBTQ ministers would be ordained. Elsewhere, entire slates of sympathetic delegates were nominated for the next governance conference in four years, including in Arkansas and central Texas, which had been bastions of conservatism.

			An initiative also emerged organically to develop legislation that would de-center the US-based governance structure, democratizing it and distributing its centralized functions to other bodies worldwide which would function more autonomously. Interest and support were also growing in parts of Europe, the Philippines, and Africa. The movement had spread, albeit outside of the formal authority and governance structure. “We’re holding together despite some profound differences,” Kennetha said.

			The Mission Continues

			Nonetheless, serious challenges remain. Not the least of which is to develop the leadership capacity of a growing number of diverse stakeholders, so that they too can lead adaptively. It’s a daunting task, provoking action without the usual organizational carrots and sticks, onboarding new people, and de-risking the change for people who are vulnerable professionally and personally—and do so without neutralizing the impact of the change. As Kennetha aptly put it, “Moments like this require the exercise of a different kind of leadership, a different kind of conscience. It requires that we maintain unity in a different way than we have understood and practiced it in the past. The progress we’ve made has opened up leadership opportunities for all of us, me included, that weren’t there before.”

			While some people realize that inclusivity and changing hearts is more than technical problem-solving and service delivery, others still default to technical proposals regarding structure and legislation. “We still waste a lot of time because we’re so acculturated to technical solutions, running back to the same old stuff,” said Kennetha. There’s also a significant adaptive challenge for people to learn how to be inclusive and how to deal with racism and other forms of structural and internalized oppression. People are trying in earnest, but it’s a hard road full of mistakes, and there’s a need to extend deeper forms of understanding and forgiveness.

			Speaking to the importance of leading from the perspective of people’s values, loyalties, and losses, one lay ally from Africa said, “We all have very different experiences and differing positions regarding the question of human sexuality. Through listening and reflecting, I have learned—in all humility—that unity, which seems so simple, is fragile because each person has their own context, their own education, their own life experiences, and their own truth.” Another ally said, “While I have often referred to our work as the ‘hardest leadership work’ I have ever done—and it is true—it is also an honor to be asked to be a part of it.”

			Outright resistance remains from the powers that be. Democratizing leadership will be critical to surviving resistance from both the outside and the inside. Leading on the edge has even attracted backlash from Kennetha’s own allies. An example was a speech she gave preaching empathy for the loss that’s also being experienced by conservatives during this transition. She was accused of making false equivalencies.

			“Our mission is still alive,” she said. “But transition is hard. We need to hold each other in our hearts as we deal with uncertainty, change, and confusion. I want unity and a continuation, blossoming and thriving of our mission. I know we can bring greater vitality worldwide, to the twelve million people around the world in varied contexts. We’re not at the end of the story. Just two-thirds there.”

			Despite the progress, or perhaps because of it, Kennetha and many others have entered a period of loss and letting go. “I’ve been on a journey of grief,” she said. “Some part of me knew we couldn’t move forward. It’s been a progressive letting go. A peace that is not built upon clear, broad-based support is not sustainable. Achieving this kind of future may mean letting go of what has traditionally defined us organizationally and structurally.” Said another one of her allies, “We cannot come back to the [next] governance conference and continue to hurt each other.”

			After leaving the empty meeting room way back in San Antonio, the one where she was supposed to present her proposal to the executive team, Kennetha didn’t get right back on the plane home to Chicago. Instead, she walked over to the Amtrak station, where she had heard that immigrants were being dropped off after having been detained in one of the largest detention centers in the US. The station was filled with families, men, women, mothers, and children. They had on ankle monitors. With the help of a translator, Kennetha listened to the immigrant families and their stories. “The dehumanization these people experienced in the detention centers and the struggles they faced on their journeys were heart-breaking,” she told me.

			What she saw there, in many ways, stemmed from the same problems around which she had been mobilizing people in her own organization. Immigration, gender equity, human sexuality, and the many other issues dividing us can only be addressed through a genuine willingness to engage and learn from each other. Kennetha knows that this work takes time. “I am an African American woman. There have been people who have spoken against my personhood, my call, and my ability to live out my vocation. There are people who still tell me they don’t want a woman doing the work I do even though we’ve been doing it for sixty years now. But that’s a sign of hope, because here we all are still together, sixty years later, even though we still have dramatically different points of view.”

			I asked Kennetha recently how she manages to stay resilient through all the uncertainty and pushback. “I’ll be okay,” she said. “I do what I feel called to do in the moment. I don’t know what will happen, but I’m hopeful. I know that the leadership challenges will come, but I’m resting in the joy of not knowing when and where. I don’t need to know. I don’t need to have an outcome or direction.” Then, encapsulating the work of leadership perfectly, she added, “I have to trust in this imperfect process with this group of imperfect people, including myself, to bring us to the place that we need to be. The mission continues.” We really don’t know what moment will make a difference or how change works its way through organizations, years and places. Success doesn’t depend on us knowing.



		

Chapter 17 

			Ready Yourself 

			The essential ingredient of [all] struggles for justice are human beings who, if only for a moment, if only while beset with fears, step out of line and do something, however small. And even the smallest, most unheroic acts add to the store of kindling that may be ignited by some surprising circumstance into tumultuous change.

			—Howard Zinn

			Unseen Leadership

			Leadership is like that. It’s an imperfect process with imperfect people. This is hope for you and me. Democratizing leadership is an invitation into the messiness, not a step away from it. Whether it be in a conversation, a meeting, a relationship, or even a book, the goal isn’t to provide easy answers. Rather, it’s to build healthier and life-affirming ways of relating around the critical challenges we face. To offer anything less than this would be a disservice to the abundance that surrounds us. It would also be a disservice to the millions of people who are working day in and day out in the trenches of change.

			I’m reminded of a story I once heard about a mother who took care of her severely physically challenged baby. Despite the admonishments of her family and friends to just “get on” with her life, every three hours the mother turned the baby so that she didn’t develop bed sores. This continued for years. When the child turned thirteen, the mother wheeled her outside for one last breath of fresh air. There, the child died. To be honest, that mother’s action feels a lot more important and more meaningful to me than pretty much anything that I’ve done. It makes me wonder if I could bear to live in a world where that kind of choice, that action, is less important than high-profile system change initiatives like the kind I tend to get excited about.

			Do we want to live in a world where we can’t trust the leanings of our heart to do the little things that our minds say couldn’t possibly make a difference? She’s going to die anyway, we might say. What good is it to focus on saving one life when our environment, political systems, and democracy itself are declining? This kind of despair or cynicism is dispiriting. Yet, I think it afflicts pretty much every person I’ve met who dares to lead. At one time or another in their lives, they have the feeling of What could I possibly do that will be enough? I’m just one person. Even if I make the right choices, there are hundreds of millions of other people who are mindlessly going about their business. What I need is a big title, a big pulpit, or maybe a book. Then I can speak to millions. Maybe then I’ll have an effect… You may have had these thoughts yourself. Dare we believe that a more beautiful world is possible?

			You may or may not ever again hear of Jon, Vimal, and Kennetha. Their efforts are no less meaningful for being lesser known. I hope you will look them up from time to time, follow their successes and travails as I have. Perhaps send a note of encouragement. Chances are they’re still fighting, leadership moment after moment. They’re not famous historical figures (not yet, at least) or CEOs with whole companies backing them up and capital to burn. They’re the colleague sitting next to you, your neighbor, maybe even your boss. Can you see them now? Can you see them seizing their leadership moments? Quietly, with dignity—or, perhaps, creating just a bit of needed trouble?

			Departicipate

			As you begin to see the many leadership moments that arise every day, you might experience a strong inclination to do something. To act. Long submerged questions might bubble to the surface. If you’re lucky, you might even see solutions on the horizon, though you might lack the authority or power to just will them into existence. Or they might seem a little too big, too risky. At the very least—and this is significant—you will have the awareness and courage to take the next step when it presents itself.

			First, don’t force the change. Democratizing leadership isn’t some big new thing that now you need to do. That feeling, which often comes from fear, anger, frustration, or panic, might just be coming from the same old technical, authority-driven mindset about how change happens. From that place, what looks like new action can just be the old stuff decorated in new garb. Nor is democratizing leadership a substitute for other kinds of action. Rather, it’s a set of questions—a curiosity of spirit, even—that underlies action. It’s a step out of the familiar into trust and the action that comes with it. It’s a kind of not-knowing, individually or collectively in relationship with others.

			It’s good to not know what to do. Much better than thinking you know what to do, but actually don’t. Another word for not knowing is humility, which shares an etymological root with the word humiliation. In other words, we gain humility after the humiliating defeat, failure, and frustration that come with having thrown our best at a problem or situation. With humility, a space opens between problem and solution, between action and reaction, for us to try something truly new, to fail and find out, yet again, what doesn’t work. The danger is that, out of urgency or fear to do something—knowing on some level that it’s not going to work—we resort to technical solutions.

			Instead, trust that you will recognize leadership moments when they occur. Trust that you will feel the courage gather when the moment comes, and that you will know what to do when it does. Give yourself permission to act from a different spirit, from a deeper sense of purpose and relationship to the complexity of the situation and the people involved. Allow yourself to act from a spirit of experimentation, play, exploration, or something that makes you feel alive, however illogical, irrational, naive, irresponsible, or impractical it seems.

			Whatever that next step is, it will come with a little bit of uncertainty. It’ll also require courage. Yet, from this place of honesty emerges collective action, a genuine commitment to sustain leadership work that, over time, reveals answers that were not visible from where you started.

			Second, allow yourself to sit empathetically with the complexity of the adaptive work, the stakeholders and their various values, loyalties, competing priorities, and losses at risk. When you do, you might end up feeling a little less at home in situations or conversations where people are attacking or demonizing each other. You might become a less enthusiastic participant in technical work or maintaining the status quo. It’s a very gradual process of departicipating.

			Departicipating isn’t about not acting. You have no choice but to act. You act every day. Choices to support the use of fossil fuels or to tolerate discrimination or intolerance—regardless of which “side” is doing it—add up to a bigger system. A system that we then, paradoxically, blame for our own inability to act. Even doing nothing is a choice.

			The question, again, is what is the place from which you’re making these choices? On some level, we know that what we do does make a difference, but we’re engaged in an elaborate pretense that it doesn’t. Like we’re playing a game that we don’t quite believe in. This is what living in Detroit felt like for me all those years. For some people, this was a hidden and lonely knowledge. For others, it was an explicit excuse to escape their own culpability. That’s why it’s so refreshing when you hear or read something that speaks what you’ve been saying to yourself for a long time.

			That’s how deep the change must go if we’re going to address the crisis of our democracy, the political stasis, the environmental degradation, religious animosity, or thousands of years of systemic oppression. It’s not going to be solved by just replacing mountaintop removal with solar panels and carbon sequestration, or one industry with another, or an oppressor of gender, caste, or religion with someone from another gender, caste, or religion.

			[image: ]

			Our stories about Jon, Vimal, and Kennetha wind up here, not with a tidy bow, but with a challenge to stay engaged with people like them. If they accomplished nothing further, they have already accomplished a lot. The leadership moments they’ve engaged in have already changed lives and inspired leadership in those around them.

			In breaking ranks with rigid societal structures and organizational norms, they’re showing it’s possible to step into the unknown, uncharted path of leadership and change. By recasting their work, they’re focusing and holding attention to difficult, but important adaptive questions, while avoiding the trap of technical fixes that waste time, resources, and energy. By mobilizing others to create change, rather than taking it all upon themselves, a pathway is revealed for others to discover their own capacity for freedom regardless of positional authority or financial wherewithal.

			We must see them as the ordinary people that they are, not as untouchable heroes. Where their story leaves off is where our journey into democratizing leadership truly begins.



		

Part 6 

			A Hidden Wholeness 

			We shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.

			—T.S. Elliot
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Chapter 18 

			Acceptance 

			All goes onward and outward…and nothing collapses. And to die is different from what any one supposed, and much luckier.

			—Walt Whitman

			Reflection of the Future

			Some might call all this talk about loss and letting go unnecessary or too negative. They prefer to talk about win-wins. More always seems like a better answer—more resources, more cleverness, more impact, more power. Or they acknowledge the need for loss, but want it for the other side, not for themselves or their own people. Democratizing leadership embraces loss.

			Most of what we call loss is, in fact, untapped opportunity for growth and deep change. And most of what we call change in fact is superficial. The same old stuff underneath a shiny technical veneer. Going beyond seemingly dramatic, yet surface level changes means touching people’s underlying values, loyalties, and losses at risk…most especially, your own.

			With my children, I recently revisited Engine 18, the one where my dad spent his toughest and busiest days as a firefighter. I had heard that it was decommissioned many years ago. I wanted them to touch a place that sat at the heart of my journey, Detroit’s decline, and the destitution caused by people’s collective inattentiveness to other people’s suffering. I was also curious if I could find the bullet holes in the brick façade, the ones that exited right above where Dad slept in the upstairs barracks.

			What I found shocked me. I had expected to find a faded, run-down, and abandoned former glory of a building. I saw instead something majestic. A pristinely renovated, freshly painted, firehouse-red architectural masterpiece, more handsome than anything in my memory. Later, I learned that a newlywed couple had purchased the dilapidated old firehouse and turned it into their first home. They had saved the place that used to save places.

			What I saw—or, rather, didn’t see—was so dramatically different from my memories that, rather than stop the car, I literally drove right past the firehouse. It hadn’t even registered that this was the very same place. After I realized it was, I backed up the car and parked curbside across the street to take in the entire scene. The kids and I then walked across the street, which was otherwise filled with the abandoned lots of burned and hollowed out house foundations, many now springing forth with tall grasses and shrubs.

			Watching my children as they peeked on tippy toes through the one-and-a-half story, locked firehouse doors, I felt an unexplainable mix of joy and melancholy. The joy, I think, was about the children, and me, reconnecting to a legendary place, a place from which Dad ventured hundreds if not thousands of times to save lives. The melancholy, perhaps, was that they had no memory of my dad. They had no experience and no expectation of seeing his soot-faced silhouette on the other side of those firehouse doors. Part of me still did.

			As the memory of him beyond the firehouse doors faded, the youthful excitement of these three innocent children came into brighter focus. For me, Dad finally died that day, gracefully. As I turned my face away from Engine 18, I caught the reflection of my dad’s eyes in the firehouse doors.

			The Humility to See the World as It Is…

			From the look of the decaying neighborhoods surrounding the firehouse, it was clear that Detroit, and some Detroiters too, were still in the process of dying. True, the city had experienced a dramatic and long-awaited renaissance. The most visible manifestations were happening just a few miles from where we stood in the form of renovated historic skyscrapers, new athletic stadiums, and lively holiday bazaars. However, the economic “progress” and development clearly spread inequitably—mostly along the lines of race, as it always had. As I have learned, we all pay a price when we turn a blind eye to the people amongst us who pay the price for our progress.

			The old system of racism clearly hadn’t died. It lay just far enough out of sight of the white suburbanites who now excitedly called Detroit home, at long last. As if to hammer home this point, a modishly dressed white couple peddled whimsically past our car as we drove later that day through a once-notorious part of the city. It had been known as one of many “duck and drive” zones. The kind where we worried about bullets whizzing overhead. I presumed, perhaps wrongly, that the couple was blissfully unaware of the history of this street and the plight of many Black Detroiters just a few miles away.

			Like all living things, systems tend to emerge, grow, and eventually pass on, giving rise to new systems in their places. However, when we don’t allow that part of our selves that was also a part of the old system and the old problems to die, we risk replicating the old system in new garb. This seems to be the case with Detroit. This can also be said about many other dying institutions of our day, such as a fossil fuel-based economy, authoritative systems of governance, and heteropatriarchy. How well we engage with both the exciting emergence of the new, while simultaneously hospicing the graceful death of the old, brings us to the core of what it means to democratize leadership.

			I was reminded of this by a woman in one of my leadership workshops who shared a story about the loss of her husband after the birth of their first child. She said that she struggled to resolve the unbearable pain of losing her husband with the profound joy of bearing a new life into the world. Complicating things were well-intentioned, caring friends and family who tried to reassure her. They told her that she was still young and that she would find love again someday.

			“What I eventually came to know,” she said, “is that the loss never goes away. It’s always there. Only when I let the loss become a part of who I am, a part of my identity as a young mother…only then did I feel fully healed and able to move forward.” In that sense, accepting loss is growth. It means you’ve so fully internalized something that you can focus your energy on the next horizon.

			…And to Imagine It as It Could Be

			Whenever I visit Detroit, I do feel a genuine pride emanating from places and people within it. For nearly forty years, I held an undying belief and hope that the city would experience relevance again. Redemption, even. This once war-torn city contributed in so many ways to my dad’s death. Directly from the cancerous fumes of whatever was in the burning buildings and homes he entered. Indirectly through the social decay that gave rise to his alcoholism.

			Yet life finds a way. Cities, buildings, and homes, like the people residing in them, are alive. They want to be seen, experienced, and affirmed for their inherent worth, not just their transactional economic value. The undeniable springing forth of hope and change, not just fancy new restaurants, is what prompts Detroiters to wonder aloud, It’s unbelievable what’s happening here! We shouldn’t deny that the emergence is real and true.

			At the same time, most of us who can rejoice in the city’s abundance didn’t live the plight of the people who struggled to survive and maintain a sense of dignity for forty, or even 140, years. Furthermore, most don’t even care that people struggled. It’s as much an invisible backdrop now as then. We celebrate the progress we’ve made while being unwilling to examine that part of our contribution to the old that’s bleeding through into the new.

			I’ve also seen this firsthand in most of the international “development” work I’ve been a part of around the world. Philanthropists, foreign aid agencies, and even social enterprises pour money into impoverished communities to deliver products, programs, and services. They then produce glossy reports about “their” impact. The reports show smiling faces of the people, often nowadays holding a shiny new technological device they received from these organizations. There’s nothing wrong with feeling the pride of being part of something bigger than yourself. The problem is when we overlook our own blindness.

			Vimal often hears stories from proud and well-intentioned philanthropists, social entrepreneurs, filmmakers, and academics about their work with impoverished people in India. He asks them whether they’ve ever spent time with a person from the scavenger community. He shares his story if they’re interested. Eventually, usually over many conversations, they begin to let go of that part of themselves that’s convinced that it knows anything at all about the solutions or how to measure the outcomes. They then begin to develop a deeper appreciation of the kind of leadership needed to truly be in service to the change they desire. A hidden wholeness23 becomes visible to them, one that inextricably connects their own loss and change to Vimal’s—and to every other person like him.

			Saying Yes to the Unknown

			Vimal tells me that our time together in his first leadership workshop helped him let go of the need to pretend that all was okay. “Until then,” he said, “I didn’t want to admit what was wrong with the movement. I thought I had to stay strong-looking.” Funny enough, I was the one who felt feeble in his presence. I was shocked when he asked to join me in the work of democratizing leadership. “Yes,” I responded. Then I added, “I have no idea what it means to say ‘yes.’ But yes.” When something or someone real comes into your life, you say yes, even if it’s scary.

			Fast forward a few months later. I found myself managing a global roll-out of Adaptive Leadership for one of the big tech companies. Vimal accepted my invitation to join our leadership coaching team in London…his very first time outside of India. Not surprisingly, he made for a spectacular leadership coach. Though he had never formally done this kind of work, his ability to empathize with the pain of corporate executives came naturally, practiced as he was in holding the pain of his own community for so many years.

			The morning of our last day in London, I looked forward—perhaps with an ounce too much of pride—to handing him the thick envelope of cash (a bank transfer being too complicated for his circumstances) after our morning walk through Hyde Park. The envelope had been burning a hole in my pocket since we arrived. Little did I know that my understanding of democratizing leadership was just beginning.

			Just as we were crossing into the park, Vimal stopped suddenly. His gaze fell upon something. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what it was. Was it the sunrise over Serpentine River in the park? The flock of geese just about to land on its surface?

			Then he gestured…toward a sweeper doing his daily rounds no more than twenty feet in front of us. A London sweeper, mind you, with the proper equipment, pushcart, yellow rubber gloves, and knee-high boots. The man’s garb contrasted dramatically with that of the many sweepers Vimal had known his entire life, whose only equipment was their bare hands and a rope tied around their waist. But he was a sweeper nonetheless, like the man beside me. Of course, Vimal could see this man…where I had until that moment seen nothing but thin air.

			The pride I had felt only moments earlier vanished. The envelope of money in my back pocket suddenly felt worthless, obscene even. I became painfully aware of my blindness to this sweeper, this human being, standing in front of me, as well as the one standing next to me. I felt awash with shame.

			Vimal must have noticed the confusion creeping over my face because in the next moment he gave me a look as if to say, “That man too is our brother.” Witnessing Vimal’s deep connection to that man and his dignity taught me how to see ourselves as brothers instead of two distant strangers. It revealed to me the brotherhood, sisterhood, and humanity we all share.

			That was the moment that I began to realize the true purpose of democratizing leadership. I realized that the projects I advise and the workshops I conduct are just technical vehicles for creating a deeper adaptive change within people. The projects are secondary. Gradually, I also came to see that the racism and the internalized superiority that I had grown up with as a white person in Detroit had obscured my own humanity, as well as the kind of insight Vimal had gained through a lifetime of suffering.

			As clarifying as these insights have proven to be, they have also been disorienting. By getting in touch with the suffering of others, I’ve come to see how the deceivingly simple act of living my life the way I’ve learned to live it makes me somehow complicit in people’s suffering. I’ve come to see the racist part of myself and the brokenness of Detroit within me. Reflecting on the London sweeper, I’ve wondered who else do I not see? Do I really see my own wife and children? Am I also blind to ways that male privilege manifests at home? If so, how long had all this been going on? And, if it ran so deeply and invisibly, if we were all locked into this dance of not seeing, could we ever come together to tackle some of our deepest challenges as a people?

			I haven’t found any satisfactory answers of my own. But every time I ask the questions, they deepen my awareness. They become an exploration, rather than a search for easy answers. They show me that I am a part of the problem. That racism is part of my own legacy. And that so too is the courageous part of the firefighters I grew up around. I am all of these multiple, irreconcilable, yet fully cohesive and whole, selves. Rather than pick and choose the parts I like and reject the rest, I’ve learned to embrace it all. This is one of the most difficult and powerful edges to dance on in order to be in service to a greater good.



		

Chapter 19 

			A Path Opens 

			When you can hold the pain of the world in your heart without losing sight of the vastness of the Great Eastern Sun, then you will be able to make a proper cup of tea.

			—Chogyam Trungpa

			The Invisible Reveals Itself

			Suffused as I am in the epistemology of science and engineering, I’m fascinated by how underlying patterns and purpose in systems get revealed, how the most momentous of these things tends to flow invisible to the dominant culture without fitting conveniently into existing buckets, and how trustworthy curiosity, beauty, and suffering are to make the invisible visible.

			As my understanding of systems change has evolved, I’ve come to appreciate the critical role that overcoming divisiveness and bitterness plays in creating lasting change as part of a new system, not just a replica of the old. That’s one thing that has struck me about the people whose stories I’ve shared. They decided to act from a place of wholeness rather than from the divides on either side of them.

			Thirteen years ago, Your Leadership Moment started as a positive outlet for the distress and powerlessness I felt about the state of the world. I was finishing up my graduate studies in organizational change management and working at an international development organization founded by Peggy Dulany, another person who greatly influenced my understanding of democratizing leadership. Her pioneering efforts to mobilize elites and everyday people on the margins of society, mostly in developing24 countries, revealed to me the many systemic problems we faced in the world and just how difficult it was to solve them.

			The big problems we faced seemed so obvious, yet most of the good, smart, well-intentioned people I knew ignored them. The solutions, too, seemed obvious. However, they required the coordinated actions of too many people, most who were unwilling and, in any case, didn’t see their own contribution to the lack of progress. Something told me that, while elites had a role to play, so too—even more so—did everyday people in the kind of place that I grew up. Later, we would be reminded of the power of these places when only 80,000 “swing state” voters played a key role in shifting the US’s contribution to our world’s problems.

			Most egregious in my mind was the degradation of the environment and woefully insufficient action on climate change. While I had always enjoyed the majesty of the Great Lakes where I spent my most magical summer days, the environment wasn’t something I thought much about. In graduate school, however, the climate activist Bill McKibbens caught my attention. McKibbens and his organization, 350.org, were leading an extraordinary grassroots movement to reduce economic dependency on fossil fuels. “To shift from an economy that, for its very survival, demands growth to one that can live without it,” as he put it. I was intrigued and started following his work closely. I began to understand that to heal the climate, we need a healthier, less divisive economic climate, not just one that demands infinite growth.

			The more I learned about the climate movement, however, the more I felt that liberal activists—as much as I appreciated and admired their work—overlooked to the detriment of the movement a key segment of the people. People like the ones I grew up with. People in Appalachia who were essentially demonized for their coal-based economic dependence. People in developing parts of the world. I began to appreciate the sacrifices made by these people, their sense of pride and, yet, how people like me, as well as people in the mainstream media, had no compunction about deriding them with impunity as “deplorables.” Jon Gensler’s efforts to depoliticize climate progress by recasting it as a national security challenge demonstrated that we could indeed bring together “red” and “blue.” I began to see that we can’t heal the climate without a healthy, less divisive social climate.

			As my appreciation for all of this grew, I increasingly found myself breaking ranks with liberal East and West Coast friends who I admired. I often found myself alone in conversations about the climate and the environment, asking how others in the country were experiencing our hard-fought climate progress. Indeed, after decades of striving, the climate movement had finally reached a tipping point. National and international climate legislation and accords were becoming more real. Corporations were increasingly investing in clean energy and sustainability. It seemed like we just might manage after all to squeeze through the closing window to avoid the die-off of the biosphere and, as Patagonia founder Yvon Chouinard says, “save our home planet.”

			Then the US and global political establishment shifted abruptly toward authoritarian extremes. Everything changed. The progress made after so many decades slipped away and even reversed itself in less than a few years. What this underscored for me was how shallow and technical the progress had been. Policies, projects, well-laid plans were overturned with little recourse through conventional political means.

			I felt shattered, hopeless once again, and angry that good people back home, including many people in my own family, had voted us onto this course. How could good people do something that would endanger their own livelihood and that of their children and grandchildren? It was the very same question I had been asking my whole life about Detroit, yet now the impact was global. I began to see that we can’t heal the climate without a healthy, less divisive political climate.

			I also experienced my own contribution to the divisiveness, which shook me to the core. Just before the US Presidential election, I headed out with a beloved family member for a long drive for summer vacation. It was four hours of drive time, before which I swore to myself I wouldn’t bring up politics. I couldn’t help it though, overwhelmed with those same old feelings of outrage and helplessness that she could cast a vote that would destroy the fragile progress that had been made on the climate, that would destroy something so beautiful, and to justify it in what I viewed as outdated religious beliefs.

			In one of my most shameful moments, three and a half hours of debate into the drive, she said, “Well, Eric, maybe I’m just ignorant.” That should’ve been a sign that I had gone too far. Instead of apologizing, in a moment of my own weakness, I doubled down. I responded curtly, “Well, maybe you are.” As I saw the hurt in her eyes, I realized that I was as guilty as anyone in casting judgment. I saw reflected in her hurt my own arrogance. That’s about the time that I first met Kennetha—when I began to see that we can’t heal the climate without a healthy, less divisive spiritual climate.

			Through these and a series of other moments, I began to see that many if not most of the organizational dysfunctions that I had been called in to help with through my work had their origin in the social, economic, political, and spiritual divides in the country and the world at large. The problem, it seemed, was everything and everywhere. However, I also began to see that, through my work and invitation into people’s organizational lives, I could serve as a bridge to help to mend the divides.

			I also saw that, in a sense, it didn’t matter if I was working on the climate directly. Because everything is connected. Everything you do matters. How you do anything is how you do everything. So long as I was working to mend divides, so long as I was working to reconnect what had been disconnected, I was making a difference. It was a tremendously empowering realization which underscored my belief in the power of individual acts of leadership and leadership moments.

			Everything is everything. Change comes eventually. These small acts of leadership—of others, as well as your own—build a field of collective courage. They add up to something bigger than what you can realize when you engage in them. They also reveal a pathway into the work and purpose you’re called to serve. Projects, initiatives, or conversations you come across take on new meaning as you realize the potential they hold for you to more fully act on and live into your purpose. Then you naturally want to engage and mobilize others—not to convince them that your purpose is the “right” one—but to help them find ways they can bring their own talents, passion, and personal and professional gifts more in line with their purpose.

			As my understanding of the nature of my work evolved, so too did I as a person evolve. This can feel risky, particularly when your friends and family know you in one way, and don’t know what to do with a side of you that neither they nor you have seen before. The core adaptive challenge has to do with letting go of the mindset of divisiveness and its various subtle forms all around us every day. Us against them. Whites against Blacks. Conservatives against liberals. Elite against poor. Upper caste against Dalits. Under the thumb of this way of viewing each other, how could we possibly come together on larger issues? “The change will come from within,” Vimal reminds people.

			Choosing Love

			What I’m calling for is an act of empathy. I’m calling for an act of love, even, that seeks to go beyond the divisive “us versus them,” and even beyond the overly benign “us and them,” to “we together.” To engage in the life of the other, trusting that they hold a key to learning something about ourselves that’s different from what we can learn from people who are like us.

			Now, I recognize that this kind of talk borders on the pathetic for some and the blindly obvious for others, and, for still others, can be refreshing. To go too far with it risks getting dismissed by die-hard realists as naive. Real leadership, they say, means shooting first and asking questions later. It means winning and even decimating or killing the other side. There are winners and there are losers. You’re good if you’re on my team. You’re bad if you’re not. Anything that someone on my side says is right. Anything on your side is wrong.

			The same people say we just need to chalk it up to human nature. Human beings are at their core selfish, self-interested, short-term profit-maximizers, they say. Indeed, many of our society-wide institutions—economic, philosophical, scientific, religious, educational and judicial—seem to buy into this view of human nature. Consider, for example, the rational self-interested man that our economic institutions take as their starting point, the Cartesian self that underpins our scientific institutional endeavors, the selfish genes that pervade our understanding of human evolution, or the punitive—rather than restorative—judicial system that results in tens of millions of people behind bars.

			We should just lower our expectations of people, they say. Let every man, woman, and child fend for themselves. Let the strongest survive and condemn everyone else to the trash heap of human history. That’s the way the world works, they’d have us believe. When that’s the case, there’s no reason to listen to people in the other factions, make friends with them, or even be seen with them.

			To people who subscribe to this view of politics, I simply offer Kennetha’s story. Yes, she knew how to navigate politics, but it was about engaging the other side, not about conquering or convincing them. She disagreed with people on substance, but deeper values and a hope in what was possible animated everything that she did. She understood that the reason you deal in politics, after all, is to find ways to do good, not for yourself but on behalf of a greater purpose. I offer Jon’s story. If ever there was a realist about what it takes to create change, Jon is it. I offer Vimal’s story. He has every reason to hate, for his very survival even. “Instead,” he once said at a global gathering, “I choose love.”

			The important thing to remember is that we share more in our humanity than in our differences. It isn’t about what team you’re on. It’s about what purpose you’re serving, and a more beautiful world on the other side of it. That shared humanity, the sense that we’re all in this together, hasn’t disappeared from our lives and our society. It’s just hidden.

			In fact, it can’t disappear because relationship is the essence of our identity. We are relationships, not individuals in relationships. From this expanded sense of self, which is what I’ve come to know as love, we become less susceptible to manipulation by our so-called political leaders. We stop authorizing them to divide us. As soon we start to departicipate in divisiveness, we begin to see moments every day to cross a perceived boundary and to talk to someone who doesn’t think exactly as we do.

			By opening our eyes to the opportunity to democratize leadership, we are liberated from the game. We connect to the new and ancient endeavor toward love, where those with authority and those without, the opposition as well as our partners, and troublemakers and casualties are dealt with in their full humanity, not as one-sided projections of our own fears and weakness. The more we know about and relate to each other, the less possible it is to see each other as an enemy to be overcome at all cost. The greatest act of leadership is to choose love in the face of the enemy.

			From the Margins

			Compared to the stories I’ve shared, the world of organizational change can seem quite run-of-the-mill. Mergers and acquisitions, culture change initiatives, strategy execution, “leadership” transitions, etc. I dedicated the first part of my career to studying and helping organizations go through these types of change. I wanted to understand systems change fully and all the available tools and techniques for engaging in it. After working with thousands of people leading one kind of change or another, I began to see the same patterns time and again to the problems they face. But I also came to see them as opportunities to democratize leadership.

			What became increasingly apparent is that the adaptive challenges faced by people within organizations stem from larger societal challenges that themselves arise from our individual will and skill to lead. Political partisanship, the decline of democracy, fake news, religious fundamentalism, an economy that demands infinite economic growth, and, of course, gender and racial equity, just to name a handful, are larger than any one organization can take on alone.

			At best, technical solutions—for example, sensitivity training in response to gender violence or a racial incident at a coffee shop—buy the time needed to prepare people to engage in the adaptive work of shifting their hearts, minds, and even their identities in subtle but meaningful ways. At worst, they’re a public relations Band-Aid that results in exacerbating the problem, frustrating people who genuinely care to address the underlying issue, distracting from potential solutions, and driving people to seek answers in authority and power. As the root causes of these and other societal level adaptive challenges go unaddressed, it seems as though we’re on the verge of a massive societal and political schism.

			I’ve worked with many organizations that have successfully addressed these growing divides within their own ranks. I’ve worked with others, like the rare philanthropic foundation, who recognize that addressing societal level adaptive challenges requires dealing head on with their own personal and organizational biases and relationship to power and privilege. I’ve also seen multi-stakeholder partnerships comprised of corporate, government, and civil society make progress toward the holy grail: systems level results.

			People are increasingly hungry and ready for democratizing leadership. However, growing social and political volatility around the world pushes us in the opposite direction, to hunker down, pick favorites, and hope we come out on the winning side.

			One question has increasingly grabbed my attention and refused to let me go. Is a deeper and more lasting form of change possible? Hundreds of billions—if not trillions—of dollars have been spent on organizational leadership and change models, international development projects, foreign aid, and other attempts to address the adaptive challenges that form the background of our organizational and personal lives. Yet problems persist and even seem to be growing.

			So, to explore this question, I’ve expanded my search beyond the conventional organizational leadership and change literature, which traces its roots only to the early twentieth century. I’ve found a wealth of resources that speak timelessly to what it means to live through challenging times. Some are over three thousand years old. Some have been passed down through oral traditions spanning centuries. Others are woven through the great faith and mystic traditions. All speak in one form or another to the liberation of everyday people from the oppressive political, social, or economic structures of their time through many leadership moments in defiance of the status quo.

			I’ve come to believe that, although we deploy a robust toolkit, it’s modest compared to the goals we pursue. Furthermore, as much as I appreciate frameworks, methods, or tools, at some level we don’t need them. We need insight into ourselves. To invoke nonconventional sources of leadership wisdom runs the risk of falling outside the norms of what’s tolerable—dancing on the edge, you might say.

			Yet, how could insight come from anywhere else than the fringes? Exploring this question has taken me to the edge of my own comfort zone, assumptions and biases. Kennetha, Jon, and Vimal have shown me that democratizing leadership takes time and a deep sense of purpose. To be in touch and in service to your purpose, you must love someone or something. Purpose cannot be an individual pursuit. It only happens in relationship to others. After all, there are not others; only us.

			 

			



		

Chapter 20 

			The Purpose of Your Leadership Moment 

			Some day after we have harnessed the winds, the waves, the tides and gravity, we shall harness the energies of love. Then, for the second time in the history of the world, man would have discovered fire.

			—Pierre Teilhard de Chardin

			“Tell Him”

			I’m under no illusion that Your Leadership Moment will have any immediate effect on the world. My intention is to open hearts, not teach minds. The only standard by which to judge a leadership book is whether its principles and techniques work in everyday life, not just in business or organizations. If it doesn’t, at best it’s a stopgap. Nonetheless, my hope is that you’ll engage in even one more leadership moment than you would’ve otherwise. My modest hope is that even just one person is inspired to cross a divide, so that we can build our collective capacity to wrestle with the critical challenges affecting us all. One person, not hundreds or thousands or millions. Someone who does something different because of it. Someone, somewhere, who takes these stories and ideas and turns them into action or a courageous conversation.

			It doesn’t have to be something that looks to the outside world as a grand action or grand purpose. You might not even be able to define it or describe it sufficiently in words. It could be something that that’s very humble (or looks humble from the outside) or something that is never recognized or applauded by others. Yet, you know it’s important to do anyway. It might just be thinking in a bigger way about what it means to care about one another. When all is said and done, the most inconsequential things we do may very well be the most powerful of all.

			For many people I talk to, the world often seems so complex and so filled with problems. It’s important to look at the little things since they hold great potential. I can appreciate that people don’t know what to do or where to start. There are many good people who don’t think they have the skills or access to opportunities to make a difference. Yet they have a deep desire to do something, anything. And, like all people, they have a deep yearning for a meaningful life. At the same time, the bigger things also deserve our attention so that we don’t lose sight of the small leadership moments that lie within them.

			I can relate. I grew up in a burning city. Smoke over the house tops were not an uncommon sight. Dad taught me at a young age how to know from the smoke billow when a distant fire was under control.

			I don’t know exactly when Dad put out his first fire. Nor do I know when he put out his last one. We had largely lost touch as I spent the last few years of my dad’s life living and hoping to find myself in Japan. Though I wouldn’t change my decision to go to Japan, it’s something I do sometimes regret now that I’m older and have three children of my own. I can’t imagine what it was like for him not to have his son nearby. I’m told he changed in those last years, becoming the father, husband, and friend the world didn’t make it easy for him to be. A softening of the heart is needed before we can become who we are.

			Upon hearing his health had taken a turn for the worse, I packed my bags to fly from Japan. Ava, my future wife, asked me, “When’s the last time you told him you love him?”

			“I don’t know,” I said.

			“Tell him.”

			I nodded but wasn’t sure I would.

			The long flight home to Detroit brought back a mix of emotions. In truth, I had always expected him to die young given the lifestyle he led. In the few times I had seen him those last years, his body and strength had become just a silhouette. To be honest, I was ashamed to see him this way. I also struggled with the racism he had been a part of his whole life. The voice of judgment was strong. The essence of it saying, “If I were him, I would’ve done differently.” Yet, at fifty-four years old, he was still so young. There was so much more left to do.

			When I really allowed myself to take in the totality of his life, his actions came into sharper focus. Leading change within the firehouse, including tackling the rampant racism, would have required him to put his very life at risk. To be willing to challenge and disappoint his own people while at the same time depending on them, and they on him, for his life. Literally. It was a task few people are up for. I saw that he had lived a tough life and, I think, struggled with self-dignity. That’s another one of the hidden tolls that racism takes. What he knew was how to work hard and how to fight to stay alive. I realized how much courage it took for him to just take the next step.

			The real work of a firefighter is not just putting out fires. It is to serve and protect people from harm, including, sometimes, protecting the protectors from themselves. Where does that kind of courage come from? It comes from a connection to something or someone you love. Dad was a product of Detroit. His heart knew better than he was able to act, but he couldn’t easily step outside himself and the context that created him. Instead, he supported me and my sister so that we could step outside ourselves and stop perpetuating divides.

			For years I watched from my second-floor bedroom window as Detroit furiously decayed brick by brick, house by house, neighborhood by neighborhood. I saw Dad head out to the firehouse at sunrise day by day, bravely and heroically, playing a role that ultimately killed him. But it wasn’t his true self. His true self was the kind, understated, and humble man I had occasionally glimpsed in his sober moments. He strove lovingly, earnestly, and hopefully to avoid the grasp of the socioeconomic decay that enveloped us all. Through watching him, I learned to take one step at a time, to love my job, and, somehow, to seek out the cause of the fire of injustice.

			Arriving at his bedside a few days before he died, we talked little. His strength had waned greatly. After some time, with my heart beating, I somewhat haltingly told him I loved him. Then, in a spontaneous moment, I added, “and I’m proud of you.” Though those words flowed easily and freely, I realized I had never said them to him. His response, which I’ll never forget was a playful, “Not as proud as I am of you.”

			Purpose

			All of us in our own way eventually learn to let go of something smaller so that something bigger can happen. I feel lucky I was able to let go of the resentful part of myself which had driven me away from both Dad and from myself. Gracefully hospicing the death of the old could mean parting with a person or just a story we’ve held long past its ability to protect us. It could be letting go of a role, a project, a hurt, an understanding of a problem or how to solve problems, a loyalty, or a story about the other. It could even be a story about what leadership is and what it isn’t. From this place of acceptance, a deeper purpose and sense of being in service to others emerge.

			What is the purpose you’re connected to that makes it worthwhile to step into your leadership moment?

			If this answer is unclear, that’s alright. Leadership moments—even seemingly small ones—allow us to discover our purpose. Discovering purpose is highly adaptive work. Becoming aware of the moments that attract our attention, regardless of whether we engage in them, will get the ball rolling. To quote Martin Luther King Jr., “If you can’t fly, then run; if you can’t run, then walk; if you can’t walk, then crawl. But whatever you do, you have to keep moving forward.” Once we start, we tend to continue.

			Starting anything can feel daunting. As always, our only job is to take one small step and then the next one. It can take years—decades even—to notice but gradually a pattern within these leadership moments will begin to reveal itself. That pattern provides a clue, a window, into what you really care about, what’s calling to your care, to your love, to the job you do, to the choices you make. If we follow this call with intention and openness, change happens. Let’s lead, not because we must, but because we know in our hearts that a more beautiful world is indeed possible.

			Your leadership moments are acts of courage that more closely align you to your sense of purpose. To connect with what has been separated. To become a truer, more authentic version of yourself while deepening your relationships with the people around you. Both the people you love and the ones you think you can do without. That’s why leadership is hard. It’s also why it creates lasting change. To lead over a lifetime takes many daily decisions and many surrenders. It is aided by other people who do the same.

			Such grace and freedom are never a lone achievement. How do we connect our lives, each on our own, with something bigger, something eternal, something that matters, something that lasts whether we know it or not? Leadership moments that seem insane from one vantage point will seem obvious in hindsight. We’ve inherited so much because of the sacrifices and leadership of the generations before us. If we’re going to get it right and for the right reasons, a lot of people are going to have to do a lot of things.

			To lead, sometimes all you need is to be willing to make that choice.
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			Endnotes 

			1  Printed with permission from Many Rivers Press. David Whyte, START CLOSE IN, River Flow: New & Selected Poems ©Many Rivers Press Langley, WA USA. www.davidwhyte.com.

			2  Adapted from The Berkana Institute’s Theory of Change and Margaret Wheatley. www.berkana.org.

			3  Developed over forty-plus years at Harvard University by Drs. Ron Heifetz and Marty Linsky and, later, by Alexander Grashow, Adaptive Leadership is a framework, language and set of tools and techniques for leading change through times of uncertainty.

			4  I first heard this phrase coined by the author Charles Eisenstein. Eisenstein’s work on systems change has greatly informed my own thinking.

			5  National Public Radio, StoryCorps. March 2018. “A Victim Treats His Mugger Right.”

			6  Founded in Tennessee in 1932, the Highlander Folk School played an early role in the American civil rights movement and in the labor movement in Appalachia. It trained civil rights leaders Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King, Jr. It has also focused on worker health and safety in coalfields, environmental justice, and gender rights. It is now known as Highlander Research and Education Center.

			7 Whereas race and racism tend to evoke particular sentiments in North America, people in other parts of the world may resonate more with such things as tribalism, patriarchalism, nationalism, or ethnic discrimination. Democratizing leadership addresses these and other forms of othering.

			8  The Guardian. January 9, 2020. “The blackest city in the US is facing an environmental justice nightmare.”

			9  In this paragraph, “us” and “we” refer to people in the majority or dominant culture.

			10 “The cultural foundations of modern democracies.” Nature Human Behavior. (Ruck, et al.).

			11 The report comes from Freedom House, which was founded over seventy years ago to champion the advancement of freedom globally.

			12 As a verb, ”democratizing” is about making something everyday and familiar. As an adjective, it refers to the ability to embrace the conflict, tension, and difference of opinion that’s critical to a healthy democracy. For a fuller academic treatment of democratizing leadership, I highly recommend Mike Klein’s Democratizing Leadership: Counter-Hegemonic Democracy in Organizations, Institutions, and Communities (Information Age Publishing, 2016).

			13 I’m fond of the notion from Parker Palmer about the role of tension in a healthy democracy.

			14 For more information, see www.arlingtoncemetery.net/bdtiffner.htm.

			15 In the Adaptive Leadership literature, most descriptions of authority omit expertise or implicitly assume it. It is often the very first thing people associate with or seek from people in authority. Expertise becomes problematic when the voices of the experts drown out the voices of everyday people, particularly when dealing with adaptive challenges.

			16 MIT Technology Review. January 8, 2020. “We’re fighting fake new AI bots by using more AI. That’s a mistake.”

			17 Excerpted and adapted from CDC Health Disparities and Inequalities Report (2011).

			18 Adapted from Advancing Public Narrative for Health Equity and Social Justice (2018). With special thanks to Richard Hofrichter of the National Association for County and City Health Officials.

			19 I prefer the word eustress over disequilibrium. Whereas disequilibrium implies the need to regain your balance. Eustress (from the Greek eu, which means “good” or “beneficial,” suggests growth in response to stress. I liken it to the way a plant grows toward the “stress” from sunlight.

			20 For further discussion, see Xavier de Souza Briggs’ Democracy as Problem Solving: Civic Capacity in Communities Across the Globe (The MIT Press, 2008).

			21 The idea of “six key relationships” is drawn from various disparate sources, mostly The Practice of Adaptive Leadership (Harvard Press, 2008). While the language is provocative, it intentionally conveys the strong emotional nature of mobilizing others around adaptive change.

			22 Adapted from the work of Otto Scharmer.

			23 The phrase “a hidden wholeness” is attributable to Parker Palmer and his book of the same name (Jossey-Bass, 2009).

			24 I’m careful about the use of terms such as “developing nations” or “developed nations.” Rather than describe an objective social-economic reality, they tend to mask and perpetuate a definition of progress that contributes to the need for development in the first place.
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