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INTRODUCTION

Introduction

In a breathtakingly high-paced world where some brave leaders are trying
to drink from the fire hose of the Google,* a new set of leadership tools
for their career might not be very helpful and may even draw the wrath of
those who are already disoriented. It is for that reason that we have writ-
ten a book that develops fresh concepts by building on and integrating
a number of existing theories and tools. To do this we draw our inspira-
tion from leadership in real time, from the real lives of existing leaders
and those that are on the way to become the next generation of leaders.
We have put ourselves in their shoes and wondered whether they need
new tools and practices or whether they need a way to frame their lives.
Or both.

Take, for example, Alex, a 42 year old Belgian Canadian business leader —
one of the most confident people we know — who has served in postings
from Sao Paulo to Seattle to Singapore, each one more successful than
the last. His professional moves in the financial markets demonstrate sub-
stantial talent. Nominated to the management committee, a posting he
has desired for nearly 20 years, he now considers his options.

His partner, Saskia, is also a leader in her field. She amazes people with
her careful interpretations of corporate law. She is frequently demanded
for testimony in New York and London, the headquarters of her recently

* As of this writing a search on “leadership” produced 163,000,000 citations in 0.1 seconds.
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acquired firm. She has developed a mastery around conference calls for
some of the biggest M& A deals in the world. Each deal reveals an artfully
choreographed dance in a virtual world with global partners and clients.
She knows the players. She controls the flow of the dance. She does not
like to lose.

Saskia and Alex have two beautiful children in the proper schools,
an au pair, and a half-a-million Euro mortgaged house in the right part
of the village. Their double income makes it possible for them to go on
expensive holidays. Everything perfect? No worries?

Even as we read these words we wait for the other shoe to drop. We
anticipate another side to this story. Perhaps there are many possible
“other sides” to this story. Yet consider that these other sides of the story
may not be other sides at all but different aspects of the same landscape,
different fractals of the same lives. Of course they want more. The tra-
jectory of their lives points to more. At the same time doubts creep in,
sometimes subtle, sometimes born of crisis. They know their capabilities,
yet, increasingly a sense of limits dawns in their awareness or breaks into
their consciousness:! limits to their own energy, limits to their ambitions,
regrets at time away from home and family, and maintaining their finely
tuned balances in the face of unrelenting demands and challenges.

Then there are the landscapes of performance. What’s happening with
the immediate work projects? What’s going on with the teams they lead
and the teams they are part of and with their relationships with colleagues
and clients? How is all this affected by larger organizational concerns?
How are they managing the limits of time and attention on these fronts?

And perhaps way in back of their minds lies more uncertainty regard-
ing the limits and risks of the business cycles they are operating in and
even limits to their belief that they can continue to do well and ignore
the impact of their work on the social and ecological conditions in other
parts of the world.

Saskia and Alex are not the only ones troubled with doubts like these.
In our practice they come up regularly among current and aspiring lead-
ers. A key developmental challenge of midcareer is how to step up to
them, and a central challenge of sustainable leadership is how to remain
engaged with them over the long haul.

In the face of these challenges some leaders take the approach of trying
to do more and do it harder. Most who try more and harder find them-
selves sinking at the deep end of the pool swamped by energies that are
overwhelmed, attention that has become unfocused or overfocused or
dragged down by a tool kit that has become threadbare and heavy with
predictability. Other leaders opt for simplicity by crowning one value
king or by sacrificing one area of life to another.
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1.1 A *“considered” approach

The kind of leader we focus on takes a more considered approach that
seeks integration and balance in the face of limits. This approach wel-
comes doubts as questions to be lived with and taken seriously. Our
study of this “considered approach” to leadership has been oriented by
questions such as, why do some leaders have an ability to integrate the
landscapes of their work and lives while others do not? How do some
leaders possess the composure to stay in balance yet adapt to changing
circumstances? How does one build and sustain an integrated leadership
practice that can both respond and adapt to the most urgent challenges
while weaving their actions into a coherent framework — especially one
that serves the world as the enduring signature of both their work life and
their life’s work?

Take the case of Christine Loh, a civic activist and business leader in
Hong Kong. We visited Christine in Hong Kong in April 2007. Looking
out across Hong Kong Harbor in the direction of Kowloon, the Star
Ferry cuts a low bow wave that ripples out toward the bridge and off into
the South China Sea. The boat is full, the streets are full, and life is full
speed ahead in Hong Kong. A seemingly unstoppable force of human
nature caught in a cycle of creative destruction and renewal. Centuries
of history lock relationships into ritual and rivalry. Christine Loh knows.
She was once an eager young trader working for a global investment bank,
who wanted to learn skills that could be used to make a difference. Then
at a certain moment she realized that any wealth she created could not be
passed on in a proper way because the law forbade female involvement in
the “males-only” inheritance laws. Over time she became a member of
the Hong Kong legislative council. She led the charge that changed that
law. In the meantime she saw other laws that excluded people, laws that
led to unintentional consequences and simply “did not make sense.”

Along the way, she developed a conscious practice to integrate her
experiences, from the most spiritual to the most practical. When we asked
Christine Loh to describe her considered approach she responded with
an elegance that speaks to the core of what this book is about. “It is sim-
ple” she said.

Many of my colleagues see me working on a very diverse agenda, and
wonder: how do you link it all together? How can you take so many
diverse themes and find a red thread? How do you find balance in your
varied lifestyle of travel, family, public policy and business leadership?
I’'m 51. That’s important stage wise in terms of my perspective, my
views, my understanding of people. I always try to maintain the big
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picture. But along with the big picture, I always need to verify. For
that I go to the microcosm, and look for scenarios and shifts in the sys-
tem. I find this intellectually exciting, as everything shifts all the time.
I need to know how people feel, beyond the expert view. I know how
to shape my presentations to serve multiple perspectives. I am genuinely
excited when I am working with people to develop new hunches and
then verity them — sometimes with very surprising results. At a recent
conference I worked with a lighting engineer on the question of how
we can price clean air. We had the same perspective coming from
completely different worlds.

Are these skills and competences that everyone can learn? The most
basic skill is to suspend the judgement part of my mind, the part that
says “no” when I engage in a conversation or lead a workshop. People
want to distil without listening. They want to map what is being said
to their own experience. Can we learn how to suspend judgement,
start with a “yes” and always feel excited about what is presented to us
in a way that we feel “let’s try it, or try to imagine the outcomes.”

I have been deeply immersed in high profile issues that required me
to change the interest structure. To do this I have had to stay one step
ahead of the others and thoroughly understand the issues at hand.
Inheritance rights involve history, politics, issues and awareness of the
changing dynamics as this became a public issue. I admit that to han-
dle that issue I had to exercise tremendous detachment to both keep
physically healthy while constantly assessing new openings, new risks,
while maintaining a situational awareness that could both pinpoint
specific issues while showing that in the wider picture, there were
much bigger issues at play. It is not just a moving target. You and others
are shaping it at the same time.

Leaders who, like Christine Loh, take a considered approach live busy
and full lives but for the most part do not seem particularly daunted
by it all. They are clearly aware both of limits and of costs. They have
achieved great heights yet hold their work and themselves in perspec-
tive. For Saskia and Alex the development of a more considered approach
could be the best way to catch the shoe as it is dropping.

1.2 Two main ideas

There are two main, interrelated ideas that lie at the heart of this consid-
ered approach. The first is an image of a landscape. It is a natural metaphor
to draw our attention to an emerging view of leadership in a world where
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everything connects, at speed, to everything and everyone else. At the same
time, by having an integrated view, expressed through landscapes, we can
find fresh words and images to support a new generation of leaders who,
in our care, are looking for inspiration, clarity, and direction. This group,
many of whom are already masters in their fields of work and occupation,
shows us their fatigue and dislike for management frameworks that have
too many dimensions, too many variables, and too many choices when navi-
gating in an increasingly connected world. It is through our development
work with many fine leaders that we have come to know their practices and
understand their emergent ways of working. For them we strive to share
some of their signposts and milestones along the way and link the disparate
roadmaps to an overall image of the leadership landscape.

A second and important aspect of the considered approach is to take
enough time to explore the inner landscapes of leaders’ work and lives so
that the reader can place their stories into a new perspective. Through
our research on the qualities that sustain leaders and hold them to their
wider commitments, we discover that a part of the genius of leaders such
as Juan Rada at Oracle, Rattan Chada at Mexx, or Christine Loh at Hong
Kong’s Civic Exchange is their unique ability to hold the foreground
while staying conscious of wider perspective on the landscape and, when
necessary, to reconfigure and rapidly rebalance in the face of new chal-
lenges and trade-ofts. In every case, this “rapid recovery” did not come
without powerful experiences and conscious practice. It was often devel-
oped through the integration of their learning into a wider frame of life’s
experiences that helped them to “make sense” of what happened while
“feeling a shift” in their perspective. They became conscious of what they
were doing — and then were able to develop a mastery of a different sort.

In this book we do not dwell on complexity and turn it into a nem-
esis of every choice or situation that leaders face. Instead we choose to
recognize the “buzzing, blooming reality” present in every organization
and boardroom we visit. Our purpose is not to shy away from complexity
but to consider more hidden pathways through the maze. Throughout
our narrative, we draw attention to masterful leaders whose art form is
their ability to see and stay open to a rich mix of colors and broad strokes
across the landscape, while sustaining a presence of mind for the details
of their most pressing challenges.

1.3 Seeing, being, and doing

This has led us to the notion that leaders need to build maps of the
landscape that help them to discover and “see” where they currently
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put their energy and attention. Through collaborative map-making one
recovers a perspective on one’s work and life. We explain that the next
logical step in the leader’s journey is to make conscious choices about
where one wants to “be” in terms of intentions and commitments, before
deciding what to “do.” The sequence of “secing,” “being,” and “doing”
takes us to our central thesis: if leaders fail to combine an understanding
of the wider landscape, their sense of where they are playing most power-
tully, and the capacity to stay in balance, they have not entered the black
belt level of leadership mastery.

We invite you to a new practice field for leaders, a gymnasium that
starts with the art of rebalancing, of living comfortably in continuous
motion on the landscapes of our work and our lives. We challenge you
as a reader to develop your own unique and creative path back to equa-
nimity or to use another phrase, to seek your own “dynamic balance”
through some well-described practices. The masters of these integrative
leadership practices have shown us the way. It is our ambition to capture
the essence of their ideas, place it in a business context, and share it with
a wider public. For some it will be a useful tool box, for others it has
become a way of life.
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