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“This exceedingly readable book goes well beyond mere calls for courageous behavior in the workplace; it provides us with a rich store of exemplars, insights, tools, and tactics that can serve to literally rewire our habitual responses to what’s possible. Jim Detert’s concept of ‘competent courage’ becomes less a matter of exceptional bravery and more a matter of choice.”

—MARY C. GENTILE, author, Giving Voice to Values; Professor of Practice, University of Virginia Darden School of Business

“Leaders should take note. It just shouldn’t be so hard to speak truth to power; it’s a leader’s responsibility to create an environment where everyone can be courageous. As Professor Detert shows, that’s both good for employees and good for the organization.”

—DICK RAINES, CEO, Carfax

“As we watch with great disappointment our current-day leaders’ failures, Choosing Courage provides a road map for effectively demonstrating courage at all levels of leadership. This is a great read for leaders on the rise as well as those frustrated by the seemingly intractable polarization of many of today’s challenges in both business and politics.”

—MARK BERTOLINI, retired Chairman and CEO, Aetna

“At no time has there been a greater need for the lessons and guidance that Jim Detert provides in this book. Choosing Courage has captured the secret for how leaders and organizations can have a greater impact—and that includes greater social impact, associate engagement, business performance, innovation, and personal growth.”

—TOM POLEN, CEO and President, Becton, Dickinson and Company


CHOOSING COURAGE


CHOOSING COURAGE

THE EVERYDAY GUIDE TO BEING BRAVE AT WORK

JIM DETERT

HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW PRESS

BOSTON, MASSACHUSETTS



HBR Press Quantity Sales Discounts

Harvard Business Review Press titles are available at significant quantity discounts when purchased in bulk for client gifts, sales promotions, and premiums. Special editions, including books with corporate logos, customized covers, and letters from the company or CEO printed in the front matter, as well as excerpts of existing books, can also be created in large quantities for special needs.

For details and discount information for both print and ebook formats, contact booksales@harvardbusiness.org, tel. 800-988-0886, or www.hbr.org/bulksales.



Copyright 2021 James Detert

All rights reserved

Printed in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior permission of the publisher. Requests for permission should be directed to permissions @harvardbusiness.org, or mailed to Permissions, Harvard Business School Publishing, 60 Harvard Way, Boston, Massachusetts 02163.

The web addresses referenced in this book were live and correct at the time of the book’s publication but may be subject to change.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Detert, James R., author.

Title: Choosing courage : the everyday guide to being brave at work / Jim Detert.

Description: Boston, MA : Harvard Business Review Press, [2021] | Includes index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2020050840 | ISBN 9781647820084 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781647820091 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Courage. | Work environment—Moral and ethical aspects. | Employees—Attitudes. | Industrial relations.

Classification: LCC BJ1533.C8 D48 2021 | DDC 179/.6—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020050840

ISBN: 978-1-64782-008-4
eISBN: 978-1-64782-009-1

The paper used in this publication meets the requirements of the American National Standard for Permanence of Paper for Publications and Documents in Libraries and Archives Z39.48-1992.


To the Detert women


CONTENTS

Preface: A Time for Courage

1. Choosing Courage

PART ONE: The Nature of Workplace Courage

2.Truth to Power

3.Candid Conversations and Bold Actions

4.Building Your Courage Ladder

PART TWO: How to Be Competently Courageous

5.Creating the Right Conditions

6.Choosing Your Battles

7.Managing the Message

8.Channeling Emotions

9.Taking Action after the Act

PART THREE: Climbing Your Courage Ladder

10.Cultivating Courage

11.It’s Up to You

Notes

Index

Acknowledgments

About the Author


PREFACE: A TIME FOR COURAGE

We are living in an extraordinary time. As I write this, in October 2020, Covid-19 continues its global devastation of individual lives and entire communities, and protests about police brutality and systemic racial injustice are ongoing in cities across the United States and around the world. Amid this pain and despair, we’re also witnessing acts of true courage, from health-care providers speaking out about unsafe or unacceptable working conditions, retail clerks trying to enforce safety standards that those above them won’t, or people of color demanding change in their organizations and beyond.1

Though current events make the need for courage more obvious than ever, I committed to writing this book more than a decade ago. Around 2008, I began ending my courses with students and professionals with a short wrap-up lecture. Then I said: “If we had more time, there are many more tools I could have shared to add to your toolkit. But here’s the thing: in the end, I don’t believe the range of one’s toolkit is the primary differentiator between better and worse leadership. What I think matters much more is the courage to use those tools when needed.”

Then I’d give a few examples of workplace courage and share why I thought it was desperately needed for all of us to become examples for others. Not one student, then or since, said they worked in an environment where courageous behaviors weren’t critical or that they always happened when they should. Aspire as we might, there are as of yet few (if any) truly “fearless organizations.”2 So I’d implore them to go out and make the world a better place, to do something courageous and report back so I could update my final speech with their stories.

Here’s what has consistently happened since. People write me weeks, months, and even years after hearing these remarks to ask for resources on the topic because they need help preparing for a difficult conversation, engaging with an issue they’ve been avoiding, or pursuing what they know is important but fraught with risk.

That’s why I’ve spent the last few years reading everything I could about courage—and courage in workplaces more specifically—and collecting my own data from thousands of people in different investigations of workplace courage. I didn’t just want to add my voice to the cacophony of others just “encouraging courage” with no concrete road map or advice; I wanted to add something meaningful to the dialogue for those who know they should and would like to act more courageously. This book represents my attempt to distill everything I’ve learned into a research-based but highly accessible guide for those I’ve had the privilege of working with in person and the many more I’ve yet to meet. I was truly inspired by the incredible stories I’ve been told, and I want to share them with others.

Truth be told, I also needed these stories in a way I can only now articulate. I grew up in a relatively poor, single-parent family in a nondescript Midwestern city. I often felt impotent, knowing that my life wasn’t what I wanted it to be but unable as a kid to do much about it. Perhaps most depressingly, when I looked around for inspiration, it was often lacking. Adults, too, including those in positions of authority, seemed too often to be (to use Thoreau’s words) “living lives of quiet desperation” rather than competently and courageously charting a better future for themselves and others. All these years later, I’m still disheartened and angered by the lack of courageous action by leaders and non-leaders alike. I just can’t stand the idea that we’d be so willing to give up our agency, authenticity, and moral calling for whatever it is we get in return.

We all have fairly regular opportunities to act in courageous ways, to undertake actions that we or others perceive to be worthy or noble despite the risks the behavior entails. Worker safety or working conditions certainly weren’t perfect before Covid-19, and we were far from a world where people could expect the same treatment at work and elsewhere regardless of their skin color, gender, or other demographic or identity characteristics. What’s so unfortunate is that we’ve largely accepted the notion that courageous action is only to be expected from extraordinary people in extraordinary situations.

This book presents a challenge to the idea that courage is the province and responsibility of the few. I’ll share why I believe that courage, especially courageous acts done competently enough to create positive change, isn’t innate. We don’t believe that only some of us are born with the capacity to be virtuous in other ways—such as by being honest, fair, or prudent—or expect these kinds of behavior only once in a great while, so why would we expect that only some of us have the capacity for courageous action?

My goals in writing this are to urge you to accept the need for courageous action as your responsibility too and to understand that competent courage comes from the choices you can make to learn and repeatedly practice specific skills (just like competence in any domain does). And I want to help you more frequently choose to act during everyday opportunities to step up or speak out at work, rather than letting your fears hold you back.

I also want to help you understand that courage isn’t just about the spectacular, rare acts that make headlines or get one labeled Time’s Person of the Year.3 It’s about all kinds of behaviors that are desperately needed in organizations if individuals and organizations are going to learn, be healthy, and thrive.

If you want to do more to protect others at work—whether colleagues, subordinates, or customers—who are powerless and often ignored, taken advantage of, or discriminated against, this book is for you.

If you want to do more to solve important problems at work, whether they be inefficiencies that waste time or money, internal processes that sap morale, or product or service choices that lead to dissatisfaction among current customers and inability to attract new ones, this book is for you.

If you want to pursue opportunities more frequently, whether that means taking “stretch assignments” that might increase your impact and satisfaction or pursuing work in a different organization that better fits your talents and values, this book is for you. Likewise, this book is for you if you want to be the person bold enough to lead your organization into new markets or new lines of business or to make other decisions that allow your organization to better fulfill its mission.

And if you want to get better at innovating, whether that be conducting and implementing small experiments in parts of an organization, developing and launching new products, or creating new processes that allow your organization to radically improve, this book is for you.

We know that we desperately need more of these behaviors. When we don’t step up to protect others, we allow continued abuse and discrimination toward our colleagues and harm to our customers (think of Wells Fargo or Volkswagen).4 When we don’t step up to solve problems or pursue opportunities, we contribute to the likelihood of organizational failures and the statistics showing that only about one-third of American employees are highly engaged at work.5 And when we don’t have the courage to innovate, we increase the odds that we and our organizations will join the millions that have been leapfrogged by nimbler upstarts and those more prepared to thrive in a rapidly evolving digital world. Thus, the question isn’t whether these everyday opportunities for courage are important. The question is whether you’ll embrace more of them.

But to be clear, this book is not a call to organizational martyrdom. I’m not encouraging everyone who reads it to be prepared to lose their job, their friends, or their health every time they spot a problem or an opportunity at work. It’s not a call to shoot from the hip or make yourself vulnerable the second you have a strong emotion or an idea. Instead, I’m encouraging you to consider courageous action as something that can be done more or less competently, where competence means you increase the chances of actually accomplishing something positive and decrease the likelihood of negative personal consequences.

The people whose stories I share throughout this book have chosen courage. Their accounts provide inspiration, but also clarify that competent courage is about perspiration. To choose competent courage is to accept not just the responsibility to act, but the obligation to learn and continuously practice the skills that increase your chance of creating positive outcomes for yourself and others.

If you’re ready to choose that path and be inspired along the way by the incredible people you’ll meet, then this book is for you.


CHAPTER 1

Choosing Courage

Stuart Scott will always be remembered as a trailblazer. As the first Black anchor on SportsCenter, ESPN’s flagship program, Scott’s use of slang, his references to Black music and culture, and his clever catchphrases helped ESPN appeal to younger viewers—especially younger Black Americans.

Scott’s style was influential. “African Americans throughout the history of this country have been told that we needed to conform, to assimilate. That we needed to be less street, be less hip-hop, be less hood. Just be less,” recalled Michael Smith, a sports journalist and former ESPN commentator who grew up watching Scott on television. “We had to be less of ourselves in order to make the majority feel comfortable. For Stuart to come along and be every bit as good and professional, as sharp, as polished as any broadcaster doing it, but yet still be able to be as authentic and connected and representative of the culture as he was—it was just incredible.”1

Beyond his on-air brilliance, Scott fought a well-documented, multiyear battle against terminal cancer and became an inspiration to many beyond his sports viewers. Upon his death at age forty-nine, he was universally praised by fans, colleagues, athletes, and journalists; in a written statement, President Barack Obama commended Scott for being a pioneer: “Stuart Scott helped usher in a new way to talk about our favorite teams and the day’s best plays.”

That’s the part of Scott’s story many of us know. Keith Olberman, his longtime colleague, shared another part few people knew. “I cannot think of anybody I worked with in sports whose professional courage I have admired more,” he said in a heartfelt tribute.2

Olberman was referring to Scott’s behind-the-scenes struggles at ESPN. Though he is praised today, Scott received strong pushback from some viewers, media critics, and an ESPN executive. He was told to stop using language that most of the audience—meaning “white viewers”—didn’t understand or he’d be taken off SportsCenter. “It was awful,” recalled his wife, Susan. “People really don’t know how awful it was. . . . Stuart was desperately frustrated.”

Scott’s response to this pressure, said Olberman, “was the single most impressive thing I’ve ever seen a television sportscaster do.”

Faced with two apparent choices—to back down and tone down his style to protect himself and his career or to lash out—Scott decided on a more creative option: he defied the directive from above but did so in a way that made it nearly impossible for the executive to carry out his threat.

Scott went on air and publicly congratulated ESPN on its willingness to accept crucial aspects of American culture that had traditionally not been adequately represented on TV. This brilliant, gutsy act neutralized the executive, who now had little choice but to let Scott carry on or be seen as explicitly against tolerance and respect for Black culture.

That, Keith Olberman wants us all to remember, was a brilliant act of workplace courage.

What Is Workplace Courage?

Throughout my career, I’ve heard hundreds of stories of people like Stuart Scott who’ve acted courageously at work.

Take Chris, a medical student, who pushed a supervising psychiatrist to order a simple diagnostic test before sending a suicidal patient in the ER to the psych ward. Because of Chris’s courage to challenge authority, the medical team discovered that the patient’s unremitting pain was caused by a vascular disease, which was resolved with surgery.3

Or consider Jackie, who launched a marketing and sales campaign that her organization’s president was against. “If you want to do this, your job is on the line,” he told her. “If it works, you stay. If it doesn’t, you can find something else to do.” Jackie, after a few days of intense deliberation, decided to go for it. Though the campaign was a success—she’s told it was the most successful one in the company’s history—and she kept her job, she was never thanked for her work.

Though these examples may not fit into the traditional view of courage, which, historically, has focused on physical acts, Stuart Scott’s, Chris’s, and Jackie’s feats are surely courageous.4 Each faced a choice to act or not, and—despite the threat in all three cases, of recrimination from their superiors—each chose to step up when most people wouldn’t.

In scholar-speak, I define workplace courage as work-domain-relevant acts done for a worthy cause despite significant risks perceivable in the moment to the actor.5 But put more simply, workplace courage is taking action at work because it feels right and important to stand for a principle, a cause, or a group of others, despite the potential for serious career, social, psychological, and even physical repercussions for doing so.

Workplace courage comes in many forms. It is speaking truth to power—and to peers, subordinates, and other stakeholders whose behavior is causing problems or falling short of what’s possible. And it includes acts aimed at personal and organizational growth, such as taking on stretch assignments, owning bold initiatives, and innovating within or beyond one’s current organization.

You’ll notice that these acts represent “everyday” opportunities for courage—the kinds of things we might hope we’d do routinely. When it comes to courage, we need not go looking for special occasions or wait for a single big moment. We need only decide to act when the chances come, which they do for all of us.

This runs counter to how many people view courage—as a rare trait that’s practiced only by exceptional people. In fact, thinking of it this way is counterproductive and an excuse for our own inaction. As educator and social activist Parker Palmer has written, if examples like Rosa Parks’s unwillingness to move to the back of the bus in the 1950’s South are going to inspire us to our own action, rather than merely be something we passively admire, “we must see her as the ordinary person she is. That will be difficult to do because we have made her into superwoman—and we have done it to protect ourselves.”6 As Palmer correctly notes, we have to take her, and others, off the pedestals we’ve placed them on to avoid holding ourselves to the same standard of virtuous action when the opportunities arise.

I’ve had the privilege of meeting some amazing people as I’ve studied workplace courage, and I can assure you that they range across gender, ethnicity, nationality, physical appearance, political orientation, religious commitment, education level, and so many other dimensions we use to categorize people. A few are rich or high-status, but the vast majority are not. Unless we normalize acting courageously, seeing it as a possibility and responsibility for everyone, too many of us will keep waiting for others to do it, hiding (uncomfortably) behind assertions like “We can’t all be Mandela or Gandhi” or that we’re going to do it later when we have more power.

You’ll always have something to lose, and there’s no credible evidence that says an abundance of courage in others is right around the corner to save us. If you want to make things better at work, for yourself and for others, the only thing you control with certainty is your own willingness to take action.

As I’ll detail in this book, courage is about skills that can be learned and developed: there are specific things you can do before, during, and even after a courageous act to increase the odds that the risk you take isn’t for naught. And there are plenty of opportunities to practice everyday courage, building your “courage muscle” a little at a time by starting with relatively safer, more manageable acts from which you can learn.7 It’s these skills, honed through practice, that differentiate those who act—and act competently—from the rest who don’t.8

Why Courage Is in Short Supply

We know in the abstract that courage is valuable (even if we wish someone else would be the one to act). Winston Churchill said courage was the first of human qualities because it guarantees all the rest.9 Writer C. S. Lewis likewise claimed courage wasn’t merely a virtue, but “the form of every virtue at the testing point, which means at the highest point of reality.”10 The leadership literature is also rife with claims about courage as a virtue, attribute, trait, or behavior pattern needed for effective leadership. My own students certainly believe that courage differentiates those leaders who succeed from those who fail over the long run.11

Protecting and inspiring others. Solving problems. Pursuing opportunities. Growing and innovating. Put that way, it seems clear that we should want and be motivated to be more courageous. So, why aren’t we?

We’re Programmed to Avoid Unnecessary Risks

Because humans have evolved to (subconsciously) prioritize perpetuating their genes, it’s quite logical to worry about not doing grave harm to ourselves in all types of social settings. We’ve also spent most of our time as a species living in small groups or clans, and so making sacrifices for those not very closely related to us—such as risking one’s family’s well-being to do what is right for a large group of employees or citizens scattered around the globe—probably isn’t instinctive for most of us. It’s a conscious choice we have to make against these very primal instincts.

Our instincts are often reinforced by vicarious learning. Sadly, we see too many cases of people getting ahead at work—at least in the short run—despite, or even because of, their lack of courage. While it may eventually catch up to you, there are certainly enough examples of “getting ahead by going along” for people to believe that courage might be for naive losers. When I asked a sample of my MBA students to think of someone highly successful in a leadership position over the course of an entire career, and then rate that leader on a set of characteristics, courage scored highest—higher than technical knowledge or skills, intelligence, and work ethic. But when I asked them to think of and rate another leader who has been highly successful in a leadership position for just a short period of time, courage rated last (with work ethic at the top). So, in the eyes of these ambitious young people, courage is clearly a hallmark of those who have had highly admirable careers. They don’t, however, think it’s as important as other things when one is getting started. The question, of course, is when courage will kick in for those who spend years rationalizing that “it’s just not time yet.” In my experience, the answer is too often “never.”

Our language has also evolved to remind us of the benefits of conformity and risks of challenging the status quo: phrases like “Be a team player,” “Be loyal,” “Don’t rock the boat,” “Don’t risk your career over this,” “We’ve always done it this way,” “Everybody does it,” and “Let it go” are abundant, whereas those pointing to the value of speaking up and persisting in change efforts are few in comparison and suggest significant hardship (e.g., “Fight tooth and nail” or “Stick to your guns”).12

There’s also the fact that, whether or not we are willing to admit it, most of us want to be liked. And given the intense pain that social rejection can bring, we certainly don’t want to be disliked. Hence, it’s natural to view life, and leadership in particular, as an extended popularity contest. Consciously or not, we avoid doing things that might anger or alienate the people whose approval we seek so they’ll continue to like and endorse us. If you doubt that, check out the behavior of posters on Twitter, Facebook, or any other social media platform.13

There Are Real Risks

Beyond the instinctual and culturally reinforced bases for frequent conformity and conflict avoidance, it’s undeniably true that courage is in short supply because it is inherently risky. People do sometimes see their promotion prospects vanish, some do lose their jobs, and some do suffer broken relationships and deeply bruised egos as a result of courageous action at work.

In most modern work organizations, there are plenty of risks. Even in places like the United States, where the First Amendment of the Constitution protects free speech, most employees with at-will contracts (and that’s the vast majority these days) can’t say what they want without potential repercussions. Want to publicly criticize public officials in the United States? Go for it. Want to criticize your organization’s leaders? Tread carefully.

Fortunately, many fewer of us face physical risks at work today than at any time in history, though firefighters, police officers, oil rig workers, and miners, among others, still routinely put themselves in harm’s way. And, to a surprising degree, so do those who deal with angry customers or former employees.14

Most of us do, however, face potential career risks.15 Despite all the talk about flatter organizations with more shared leadership, most people still have bosses and are still wage dependent in one way or another.16 If we push the envelope too far, we could get fired, blackballed, held back, or otherwise negatively impacted financially.17 As William Deresiewicz noted in his book Excellent Sheep, people don’t like it when you challenge the consensus because you’re forcing them to question it as well.18 You’re trying to surface for clear consideration the doubts that others are working hard to keep below the surface. Numerous former Wells Fargo employees, for example, reported being fired for minor violations like slight tardiness shortly after speaking up internally against the illegal sales tactics that eventually led to hundreds of millions of dollars in penalties and a congressional investigation.19 Career risks for speaking up loom large even in environments like the military where physical courage is expected. The most decorated military leaders sometimes still feel “afraid to paint the true picture” to those above them, and some certainly face career consequences for going against their boss’s wishes.20

Social risks also loom large. For most of humans’ time on earth, being ostracized by those around you wasn’t just psychologically unpleasant—it was life-threatening. You courted death if you were left alone to face violent predators and harsh environmental conditions. While today you’re unlikely to actually die if your coworkers shun you, that doesn’t mean we don’t have horrible fears of “social death.”21 Indeed, some research suggests that “social rejection is perceived by the brain and other mechanisms as similar to physical injury.”22 Consider the social consequences Edwin Raymond, a New York City police officer, has faced for trying to change routine practices in the police department, such as how arrest statistics are used. He’s been called “crybaby,” “rat,” “zero,” and worse on anonymous officer message boards. Even his friends have told him he’s nuts for continuously trying to do what’s right against such significant pushback.23

Often, acts of courage court both social and career risks. Sam Polk, a former hedge fund trader in New York, described how difficult it was to speak out against the “bro talk”—the belittling, sexist banter—that made it hard for women to advance on Wall Street. “It feels really good to be in the in-crowd,” he acknowledged, and to protest typical male behavior would have “been embarrassing and emasculating” and “bad for my career.” As a result, he “stood silent hundreds of times as men objectified and degraded women.”24 While it’s easy to be the armchair critic about rich Wall Streeters, it’s more useful to acknowledge that it’s hard for any of us to go against the grain of strong norms and, as Polk noted, “even harder when doing so means jeopardizing millions of dollars in future earnings” for challenging a “culture of brutal conformity.”

Standing out also poses psychological risks. No one wants to feel stupid or impotent. Taking on high-visibility projects or stretch assignments beyond one’s current competence courts public embarrassment. When you show vulnerability in facilitating the work or well-being of others, you risk being seen as weak or incompetent. Implementing a truly innovative product or process you developed could cast you as the champion of a failed experiment. Sure, these behaviors sometimes also expose you to career and social risks. But they expose you to psychological risks every time. You’re your own judge and juror, and when you’re really pushing boundaries, there’s a real chance you’ll take at least a temporary hit to how you feel about yourself. “Looking stupid” or “feeling incompetent” or “being a failure” are often self-imposed labels and, hence, represent the psychological risks of workplace courage.

In our studies of thirty-five acts of workplace courage, Evan Bruno and I have consistently found a strongly negative correlation between the level of risk (and courage) attributed to a behavior and the frequency with which the behavior happens when it could. Put simply, when perceived career, social, psychological, and physical risks for doing something go up, the willingness to do that thing goes way down.25

And, unfortunately, these risks suppress courage even among the most powerful. I’ve had countless senior leaders tell me that they don’t tell their bosses or boards what’s really going on for fear of career repercussions, and just as many tell me they pass up opportunities for courageous action to avoid social or psychological consequences. Others similarly note that too many of today’s CEOs “wait for public opinion to tell them what to do.”26 The same is true in politics—too many politicians putting their own interests above principled stands has led to an “unprecedented deficit” of courage in the halls of Congress today, says Eliot Cohen, the dean of the School of Advanced International Studies at Johns Hopkins.27

Why Courage Matters

Given all these risks, you might be ready to put this book down now. If I’ve validated your fears about workplace courage, why is it worth reading on? Are there really enough upsides to counteract all these risks?

The truth is, we don’t have nearly enough strong, systematic evidence about the conditions under which courageous workplace acts produce good and bad outcomes for both the actor and others or the organization itself.

Still, a core premise of this book, and the focus of several subsequent chapters, is that how we engage in workplace courage can make a big difference in whether we bring success or harm to ourselves and others. That is, we can be more or less competent in our courageous action. Assuming for now that a courageous act is performed competently, what are some reasons to expect that good things might happen?

Your Courage Matters for Others

Let’s start with the chance to directly affect important outcomes. As I argued in the preface, courage at work can protect others, solve problems and avert disasters, and lead to opportunities seized and various forms of innovation and growth. Stuart Scott paved the way for more diversity in sports broadcasting, Chris saved a patient from intense physical and emotional suffering, and Jackie spearheaded the most successful campaign in her company’s history. This is undoubtedly why people at the top of organizations, and those charged with overseeing them on behalf of others, claim to value courage so much.28

Conversely, the costs when employees fail to demonstrate courage can be immense, in both human and financial terms. Volkswagen shareholders have lost billions of dollars (already) following the revelation that the automaker sold millions of cars worldwide with software used to cheat on emissions tests. According to one commenter who had worked on emissions software for one of the Big Three US automakers, “There was simply no way this didn’t involve a concerted effort by many individuals.” Surely some of them had the sense to know that this fraud was not just wrong, but eventually going to be detected and to lead to great harm to the company’s many key stakeholders.29

Courageous acts, or their absence, can also have more indirect effects on performance through their impact on how others feel and behave. A single act of courage, particularly by those in leadership roles, can inspire others to be more committed, to work harder, to do things of benefit to the organization that they can’t be made to do (scholars call these “citizenship” or “extra-role” behaviors), and even to perform their own courageous acts. When I asked a group of executive MBA students to describe the impact on them and others of a courageous behavior by a leader, they used words like “great sense of pride,” “motivated to work harder and be more creative,” and “energized.” “It has been a career-defining moment for me, as it taught me and others how to be courageous and accountable,” said one. “It reinvigorated our sense of purpose and commitment,” said another, adding that it “strengthened our resolve and confidence in each other that we were prepared to face any challenge and be successful.”

In contrast, the responses I received from another group of executive students who described the impact of a leader’s failure to act with courage in a specific situation show the incredibly negative effects that can result from being seen as having failed the courage test. Respondents said they “felt angry and undercut,” “lost confidence in, and respect for, the leader,” and “lost faith in the competency and ability of the department manager from that day forth.” Another said that he was “disgusted and saddened that I was being overseen by such a cowardly individual with low moral fiber.” I doubt any of these individuals were going the extra mile for those bosses anymore. Those with options were probably looking to get out.

In this final commencement speech to US Naval Academy graduates in 2011, former defense secretary Robert Gates summed up nicely just how important courageous action is. Not just physical courage, he clarified, but “the courage to chart a new course, the courage to do what is right and not just what is popular, the courage to stand alone, the courage to act, the courage as a military officer to ‘speak truth to power.’” For those who will become leaders, he told the young men and women, “the time will inevitably come when you must stand alone. When alone you must say, ‘This is wrong’ or ‘I disagree with you and, because I have the responsibility, this is what we will do.’”30 Being courageous is, in short, how we fulfill our obligations to others under difficult circumstances.

Your Courage Matters for Yourself

I’ll also offer you two broader reasons to choose courage: legacy and regret. Our legacy is what endures after we’re gone. Beyond tangible things like money or buildings, it’s what people say about us, how they remember us, and what they do or don’t do because of the impact we had on them. And legacies tend to be about what we did—at least if we’re talking about a positive legacy. Research shows that regrets, in contrast, tend to be about the things we didn’t do, but wish we had. This links opportunities for courage inextricably with the shaping of our legacy and our regrets.

Let’s look a bit more at regret first. Admonitions to avoid regret are commonplace throughout history, be it President Teddy Roosevelt reminding us that “it is hard to fail, but it is worse never to have tried to succeed,” or poet John Greenleaf Whittier’s warning that, “for all sad words of tongue and pen, the saddest are these, ‘It might have been.’” And, indeed, research does suggest that “regret” is a major theme among those who look back on their life as they age, with that regret stemming more from things not done than from trying things and not succeeding.31 John Izzo interviewed 235 people between ages 59 and 105, and found “Leave no regrets” to be one of the five secrets to a great life. To do this, he argued, “We must live with courage, moving toward what we want rather than away from what we fear.”32 When we don’t, suggests the research of Australian nurse Bronnie Ware on patients in their last twelve weeks of life, we live not just with a psychological burden, but physical illnesses related to bitterness, resentment, and regret.33

It doesn’t take until the end of life to have regrets haunt us. Sam Polk, the hedge fund trader mentioned above, is middle-aged. He lives with deep regret about what he didn’t do during his eight years on Wall Street, and with sadness and fear for the world his daughter will enter as an adult. He’s used those feelings to make major changes in his life: he left the trading environment, owned up to his part in perpetuating a sexist culture, and has started Everytable, an organization whose mission is to bring healthy food to low-income communities at affordable prices.34

For all of us who have screwed up an attempt to do something bold, it sure may feel like we’re more likely to regret actions taken and gone wrong. Over the longer term, though, research shows it’s regret for inaction that tends to linger.35 The enduring potency of “I should have” regrets probably stems from it being harder to tell ourselves a convincing story about why we didn’t do something. That’s why courage matters, why it’s so important to push beyond your fears, to embrace actions outside your comfort zone before it’s too late. Not just because you can do a lot of good for others by daring to stand up and speak out—though I think that’s the main and most important reason—but also because when you don’t, you live with regret.

As for our legacy—whether we’ll be remembered much at all after we’ve left a job, an organization, or the Earth and, if so, for what—that depends on what we do now. While our preferred legacy is deeply personal, I’ve learned about a number of common aspirations by surveying people anywhere from thirty-five to eighty-five years old. Interestingly, whether they were just a decade or two into their careers, or well into retirement, what people hoped their legacy would be was pretty similar. They wanted to be remembered as people of high integrity, people who’d served others well, people who’d made a positive difference in the lives of those they’d worked with and on their organizations. Most of all, they wanted to be remembered as good to, and role models for, those closest to them. In explaining these aspirations, they didn’t talk about the wealth or titles or awards they’d accumulated. They talked about acts of service, of taking risks on behalf of others. They talked, in short, about times they’d been willing to show courage rather than take the easy or more comfortable path. Sometimes they suffered personal consequences, but they didn’t report regret. They reported hope that these acts would lead to them being remembered a s they desired.

. . .
 
I’ve collected far too many workplace courage stories done by people like you and me to believe it’s impossible to hope for more. There is much we can learn from the collective experience of those I’ve studied that can help tip the balance in favor of competent courage. We can understand how to set the stage via our ongoing actions so that we’ll be more likely to succeed when the time for courage arises; we can improve our clarity about our key values and purpose, and hone our sense of the best timing for a bold move; we can learn all kinds of techniques for managing ourselves and others more skillfully in the heat of the moment; and we can learn what to do after our big moments to keep the ball rolling or contain any damage. Perhaps most importantly, we can choose to see courage as a skill and not a natural endowment. When we do, we can commit to the kind of practice needed to make courageous acts seem less daunting and more likely to go well.

To be clear, there’s no magic bullet for eliminating the risks or guaranteeing good outcomes. If there’s no risk at all, we’re not talking about courage. It’s precisely the riskiness of the kind of acts I’ll talk about in this book that makes courageous action the truest test of virtue. As the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre reminds us, “If someone says that he cares for some individual, community, or cause, but is unwilling to risk harm or dangers on his, her, or its own behalf, he puts into question the genuineness of his care and concern.”36 I think most of us do genuinely care. We just need a healthy dose of instruction and inspiration to help us take productive steps forward. That’s what I hope this book provides you.

What’s Next

In the chapters that follow, I’ll use findings from years of my own research and insights from many others’ work to systematically explore these ideas. My aim isn’t just to inspire you to act, but also to provide useful diagnostics, frameworks, and tools that increase your chances of having maximum impact when you do.

In chapter 2, we’ll look closely at truth to power—the category of behaviors most closely connected to people’s conception of workplace courage. Truth to power behaviors include confronting or challenging direct bosses or other higher-ups, acting with more autonomy than you technically have, protecting or promoting others, and owning (rather than hiding or denying) your mistakes.

Chapter 3 is all about candid conversations and bold actions, other common types of behavior that require courage at work: difficult conversations and actions involving peers, subordinates, and other important stakeholders like customers or external partners. We’ll also look at other bold actions, like taking stretch assignments or personal responsibility for major initiatives, starting a new venture, or making principled stands. While some of these may seem like, and technically are, everyday learning behaviors or part of people’s jobs, they’re done with surprising and disappointing infrequency due to their perceived riskiness.

Once we’re on the same page about what workplace courage looks like, and you’ve done some initial self-assessment using the Workplace Courage Acts Index as a guide, you’ll start your personal journey toward more frequent and competent courage by building your courage ladder in chapter 4. Choosing courage is about committing to practice—to taking small and specific action steps that will help you slowly but surely improve how you feel, think, and behave during situations that feel risky but also important. I’ll encourage you to choose an action from the bottom of your courage ladder, so your initial steps feel more manageable and likely to lead to some early wins and motivation to keep climbing.

To increase the odds that your courageous acts actually change something for the better, I’ll describe in part 2—chapters 5 through 9—what, collectively, differentiates courageous acts that seem to have the largest and most enduring positive effects, and fewest negative effects, from those that fail to have the intended influence or keep the actor from undue harm. Drawing from hundreds of experiences shared with me and a host of related studies I and others have done, I’ll share how people from all walks of life enacted multiple aspects of what I call the Competent Courage framework to increase their odds of successful action.

In chapter 5, I’ll first talk about creating the right conditions for successful courageous action. The focus here isn’t on a particular courageous act, but rather on how we behave over time to enhance the odds that we succeed when we do step up and to minimize downside risks. We’ll delve into the importance of a strong internal reputation, which involves being seen as emotionally intelligent, humble, kind, and generous, and also as a consistent high performer. We’ll also look at ways to optimize one’s own autonomy to act with less fear of retribution. This includes keeping your job mobility high and taking steps to be less financially dependent on your specific employer.

Chapter 6 focuses on choosing your battles—deciding which specific acts to undertake. You’ll learn about developing the discipline to both know what matters most to you, and also what things automatically set you off even if they’re not that important. While your emotions are an important guide, for sure, competent courage is also about understanding what your ultimate objectives are and being in control of when you act and when you hold back in the service of longer-term success.

Choosing your battles is also about timing. The competently courageous avoid pushing an issue too early, when those they must influence aren’t ready or able to pay attention; conversely, they don’t wait until it’s too late to matter. The saying “A crisis is a terrible thing to waste” also applies here. Challenging the status quo is a lot harder when you’re seen as the sole impetus than when you’re acting amid some other obvious source of internal or external pressure for change.

No matter how well you set the stage and choose your battles and their timing, you’ve also got to be skilled at managing the moment itself when it comes. That’s the focus of chapters 7 and 8. In chapter 7, we’ll focus on managing the message, which is fundamentally about understanding the targets of your action—how they see the issue, what they care about, and what kinds of data and solutions they are most likely to find compelling. Knowing this allows you to make many important decisions, including those involving the framing of your message. It helps you know, for example, whether to present something as an opportunity with an upside or a necessary response to a threat. It also helps you decide to paint your picture in primarily economic or cultural terms, and to find ways to connect your issue to their priorities.

In chapter 8, we’ll turn to the importance of successfully managing emotions—both yours and those you seek to influence—during critical moments. Shaking in your boots while talking, going silent, or literally fleeing the situation because you’re so scared at the first sign of resistance aren’t hallmarks of effective courage acts. And, while being angry might fuel your action, failure to control your anger undermines success. Failed communication happens in part because when you’re being overwhelmed by your own emotions, it’s darn near impossible to focus on managing others’ emotions. Thus, we’ll also focus on some strategies for harnessing, rather than being hijacked by, the emotions involved during courage opportunities.

Chapter 9 examines the importance of taking action after the act. Though we don’t spend as much time thinking about it—perhaps because we’re just relieved to have finally done something or are busy licking our wounds—what we do after a bold act can also be vitally important. This chapter delves into the importance of following up, whether to clarify your target’s position and solidify next steps, or to check in and address lingering negative emotions. We’ll learn the importance of thanking those who have helped you and sharing credit for any wins. And we’ll look at the importance of persistence—accepting that meaningful change requires multiple, sustained efforts—and the choice to see setbacks as data to learn from rather than reasons to give up.

Having reviewed the principles of competent courage, we turn, in part 3, to putting them into action. Chapter 10 invites you to decide on and commit to your next steps. Then we’ll return to the courage ladder you started in chapter 4 and walk through some specific tools for managing the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses that can help you start cultivating courage one step at a time. I’ll share some strategies for turning your goals into routine practice, such as using implementation intentions and public commitments to override our tendency to fail at developing new habits.

In chapter 11, I’ll end by encouraging you to get clear about your “must dos.” No matter how skilled you become, how much you increase your “can do” based on the ideas and tools in this book—you also need to understand what you want your life to stand for. Why? Because no amount of skill eliminates all risk. So if you want to increase the chances you push past that risk and act anyway, you need to keep front and center what you consider your responsibility to do, either merely so you can look yourself in the mirror without shame, or because you want to avoid long-term regrets while building a legacy you and others will feel good about. It’s up to you.

One Final Note

Before moving on, let me address one question you may already have: “Do you think everything you’re saying here is universally applicable?” My answer, in short: No. I’d be skeptical of any social science book that claimed to be presenting something that applied perfectly in any context, and you should be too.

Given my data sources and my own cultural embeddedness, this book speaks most directly to the situation in the United States. There are many cultures where the behaviors described in this book would be even more risky due to political environments and judicial processes that offer no guarantees against severe punishment for speaking up or acting against the rules. For example, Omeleye Soworo, who runs a website providing online news to Nigerians, has succinctly described the reality in Nigeria: “It is not so much a problem of freedom of speech, but freedom after speech.”37 There are many other places around the world where speaking up may be legally allowable and not likely to get you jailed or killed, but nonetheless remains very difficult due to cultural norms. In its report on the Fukushima nuclear accident, for example, the Independent Investigation Commission concluded that the accident was a “disaster ‘Made in Japan.’ Its fundamental causes are to be found in the ingrained conventions of Japanese culture: our reflexive obedience; our reluctance to question authority; our devotion to ‘sticking with the program.’”38

This said, many of the phenomena described in this book are really a function of natural human tendencies in the face of common opportunities for courage. So while the risks may be different around the world due to varying physical, social, and economic circumstances, I’m pretty sure that in almost any culture, humans—especially those organized in social hierarchies—will find the behaviors examined in this book to at least sometimes reflect courageous action.

In the end, part of being competently courageous involves adopting and tailoring the general principles that can work in your context. On that front, your expertise certainly exceeds mine.

Remember


	Workplace courage is about taking action at work on behalf of a principle, a cause, or a group of others, even though one knows there could be serious career, social, psychological, and even physical risks for doing so.

	Courage is risky, but it’s also hugely important for ourselves and for others. Choosing courage in key moments helps us build the legacy we want and avoid the regrets we don’t want. Acts of courage at work can protect others, help solve problems and avert disasters, and lead to opportunities seized and to various forms of innovation and growth. Courage acts also impact how others feel and behave. They can inspire commitment, bolster trust, and lead others to act more courageously.

	The lack of courage permeates all levels of organizations, but so do positive examples from people who differ on every conceivable characteristic. Thus, thinking about courage as constituting specific acts, not an innate characteristic of a limited number of people, helps us recognize that we all share responsibility for being courageous and that skill comes from preparation and practice.

	We can all improve our competence, and hence the likelihood of positive outcomes when we act courageously, by studying what others do well before, during, and after their acts of courage, and by committing to practice those kinds of behaviors.




PART ONE

THE NATURE OF WORKPLACE COURAGE


CHAPTER 2

Truth to Power

As adults, we know what we’d like to do when it matters most at work: we hope we’d tell the truth, stand up for ourselves or others, and say “no” when going along would be wrong.

For example, if you were Rebecca, who works at a New York investment firm, and realized you were making only a fraction of what your male colleagues were making despite significantly outperforming them, you’d like to think you’d confront the male founders on behalf of yourself and other women facing this systemic inequity. Or that if you (like too many accountants, sales managers, and safety experts) got told to “make the numbers look better” or “downplay the severity of the risks,” you’d push back and refuse to do something that’s misleading and possibly illegal or dangerous.

Sadly, people face similar choices every day and often don’t speak up or push back. Feeling scared, unclear how to voice their concerns effectively, and trapped, they instead carry on silently and hope for the best. They lose respect for those above them and perhaps for themselves for their complicity. Over time, they’re likely to start giving less and less of their best selves to their work and struggle to feel committed or engaged. They “quit before leaving.”1

Why We Fear Power

The fact that we’re highly attuned to, and hesitant to offend, those above us in any hierarchy—those with power over us—isn’t news to anybody. We depend on powerful people for all sorts of resources, and we need to stay on their good side to avoid negative consequences.

Our fear of power is deep-seated. We’ve been socialized since childhood to listen to those above us, whether that means our parents, teachers, religious figures, or other group leaders. Whether it’s “Eat your peas,” “Be quiet in class,” or “Listen to the minister,” we’re surrounded by instructions to conform to the wishes of those in authority if we want to have our social and material needs met and avoid rejection or expulsion.2 Indeed, as Professors Herbert Kelman and V. Lee Hamilton remind us, “the duty to obey is inherent in the very concept of authority.”3

Evolution has most likely played a role in our tendency to organize ourselves into hierarchies and be deferential to those above us. Our nearest relatives (as a species) are the great apes, and they are . . . not egalitarian. The alpha males abuse rivals, while the beta males bully everyone besides the alpha (to whom they are deferential).4 Likewise, signs of rank ordering in humans goes back thousands of years.5 Higher-rank individuals slept in the safest part of the house (the rear), while those of lowest rank (slaves) slept inside the front door in case of a raid. Humans too have evolved all sorts of dominance and submission signals and behaviors that tend to keep the hierarchy intact. Fortunately, these days we tend to stop short (in the United States, anyway) of physical altercations, imprisonment, or murder as hierarchy enforcement mechanisms.6 But we still make it clear who’s in charge, whether that’s reflected by the size or location of an office, how people dress, where they sit in meetings, and lots of rules that make it more likely that the challenger of authority, not the challenged, faces formal or informal sanctions in the case of disagreement.7

The truth is, when we fear challenging authority, we don’t know with certainty how likely or severe any negative consequences might be. If your job is to jump out of airplanes, there’s objective risk. But when we’re talking about disagreeing with a boss, taking a problem to a higher-up, or admitting a mistake, we almost never know for sure what’s going to happen. The person you confront might be 100 percent OK with what you say or do, and 0 percent likely to retaliate. Or the odds might be 50/50. Even if you’d argue with me that you do know with some certainty, I’d simply reply: “That doesn’t really matter. It’s your belief that doing something is risky that affects your decision to do it.” Similarly, others’ belief that you did something worthwhile despite it being risky is what leads them to label it courageous. They don’t know how risky it was, objectively or from your perspective—they are calling you courageous based only on their perception of the situation.

One last thing about our perception of workplace risks: if we had a perfect way of measuring actual risk levels (that is, determining after the fact exactly what happened across a huge range of situations), it’s quite likely we’d find that most people overestimate them. It’s only natural, literally. If you think you see a poisonous snake ten times and automatically jump back and run away, your flight instinct has kept you alive even if, all ten times, the “snake” was actually a stick. But if you fail to perceive the snake that is actually there even a single time, you might be in serious trouble. In short, evolution favors self-protection.8 We have primitive brain components that help us start to protect ourselves before we even consciously perceive danger (or use more recently evolved parts of our brain to process whether it’s real) and memory and behavior activation systems that favor “bad” over “good” and “false positives” (you think there’s a snake when there’s not) over “false negatives” (you fail to perceive an actual snake).9 False positives lead us to waste some energy (e.g., jumping back, starting to run), but we’re still alive; false negatives could mean death (that stick actually was a poisonous snake that bit you when you got too close).10

In short, courage is often in short supply not just because the world of work is filled with objective risk, but also because we’re hardwired to overestimate it. We’re also not very good at testing those estimates or updating them over time.

One manufacturing operator I interviewed told me he no longer speaks up because he’s sure there will be trouble. This seemed unusual, since the reason I was visiting his plant was that it had been identified in a recent all-employee survey as one of the safest environments for speaking up in the whole company. And he acknowledged that the current plant manager and his direct boss were very open and approachable. I pressed him—why was he nonetheless sure it wasn’t safe? Because he “got threatened with retaliation after speaking up twelve years ago” by the plant manager who was “three plant managers ago.” So was it really professionally risky for him to speak up at the time I was talking to him? Probably not. But he was still using the incident to justify his silence, even though he recognized in telling me that this wasn’t a very rational basis for his current fear or behavior.

So we’ve got lots of real reasons to be afraid of challenging those above us, and a natural tendency to automatically overestimate that risk on top of it.11 Put that all together, and it’s no surprise that we often see silence and inaction. Whether in my own or others’ research, the data is clear: people routinely forgo opportunities to speak truth to power.12

What Truth to Power Looks Like

Despite the risks of challenging or otherwise upsetting those with the power to harm us, not everyone stays silent or chooses inaction. Some people do defy expectations for conformity and deference to authority, becoming what author Ira Chaleff calls “courageous followers.”13 In fact, if authority structures can lead to what Kelman and Hamilton called “crimes of obedience,” my research has revealed that they also set the stage for what I call the courage of disobedience.

When I started studying workplace courage, I interviewed people in all kinds of jobs and simply asked them to tell me about a specific example where they or someone around them did (or didn’t do) something they considered courageous. As these examples accumulated into the hundreds, and my research assistants and I started to categorize them by type of behavior, one thing immediately stood out: acts involving, and usually directed at, those higher up the organizational chain of command were by far the most common. While only about one-third of the questions on the Workplace Courage Acts Index (WCAI) Evan Bruno and I created directly involve “truth to power” behaviors, about half of all the workplace courage stories I’ve been told (well over a thousand at this point) are of this type. In many ways, challenging, confronting, defying, or in other ways making oneself vulnerable to those with more formal power is the prototype of a courageous work act in a world where most of us need the pay, benefits, and various forms of social and psychological identity afforded by jobs in structured hierarchies. Put simply, angering those above us in an economy where so much is tied to our ongoing employment and most of us can be easily fired involves real risk, even when we’re acting for quite legitimate purposes.

The Workplace Courage Acts Index

Below is a list of eleven behaviors that collectively represent a fairly comprehensive set of ways that people with less power can do worthy things that are risky (primarily because they might incur the anger or disappointment of those with more power at work). These are, in short, behaviors that are often considered courageous by the actors themselves or by others who observe the behavior. Remember: I consider workplace courage to be an act done for a worthy cause despite significant potential risks. Thus, the WCAI assesses specific behaviors that people engage in on identifiable occasions, not some kind of personality disposition or stable character assessment of a person.

On the WCAI, respondents first rate how courageous the behavior would be in the environment directly around them, from “not at all” to “extremely.” They then estimate how often that kind of behavior actually happens around them when opportunities for it exist, from 0 percent to 100 percent. Jarrod, for example, might report that challenging a direct boss about strategic or operating policies or practices is “extremely” courageous in his environment, and therefore happens only about 20 percent of the time it could. Quinetta, who works in a different environment, might report that the same behavior is only “moderately” courageous and happens about 50 percent of the time it could.


TRUTH TO POWER

Challenging authority figures


	Challenging/pushing back on direct boss about strategic or operating policies or practices

	Confronting direct boss about their disrespectful, hurtful, unprofessional, or inappropriate behavior

	Speaking up or standing up to a boss about their unethical or illegal behavior

	Challenging/pushing back on a leader above one’s direct supervisor about strategic or operating policies or practices

	Speaking up to a leader above one’s direct supervisor about others’ unacceptable behavior

	Reporting unethical or illegal behavior to a leader above one’s direct supervisor or other internal authorities



Demonstrating agency


	Operating with more autonomy than currently granted by job description/internal authorities

	Explicitly defying, saying no to, or refusing to go along with a direct boss’s problematic orders, expectations, or decisions

	Advocating for subordinates or peers

	Taking the hit for subordinates or peers (for their mistakes, efforts, decisions)

	Admitting one’s significant mistake to a boss or higher-ups





Across all respondents to date—and this represents people in all kinds of work environments—the behaviors shown above are seen on the whole as requiring significant courage and not happening nearly as frequently as we’d like. For example, about 75 percent of all WCAI respondents say it’s at least moderately courageous to challenge a direct boss about strategic or operating policies or practices in their proximal environment; more than a quarter say it’s “very much” or “extremely” courageous to do this. As a result, this type of honest upward input happens only about 40 percent of the time when it could. When the challenge becomes more personal or about more intense matters—as captured by some of the other questions—the percentages become even more discouraging. For example, when it comes to confronting their boss about his or her disrespectful, hurtful, unprofessional, or inappropriate interpersonal behavior, 84 percent of all respondents say it’s at least moderately courageous to do so; 45 percent say very much or extremely so. The percentage of time this behavior is said to happen when it could drops to less than one-third of the time.

So we know that these kinds of behaviors are often seen as quite courageous and that they don’t happen as much as we need them to. But clearly some people are doing them. Who are these people? What kind of people accept the potential risks involved in doing the kinds of things described above? The short answer: All kinds of people.

If you look for patterns in the WCAI or in other courage data I and others have collected, there are no strong “those kind of people” results to share.14 Risking the wrath of higher-ups isn’t easier or more likely to happen based on any obvious individual differences. On the WCAI, for example, there are no consistent differences in how these behaviors are rated across demographic categories like respondents’ gender or place in their organization’s hierarchy. Being in a formal managerial position doesn’t systematically change views, nor does being closer to the top or bottom of one’s organizational hierarchy. Nor are there stark differences in responses from people in different industries.

In short, if you’re looking for a reason to conclude that these behaviors are important, but should come from other kinds of people, I can’t help you out with that rationalization. These courageous acts toward those with more power come from men and women, from people with PhDs and people who have not completed a high school education, from people in higher- and lower-level jobs, from people in huge bureaucracies and smaller, newer organizations. People of all types take on power, whether or not they’ve got strong job security.

For sure, sometimes things don’t turn out well for those who undertake these actions. Sometimes, though, they absolutely do. People who speak truth to power can—and often do—survive and thrive, and things can and do get better for others and organizations as a result. Let’s take a closer look.

Challenging Authority Figures

Authority figures are by far the most common targets for behaviors deemed courageous in workplaces. Whether you’re challenging your direct boss, addressing those even higher-up, or otherwise taking stands that involve those with more power than you, there’s a good chance it feels—or actually is—at least somewhat risky.

Challenging the Boss

Sometimes you might need to tell your boss that they are off track or just plain wrong: “This policy is not working.” “The way we’re doing this is inefficient.” “That isn’t fair.” “This is dishonest.” Speaking truth to power takes many specific forms, but often involves the same basic reality—you’ll risk upsetting someone above you to try to make something better.

It might seem that pushing back against an operating policy or practice or strategic direction isn’t that risky because you’re critiquing those things, not the boss’s character or overall competence. Still, we all become identified with things we’ve put a lot of energy into, things we’ve supported or stood behind, or things for which we’re accountable. So no matter how politely you say, “Boss, our marketing campaign is flawed” or “Boss, our planning process is flawed,” it’s not at all rare for the boss to hear that as, “Boss, you’re flawed.”

Sometimes challenging bosses about a policy or practice is the only way we can take care of those around us. For example, due to budgetary restrictions, Becky wasn’t allowed to hire more people to keep up with an ever-increasing workload. As a result, some of her direct reports had to take on more and more. Realizing that this had become fundamentally unfair, she challenged management to reclassify her employees, going back and forth for nearly nine months until they received the significant raises they deserved.

Confronting a boss’s disrespectful, hurtful, or otherwise inappropriate interpersonal behavior is often even harder, and less common. It’s no easy feat to step in when a boss makes rude or offensive comments or shows blatant favoritism. Still, some people do take a stand to put a stop to this kind of behavior. Hugh, for example, was a new manager doing everything he could to keep things on track on a day when his restaurant was slammed with about twenty-five hundred guests. When his district manager came in and started screaming at him about dirty sections, Hugh requested that they continue the conversation in the back. Sternly, but respectfully, he told his boss, “Don’t ever talk to me in that demeaning tone and fashion. I can explain the situation, but don’t ever talk to me like that again.” Hugh knew what he was doing was risky, but felt he had to set the tone for how they were going to interact. Fortunately, his manager took it well—he cooled down, and later called to apologize. There was no retribution.

Speaking truth to power can involve defending or shielding those who’ve done nothing wrong but are nonetheless being mistreated. Pedro was presenting some results at a board meeting when the managing director started insisting he was wrong in a derogatory way. While everyone else sat mute, looking at their shoes, Pedro’s direct boss firmly said, “No, I’m supporting these figures, and I’m supporting Pedro because he’s right. And we’ll prove it if you want.” It seems even more admirable when someone speaks up on behalf of a person not in the room whose work or character is being demeaned. While others sit silently, these people challenge power to defend those who can’t defend themselves.

Challenging someone above you might be hardest of all when you’re implicating their ethics. It can be downright terrifying to confront a boss about accounting or safety violations, discriminatory or harassing behavior, or broken promises to employees or clients. Perhaps not surprisingly, but quite disturbingly, WCAI respondents say these conversations happen in only one-third of the cases where they could. Said a different way, that means people don’t confront unethical or illegal behavior by those above them in two out of every three opportunities. Think of all the major damage done because people remain silent.

Fortunately, some people do speak up about their boss’s unethical or illegal behavior. Meredith, for example, was reviewing a presentation to be made to a customer and noticed that her boss had made adjustments to the numbers. When she confronted him in the doorway of his office, he asked her to manipulate the data to suggest that the product was performing better than it was. Loudly enough for everyone around to hear, she said that she would not do so. In another instance, when a downturn was making it hard to hit sales numbers, Marcelo’s boss decided to respond by selling personally identifiable customer data to larger companies—a move that would have harmed customers. In a meeting with the entire leadership team, Marcelo challenged his boss, stating that he believed it was unethical to do this without written permission from every customer. His boss was irate, and the conversations that followed were not pleasant. But the company did not sell the customer data.

Taking It to Higher-Ups

Perhaps your boss won’t clean up his act, and even starts to retaliate because you spoke up. Perhaps it’s too dangerous to even try confronting them. Perhaps they just don’t get it. Or perhaps they agree with you but don’t have the power or willpower to tackle the issue. In all of these cases, you have to take it to higher-ups if you want something to change. This can be just as hard, or even harder, than confronting someone you know better; therefore it’s done too infrequently, according to our survey respondents and others’ research.15 Fortunately, some people do engage higher-ups.

Alana was relatively new when her boss drove a company vehicle to a bank appointment despite having a suspended license for drunk driving. The boss had an accident on the way back to work and, to save himself, tried to get Alana to say she’d been driving. When she refused, he conned a friend into taking the blame. Alana didn’t want to be an internal whistleblower, and she tried to forget about the whole thing. But when her boss continued to be aggressive and to be derelict in his duties, she knew could no longer stay silent. She arranged a meeting with the company’s chief operating officer and, despite her fear, told him the truth.

When she told her story, Alana reiterated that she knew she was the only one standing between the truth and a permanent cover-up. So why’d she do it? Because, she said, “I have more integrity than that. In the end, being labeled a whistleblower or anything else wasn’t as important as being honest and truthful.” She felt she owed it to herself and to the other people who were dealing with her manager at the time.

Sometimes the reason to challenge skip-level authorities is because they’re the ones with control over resources or policies. Michelle, for instance, knew that patients were having trouble opening their medications because of the excessive amount of packaging. Local quality control personnel were uninterested in making changes, so she took the data about drug safety and stability—which suggested no reason for all the packaging—directly to the operations director and company president. Her goal? To lessen the burden on patients, not make life easier for a set of employees.

In other cases, it’s the skip-level authorities themselves who have to be confronted by someone two or more levels below them. Richard, for example, was among the employees hosting some higher-ups from corporate who were visiting their warehouse. One of the blue-suiters kept referring to a female office employee as “doll.” Despite her visible discomfort, she and everyone around her remained silent. Except Richard, who in a nonaggressive manner quietly said to the senior manager, “Hey, she has a name.” As reported by a colleague, “We were the peons of the company and yet Richard said that to someone who could have easily fired him or had him fired.” Said the colleague, “The guy apologized, and that was that.” And perhaps more importantly, it left him and others feeling closer to each other, “as if we all watched out for each other.”

Demonstrating Agency

Not all acts that risk the wrath of those above you require direct, challenging communication. Sometimes you can do other things that demonstrate your agency—your willingness to decide for yourself what to do and whom to take responsibility for—in ways that might anger your bosses. You might act beyond your scope of formal authority to do what seems right, you might choose to ignore your boss’s decisions or orders that seem wrong-headed, or you might own your mistakes or those of others you care about when you might have stayed silent.

Deciding for Oneself

Sometimes you can’t wait around for instructions or to propose a policy change. You either do what seems right in the moment or you live with the regret that you didn’t. Clay, a restaurant manager, faced this situation when a young customer went into cardiac arrest. He knew that it was a firing offense for a manager to leave the restaurant for any reason. He also knew that an ambulance would take twenty minutes to arrive and that the hospital was only two hundred yards away. He therefore quickly told other employees how to hold the fort in his absence, then drove the customer to the emergency room in his own car. Why? Because, he said, “In that moment, it’s my principles, not the policy, that guides me.”

Ben, a construction engineer, likewise put his customers above company policy at his own risk. His company was paid on a time-and-materials basis, so that the company got paid for any time it spent correcting its own mistakes. Feeling this to be wrong, he unilaterally decided to offer a client a required rework free of charge.

In other cases, people refuse to follow the orders of someone above them. Alan, a research manager in a pharmaceutical company, was told by the R&D president that one of his research teams was wasting time. Shut it down, he ordered Alan, and move the resources to higher-potential areas. Knowing the president’s point of view was not consistent with the most current science, Alan consciously chose to ignore the mandate. “Carry on,” he told his team. This kind of defiance is not easy, and it’s risky for sure.

Protecting or Promoting Others

Defying an order, as Alan did, is one way to protect or promote others’ interests. Sometimes this type of courage explicitly requires taking the hit for someone who has in fact made a mistake or is in the wrong in other ways. Nate, for example, violated a requirement to clear new marketing approaches or expenditures with corporate leadership. Knowing that Nate had done so only to avoid losing out on a key advertising space, his boss took the responsibility and shielded Nate from repercussions.

Amanda, a general manager in a retail chain, faced pressure to fire a supervisor after a stint of underperformance led to a poor store inspection. Believing in her employee’s ability to improve, she shouldered the blame from corporate and refused to fire the supervisor. In these cases and others like them, people defend others whom they could easily allow to take responsibility for their own choices.

Owning Your Mistakes

Sometimes you demonstrate agency by owning up to your mistakes, rather than compounding matters by trying to hide them or letting others shoulder the blame. This is the courage of accepting responsibility or fault, of saying, “I’m sorry, I made a mistake. I admit it.”16 It’s the courage of telling the whole truth without sugarcoating what happened, so people can get on with making it right before more damage is done by a cover-up.

Alicia, an R&D scientist at a global pharmaceutical company, noted that it can be daunting for project leaders to admit flaws in their research design or results even though it’s obvious that acknowledging mistakes is important when patient health is what’s potentially at stake. “People don’t like to see failure,” she told me. “Sometimes you just get tunnel vision into what you’re trying to achieve.” This makes it hard, and scary, to say, “We’ve wasted our time. We should just drop this.” Likewise, in another R&D environment, Paul realized that his lab’s data was compromised because of a procedural mistake. No one was aware of the mistake, so he could have easily kept it quiet. Instead, he told his supervisor the truth. The result? He ended up with “more work, but a clear conscience.”

What Happens When You Speak Truth to Power

“Fine,” you might be thinking, “you’ve given some nice examples. Inspiring even. But that doesn’t mean it’s still not stupid, on the whole, to engage those in power in the ways you’ve described. Aren’t these more likely to be career-enders than happy endings?”

If you require precise statistics as an answer to this question, I can’t give you any. To my knowledge, no one can. And certainly, bad things do sometimes happen to people who challenge those with more power. People do sometimes get chewed out, dinged on performance evaluations, held back from exciting opportunities or promotions, or, in the worst cases, fired for standing up to those above them.17 If you take your concerns outside the organization, you’re probably even more likely to get harassed, demoted, or otherwise reprimanded for daring to challenge powerful others. I’ve talked with and know personally people who’ve had these things happen to them, so I’m no Pollyanna about the risks people take when speaking their truth to power or refusing to give up their agency in other ways.

But here’s the flip side to those instances where bad things happen: people engage in these behaviors all the time without ruining their careers or suffering other negative outcomes. And they accomplish the changes they were hoping to make for others or their organizations. Problems do get solved, people do get protected, possibilities do get exploited, and people do start to behave more appropriately or effectively.18

Sometimes those who act courageously actually see positive career benefits, though few would say that’s what motivated them to act.19 And, whether these good things happen or not, those who act often walk away with a heightened sense of self-respect and self-confidence.20 They’ve stood up for what they believe is right, and they’ve survived. They have no lingering regret about what they “should have done.”21 Colin, for example, worked for a boss who “kissed up but kicked down.” His boss was pleasant to the president but cruel and impatient with her staff. And she’d admitted to others that she loathed Colin. After silently taking the abuse while his own and others’ drive and passion waned, Colin had finally had enough. He first went to her and told her directly how her behavior was impacting the team and his own morale. Then he went above her to the CEO to report on everything that had been happening.

The results? Unfortunately, the CEO didn’t take visible action against Colin’s boss, and morale in the unit stayed low. But the manager stopped harassing Colin and no longer speaks about him behind his back to his colleagues. Colin has no regrets. He’s put it behind him, still believing it was the right thing to do and feeling pleased with himself for standing up and facing the issue directly. Here’s how he explained why, in his own mind, this was clearly a win: “Having been on the receiving end of much bullying as a child, I had never once mustered up the courage to confront my aggressor and fight back. For once in my life, I didn’t turtle. I didn’t just choose the easiest path where I simply endure being disrespected by someone simply because of their position.”

Beyond how you’ll feel about yourself when you know you “didn’t turtle,” there’s also a chance you’ll inspire others to follow suit and be courageous themselves.22 Watching someone else step up reminds others of what’s possible, and can create emotional “elevation”—“the awed and inspired feeling we get when we witness a moral act.”23

Consider this example. After having watched his manager, who was known for being “over-the-top and cruel,” yet again berate a fellow employee about his appearance and life outside of work, Vic finally stood up. He told the abusive manager he planned to report him to higher-ups and do whatever he could to make sure he never worked another day at the company. Following Vic’s lead, the person who told me this story and the rest of his coworkers banded together, went to corporate, and indeed got the manager fired within a week. Vic’s act, this coworker told me, “empowered the rest of us to take his side and fight back” after being “too scared prior to this.” “It inspired me, and maybe others,” he continued, “to act out in the future rather than worrying about only ourselves. It taught me that no job was worth compromising your ideals or putting up with an abusive manager, even if you’re not directly in the path of abuse.”

It Depends on Others

Here’s the biggest reason no one can tell you with certainty what will happen after you demonstrate truth to power: It depends on others. Remember, courage is an attribution about a behavior. It’s a subjective judgment applied by whomever is labeling the behavior, not an objective description of a behavior. Imagine an employee town hall where a senior leader says the sales team is letting the company down with its lower-than-expected numbers. Mary, a sales manager who knows her team has been working incredibly hard but faces a terrible overall market, stands up and says to the senior leader in front of everyone, “That’s unfair. It is not the team’s fault that the country is in a recession. Frankly, it’s only due to their incredible skill and hard work that we’re not in a much worse situation, like some of our competitors.” The “facts” here are the words Mary has spoken and the context in which she has spoken them. That many around Mary, and perhaps Mary herself, would call her behavior an instance of workplace courage is an attribution—a label that adds special, positive meaning to the behavior itself.

Why does the attributional nature of workplace courage matter? Because people don’t see the world the same way. Some will see Mary’s act of speaking up as a laudable attempt to defend her team; others will see it as an inappropriate public rebuke of a superior. Neither side is objectively (in)correct—we’re not arguing about real versus fake facts here. Courage is, and always will be, in the eye of the beholder, and those with opposite perspectives often disagree vehemently.

Therein lies the problem: the people we are challenging are generally the least likely to consider our actions “courageous” or respond positively. Consider the results from a simple study I ran.24 All participants read about a scientist at a large pharmaceutical company:

Wayne, like other chief research scientists, oversaw a large number of research teams trying to make basic scientific discoveries in therapeutic areas like diabetes, cancer, and heart disease. At a recent research review meeting, the president of R&D listened to the various updates from Wayne’s teams and Wayne’s colleagues’ teams and then stated forcefully, “I’m pleased with our progress in the cancer and heart disease areas, but I see little to be hopeful about in the diabetes area. Wayne, I want you to immediately start shifting major resources from diabetes research to the other more promising areas.”

Wayne composed himself for a minute, thinking about what he might say. Then he pointed out, summarizing several different arguments and studies, that he believed all the evidence from the labs pointed in the opposite direction. He stated that his diabetes teams were working as hard as any others in the company, and that they were as close to breakthroughs in diabetes as in other areas, and as close to diabetes breakthroughs as any competitor company. “You heard me,” blasted the R&D president, and then turned to the next agenda item.

The next day, Wayne met with his diabetes research teams. He explained to them what had happened, told them that he believed in them, and that he would continue to defend them and allocate the same level of resources as before. He then met with the CEO and laid out the case for continuing with the diabetes research efforts at the same level, noting that he disagreed strongly with the R&D president’s conclusions. When the CEO said it was ultimately the R&D president’s call, Wayne replied, “I disagree. You’re the CEO. The buck ultimately stops with you. I’m asking you to do your job by listening to the people most intimately connected to the science at hand, rather than just deferring to someone else because it’s easier for you.”

Participants were then told to imagine they were one of five different roles (assigned randomly): Wayne (the actor), a subordinate on Wayne’s diabetes team, a peer (another chief research scientist), the R&D president (Wayne’s boss, and the target of his act), or the CEO (Wayne’s skip-level boss). Taking that person’s perspective, they then rated Wayne’s act on several questions designed to assess how courageous the act was and, to keep it simple here, how “dumb” (e.g., foolish, insubordinate, careless, wrong) the act was.

Here’s what I found. Those taking every perspective except that of the target—Wayne’s boss, the R&D president—saw the act as highly (and roughly equally) courageous. Only those assigned the view of Wayne’s boss, the person being challenged and defied, saw the act as significantly less courageous. Those taking this perspective also saw the act as significantly more foolish, insubordinate, and inappropriate than those viewing Wayne’s act from every other perspective. In sum, just asking people to imagine themselves being the one who was challenged and defied led them to view this act as less courageous and more defiant and wrong. Clearly, courage is a matter of perspective, not fact. Acts are considered courageous by some precisely because there’s a good chance that others will not appreciate what’s been done.

It Depends on You

While it’s undeniable that how your courageous acts turn out depends in part on others’ reaction, it’s also a cop-out to conclude that others are the sole reason why courage might come with too high a price. In many, if not most, instances, how we act also determines what happens next. We can confront, challenge, or disagree with powerful people in ways that evoke more or less threat, anger, and defensiveness simply by changing the how, where, or when of what we say or do.

Though the coming chapters will explore extensively what we can do to tip the odds that our courageous act will have positive outcomes, let me give just a simple example here. Imagine that the team you lead has taken on extra work for months and performed extraordinarily well. Despite strong profits, you’ve just been told that there will be no promotions and only minimal raises for your team members this year. You talk to your boss, and while she agrees with you, she says she doesn’t have any more control over this than you do. You therefore request a meeting with a more senior leader to discuss the issue. Assuming you’ve already shared what the meeting is about, you could dig in by saying:

This concerns me because I know many on my team often get overtures from other companies. I’m worried that if they see a limited future here, we’re at risk of losing incredible talent. This would be bad for us all. I know they love this place, but they also see themselves spending more time here at the same time their kids are growing up and their expenses are rising. Do you think we could try to work together on ways to show them how much we value them, including at least some form of additional raise or bonus? I want to help.

Or, you could say:

This is fundamentally unfair, and I’m sick of trying to defend a pay policy that says there’s no more for us at the same time we all see the huge compensation packages at the top. My people are getting overtures from other companies and, knowing what I know about things around here, how am I supposed to tell them with a straight face that this is a better place for them?! If you don’t do something now, I guarantee a bunch of your best people are going to bail next year and that’ll be on you. So, what are you going to do?

While both statements might represent your truth, it’s pretty obvious that these two options are unlikely to lead to the same response from that senior leader and, hence, to the same outcomes. If you said something like the first statement, you might have a chance of working toward something that benefits your team. And you’d be unlikely to suffer any negative personal repercussions. If you said something like the second statement, the odds are lower you’ll get what you want for your team and much higher that you’d have caused yourself a problem.

In short, the outcomes of challenging power aren’t dictated solely by the situation. They also depend on how you behave.

Is It Worth It?

No matter how skillfully you behave, there are still risks. People do suffer negative consequences some of the time or we wouldn’t associate truth to power behaviors so strongly with courage. That doesn’t mean there aren’t also positive outcomes, or that the act isn’t hugely valuable for others. For example, Xavier, a military officer, told me about his experience speaking up three levels on behalf of a soldier who felt isolated and further victimized after filing a sexual harassment claim. His courage got the soldier transferred to a better environment and led to the soldier’s direct boss being severely reprimanded. It also got Xavier labeled a troublemaker.

Rebecca, the investment manager mentioned at the beginning of this chapter who realized that she was being paid way less than her male peers despite outperforming them, confronted the male founders—her bosses—head on. In the meeting, she presented data about her performance as well as what she had pieced together about her compensation relative to others. She then laid it on the line, saying: “If the difference in pay is not based on objective metrics, there must be another reason. Is it because I’m a woman?”

When the dust settled and a new agreement had been reached, Rebecca’s compensation was doubled effective immediately. Less positively, her pay had now been pegged to a specific metric over which she had little direct control in her role. In the year after the new agreement took effect, she did not see her role expand or compensation increase even as the firm’s business increased overall. And, unfortunately, no broader effort was made to explore or correct gender-based pay inequities throughout the organization.

Both Xavier and Rebecca created some positive change by speaking truth to power, but they also clearly experienced some negative repercussions. Were these consequences worth it to them? Absolutely, say both. Xavier remains proud of what he did, knowing he “allowed this soldier to escape rather than be forever ostracized.” Rebecca was disappointed in her firm’s reaction, but it clarified the path forward for her. She concluded that the only way to fix the problem to her satisfaction—both for herself personally and for other women in their male-dominated industry—would be to start her own firm. Shortly after she told me her story, that’s exactly what she did.

I can (and will) tell you many more stories about folks like Xavier and Rebecca who feel that their actions—despite coming with a mix of bad and good outcomes—were worth it. I can also tell you what my research suggests about just how inspirational these kinds of courageous acts are for others who witness or hear about them, especially if you’re in a position of leadership. For example, Evan Bruno and I had respondents rate the types of workplace courage behaviors discussed in this chapter, varying whether they reported on the positive effects of seeing each behavior done or the negative effects of seeing the behavior not done when opportunities arise. We also varied whether people reported on the effects when the behaviors were done or not done by either their direct boss or a peer.

We found that for almost every behavior rated, the motivational impact of a boss doing or not doing something was far larger than when a peer did or didn’t do the same behavior. This is consistent with all sorts of research showing that we attend more to those with more power, expect more of them, and see their behavior as more symbolic of the organization’s culture. Our data shows that we’re most inspired when we see our own boss stand up to his or her own boss(es), be it about unacceptable interpersonal behavior or unethical or illegal behavior. We’re also highly impressed when our boss goes to bat for us to those above him or her or defends or takes the hit for us with higher-ups in order to protect our well-being.

On the flip side, when do bosses do the greatest motivational harm by not acting? When they don’t speak up or take other action about the most egregious types of behavior. If you want to lose your subordinates’ trust, respect, and willingness to work hard on your behalf, let them see you stay silent in the face of illegal or unethical conduct or disrespectful, unprofessional, or hurtful behavior by others. If you think people don’t notice your inaction or aren’t bothered because they know it’s really hard to do these things, our data suggests you should think again.

If you’re not in a managerial role, does that mean your opportunities to inspire others are more limited? Not at all. In fact, our findings suggest that peers are positively influenced by seeing us tackle all sorts of difficult conversations. Stand up to the boss about his or her unethical or illegal behavior, and your peers are going to be impressed; likewise if they see you go to skip-level bosses about big problems. You’ll also inspire your peers by advocating upward on behalf of others.

The overall message here? No one is free from judgment—flattering or harsh—when they face opportunities for courageous action. But does knowing this make it worth it to you? That’s for you to decide. Only you can evaluate what’s most important to you, what you want your life to stand for, and how much you’re willing to risk in pursuit of those objectives.

What about You?

Being the change you want to see, as Gandhi encouraged, starts with an honest assessment of where you are. How courageous do each of the behaviors discussed in this chapter feel to you? How often do you actually do them when the opportunity arises? To find out, take the “Truth to Power” portion of the free Workplace Courage Acts Index (www.workplacecai.com) now.

When you’re done, study the results. What’s your fear, or pain, around the behaviors covered in this chapter? How do your responses compare to those of everyone else who has taken the survey?

The coming chapters will address the strategies for choosing your actions carefully and a method for building a specific action plan to do them more skillfully. For now, set aside any embarrassment or shame about your current truth, and don’t waste time rationalizing where you’re at. What you see as really hard may be easier for others, but I assure you that the reverse is true too: some things you find easier are the hardest for others. Remember, too, that context matters a lot in determining how risky or worthy something is perceived to be. A highly courageous act in your context could be pretty safe in another and even cowardly in others. Most of all, remember that if the behaviors discussed in this chapter were easy and everyone else were consistently doing them, I wouldn’t be writing this book.

Remember


	Fear of speaking up and engaging in other acts that might anger those with more power than us is widespread, for both real and imagined reasons. That’s why truth to power is the prototypical form of workplace courage.

	People of all types nonetheless do demonstrate these courageous behaviors in all kinds of workplaces. They speak truth to direct bosses and skip-level leaders, they use their own judgment in ways that might anger authorities, they defend others from those in power, and they admit mistakes despite the potential for trouble.

	While bad things do sometimes happen as a result of challenging power, good things also happen. Outcomes depend not just on how those in power react, but also on how you do what you do.

	While others will likely be appreciative, and maybe even inspired to act, only you can decide if and when it’s worth it to you to speak truth to power. Only you can choose courage for yourself.




CHAPTER 3

Candid Conversations and Bold Actions

While “truth to power” acts might be the prototypical type of workplace courage, this chapter covers other behaviors that consistently earn the label. These include handling difficult, uncomfortable situations with peers and subordinates, customers, and various external partners. They also include a number of bold moves that people sometimes make, ranging from stretching and holding oneself accountable via starting a new job, taking a major new assignment, or deviating from established practice. We’ll explore choices to make oneself vulnerable in the service of a greater good, to quit on principle, and to blow the whistle outside the organization as a last resort.

At first blush, you might think that behaviors directed toward peers or subordinates, or those involving our own personal integrity and growth, are nowhere near as difficult as those involving truth to power. That’s true sometimes, but not always.

Consider Zeb, a white regional manager of a national hospitality chain, who was at a bar with five of his peers, all of whom were also white. After several drinks, one of Zeb’s peers went on a rant about their Black boss, Darnell. Included in his peer’s racist tirade were the words “porch monkey” and the n-word. Zeb, who highly respected Darnell for his professionalism, expertise, and dedication, was shocked—so shocked that he didn’t confront his peer, but instead just quickly changed the subject and left as soon as he could.

The next day, Zeb and two colleagues told Darnell what had been said behind his back by a subordinate. They said they wanted Darnell to fire this person. Darnell appreciated this sentiment. He felt the same. He also knew how hard it was to fire anyone at his organization, and how hard the conversations with HR and then this employee would be.

From a distance, it’s easy to say that Zeb and his coworkers should have confronted their racist peer on the spot, and it’s easy to say Darnell should fire his racist subordinate. The statements were clearly appalling, and since the speaker was Zeb’s peer and Darnell’s subordinate, there are no obvious career risks to responding definitively. But, as we’ll see in this chapter, people fear a lot more than economic or career derailment. And that’s why there are many work-related behaviors beyond speaking truth to power that are seen as requiring courage.

Social, Psychological, and Physical Risks at Work

When we face situations like the one above, where the target of what we must do is someone with equal or lower formal power than us, the risks often shift from career-related ones to social, psychological, and even physical ones. While Zeb couldn’t have been fired by his drunk, racist peer if he’d confronted him, he could have been physically assaulted. He also could have faced social isolation and perhaps even personal doubts about how he’d responded if his peers hadn’t stood by him when he confronted the racist remarks or went to their boss the next day. As we’ll explore below, the fears associated with these kinds of risks can be just as crippling as career-related risk.

Courting “Social Death”

In the early 1990s, management professor James Barker wrote an account of the shift from traditional control (i.e., supervision by bosses with formal power) to self-managing teams in a small manufacturing company. You might think workers experienced this as a huge relief in terms of pressure and stress, but you’d be wrong. Barker described the even stronger “iron cage” that trapped workers who had to exercise social control over each other’s behavior: breaking rules or norms became less about the fear of formal consequences and more about the risks of social disapproval and group rejection.1

Barker’s ethnography is a nice example of a simple fact: humans are social animals. We need social acceptance nearly as much as we need food and water, and the isolation that comes from being ostracized feels like “social death.” It’s no surprise, then, that we’re pretty careful about doing things that might lead to rejection by the pack.2 That’s why taking a stance at odds with the views or wishes of those around us at work often involves sufficient perceived risk to make it an act of workplace courage. Indeed, numerous definitions of moral courage involve overcoming the fear of social rejection, of standing tall despite the discomfort of dissension or disapproval.3

Sadly, all too often, we don’t overcome our fear of social ostracism, and silence prevails. For example, even among members of airline cockpit and cabin crews, where we’d hope people always speak up, researchers Nadine Bienefeld and Gudela Grote found plenty of instances where the opposite was true. Among the major reasons for holding back was fear of damaging relationships, reported by frightening percentages of study participants—53 percent of captains, 43 percent of first officers, and 42 percent of flight attendants.4

And to be clear, we don’t have to be explicitly denounced or rejected to be affected by this kind of pressure. Just watching others being ridiculed can be enough to stoke our own fears.5 And merely being ignored has been shown to be a painful form of social ostracism.6

Jeopardizing Psychological Well-Being

Sometimes the risk involved in courageous acts is primarily psychological: “Can I do this?” “Am I good enough?” “Will I fail? Humiliate myself?” Think about agreeing to try a real stretch assignment or adding a new responsibility or activity to your job. Perhaps you’re being asked to do this because it’s critical to the organization, even though you’re not sure you’re quite ready or going to be able to succeed. You might not get into trouble if it doesn’t go well—after all, you were just trying to help—but that doesn’t mean it wouldn’t be a hit to your self-esteem to fail, and perhaps fail publicly.

During one consulting engagement, I was trying to figure out why a high percentage of a group of scientists had reported feeling afraid to speak up in “blue sky” research meetings. During our interviews, their explanations weren’t primarily about possible career consequences or peer retaliation. They were mostly worried about looking stupid in front of other people. Here were brilliant, accomplished people from the world’s best universities who nonetheless felt emotionally uncomfortable presenting or discussing ideas that extended beyond their zone of complete expertise. It takes courage, I realized that day, to make ourselves vulnerable.

Facing Physical Threat

We tend to think that physical bravery in work environments is restricted to those whose job description includes it—police officers, firefighters, and military personnel, for example. And, not surprisingly, the vast majority of WCAI respondents think that jumping in to absorb or prevent imminent physical danger is indeed a very courageous act. Here’s what is surprising and, frankly, a bit scary: a lot more people sometimes face physical harm at work than we think. Ours is a world with many weapons and lots of angry or mentally ill people.

Consider the challenges facing those who work in hospitality or other customer-service businesses. They handle guests who are irate, drunk, or abusive in language or behavior, and even customers who brandish weapons to get what they want. Employees, too, sometimes create physical risks. In one restaurant I studied, a manager had to jump in when a buffet employee started screaming and waving his vicious carving knife at a customer who had insulted the employee for not giving him a large enough portion. In the same chain, a supervisor described how her boss rushed in to help when an employee she had just suspended for using drugs at work jumped over the table and started physically assaulting her. The boss broke his leg in the process of subduing the employee before the police arrived, but the supervisor was unharmed.

The risks of physical harm, unfortunately, are in all kinds of workplaces at all levels. Executives, journalists, and many others get death threats, and others actually experience violence directly. I was told, for example, about a receptionist who had a knife put to her throat by a deranged person who entered her workplace spouting conspiracy theories that implicated the company. No matter how safe we like to think we are, the truth is that these things can happen to any of us.

Overcoming the Risks

Fortunately, people do sometimes act courageously in these challenging situations. They accept physical or psychological risks to protect others or pursue growth. They confront peers who are out of line. They make tough calls and have difficult conversations involving subordinates or external stakeholders. Some of these acts—disciplining, demoting, or firing subordinates, terminating relationships with external partners or suppliers, etc.—represent what Joshua Margolis and Andy Molinsky have called “necessary evils,” the kinds of tasks in which we do something that might hurt others in the service of a perceived greater good or purpose.7

Sometimes these people pay a price, but often it’s not nearly as bad as we, or they, anticipate. And they seldom regret what they did, because they know it was the right thing to do based on their values, whether they’re defending someone else, doing what’s best for the organization, or simply being able to sleep well at night.

Let’s take a closer look at these types of courageous acts, starting with those involving peers.

Facing Difficult Peer Situations

Sometimes you’ve got to confront or risk upsetting your peers. (See the box “Courageous Acts Involving Peers.”) Not because you’re formally expected to do so—you’re not their boss, after all—but because they’re doing something sufficiently wrong or hurtful that you feel obliged on principle to do something. Your goal isn’t to boss them around, it’s simply to get them to stop or start doing something that has significant repercussions on you, others, or the organization.

Maybe you confront a colleague who continuously shows up unprepared for meetings or who doesn’t do his fair share of group work, or maybe you tell a colleague that her skills have deteriorated or that you think her behavior is unethical. Maybe you escalate a problem with a peer to higher-ups.

Though the racist comments in the story reported at the beginning of this chapter are starker than usual, there are myriad ways in which people need to confront hurtful terms or stereotypes in work settings. Bonnie, for example, talked about the positive difference a peer on her management team made by standing up to say the use of the word “retarded” was an unacceptable way to talk about people with disabilities. Many had cringed, but only one spoke up and gave clear reasons for why and how that word makes other people feel. The next day, a companywide email was sent out reminding everyone that words are powerful, that what may seem meaningless to one person can have a huge impact on other people. This marked what Bonnie described as a “major turning point in our company.”


COURAGEOUS ACTS INVOLVING PEERS


	Confronting peer(s) about their inadequate work quality, quantity, or timeliness

	Confronting peer(s) about their disrespectful, hurtful, unprofessional, or inappropriate interpersonal behavior

	Confronting peer(s) about their unethical or illegal behavior

	Sharing bad or hard-to-hear news or point of view with peer(s)

	Reporting peer(s) to direct boss for problematic behavior

	Actively or publicly disagreeing with a broadly shared view or popular position held by peer(s)





It’s even easier to appreciate that people struggle to confront their peers about behavior that is explicitly unethical. Now you’re not just asserting that their behavior is unacceptable, you’re running the risk of them thinking you’re calling them a bad or immoral person. Imagine a colleague takes credit for your work, and your only choices are to confront him or swallow it and let the idea theft go unnoticed by those above you. What about a colleague who repeatedly pads her budget to get resources to create a discretionary slush fund or distorts other accounting numbers to make things look better?

We might think that confronting unethical peers is relatively low risk, because surely everyone except the person doing something wrong will be grateful to you. Unfortunately, not necessarily. In research by professors Linda Trevino and Bart Victor, respondents who evaluated a peer as highly ethical also evaluated him or her as unlikable.8 It could be that norms against disrupting group cohesiveness are so strong that doing so even to call out an obvious wrong comes with social consequences. Or—and perhaps more likely—it may be that our own standing up against a wrong makes others (probably unconsciously) feel bad about themselves for not doing so. Faced with the implicit choice of considering themselves bad or weak for not standing up first, it’s understandable that others often make harsh judgments about those who do.

Sometimes it’s hard to threaten the comfortable (if potentially dangerous) space created by “groupthink.” Gregory, for example, worked in his company’s toy division. Late in the design process, he stood up to protest the fact that 90 percent of their toy lines were male, and that female characters tended toward the scantily clad or outright sexualized. In the face of serious opposition from all of his colleagues, he asserted that this sort of implicit sexism was wrong and should be immediately addressed.

Other times, it takes courage to overcome what Kim Scott calls “ruinous empathy”—failing to tell the truth because we don’t want to hurt the recipient in the short run. For example, imagine telling a peer that the career path she’s exploring just isn’t a good fit for her. Or telling a colleague who has just been offered his dream position as general manager for a restaurant that he shouldn’t take it because that venue is in trouble and only going to get worse based on its location. Said Keith, whose colleague did tell him that, “It was courageous not just because it went against the advice and request of the area director (their boss), but because I was thinking it’d be a good choice and was excited about it. It was hard for him to burst my bubble by telling me this.”

Some find particularly brilliant ways to confront their peers. Arica was the VP of customer experience at a large telecommunications company. For four years, she was frustrated with her colleagues’ response to key problems, feeling that they consistently resorted to oversimplified, isolated tactics rather than a holistic approach. As she prepared for yet another review with the top team, one colleague suggested that she use the company’s preferred format. She replied that she’d done that three years in a row, and each time gotten nodding heads and commitments to be different but then little actual change.

So, when she arrived at the review meeting the next day, she started by reading an executive summary that said, in a nutshell, “Despite undertaking a number of tactics, customer expectations have grown faster than we’ve improved, our competition has outpaced us, and we need to take a more holistic approach.” She again saw the nodding heads. Then she handed out her presentation and asked them to turn to a slide that showed that the executive summary she’d just read was the one the group had received two years ago. She acknowledged that hers was a difficult message, but said it wasn’t an attempt to be critical for criticism’s sake but rather a plea for them to all learn from past mistakes and truly take a different approach.

It was a very risky move—publicly confronting others with direct evidence that they were repeating the same unproductive behavior year after year. She expected to be met with defensiveness and denials and feared she’d be criticized for being “too emotional” by the male-dominated group. Instead, she was pleasantly surprised that her bold statements, backed by incontrovertible data, led to a more honest dialogue and more genuine interest in taking a different approach.

Tackling Tough Subordinate Situations

If you’re a manager, you already know that disagreeing with or giving bad news to one or more subordinates can feel risky. (See the box “Courageous Acts Involving Subordinates” for example behaviors.) Sure, you’re their boss, so they can’t directly retaliate or punish you economically. That doesn’t mean they can’t start excluding you socially or harm you indirectly by working less hard or looking for ways to get you in trouble. And it doesn’t mean they can’t make you doubt yourself or, on occasion, even present physical risk.

Still, sometimes disagreeing with the majority view and making tough decisions is exactly why you’ve been put in charge. David, for example, was the officer in charge in a hostile environment in Afghanistan. Most in his platoon, who were hungry for action, were continuously pressuring him to authorize combat operations against lower-level terrorists. Knowing that this could result in grave risk for little reward, he forcefully told the group—with whom he lived 24/7 and literally needed to have his back—that this wasn’t going to happen. Martin, in a completely different context, took the same kind of unpopular stand. His subordinates were a tightknit group of manufacturing operators with whom he had worked and socialized for a long time. But when they began to slack off in an effort to extract new benefits that he believed weren’t reasonable, he stood up to his subordinates and let them know he was happy to fight this with the union if they didn’t shape up.



COURAGEOUS ACTS INVOLVING SUBORDINATES


	Actively or publicly disagreeing with a broadly shared view or popular position held by subordinate(s)

	Confronting subordinate(s) about disrespectful, hurtful, unprofessional, or inappropriate interpersonal behavior

	Providing informal negative feedback to subordinate(s) about current or desired work or role

	Providing subordinate(s) with formal negative feedback, a negative evaluation, or discipline

	Demoting or laying off or firing subordinate(s)





If you’re a proactive manager, you can probably handle most uncomfortable employee situations with just informal negative feedback—something that’s clearly part of your job anyway. Still, it’s surprisingly rare and inconsistently done. Indeed, Stone and Heen reported that 63 percent of the executives who responded to a survey said that their biggest challenge to effective performance management is managers who lack the courage and skill to have difficult feedback discussions.9 That’s unfortunate, because the literature on giving feedback is clear on the benefits to employees and organizations—better direction, better motivation, earlier correction of mistakes, and so on.10

It’s obvious that we avoid giving feedback that we think will make people angry. People don’t like being confronted about their hurtful or inappropriate behavior, whether it’s gossiping, disrespecting peers, or coming to work with the wrong attitude. It’s also true, though, that we avoid conversations that will make people feel bad. Especially when we like the people to whom we’re showing that “tough love.” That doesn’t mean they don’t need to hear it, or that they won’t (eventually) come to appreciate it. Felipe, a young restaurant manager, got told by his boss, Tim, that he didn’t yet know how to handle his team appropriately, that he was being too nice and letting them take advantage of him in a competitive environment where this would cause business failure. “At the time,” he admitted later, “I hated him. I wanted to punch him.” But it helped him realize that if he didn’t start to hold people accountable—to run the restaurant more like it was his own business—he would not succeed. Now at a new company, he still asks himself, “What would Tim do in this situation?” Said a senior manager in another context, when you “chicken out” and don’t give honest feedback, you create trouble for the company and for that person because your unwillingness to tell the truth denies them a chance to grow, and may even leave them feeling you don’t actually care about their development.

Providing formal negative feedback to subordinates, whether in the form of a job evaluation or disciplinary action or anything else involving official documentation, tends to be even harder. Jaila, for example, had a mandate to standardize a set of operational procedures at one of the world’s largest nonprofits. While most got on board with the training and new requirements, one of her subordinates continued to resist all changes despite several months of patient guidance and coaching. The situation finally came to a head when the subordinate again disagreed to do things the new way and made a scene on her way out of Jaila’s office. Jaila went to HR, documented the pattern of insubordination, and began working to find the employee a new role. Soon thereafter, the employee was demoted to a nonmanagerial role where she was unable to negatively influence others who were on board with the unit’s new mandate.

Sometimes no amount of formal or informal feedback prevents the need to lay off or fire someone. These are among the most painful, least pleasant things a manager has to do, and also seen as substantially courageous by 70 percent of those we’ve surveyed.

One reason it can feel daunting to fire someone is because he’s a great performer in other respects, or someone who you know it will be very difficult to function without in the short run. For example, Warren was told that Charlie, a member of his team, had behaved in an extremely inappropriate manner at a sponsored work event. Most of the organization’s employees were there, so many knew about Charlie’s behavior. But Charlie was a key player at a pivotal moment in the company’s growth—someone Warren and others knew was vital to preparing for the company’s sale both because of his specific skills and his credentials. Nonetheless, Warren fired Charlie, concluding that the firm’s integrity was ultimately what made it worth significant value to any would-be buyer.

Here’s another reason it can be hard to fire someone—it might actually present physical risk. Harvey fired a service employee for performance reasons. The next day, the fired employee’s cousin showed up demanding an explanation and warning Harvey that he’d better reconsider the decision. When Harvey said that wasn’t going to happen, the cousin flashed open his sports coat, revealing a gun, and said to Harvey, “I’ll be waiting for you outside” before walking out. Thankfully, this turned out to be an empty threat.

If it’s hard to lay off or fire one person, think about having to do it en masse. Kealy, for example, had just joined a large utility company when a major accident led to significant financial losses. As a result, rather than being able to focus on building subordinates’ trust in her as their new leader, one of the first steps she had to take was to eliminate about two hundred jobs. This was anything but easy for her, but she did it to try to secure the company’s long-term viability and, hence, the well-being of those who remained.

Engaging External Stakeholders in Sticky Situations

Most external stakeholders—whether customers or clients, suppliers or contractors—don’t have formal power over you. That doesn’t mean they can’t create ugly confrontations, challenge your psychological mettle, or otherwise cause you trouble for standing up to or walking away from them. (See the box “Courageous Acts Involving External Stakeholders.”) That’s why upward of 75 percent of respondents to the WCAI say decisions or confrontations involving these groups can be courageous, and why they also say they’re avoided a whole lot of the time.


COURAGEOUS ACTS INVOLVING EXTERNAL STAKEHOLDERS


	Engaging in a difficult or unpleasant confrontation or conversation with a customer or client

	Making a decision or changing a policy that might anger customers or clients

	Engaging in a difficult or unpleasant confrontation or conversation with an external partner or stakeholder





Consider decisions or difficult conversations with customers or clients. While we can all recall conversations where we’re the one who is angry or upset with perceived mistreatment by some organization, we’re less likely to think about the cases where it’s courageous for a company representative to calmly stand his or her ground because the customer is in the wrong. In some cases, confrontations with clients or other external partners risk not just their short-term ire but also the loss of business. Imagine being a consultant and reaching the conclusion that your client has a department that is overstaffed by 30 percent. You present this to the unit head, who nearly bites your head off and refuses to accept your analysis. Eventually, you have no choice but to take it above him to a senior leader who is more able to hear your difficult message. Or imagine being charged with telling a management team that a necessary IT solution is going to be significantly more expensive than they expected and standing firm in your opposition to their suggestion of a cheaper “Band-Aid approach.”

The courage to push back on key stakeholders, despite potential consequences, is a requirement at every level in organizations. It’s true for waiters, salesclerks, and customer service reps, and it’s true for high-level professionals, senior managers, and even CEOs. When Howard Schultz was CEO of Starbucks for the first time, he came under a lot of pressure during a major economic downturn from shareholders who wanted him to cut costs by reducing the company’s generous health-care benefits. “You’ll never have more cover to do this than you do now,” they told him. Feeling it was wrong—morally and for the company itself because of the commitment these benefits had engendered—he said, “There is no way I will do it, and if that’s what you want us to do, you should sell your stock.”11

Accepting Vulnerability to Facilitate Growth and Innovation

In some types of workplace courage (see the box “Opportunities to Grow” for examples), the “challenge” or “confrontation” we face is largely with ourselves. Will we voluntarily make ourselves vulnerable? Will we court potential failure that could be psychologically painful or economically costly?

Like it or not, creating opportunities for growth—whether for ourselves or for others—often entails psychological risk. While nearly everyone says they’re open to learning and claims it’s an organizational imperative, the truth is that many of us work pretty hard to avoid doing things that could leave others thinking we’re weak, overly emotional, or perhaps just plain incompetent. That’s a shame, because our willingness to say and do things that reveal our imperfections or desire to grow can be what ultimately makes us and others stronger. Alex Karras, a former NFL player and actor, argued in his biography that it takes “more courage to reveal insecurities than to hide them, more strength to relate to people than to dominate them.”12 Indeed, a demonstration of vulnerability might humanize you—especially if you’re a man, someone with a highly assertive personality, or someone who always appears to “be rational”—in ways that further inspire respect and loyalty.13

That’s how Jeffrey described his feelings about the actions of his company’s executive vice president. Their company had suffered a workplace fatality, and the EVP was the one in charge of the response. He spent hours with the family, canceled numerous meetings, deferred a leadership conference with over six hundred leaders from across the business, and assigned a full-time worker to help the family sort out paperwork and finances. Even more impressive to Jeffrey was how the EVP made himself vulnerable by truly leaning into the family’s pain in a public way. Rather than hide how he felt, he talked openly about how much the loss had rattled him and let others see him being quite emotional amid all the concrete actions he took to be helpful.


OPPORTUNITIES TO GROW


	Showing vulnerability to facilitate workplace performance or wellbeing of others

	Taking/trying a stretch assignment or additional responsibility, a new activity, or a new behavior in current organization

	Owning/accepting responsibility for a bold/novel deviation from organizational or industry norms or practices

	Voluntarily starting a new job in a different organization

	Creating a new business/engaging in an entrepreneurial act





Owning the responsibility for charting a new course for oneself or one’s organization isn’t always just psychologically risky. It can also come with significant potential career consequences. Philippe, for example, took the initiative to propose a set of improvements that he believed would increase his facility’s results significantly. As they exited the meeting with senior management, his boss put it bluntly: “I hope you get this right, because if you don’t, they’re going to break your legs.”

Now consider the decision to start a new business. While we glorify entrepreneurs and can easily name high-profile success stories, the more complete picture is that entrepreneurship is fraught with risk of failure. One study covering startups over more than thirty years found a five-year survival rate of just about 50 percent.14 That’s right—the odds of a new business staying around for even a few years is about the same as the odds of getting heads in a coin flip.

Though most of us don’t know these specific statistics, we seem to nonetheless understand the risks of putting it all on the line. Nearly 80 percent of WCAI respondents rate starting a new venture as very courageous, even though few are likely to have ever done so. Among nascent and actual entrepreneurs, according to a recent study, “nearly every interviewee regarded courage as important in starting a new business.”15 Lia, who started her business when her child was just seven months old and her husband still in school, certainly felt this way. But she believed the timing was right, so, “in spite of the fear of failing, and inconveniences to family, I went ahead and started the business.”

Rashida, similarly, took the plunge and cofounded a company. Despite having no experience as an entrepreneur, she set aside the much safer path she was on and became president of the fledgling organization. She wrote business plans, outlined a clear strategy, and learned-while-doing all the other steps needed to raise funds and get the organization off the ground. She was excited about the idea of running a state-of-the-art manufacturing facility and bringing good jobs to a small town that desperately needed them. The job, though, was hugely stressful for her. She got physically sick from the fear she felt before and during certain events (e.g., pitches to potential investors) and was emotionally plagued by what psychologists call the “imposter syndrome”—the belief that she wasn’t smart or talented enough and that she’d soon be found out for the fraud she was.16 Still, she persevered, guided by the saying, “If not now, when? If not me, who?”

You don’t have to start or run an entrepreneurial venture to put a lot at stake by pursuing a new career path. You might, for example, just choose to leave a perfectly stable, safe job to start a new job in a different organization, or even to pursue a whole new line of work. This is something I see a lot in my work with adult students who acknowledge they aren’t truly happy or fulfilled where they’re at and thus use their time in a graduate program or extended executive education course as an impetus to make major career shifts. If your first inclination is that this is easy, think again. For many, this choice means putting at risk a good part of the social and political capital they’ve spent decades accruing, as well as possibly forfeiting significant pay or benefits. “Starting over” in pursuit of growth is both worthy and risky—the defining features of a courageous behavior.

Taking the Toughest Stands

We’ve examined a lot of difficult behaviors in this chapter and the last. Before moving on, let’s cover a few more that are among the very toughest. These involve choices to jeopardize, limit, or end important relationships or benefits to defend one’s principles, knowing full well that these actions involve significant personal sacrifices and risks. (See the box “Taking Tough Stands.”)

Sometimes you have to put your money where your mouth is if you want to embody rather than just espouse certain values. Consider Gina’s experience as the only female, and one of only two technical experts, in a startup. During a meeting with potential investors who could have provided her firm with the funds for almost a year of ramp-up time, one of the investors walked down the aisle of the company’s offices during a break and, for no apparent reason other than her gender, stopped at her desk and asked her to get him a coffee from Starbucks. Hearing this, Gina’s CEO stepped in, explained that this was not her role, and offered to go get the coffee himself. Subsequently, the top team at Gina’s company turned down the investment that was offered. For her, that decision to walk away from funds at such a risky time for the entire venture was “profound.” “They chose to turn down money in order to create an organization where any employee would be valued, protected, and represented,” she told me.


TAKING TOUGH STANDS


	Refusing on principle to accept or continue to accept money, business, a contract, or an association with customer or external partner

	Taking reduced pay or role or refusing to accept increased pay or role on the basis of one’s principles

	Quitting as a principled stand

	Reporting illegal or unethical acts to someone or some entity outside the organization as a last resort





In another organization, Connie tendered her resignation because she was tired of being harassed by clients. As the first female account manager in a male-dominated industry, she had simply had enough. Instead of letting her go, management stepped in and canceled the contract with the client. Then they not only provided professional support to help Connie move past the abuse she’d endured, they also instituted costly harassment training for all employees. One of the results: in just a few years, many of Connie’s colleagues were also female.

Sometimes no amount of skill or patience allows us to successfully defend our principles or those we care about at work. In those cases, the only courageous path left is to walk away and not look back. Consider this sacrifice. Karim led the regional luxury segment for a hotel chain during a time when his department was operating at “unheard-of profit levels” in that segment and far exceeding anticipated revenue and profit targets. Yet he was nonetheless given a directive to cut management positions by 30 percent. “No questions—just do it!” was the mandate from above. Karim saw the decision as unjust for a group performing as extraordinarily as his team was, and he wrote a letter saying the downsizing process would begin with his resignation. “If you insist on making even more,” he essentially told his bosses, “you can start your cost savings with my salary.” In the end, Karim’s principled decision to quit saved the jobs of eleven of the eighteen managers he was told to fire.

Terry Sue Barnett, the sheriff of Nowata County, Oklahoma, also quit when she could no longer abide the conditions of continuing in her role. Barnett had moved inmates out of the local jail when she concluded it was not safe for them (or staff) to be there following a carbon monoxide leak that registered at a level of 18 (20 being the lethal level). “I cannot,” she said at the time, “morally or legally endanger the prisoners’ lives.”17 When the cause had still not been determined but a judge nonetheless ordered her to reopen the jail, she, five of her deputies, and several other staff members resigned in protest rather than follow the order. Beyond the carbon monoxide issue, she pointed to other problems that had not been adequately addressed—exposed wiring in shower and other areas giving inmates electrical shocks while showering, mold throughout the jail, and improperly installed sewer lines that occasionally caused methane gas to permeate the facility. In explaining her decision to walk away, Barnett pointed to her pledge when elected to “do the right thing” and her unwillingness to accept “hope and pray that nothing will happen” as an acceptable attitude about a dangerous, morally offensive situation.18

Quitting your job isn’t the only way, of course, to make a major personal sacrifice on behalf of your principles or others’ needs: you might take reduced income or a lower-status role, or you might refuse to accept an increase in pay or a higher-status role. Jared, for instance, praised his CEO’s behavior amid a significant business downturn. Rather than implement a very strict austerity plan for all, the CEO “made a selfless and sacrificial decision and decided not to take his bonus for the next two years.” He also encouraged (but didn’t require) his direct reports to forgo their bonuses. Other senior leaders hated the idea, and even petitioned the board of directors to replace the CEO. The CEO merely reiterated that his decision was made for the greater good of the company, and specifically out of consideration for the lowest-paid employees (like the warehouse staff). The CEO kept his job—and garnered intense loyalty and an improvement in both employee morale and performance.

Let’s end with a workplace behavior that’s widely seen as among the most courageous—blowing the whistle about illegal or unethical behavior to someone or some entity outside one’s organization. While this can sometimes be the only path left to try to prevent harm to others (nine out of ten whistleblowers first report to internal authorities) or to be able to look yourself in the mirror, there’s no way to sugarcoat the risks.19 Once you take something serious outside an organization, you’ll be seen as disloyal or a traitor by many in power. In short, if you get perceived as a foreign antigen—a virus attacking the system—the organization’s immune response is likely to try to expel you if it can.

Though hard to get precise statistics, available evidence suggests that retaliation against whistleblowers is still fairly common (despite laws being strengthened in recent years to protect against it).20 There’s a significant chance you’ll lose your job, and if you don’t, a good chance you’ll face other types of serious retribution.21 That includes the cold shoulder or actual verbal abuse from supervisors and peers, the withholding of opportunities, reassignment or demotion, and numerous other forms of harassment or unfair treatment.22 Consider what happened to Courland Kelley, who eventually sued GM after finding and reporting serious flaws in GM’s Chevrolet Cavalier and repeatedly failing to impel sufficient corrective action. When his case was dismissed on procedural grounds, Kelley’s career in the company derailed. He was transferred to a job with no meaningful responsibilities and has struggled with his health in the years since.23

Still, he believes his choice was the only ethical thing to do. That’s what’s both interesting and inspiring about whistleblowers: even when things don’t go well at all, most remain convinced that what they did was important and necessary.24 They’ve tried to save lives, prevent massive fraud, and accomplish other highly noble objectives. Despite dealing with all sorts of loss, they have psychological peace of mind. For some, the only regret that lingers is that they didn’t publicly disclose the wrongs earlier.25

Putting It on the Line for Your Values

Let’s not pretend that the acts described in this chapter aren’t hard. Like any behaviors worthy of the label “courageous,” the behaviors we’ve covered don’t always leave the actor in the best position. People do sometimes face backlash when they confront peers or subordinates, especially when the situation involves calling out highly inappropriate or unethical behavior.26 Think about the situation faced by Zeb when his colleague made racist comments at the bar. Is it really hard to believe that more than half of us would have a hard time confronting something like this in real time? Standing up to bad behavior or a bully doesn’t automatically stop the problem; it could even make you a target too.27

People also sometimes lose customers for taking a stand. One sports journalist, for example, told me her newspaper (located in a conservative part of the country) lost subscriptions when she started to publish articles about gay athletes coming out. And, as we’ve discussed, people do sometimes feel embarrassed when they step out of their comfort zone emotionally and behaviorally and do suffer materially when attempts to own bold decisions, start new jobs, or create new ventures don’t go well.

So why do these things? Because, if you’re a manager, there’s a significant downside to not doing these things. For example, if you consistently fail to confront an underperforming subordinate with informal rebuke or formal sanctions, you’ll lose a ton of respect in your subordinates’ eyes. They’ll conclude you’re a wimp, not a good boss. Even if you’re not in a managerial role, the failure to do the things discussed in this chapter costs you something. Others notice, and they think you’re either complicit (“He never stands up to their gossiping either; he’s just like them”) or too insecure or conflict averse to act (“I can’t believe she lets people treat her that way”). Consider the following two stories.

Joseph Reiman, a police officer, was recorded pummeling a teenager following a traffic incident.28 It turns out that Reiman had racked up a long record of use of force in his short time on the job and a reputation for using excessive force, according to dozens of people interviewed by NJ Advance Media. Three fellow officers were recorded talking candidly about Reiman’s behavior, saying things like, “This is indefensible.” But did they, or other colleagues, take any action to get Reiman off the street? Nope. It took a lawsuit, journalists, witnesses, and a dashcam video to make that happen. Would it be very difficult for cops to report on other cops, given the culture of loyalty they operate in, where doing so risks being ostracized as a rat and potentially subject to physical harm? Absolutely. It would be a courageous act. None of them did it. If this sounds too familiar, it’s because it is largely the same as what happened in the killing of George Floyd by an officer who had amassed a long record of prior complaints but faced no meaningful discipline and remained on the street.29

In contrast, consider this story about Mark Herzlich, a linebacker for the New York Giants NFL team. The world of pro football is a testosterone-driven one where a kind of violence is required and celebrated. It’s also one in which fitting in with peers in the culture of locker room is about as important as it is in any work context. Yet when Herzlich heard jokes or other denigrating comments about women, he spoke up, telling his teammates what they said wasn’t funny or appropriate. Having learned about the physical and emotional abuse his wife had suffered in childhood, Herzlich has become one of the NFL’s most forceful advocates in raising players’ awareness about domestic abuse. His core message: “Men overall need to stand up to other men.” It’s not just about how men behave toward women, he believes; it’s about the courage to “hold others accountable to treat women how they deserve to be treated.”30

In both of these stories, people faced risks of social rejection, and even possible physical harm, if those they confronted at work became less willing to have their back. But is there any question about whom you consider more courageous—those who stood silently by as a coworker engaged in and bragged about excessive violence, or the guy who confronted his peers about their degrading language toward women? Any question about whom you’d rather be compared to?

Let’s end by returning to where we started this chapter—with the choices facing Darnell immediately after being told that one of his employees had said disgusting, racist things about him. Hurt and angry, Darnell talked to and got an ambivalent response from HR. While not defending the employee’s racist remarks, the HR manager made comments like, “It’s tricky, because it was off-site, off-hours, and he was spending his own money.” The HR manager also pointed out that this employee had been a solid performer for nearly two decades.

After listening to this for a while, Darnell replied, “Either he goes or I go.” The HR manager said he understood and would get back in touch soon.

One day later, Darnell was told by HR that it was fine to fire the offender, which he did. When Darnell told that employee he was being let go immediately, he was totally shocked but neither denied what he’d said nor apologized.

In reflecting years later on his ultimatum to HR, Darnell said, “Beyond how I felt personally, I thought I had an obligation to do something for the three who came to me. If I hadn’t fired that guy, I would have let my other subordinates down.” His reflections exemplify the essence of courageous action—the willingness to take significant risks to stand for your values. He explained:

Having done very well in business now, others might think this was easy for me. But at the time, I was a young man from an extremely poor background. I had only been at the company for a few years and planned to stay at least a few more as I built my career. It would have been a serious blow if, instead of agreeing to let me fire him, they had said, “Bye, Darnell.” But that’s what it means to “put it on the line for your values.” Are you willing to take risks when they are very real, not just when you already have the financial means to make it easier?

What about You?

In this chapter, we’ve again seen lots of inspirational examples of workplace courage. Admiring others, though, isn’t enough. It’s just the starting point in realizing we all can—and probably should—do more of these behaviors more often. It can’t always be “someone else’s job” to do these things. After all, if everyone thought that way, these actions would literally never happen!

If you haven’t already, I urge you to take the Workplace Courage Acts Index survey before moving on. When you’ve finished, study the results for the behaviors covered in this chapter. How courageous do you find these to be in your current work environment? How hard are each for you personally? How often do you actually do them when opportunities arise? Do you struggle with these because you focus on being “nice” rather than truly honest? Or, conversely, do you do some of the things covered in the chapter but in ways that come off as so harsh or uncaring that people reject your message, no matter how valid?

Be honest with yourself—your results will be useful in your subsequent decision making only if they paint the real picture. And don’t worry about admitting that these things are hard for you, whether that’s because you hate confrontation, you don’t know quite what to say or how to say it skillfully in these situations, you worry about tarnishing relationships, or any other reasons. I’ve not yet met a single person who claims all the behaviors we’re discussing are easy for them to do, and do well.

Remember


	Opportunities for workplace courage don’t present just economic or other career risks. They also raise social, psychological, or physical risks.

	Interactions with all kinds of stakeholders sometimes present opportunities for courage. Even when we’d just be “doing our job,” decisions and conversations involving subordinates, peers, clients, and others are often deemed sufficiently risky and difficult that they don’t happen with regularity.

	While nearly everyone espouses the value of personal growth and organizational innovation, the behaviors that lead to these are often seen as requiring significant courage and therefore often left undone. For those who embrace the challenge, there tend to be few long-term regrets.

	Opportunities for workplace courage are often chances to put your values on the line or, as Patrick Lencioni says, “make your values mean something.” If you won’t accept the pain or loss that may be associated with defending your values, they’re just espoused or aspirational values, not core or in-use values.31




CHAPTER 4

Building Your Courage Ladder

If you’ve come this far, and you accept that we need more courageous acts, including from people like you and me, and you’ve done some initial self-assessment, it’s time to start thinking seriously about your own next steps.

Critical to this journey is your acceptance of the fact that skilled action in stressful situations requires practice—lots of it. You’re going to have to expose yourself to the risks you’ve been avoiding, because the only way I know to the other side of your fears is straight through them.

To start making this tangible and concrete, I’ll encourage you to build your own courage ladder—a personal road map of sorts that helps you think about where you want to start and get to on this journey. I’ll talk about setting an initial goal for starting at the bottom of your ladder so your first steps are more likely to happen, and more likely to lead to increased self-efficacy and the motivation to keep climbing.

Habituation through Planned Exposure

I’ve noted that the ability to act courageously doesn’t come from an exceptional trait that only a few possess. It’s a capacity we can all develop by committing to learn and practice relevant skills. Your first courageous step might be to choose to make that commitment now.

Practice, Practice, Practice

Aristotle argued that courage is a moral virtue developed through habit, and psychologist Stanley Rachman’s careful research in military settings nearly two thousand years later proved him right. Rachman and his colleagues demonstrated that aspiring paratroopers learn both to act with less fear and to act successfully despite their fear through repeated practice under skilled instruction in a supportive environment. In a nutshell, said Rachman, his studies “point to the powerful influence of adequate training.”1 That’s similar to the conclusion subsequently reached by moral psychologist Kurt Gray in describing those who do extraordinary things in the service of others: the very act of doing good is self-reinforcing because it helps us feel more willing and able to withstand discomfort along the way.2

On the one hand, this is hopeful news; on the other, it means none of us is off the hook. We can’t claim we lost some genetic lottery and leave it to others to stand up and speak out. In fact, even when someone’s courage appears to be innate, it’s probably not. For example, as told by historian Doris Kearns Goodwin, when (future US president) Teddy Roosevelt first spent time in the untamed West of the late 1800s, he was afraid of all sorts of things, from wild animals to gunfighters. Only by “forcing himself to do the most difficult or even dangerous thing” was he able to cultivate courage in himself “as a matter of habit, in the sense of repeated effort and repeated exercise of will-power.”3 Later observers referred to his “indomitable courage” as apparently “ingrained in his being,” clearly not understanding how hard he had worked to “become fearless by sheer dint of practicing fearlessness.”4 Roosevelt’s own goal had not been to deceive others about his own character; indeed, he hoped to inspire others to practice being courageous by his own example of facing his fears head-on.

It’s easier, though, to simply put people like that on a pedestal as a way of excusing our own inaction. This tendency to underestimate how hard people have worked to achieve their competence in any domain is quite general. Psychologist Anders Ericsson and colleagues have studied “peak performers” for decades, finding that what actually differentiates them is their years of practice. The mental representations and associated skills of experts aren’t developed by thinking about doing something, explain Ericsson and science writer Robert Pool, but rather “by trying to do something, failing, revising, and trying again, over and over.”5 Justin Stone, the great American tai chi instructor, likewise used the Chinese saying “You cannot appease the hunger by reading a menu” to remind followers that they couldn’t improve their own relaxation skills by thinking or reading about doing so.6 You have to practice, he said. Every day.

Practice Requires Exposure

The late John Lewis and his colleagues weren’t born ready to demonstrate nonviolent resistance to hate and discrimination. Long before their marches, sit-ins, and freedom walks, they started practicing, over and over, the nonviolent techniques they wanted to employ in response to the verbal and physical assaults they knew would come their way. Their desired responses had to be learned and internalized. “We were taught not to strike back,” recalled Lewis. “We studied. We had role playing. We had social drama. We were committed to the philosophy and the discipline of nonviolence as a way of life, as a way of living.”7 So they practiced.

What John Lewis and his colleagues did is consistent with decades of “exposure therapy” research. The concept (if not the practice itself!) is simple: the way to reduce the emotional hold of something frightening is to gradually expose ourselves to that same threat, over and over, so that we can practice handling it and thereby reduce its power over us. Exposure therapy is the most widely used and effective treatment in psychologists’ toolkit for treating fear and anxiety across a host of different domains.8 It’s been shown to be helpful in reducing all sorts of persistent, crippling fears—from fear of snakes to fear of public speaking.

The ultimate purpose of exposure is habituation—a decreased physiological or emotional response to the situation that was once highly arousing. For example, imagine that you’re terrified of speaking up to your boss. Maybe your father was a yeller, and you’ve seen leaders at your organization tear into people who challenge them. Your current boss hasn’t been nasty to you, but you just can’t shake the fear that grips you when you contemplate disagreeing with him. Your brain currently associates “being honest with powerful people” with “danger,” and unless you manage to be honest with those above you in ways that lessen that automatic physiological fear response, or show you that you can survive just fine despite them, it’s not going to get easier for you. To repeat an uncomfortable but important truth: there’s no way it will get easier to speak truth to power unless you start doing it and prove to yourself that it’s not as awful as you feared.

Of course, if you have a terrible experience when you do speak up, that’s only going to reinforce your fear. That’s why it’s important to take small, controlled steps to reduce physiological and psychological arousal. You don’t just charge into a room and pick up the snake you fear. Your first step might be only to enter the room and do some deep breathing from ten feet away from the caged snake. Fairly soon that would become downright boring, and you’d be ready to get a bit closer. Before doing so, you might learn some cognitive techniques to further help you beat back the fear that threatens to overtake the rest of your brain.

The same is true with overcoming fear of speaking up or screwing it up when you do: you start very small and work your way toward more challenging situations. Since it wouldn’t be productive to keep moving to those more challenging situations if you didn’t add new skills along the way, we’ll focus extensively on those in the coming chapters. Some of these are methods for managing your automatic physiological responses, some involve how you think about stressful situations, and many involve your behavioral repertoire. The latter—your behavior toolkit—is particularly important because skillfully handling difficult conversations or decisions at work usually requires a broader range of behaviors than approaching a snake does (stepping forward; putting your hand in the cage; and so on). As we’ll see, many of the behaviors you’ll want to learn and practice are those we don’t even know how to do skillfully in lower-stress situations.

While simply avoiding something is just fine when we don’t care about its outcomes (for example, nothing I care about rests on me overcoming my fear of bats), purposefully “escaping” situations with consequences we do care about is actually worse than we already intuitively know. It’s not just that we allow the problem to persist and that we feel disappointment or shame for again avoiding an important action. It’s also that we are actually reinforcing our fear. Why? Because the good feeling we get from avoidance may only strengthen our belief that the situation we avoided was indeed too terrible to approach. Though we don’t usually consciously note it when it happens, our sense of “I feel calm now” can heighten the contrast with “that terrible, scary situation” we just avoided. Explains psychiatrist Joseph Strayhorn, “Escape from a feared situation tends to reinforce fear, whereas prolonged exposure (especially with the practice of handling the situation courageously) tends to reduce fear.”9

So, imagine that you sit in your boss’s office wanting to tell her something but then are so scared that you don’t. Instead, you end the meeting quickly, return to your office, and do something that relaxes you. What you’ve done is further strengthen two associations in your brain: (1) my boss in her office = scary; (2) alone in my office = safe. Sadly, you’ve reinforced your belief that you aren’t able to handle an honest conversation with your boss and your tendency to retreat.

Build Your Courage Ladder

I suggest you start by building a courage ladder like the one shown in figure 4-1. On the bottom rungs, put things that currently feel somewhat risky and difficult but that you can imagine starting to practice in at least some small way relatively soon. At the higher rungs, put things that you’d love to be able to do more frequently or skillfully, but that feel really risky or beyond you right now.
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FIGURE 4-1



This exercise is for all of us, because every normal person feels afraid or intimidated by the prospect of doing some things some of the time. I think M. Scott Peck said it perfectly: “The absence of fear is not courage; the absence of fear is some kind of brain damage. Courage is the capacity to go ahead in spite of the fear, or in spite of the pain.”10 So let go of any negative self-judgment, put aside your worry that you’re uniquely vulnerable (you’re not!), and get started.

Don’t worry about how easy or hard the steps on your ladder might be for anyone else. It’s your ladder. Feeling ashamed or embarrassed because you think what feels hard for you might be easier for others isn’t going to help you move forward. There’s a reasonable chance you’re wrong about your assumptions anyway. If there’s anything I’ve learned about the fears and lack of skills that inhibit the behaviors discussed in this book, it’s that they’re pretty widely shared. For any behavior you might put on your ladder, I can assure you there are tons of other people who have it on theirs too.

It’s also true that except for a couple of extremely difficult behaviors—like putting ourselves at major physical risk or publicly revealing the illegal or unethical behavior of higher-power individuals—the order of the things on people’s ladders varies quite a lot. A few years ago, I asked a group of business school students at Cornell to rate the level of courage for a series of work-related behaviors. The responses for every single behavior (there were about twenty of them) ranged from “no courage” to “extreme courage.” That’s why you’ve got to build a personal courage ladder. While I can assert that you have one, I can’t possibly tell you what’s on which of the rungs for you.

The two courage ladders shown in figure 4-2 provide a more tangible illustration of this. Adam has had very competent, supportive bosses and he’s relatively young, so his fears about authority are more about doing things that show disrespect for their seniority and expertise than about challenging them for doing things that are wrong or inappropriate. Thus, for him, it feels a little courageous to step beyond the technical boundaries of his role. It feels a bit more courageous for Adam to challenge his boss about operating policies or practices because his assumption is that he probably doesn’t have the same breadth or depth of expertise as his boss does. Similarly, it feels even more difficult for Adam to have to admit he’s made a mistake to someone above him, because he’s a perfectionist who hates to disappoint others and can’t stand the thought of looking stupid. But because Adam has a strong need to be liked—and because he considers his colleagues the best and most important part of his work environment—the thought of having to confront peers about something they’re doing wrong terrifies him. It’s at the top of the ladder he’s made for himself.

In contrast, confronting peers is at the lowest rung of Marty’s courage ladder. He doesn’t relish the idea, and he knows that without being careful in how he approaches peers (who can easily say “You’re not the boss of me” in less nice terms), it can easily go badly. Still, he thinks of peer confrontations as mildly unsettling, not terrifying. In contrast, Marty dreads difficult interactions with his boss and others above him. He knows that these fears started in childhood; he can’t remember a time that his father took a confrontation in stride. And he’s had enough self-serving and insecure bosses that his body screams “danger” when he thinks of almost any type of challenging interaction with higher-ups. He thinks his current boss might be able to handle a conversation about strategy or operating policies because those things aren’t so personal. But when he thinks about confronting his boss about the inappropriate things she sometimes says or does, especially the couple of things Marty thinks cross ethical or possibly even legal lines, the immediate physiological signs of fear that appear make those behaviors feel out of reach.
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FIGURE 4-2



To stimulate your thinking about what belongs on your ladder, you might go back to your results from the Workplace Courage Acts Index. What items—for you personally—would take a lot of courage? Or simply take some time to recall the last few irritations or complaints you’ve had at work that you talked about with peers or family members, but not the person involved or others who could actually help. Our “talked behind their back” list usually has good material for our courage ladder.

To be actionable, the final version of your courage ladder needs to be specific, because we don’t take action on a type of behavior, but on specific instances of it. For example, if you feel that “confronting peers about inadequate work” is courageous, jot down both the name of a specific peer and the specific type or instance of his inadequate work. For example, to guide actual next steps, Marty’s initial courage ladder has to be converted to one like that shown in figure 4-3.

To be sure you’ve got the behaviors in the right order and, more importantly, that you’ve got some things toward the bottom of the ladder that you can really imagine yourself doing in the near term, it can be helpful to give each behavior on your ladder a number indicating how hard it would be for you right now. You might use what psychiatrist Joseph Strayhorn calls a “SUD score”—that is, a rating from 1 to 10 of the “subjective units of distress” you currently associate with each act.11 Don’t worry about precision here—these are just your estimates and are for your use only.

Marty, for example, might consider talking to his peer John about shoddy reports to have a SUD score of 4, and those involving his bosses a 7, 9, and 10, respectively. This may lead Marty to add a few others to the list—perhaps a behavior even lower than a 4 so he’s willing to commit to doing it soon and perhaps something between the 4 and 7 so he can work his way up his ladder without taking such a leap after talking to his peer. He might ask himself “What is the easiest conversation I can think of having with Janice that is still intimidating for me?” to generate a boss-directed behavior that has lower than a 7 SUD score.
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FIGURE 4-3



Assigning SUD scores to these behaviors now also allows you to track progress. In a few months, for example, with the experience of talking to John about the shoddy reports and a few others like this under his belt, Marty might decide this behavior now only feels like a 2. And maybe the ones involving his boss that he initially put on his ladder have come to feel less difficult for him, too.

Take a First Step

You’ve got your ladder. Now what? My advice is to start climbing from the bottom, just as you would on a real ladder. It’s worth remembering that just like in physical training the most effective long-term strategy is to start with small, manageable steps.12 Start with very short “courage workouts” and slowly build your capacity. Of course, you want the first steps to involve some (di)stress or they’re not even courageous acts and you won’t be practicing under conditions that sufficiently mimic the stresses involved with the things higher on your ladder. If your starting point is too easy, you might also have picked battles that, in the words of education activist Jonathan Kozol, are small enough to win but not big enough to matter.13 You want activities with SUD scores of 2 or 3, not 0.

Say, for example, that you want to stop being a silent bystander when one of your colleagues gossips about the appearance of another coworker. Taking a forceful, public stand to rebuke this behavior the next time it occurs might feel like a very big deal. But, as Sharyn Potter (the codirector of the Prevention Innovations Research Center at the University of New Hampshire) reminds us, you don’t need to “fly in with [your] Superman cape.”14 As a first step, you could commit to yourself to saying something in private next time it happens. Advises Linda Tropp, a psychology professor at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, it could be as simple as “I don’t appreciate that comment” or “That’s not cool,” said in a calm manner that doesn’t demonize the speaker.15 You don’t need to give him a lecture about why you don’t appreciate it, or why it’s not cool. Just make the simple statement. Your colleague may not like it and may let you know that. But you’ll survive, and he might be more careful about what he says going forward.

There are at multiple reasons to start at the bottom and take small steps when you first start climbing your courage ladder. For one, you’re more likely to have some success—to get some “small wins” that help you begin to build self-efficacy (that sense that “I can do this”). You’re trying to change your “can do” beliefs about the behaviors on your ladder, and the way to do that is to have some things go well (or at least OK) so you begin to lessen the association in your head between “behavior X” and “bad outcomes.” You are trying, as Bryan said long ago (and as psychologists have confirmed), to develop self-confidence by doing the things you fear and getting a record of successful experiences behind you.16

Practice also helps you get comfortable with the discomfort that accompanies courageous actions. Small steps teach us that we can survive and move on, even if we’re miserable in the moment. In recent decades, much has been written about “resilience,” and the simple message is this: difficult experiences don’t automatically doom us; they present opportunities to emerge on the other side even stronger and more capable of handling what life throws our way.17

For example, say you speak up with a new idea in a staff meeting and the boss shoots it down. You feel terrible that night, telling whomever will listen what a jerk your boss is, how you’re never listened to or respected, etc. The next morning, you’re still stewing over it. It stinks, for sure. But what we often forget when recalling experiences like this is that we got past them. We didn’t suffer irreparable harm, and the pain wasn’t so intense we couldn’t move forward. In fact, viewed as a learning experience, we now know two things more clearly: (1) what doesn’t work as well as we’d like it to in that kind of situation and, (2) that we are capable of living with and moving past some degree of emotional pain. So pat yourself on the back for speaking up, and choose to imprint this as a moment of strength and growth, not as a failure. Remind yourself that the differences we see between people who went through the same setback or hardship often has more to do with the post hoc story they told themselves than what they both objectively experienced.

Taking a small step now also reduces the chance that you’ll have to take a much bigger step later because the situation has escalated due to your earlier inaction. For example, auditors routinely find relatively small deviations from accepted accounting practice. If they don’t speak up about these minor indiscretions because it’s uncomfortable, they might later need to be truly heroic in the face of what has become a much larger problem.18

Letting problems get bigger before taking action makes it harder to succeed for two reasons. First, having to confront, report, or admit something that is now much more serious increases the likelihood that others will react negatively. If you think someone won’t like being told that they’ve just started to do something outside accepted accounting standards that could cause a problem if not stopped now, think how they’re going to react if you wait six months and then have to tell them that they’ve got a major accounting problem that puts the organization at significant financial, legal, or reputational risk.

Second, when we don’t take smaller steps earlier, our emotions often build up in ways that limit our ability to behave skillfully when we finally act. We’ve all seen people (and probably done it ourselves—I certainly have) who tell themselves “It’s no big deal” or “It’s fine” the first, second, and third time something problematic happens, and then later overreact unproductively when that same thing happens yet again. The truth is, it never really was OK to us, but we told ourselves that story to avoid doing something about it. Now, when we simply can’t tolerate it anymore, we’re stuck trying to confront the issue skillfully with our emotions at a 10 rather than the 2 or 3 they started at.

Small steps and small wins. They increase our confidence to take bigger steps. They show us it is possible to act where we used to think it was too hard or too dangerous. They reveal that we’re not as incompetent or impotent as we thought we were.

And here’s one more thing—what starts small can become something bigger. As organizational theorist Kark Weick has written, your small wins might start drawing others to your position, and openness to a bigger change might increase.19 You might also see that what appeared to be little or no change was actually change happening out of sight. Many years ago, I was feeling frustrated that the changes I’d been working to make didn’t appear to be bearing any fruit. A wise counselor suggested more was likely happening than I realized. “Imagine you’re trying to knock down a cinder block wall,” he said, “and you’re swinging at the wall with a sledgehammer. Day after day, you hit the wall, and nothing appears to be happening. You’re just about to give up, when suddenly the entire wall crumbles. Turns out, for quite some time small pieces were cracking off the back of the wall, hit after hit. You were making progress, but you couldn’t see it until you literally broke through.”

Remember


	You develop the skills to act competently in courageous situations by practicing those skills regularly, not by reading or thinking about them.

	Regular practice—with small increases in the level of difficulty in actions—can help you habituate to the situations you fear, thereby reducing their emotional grip and increasing your ability to act in desired ways.

	Everyone’s courage ladder is different because the specific situations we fear and skills we need to develop to tackle them successfully vary significantly across individuals. But all of us have things we can identify and order by degree of risk and difficulty on a courage ladder. Pretending this isn’t the case is only an excuse to keep from getting started.

	Taking small steps from the bottom rungs of your courage ladder increases the odds you’ll have some success, thereby building self-efficacy and sustaining your motivation to keep tackling tougher situations. Even if things don’t go well, you’ll learn, you’ll get more comfortable with discomfort, and you’ll increase your resilience.




PART TWO

HOW TO BE COMPETENTLY COURAGEOUS


CHAPTER 5

Creating the Right Conditions

As her team’s new leader, Janet wanted to address some problems and inconsistencies she’d noticed in some of her former peers: shirking committee work, not responding promptly (or at all) to emails, and not being team players. Worse, the biggest offenders were also the ones who squawked if any decision got made without their chance to approve or veto it. They seemed to want the privileges that came from being high-status members of the organization without consistently taking on some of the less fun, but necessary, responsibilities.

Janet decided to bring up these issues at her first meeting with her team in polite, example-laden terms. This was necessary, she believed, to start making positive change.

___________

What do you think about Janet’s decision? Her willingness to talk about these issues with her team is certainly courageous. Since her direct reports were her former peers, she’d be sticking her neck out to confront them so directly. They’ll probably be offended and angry. So, is Janet being smart raising these issues in her first meeting as the team’s new leader? Do you think she’ll produce her desired outcomes?

In this chapter, we’ll focus on things you can do ahead of time to increase the likelihood that your courageous act goes well. This includes building a strong reputation and coming across as warm and competent as well as emotionally intelligent, fair, and balanced. This gives you what psychologists call idiosyncrasy credits—a stock of goodwill earned through sufficient conformity and trustworthy behavior over time that allows you to subsequently challenge norms with less personal risk and more credibility.1 We’ll also talk about optimizing your autonomy to act in risky circumstances without suffering consequences that feel unacceptable to you. These choices can help you feel less concerned about the fallout that could come from your courageous behavior at work.

Following my advice will not guarantee success; but it will increase your odds. For example, I found in one study that people who reported having created at least some of the conditions discussed in this chapter before doing a specific courageous act were more than twice as likely to report better outcomes for themselves and six times more likely to report positive outcomes for others and their organization.

Let’s take a closer look.

Build Your Internal Reputation

Getting others to respond positively when you raise difficult issues isn’t easy. It helps, though, to have already established your identity as someone who can be trusted to act—and act wisely—on behalf of others’ interests.

Demonstrate Warmth and Competence

Social scientists have identified warmth and competence as the two key impressions we form when meeting and interacting with others.

When people assess our warmth, they’re (often unconsciously) asking: “How trustworthy and moral is this person?” When they judge our competence, they ask, “Can she succeed at carrying out her intentions?” Across hundreds of studies, it’s been repeatedly shown that people’s answers to these two questions are a very strong predictor of how they perceive our specific behaviors.2 For example, if you’re seen as warm but incompetent, your behaviors might evoke pity (up to the point where your incompetence is creating harm, at which point anger also appears). In contrast, if you’re highly competent but low in warmth, your actions might evoke anger, envy, or fear. In short, being seen as low on either (and certainly both) of these core dimensions is not a recipe for inspiring others’ respect.

So, if you want to know whether your behavior will be perceived as courageous and worth doing something about, a good starting point is to get clear on whether you’ve established your warmth and competence in the minds of others—especially your targets.

Warmth

I can’t overstate how much warmth affects your ability to get things done. Sure, if you’ve got power over a group of people, you can boss them around because they’re afraid of the consequences of not doing what you say. But most managers don’t want to behave this way; and if they’re smart, they know that doing so only sets them up for subtle undermining and retaliation. Of course, not all of us are in positions of power, and even those who are often need the support of others not under their own chain of command. In these cases, your success depends on your influence—your ability to get people to freely do what you want them to do.3 To be influential, people need to think that you won’t intentionally hurt them if they listen to you or do what you suggest. That’s why warmth is so critical.

Warmth engenders trust, and trust takes time to build up. It comes from seemingly small, but consistent, acts of goodness that show people that you really do care about them. A bar owner, for example, builds trust by regularly staying past closing so he can personally make sure all employees get to their cars safely. So does an advertising manager who continuously provides support and encouragement for the members of her team and shows meaningful compassion by memorializing a team member who passed away, organizing Secret Santa exchanges for employees’ children, and other similar acts.

If you’re a leader, these small acts of warmth and kindness can have a big impact. After Zak’s baby was born earlier than expected, his boss Tina provided consistent support and protection. Even though Zak was dealing with a demanding and inflexible client, Tina insisted that Zak immediately take time off to be with his wife and newborn. Later, when Zak returned to work, he learned that the client had sharply criticized Tina for the delay.

Tina’s compassion, which Zak labeled courageous because of the pushback she faced, earned her Zak’s and his colleagues’ trust and loyalty; in turn, they were more willing to accept her decisions and feedback on other occasions when her message was harder to hear.

Sometimes you won’t have time to build trust over a sustained period of time. For example, you want to speak up to the CEO, whom you hardly know, in a companywide meeting or, like Janet at the beginning of this chapter, you want to make a good first impression with a group of people you’re just starting to lead. Here, your success depends on helping people form an almost immediate—and largely intuitive—sense that you mean no harm.

In these cases, nonverbal behaviors are likely your best bet for making a positive quick impression.4 Leaning forward or into the conversation, nodding affirmation, using nonthreatening hand gestures, and being sure your body is oriented directly toward the person you’re speaking to convey warmth. Keeping your posture open, rather than hunched or with arms crossed, signals trust and affection. Subtly copying the nonverbals of the person you’re speaking to might also make them feel more comfortable with you. And by all means, make sure your face looks as happy as possible because truly natural smiling (what psychologists call a “Duchenne” smile) elicits positive responses.

I’ve learned to use the power of first impressions to positive effect when I work with any new audience. It turns out that my natural expression is quite intense, and my face looks even fiercer when I’m listening intently. I can come across as scary or angry to people I’ve just met—especially students. So I now start almost every group interaction with a lighthearted moment. “I have a medical condition that won’t get in the way of our time together but I want you to know about. . . . I suffer from an incurable case of ‘resting bitch face.’ It will make you think I want to hurt somebody, when I’m really quite interested in what you’re saying. Please don’t let it stop you from being candid.” It’s funny, yes, but this initial revelation—a moment of vulnerability, if you will—really helps create a more intimate, safer environment right from the start.

Competence

Though warmth is important, in an organizational context it usually isn’t enough. You also have to be seen as competent—as someone who has consistently performed at a high level and is therefore worth listening to. After all, you can’t spend those idiosyncrasy credits if you haven’t earned them in the first place.

In her excellent book Rocking the Boat, Stanford professor Debra Meyerson makes no bones about this. “Tempered radicals [people who are committed to their organizations but also to a cause or ideology that leads them to take courageous actions at work],” she tells us, would have “little hope of surviving, let alone succeeding” if they were not also excellent at their jobs.5 Think about it. Would you, after all, be willing to assume the risks of being vulnerable, doing something differently, or putting resources on the line if you didn’t trust the competence of the person asking you to do so?6

Consider Gretchen Morgenson, a Pulitzer Prize–winning business journalist (for the New York Times and Wall Street Journal, among others), who for decades has survived at the highest level while continuing to reveal the self-serving, foolish, or even corrupt. How has she done it? Put simply: her extreme competence.

Take, for example, the well-known New York Times article Morgenson wrote just after the bailout of insurance giant AIG in late September 2008. Her story was about how a unit within AIG had insured so many mortgage-based products that eventually the company couldn’t cover the costs of all the collateral it was required to put up.

In the same piece, Morgenson also exposed Goldman Sachs, which would lose up to $20 billion if AIG failed. In conversations prior to publication, a Goldman representative had insisted the company was fully hedged, and that the risk was minimal. Morgenson reported this in the piece. She also reported on a meeting at the New York Federal Reserve Bank, then headed by Tim Geithner, to discuss what to do about AIG’s potential failure and its effect on the economy should it happen. She implicitly questioned why Lloyd Blankfein, the Goldman Sachs CEO at the time, was in attendance at that meeting, given the potential conflict of interest.

Upset by the article, Tim Geithner—who subsequently was appointed secretary of the treasury under President Obama—called Morgenson at home the same Sunday the article ran. He said she’d misled readers: Blankfein’s presence posed no problem, contrary to what she had intimated, because Goldman Sachs was fully hedged. “When the largest insurance company in the world goes off the cliff, those hedges will not hold,” Morgenson responded, and then asked him if he’d even checked whom the hedges were with. After Geithner admitted that he had just taken Goldman’s word for it, she told him in that case they’d have to “agree to disagree” on the Goldman Sachs situation, and the conversation ended. Geithner subsequently called the editor of the paper’s business section to complain, and Goldman also contacted the paper’s “public editor.” Other than running a minor correction about others who had or hadn’t attended the Fed meetings (Blankfein had, as stated), no action was taken by the Times. Morgenson later learned that Geithner had been contacted that Sunday morning by the angry chief financial officer of Goldman Sachs. She figures that explains Geithner’s calls to her and others at the paper.

Why did the paper’s editors and business leaders stand by her on that occasion, as they had many other times? The business folks—those who can’t win Pulitzers for doing tough stories but instead face accountability for the loss of advertising or subscriptions—could have lobbied strongly to have Morgenson reined in or released. Her editors, or the Times’s lawyers, could have refused to stand with her. Surely, they, and others inside the paper, could have avoided recurring social and economic pressures by telling her to tone it down. Even among fellow business journalists at the Times, there were people who weren’t unreserved Morgenson cheerleaders. She clearly used her platform to promote accountability, whereas others preferred to stick more to explanation without what they saw as a “point of view” that infuriated many in power or played to the stereotype that the Times is too liberal or antibusiness.

Put simply, the paper’s leaders supported Morgenson time and again because they trusted that she knew what she was talking about. She understands so well the complicated reality of modern finance that befuddles most that she couldn’t be easily dismissed as a jealous, clueless crackpot taking cheap shots. Has the Times been sued for her stories, and has Morgenson been personally attacked and slandered? Yes on both counts—multiple times. Have the lawsuits or attacks been found to have merit, and led to Morgenson’s silencing? Never. Morgenson is too competent and conscientious. She focuses every day, in every story she writes, on being “very, very careful.”7

As the stories above illustrate, it generally takes time to establish and reinforce your warmth and competence. Sure, you can arrive in a new organization or new job with a stellar reputation, but people are still going to want to see you operate in person before deciding whether to trust you and take you seriously. They’re going to want to see you build new relationships and build your credibility with them.8

Jane experienced this reality, and adjusted skillfully, when she switched jobs from a tech company where speaking up with ideas and suggestions was welcome to one where she found managers at her new company acting as “door guards” who blocked her ability to add value. Realizing this, she didn’t continue to push issues right away. Instead, she took those managers to lunch, listened and learned from them, and stepped in to help them address things that were going off the rails. She attended largely unneeded training classes to show she was a team player and went to lots of evening events where she could focus on getting to know her colleagues. She learned, in her words, the “cultural taproot” of the place, figuring out “how to align around others’ ‘why’” and frame what she was doing in ways that allowed others to perceive her intent as genuine and for the greater good. She studied their “buzzword actions and buttons” to figure out why they seemed reluctant, uninterested, or afraid of change. Over time, she started challenging norms again—such as going directly to senior managers in the largest target companies to offer her firm’s services rather than using much slower, more circuitous routes. Now, rather than responding negatively to these moves, people at her firm cite these actions as courageous and accept the rationale that motivates them.

Show Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence—the array of abilities that reflect how well we accurately recognize and skillfully manage our own and others’ emotions—is equally, if not more important than, book smarts.9

If you haven’t routinely demonstrated emotional ability and stability, people aren’t likely to respond well to your courageous act. Beth, for example, described a colleague whom no one listens to anymore, even though the colleague is understood by peers to have others’ best interest at heart. Why? “Because her credibility is already shot.” Whenever she talks, Beth said, “she yells, and she cannot be calmed down.” As a result, nothing this colleague says gets any traction.

Similarly, Maria was upset about discriminatory actions and comments she endured from one manager based on her ethnicity. Unfortunately, she became so enraged when this would happen that she consistently misread situations, showed lack of trust in others, and made statements more representative of her emotional state than an intent to win allies or have influence. This, in turn, made it easy for management to point to her missteps in justifying their conclusion that she was a disruptive employee. Thus, despite being rightfully offended by what was happening to her, Maria’s angry responses only alienated her allies and gave the offending manager the leverage to further target Maria for reprisals.

But if you manage to respond more skillfully when you’re dealing with negative emotions, you can buy yourself a lot of goodwill. Anne was described by a colleague at an advertising agency as a “brilliant employee, a person who is very good at her job, smart, fair, fun, and a lovely person to be around.” Despite these strengths, Anne was passed over for a promotion that should have been hers when a new head of her department came in and decided instead to hire a freelancer whom he knew from elsewhere. The move was widely seen as a slap in the face to Anne, who had been an excellent, committed employee through thick and thin. Rather than lashing out in anger, starting to slack off, or becoming bitter and looking for a new job, Anne managed to “rise above the unfairness of it all” and worked to develop a strong relationship with her new supervisor in the hopes that when the next promotion opportunity arose she’d be the obvious choice, rather than someone he viewed as combative and undermining.

Appear to Be on Both Sides, or No Side at All

When you’re seeking support from others, you’ll fare better if the people involved feel you’re acting on behalf of a collective interest that includes them. That’s hard to achieve if people see your actions as benefiting just a faction or fraction of the organization. External whistleblowing is the ultimate example of this. Once you “take it outside the organization,” people are likely to see you as being against them. After that happens, it’s hard to recover because people’s emotional reaction to those they consider “disloyal” or “traitors” is strong and negative.10

A key to being persuasive is to have others believe that you’re someone who can be constructively critical while also caring about their needs and interests. This is true even when you’re the boss and it’s your followers you need to get on board. People are more likely to listen to you if they feel like you’re one of them—that you share the same group identity or the same goals.

Take Blake, a functional unit head in his company’s Canada operations. When it became clear that internal supply chain problems were causing strained customer relationships, he called out other units at a strategic offsite for their “underwhelming rate of progress” in making necessary investments and improvements to fix the problem. Blake’s actions seemed brazen to senior leaders. What they didn’t know was that Blake had asked the others in advance if they shared his frustrations (they did), and if they agreed that they would only make more rapid progress if they had an honest conversation at the strategy meeting (they eventually did). His multiple one-on-one meetings with numerous peers helped him shape his message so that it reflected their common view and agreed-to requests of senior management. This led to a reflective meeting in which the group more fully unpacked the issues Blake had raised. Because of the prior steps he’d taken, he found the group was willing to address their weaknesses and come up with a plan to do better.

It’s also important to be consistently fair, which means you need to demonstrate, time and again, that your standards are the same for everybody. It doesn’t matter whether they are part of the group pushing for change or the group resisting it, whether they’re on your team or someone else’s. If you want to get nowhere in a hurry, try telling someone else they should “be more objective,” “be willing to make cuts,” or “push for a higher standard” when you’re seen as routinely ignoring these things yourself when it’s hard or unflattering for you, your people, or your point of view.

George, a shop manager from a close-knit family in upstate New York, faced this kind of challenge when he hired his nephew. George followed company procedures to the letter, showing no biases in how his nephew was trained or treated. Unfortunately, he soon realized that his nephew was not a hard worker. He frequently took unauthorized breaks to smoke and chat with new friends, left work unfinished, and did other things that disrupted the unit’s workflow. When he threatened to fire his nephew, George faced his sister’s wrath. She told him in no uncertain terms that terminating her son would have grave effects on their relationship, effectively ending any trust she had in George.

George suffered through sleepless nights because of his sister’s ultimatum. He knew he could cover up for his nephew’s mistakes, spend extra time training him, and offer him additional chances without being called out by upper management. But George was not a man to compromise on his ethics and the value he placed on efficiency, diligence, and the morale of his team. At the end of his nephew’s three-month trial period, George advised that he be fired. George’s entire family was and remained critical and unsupportive of his decision, and his sister cut him off for years. But his employees liked and trusted him even more. “I did what I did because rules apply to everyone,” George said, “including family.” That’s what “living your values” actually looks like—doing something even when it really costs you.

If people see you as a person who is fair to everyone—especially when that means putting yourself at risk or costing you something personally—they’ll think you’ll be fair to them as well.

Optimize Your Autonomy

There are other things you can do that don’t necessarily make it more likely you’ll be effective in creating change, but that at least allow you to do what you believe is right with less fear of suffering unacceptable economic, social, or psychological consequences. Let’s take a look at some of these strategies for “optimizing your autonomy.”

Maximize Job Security and Job Mobility

If you’ve got job security, challenging those with more power can be a lot easier. However, unless you’re in the quite rare position of having indefinite tenure—which tends to be the case only for academics, people in legal or consulting partnerships, or extremely strong unions—you’re probably not objectively safe if you really rock the boat. Still, there are other ways to make yourself so valuable to your boss or organization that it would be very hard for them to let you go just because you challenged them or pushed hard for change. You could, for example, continually invest in particularly valuable knowledge bases or skill sets, things that would create a huge hole and disrupt business as usual should you be let go. This could be because you can’t be easily replaced on the market or because getting someone else up to speed would take too long.

Your unique value doesn’t have to reflect something that equates to a high salary or fancy title. You could be the only person who can get finicky machines running again quickly or who really understands the crazy bugs that plague a piece of critical software. This is not the same as being generally competent in your work—there are plenty of employees who are competent and still easily replaceable. What I’m suggesting here is that you’ll worry less if you provide unique value that makes you hard to let go.

People with high demand or relatively rare abilities also tend to have good job mobility. They know that their skills are highly valued beyond their current organization so they can afford to be less paralyzed by the notion of offending insiders. Software engineers, scientific researchers, and other technical specialists, for instance, often get weekly calls from rival firms and headhunters. This likely contributes in part to the challenging, innovative culture of places like Silicon Valley—it’s a lot easier to disagree with policies, practices, or specific individuals if you know you’ve got lots of alternatives and thus don’t feel trapped into silence or submission.11

Lilly found herself in exactly this position when she worked for a man who periodically exploded in fits of anger. He’d received all sorts of warnings and coaching over the years, but senior management was never willing to take the final step of removing him. Lilly finally decided this was not acceptable to her after an incident where he questioned her competence and aggressively verbally attacked her. Whereas others felt powerless to do anything, Lilly knew she was considered a high-potential employee, and it was very clear to all involved that she was willing to leave for a healthier environment. Thus, when she went to senior management and explained the impact that her boss’s behavior was having on her and her work—and that she would not stay if it wasn’t finally addressed—they appeared to listen. When they in fact failed to remove her boss, she had no trouble finding an equally good job where she now has a much better boss.

In contrast, consider Jeremy, a sales assistant in a clothing department at a major New York retailer. One night, an executive, who had a reputation for being rude and verbally abusive, screamed at Jeremy when he had trouble figuring out a small detail on a data analysis task. Hurt and angry, Jeremy decided to quit. The next day, he stepped out for lunch, and then never returned. He didn’t even call the office to let anyone know he wasn’t coming back. He knew it wasn’t the professional thing to do; in the moment, it just felt like the only way to defend his self-respect. But when Jeremy went looking for a new job, he continually hit a wall: HR personnel would call his old employer for a reference and be told how he had left. In retrospect, Jeremy still considered his move courageous, but also called his impulsiveness “stupid.” He hadn’t laid the groundwork to land on his feet before taking his principled stand, and he hadn’t taken his stand in a way that allowed others to vouch for him as he sought a new job.

Avoid Financial Handcuffs

We’ve all heard about the “golden handcuffs” that companies use to make their highest-paid, most valuable employees feel unable to leave. In my experience studying why people don’t speak up, I’ve indeed found that even very high-status, high-income employees sometimes remain silent and refuse to leave despite knowing that things are very wrong or unsatisfying. Why? Because even if they don’t have specific “leave and lose it” financial arrangements, they still feel handcuffed by the belief that they couldn’t get an equivalent job that meets their current needs. In short, they say they’re trapped.

While there’s no denying that adult life brings many responsibilities and obligations, it’s also true that sometimes we ourselves have spun the webs that trap us. We all know people who get a raise every year and immediately increase their living expenses by an equal or greater amount. They’ve got more, but they’re no freer from the wage dependency of their job than they were the year before. I’ve been in that situation plenty of times as I built my own career and family.

It takes real discipline to put yourself in a different position. When Franco Bernabè became CEO of a major Italian company, he purposefully rejected many of the perks that came with the role. He knew that doing so would make it easier to take risks because “if I had lost my job and gone back to something more subdued and less glamorous—well, it wouldn’t have changed my life.”12 He not only knew he could quickly secure employment elsewhere, he felt less constrained by the trappings of his current position. “[T]aking risks didn’t seem that frightening,” he said, because he “didn’t have anything to lose.”

You don’t have to be a wealthy executive for this principle to apply. It’s true for people at any level who are willing and able to build themselves a safety net and an acceptable fallback position. This isn’t just about keeping other job options open, but also about having enough money in the bank to support yourself and any dependents during an extended transition. It’s about having agreed with loved ones that you’re willing to make sacrifices should you choose to quit or be pushed out. These are the kinds of things ombudspeople say differentiate those who come forward about unacceptable behavior from those who don’t.13 And they’re the kinds of things that make one more willing in general to be a courageous, rather than complicit, follower.14

Darren, for example, was a small-town high school science teacher who found himself at a breaking point a few years into his career. He was passionate about his work, spending hours researching how students learn, the psychology of student behavior, and how to make science fun for adolescents. His problems started when school administrators suggested, in not very subtle ways, that he should be more open to presenting “biblical,” not just “scientific,” views of biology. Darren demurred, arguing that a high school science class was not the place to teach nonscientific views of biology.

Then came his defining moment. A star athlete, who happened to be the daughter of the chairperson of the school board, submitted a paper that was about 90 percent cut-and-pasted from Wikipedia. Darren gave the student a zero for the assignment, which lowered her overall grade for the class. Soon enough, the superintendent and members of the school board strongly suggested he reconsider his decision. Darren stood his ground.

A few months later, his principal told Darren that he would be recommending that Darren’s contract not be renewed, and that the school board would almost certainly support this decision. Rather than fight, Darren resigned at the end of the year. “I was free to act as I thought was correct and honest because I did not need the job or the income, explained Darren. “I was teaching because I wanted to teach.” He and his wife, who worked in a higher-paying job, were able to live off her salary and allow him time at home with their kids while he contemplated his next step.

Know What’s Most Important

Finally, it’s worth noting that sometimes what gives you freedom to act isn’t an actual level of economic attainment or security but rather the knowledge that there are more important things in your life than your job title, level of income, or other things you get from your current position. For example, if you’re clear that time with family members is more important to you than how much money you have to spend on them, or that standing for certain causes is more important to you than “being in the room”—where those causes aren’t really being addressed anyway—it can be easier to be more than a “yes man” who focuses on never upsetting powerful others. If you’re clear that strong relationships are what matter most to you, you can build them outside of work so it doesn’t feel as frightening exposing yourself to social losses at work. In short, knowing that the most important parts of your identity or security aren’t completely tied to the approval of others at work can be very freeing.

Jeanette, for example, was informed that her division was being dissolved and that she could retain her employment only by moving to a new role in a specific city. In most ways, it was an ideal job for Jeanette—a promotion with a significantly higher salary and the perfect fit for her work skills and interests. The problem was that Jeanette was newly engaged and had already committed to moving to a different state with her fiancé. She asked to be allowed to telecommute, but was told “no” because it was not standard practice in the group. While the choice was difficult, Jeanette “ultimately put [her] personal life and happiness above [her] career aspirations and turned down the offer.” For her, it came down to this: jobs come and go, but her first years together with her partner would only come once. It was the biggest decision she’d made to that point in her life, and she was proud that she’d “laid out [her] priority and set that as the line to meet.” (Much to her surprise, the company changed its position when she wouldn’t accept theirs. In less than twenty-four hours, the hiring manager’s boss called and made Jeanette an even better offer. She’s since been promoted twice—all while working remotely.)

Exemplar in Action: Catherine Gill

Catherine Gill, the former senior vice president of fundraising and HR at Root Capital, made it her mission to diversify the nonprofit’s inner circle. The general sentiment among female employees was that it was harder to succeed at Root as a woman—it seemed that women were less likely to be promoted, that they had to advocate for themselves twice as hard to be considered, and were just not consulted in the same way as their male colleagues. Gill understood that the male executives’ similar ages and backgrounds led to a natural fluidity between work and friendship, but she and other female employees at Root nonetheless felt excluded by it. “It’s just a man’s world” was a common sentiment.

In 2014, Gill and a few colleagues decided to take brave action, making the in-the-moment decision to issue a “call to action” to the male executives at an off-site meeting. As the most senior member of the ad hoc team, Gill was fully aware that the CEO might hold her responsible for what could feel like a revolution or, at minimum, a very public discussion of the array of cultural challenges for which he, as CEO and founder, would be deemed more responsible than others.

And she was right. The CEO was surprised and caught off-guard. But, thankfully, he started his reflections the next day with an honest and brave recognition of the organization’s shortcomings. Although he admitted to being somewhat despondent the night before, he came to the next morning’s meeting energized and committed to taking the appropriate steps to move forward.

And next steps did come. The team established five leadership principles that sought to bring about actual behavior change. Female employees in Central America now felt able to confront males about gender stereotyping and more explicitly sexual remarks and gestures. These principles, said one female employee, “made it OK to stand up and speak out.” Another said employees were now buoyed in difficult moments by having “something to point to on the wall.” Men, too, have played active roles in the changes.

Gill was successful because she was warm and competent. She chose her battles carefully, acted with skill during key moments, and followed up. But most remarkable was the way she prepared herself to succeed as a diplomat, not a revolutionary. She worked tirelessly to understand and support those who wanted change and to earn deep respect among those who represented the status quo (those who saw no problem with gender-related norms). She made herself the person who “understands the limits of the possible, how to push for change without getting kicked off the island.” For as much as people credit her with speaking truth to power, they also respect her for saying “it’s not a gender issue” when data did not support the narrative that pay, promotions, or other opportunities were affected by being a woman at Root. Also, her hard work and consistently high performance as a superb fundraiser earned her the trust and attention of those she was challenging. And she inspired her colleagues. Said one:

Catherine could have easily sat in her position of power and ignored the pain of lower-ranking colleagues around gender, but she didn’t. She stood up first, front and center, with a loud and clear message, and has set an example of bravery and tactfulness in truth-telling for all of us. . . . Catherine’s example makes these conversations (about gender, but also about so many other things) possible, and even celebrated.

Remember


	Your odds that people will see your courageous act as well-intentioned and worth acting on are higher if you’ve spent time establishing your warmth and competence beforehand.

	While your intellectual intelligence may bolster the rationale for your actions, your emotional intelligence is likely the more important factor in how your courageous acts play out. Likewise, being seen as fair and able to see both sides is likely more important than being the smartest or most assertive person who is obviously on just one side.

	Because we can never fully control how others react to our courageous acts, it is difficult to eliminate all risks. It is therefore wise to take steps to mitigate the size or impact of those risks by doing things that maximize our internal job security and external job mobility.

	Taking steps to avoid feeling financially or emotionally handcuffed in our current situation allows us to take steps that feel consistent with our values and goals, even if those steps carry risk of upsetting those with power over our current economic situation.




CHAPTER 6

Choosing Your Battles

Allison, a senior manager of marketing and sales, was put off by comments from members of her team about an internal candidate for promotion they were discussing. “I’m surprised no one has mentioned what happened at the party last night, since I know many of you noticed it,” said one of Allison’s subordinates. “Felicia got up and did that wild group karaoke on stage. I hear she stayed out all night. I just don’t think it’s appropriate for a manager in our industry—let alone a mother—to behave like that.” Another member agreed Felicia’s behavior was pretty noticeable but pointed out that there weren’t any clients in the room. “Still,” said the first, “I just don’t know if I can really trust her decision making if that’s how she behaves.” A few others nodded their heads.

After a few more minutes of discussion, the team leader was ready to end the meeting. But Allison, as the head of the group, was uncomfortable. She didn’t like the tone of the conversation about Felicia’s behavior, and, in particular, her status as a mother. But, before the meeting, she’d promised herself she’d let her team make the hiring decision. Should she say something?

___________

Allison is in a tough spot. She’s always encouraged her team members to speak freely, but in this case, this freedom led to comments about Felica’s status as a mother (and, implicitly, her gender) that seem to have influenced the conversation. Would you say something about this? Is it important enough to you, or would you let it go?

Allison’s choice is like ones we all face in various forms throughout our work lives. If we take on every issue—no matter the substance or import or the time or place—we’ll come to be seen as the critical naysayer whom people try to avoid rather than listen to, and thus we reduce our positive influence. But, conversely, if we always tell ourselves the issue isn’t big enough or the time isn’t right, we end up standing for nothing and are, said Aristotle, cowards. So how do we decide? What are some good guideposts for helping us discern when to act and when to hold off? That’s what this chapter explores.

Is This Really Important Enough?

Work life is filled with things that irritate or anger us, frustrate or disappoint us, and fill us with passion about what our organization could be doing more of or doing better. Clearly, though, we can’t tackle every one of these issues or we’ll get a stress-related illness or get fired. The challenge is to get clarity on when to engage, and when to let go.

This clarity is tough to come by, and deeply personal. What’s important enough to you to act on, even though there may be negative personal consequences, is likely to be different from what’s important for someone else. So we’re not looking for objective criteria by which to judge an issue’s importance. What I have found, though, are some questions that competently courageous people seem to (implicitly) ask and answer before springing into action.

What Are My Key Values and Goals?

“Courage is not the absence of fear, but rather the judgment that something else is more important than fear,” said Ambrose Redmoon.1 Can you articulate what’s more important to you than your fear of the economic or social consequences of speaking out or standing up at work? Are you clear about who you are, or want to become, and how you want to be remembered when you’re gone? These are heady questions—but if you can’t answer them, you’ll lack a compass that guides your decisions about which opportunities to pursue and which to let go.

Eulogy Virtues

The admirable people I’ve studied are better at enacting what David Brooks has called “eulogy virtues”—virtues such as kindness and honesty that people will point to when we die—even at the possible expense of the “résumé virtues” that correlate most directly with getting jobs or promotions.2 This is no easy feat. While most of us like to think that eulogy virtues are more important than résumé virtues, how many of us really live our lives that way?

Clarifying your key values and goals helps you prioritize what actions you should take. Your felt obligation or duty to act—the understanding that “This is what a person like me does!”—might come from an occupational code (e.g., the Hippocratic Oath in medicine) or from a philosophical or religious base. For example, a study on reporting unacceptable behavior to an ombudsperson found that common reasons for speaking up included variants of “It’s my job” (I’m responsible; I’m accountable; It’s my duty) and “It’s a moral imperative” (I’m required by my moral code, my religion).3 Professors Myron and Penina Glazer found similar motives in industry and government whistleblowers who were explicitly aware of the censure that they would likely suffer as a result of speaking out on issues of client or public safety; and their moral identity was sufficiently central and integral to both their professional identity and core concept of self that they felt compelled to proceed, despite the near certainty of negative outcomes.4

This was true for Bryant, one of the people who called attention to misleading accounting at one of the world’s largest energy companies. Despite having two young children and knowing there would likely be severe damage to his reputation and employability, his strong sense of right and wrong compelled him to pursue the claim. For ten years, Bryant persevered amid legal battles and financial hardship. His goal throughout was to clear his name, not to seek or accept a large settlement. So when he eventually won a judgment, said the person who told me this story, he was content in knowing that he was right and had been validated.

Family upbringing or current family values can also play a key role in how we respond in defining moments. Byrne Murphy, the highly successful CEO of Kitebrook Partners and chairman and founder of Digiplex, found himself tested time and again as an American entrepreneur working to export the concepts of outlet shopping centers, private residence clubs, and data centers to countries across Europe. He faced extortion attempts, mafia interference, backstabbing by politicians, and all sorts of other social and cultural challenges. Opportunities, and in some cases apparent requirements, to cut corners to get ahead were a regular part of his world for years.

Refusing to compromise his values took a real toll on him and his loved ones. His health suffered from the sacrifices he made to bring his entrepreneurial visions to fruition while sticking to his moral code. When I asked Murphy why he was unwilling to play by the local rules that could have made things easier, he pointed to his childhood. “Growing up seated at the family’s dining-room table,” he explained, “we learned early on that ethics aren’t compromised. Period.” Murphy knows that there are different norms around the world, and that the US standard isn’t the only one. But he also knows that it can be a slippery slope to use relativist reasoning to justify “doing as the Romans do when in Rome.” As to whether his experience proves that his values paid off in the long run, or just means he got lucky, he told me, “Either way, I sleep well.”

Make no mistake about it: living your eulogy virtues can involve real costs. Juan, the CEO of a company in Colombia, was informed that his COO had been sexually harassing a young female intern. At the time, the COO had been leading a major technology upgrade and site expansion at a key industrial facility for several years and was thus seen as perhaps the most important employee in the company. The company, said one employee, “had put in his hands most of its future growth.” Still, when Juan found out about the harassment, he fired the COO in less than twenty-four hours.

As costly as the decision appeared, Juan thought about the calculus differently: “From a moral perspective, I could not afford to have someone in the organization, with all that power and accountability, behaving that way.” But was it costless for Juan personally? Not at all. He had to move to the site, located in a rural area far from his home, and spend two months working tirelessly in the COO’s place in order to ensure the successful implementation of the changes already under way.

Being True to Yourself

Clarity about key values and goals also helps a person know when they have to act because “This is who I am!” It’s about an obligation to ourselves, not just to the requirements of a broader occupational or moral code—a realization that if we don’t act to defend our core values, identity, or humanity, no one else can or will do it. It’s the clarity that we have to act because it’s the only way to feel authentic, to feel proud of ourselves rather than like a fraud in our own skin.

Sheldene Simola notes that the moral exemplars she studied tend to eschew calling themselves courageous despite the high level of personal risk they undertook. For them, the actions were merely a natural extension of who they are.5 Joseph Badaracco likewise describes the critical importance of defining moments in how we shape our life’s narrative. Referencing the philosopher Nietzsche, Badaracco urges us to consider whether we want to live distinguished, self-chosen lives or simply join “the herd” who live their lives as interchangeable commodities.6

Choosing our own way in these moments requires us to look not backward or outward, but to the future—asking ourselves how an issue at hand, and our response to it, fits the person we want to become, not necessarily the one we’ve been in the past or even currently are.7

Dr. Dara Richardson-Heron, former CEO of the YWCA, has talked about how important it was for her career to find, and truly own, her voice during key moments.8 Richardson-Heron understands that she can’t speak up about every issue, and advises women to therefore be strategic in standing up for what’s truly most important to them. Thus, when a male employee commented on how her clothing style (very “buttoned up”) made others uncomfortable—something she figured would never happen to a male counterpart—she spoke up. “From this point on, I want you to judge me on my performance, not my appearance,” she said. He never crossed that line again.

For Richardson-Heron, this was a defining moment: “You have to be able to look yourself in the mirror and say, ‘This aligns with my values. This aligns with my opinion of who I want to be, and my personal legacy.’” Fearing that speaking up will derail them, many people don’t take a stand, she realizes. But if you don’t, she counters, it’s going to derail you personally because you won’t be able to say to yourself, “This is who I am.”

Putting It on the Line

Enacting your true “who I am” story sometimes requires multiple changes and sacrifices. Wendy studied mechanical engineering in college and began her career in an engineering construction company in the oil and gas industry. It didn’t take long for her to realize that she didn’t feel connected to or satisfied with this kind of work. She realized, she said, that she couldn’t continue on the professional path she was on, that she “wanted to utilize her talents and skills to create a job that was a truthful expression of who I am.” Despite significant pushback from family, friends, and coworkers, who wondered why she’d leave a good-paying position for the uncertainty of a loosely defined dream, she quit her job. She immersed herself in all sorts of creative, artistic, and design activities, which revitalized her passion for baking. Wendy then enrolled in a culinary institute and a program in small business creation. Finally, she was ready to open her bakery business, which she did as owner and head cake designer. Beyond the exciting (and stressful) challenges of building and managing a business, said Wendy, she’d created a job that “represents my essence.”

To be clear, you may choose to act even if you don’t think you’ll succeed. Maybe you’ll feel compelled to tell the truth, consequences be damned. As Vann Newkirk eloquently put it, it may simply be time to loudly proclaim your humanity.9 Or maybe you consciously choose to do or say something knowing you’re not going to succeed now, but hoping you’ll at least draw sufficient attention to inspire others to further action. Those are all completely good reasons to take action, as long as you’re choosing them, not doing so unreflectively.

Kenny, a restaurant supervisor, knew his non-negotiables and was willing to defend them. One of the long-time employees was a woman with cerebral palsy. When a new policy came out stating that guests who appeared to be drinking fountain beverages without having paid for them had to be confronted by their server, Kenny was told to fire this employee because her very limited language ability made that impossible. He refused, told his boss to check the Americans with Disabilities Act, and said he’d go both to corporate HR and the employee’s parents if they went through with the firing. “That was three years ago,” Kenny told me, “and she’s still here.”

Asked about his inspiration for this stand, Kenny pointed to his sister, who had far more severe special needs. “You don’t mess with me on that,” he said. “That is who I am, how I was brought up, and what I believe in.”

As we’ve already discussed, none of the things discussed here becomes magically easier as you advance. Sure, the specific opportunities for courageous action can differ, but no matter how powerful or high up you are in an organization, the pressures to act in ways that cut against your most important values will still be there, and your responses will be even more closely scrutinized by people coming at you from every angle. If you’ve spent years compromising your values to get ahead and rationalizing why this was OK, you may have drifted even further from your initial values and ideals than those below you. Fortunately, some senior executives are clear about their core purpose and values and do stand up for them.

Howard Schultz is one of those leaders. Remember his story in chapter 3 where he refused to cut his employees’ benefits during a downturn in the face of enormous pressure from investors. Why was Schultz so committed to his employees’ health-care needs? In part, it was his own childhood experience. When Schultz was seven, his father broke his leg at work. With no sick pay, disability insurance, or other help, Schultz’s family ended up so poor that getting enough to eat became a daily struggle. It was a defining moment for the young Schultz. Having experienced the debilitating effects of lack of health insurance or other employer-provided benefits, he decided that “if I was ever in the position to make a contribution to others in that way, I would.”10 Schultz says his greatest success has been building the kind of company his father never got to work for.

Bill George, the former CEO of medical device giant Medtronic and now professor of practice at Harvard Business School, also understands the difference between an internal compass and external demands as the basis for great leadership. Despite continuous pressure from Wall Street to meet or exceed the preset expectations of external analysts, he refused to manipulate earnings. For telling the truth about results (which were excellent anyway), George faced significant criticism. But he didn’t change his behavior. “The test of leadership,” he said later, “is ignoring those outside voices and learning to hear the one deep within. . . . The voices clamoring for your attention will be many. Your job is to find your own voice.”11

Are My Emotions Informing or Controlling Me?

Keeping front and center who you are and what’s most important to you provides the energy to act despite risk.12 That motivational force is more likely to generate actions you’re proud of, though, if you’re in control of when and how you use this energy. If you’re reacting impulsively to every values violation you encounter, you may end up taking stands for everything and achieving nothing because of the way you go about it. Or fooling yourself into thinking you’re acting on behalf of others, when in fact it’s mostly about yourself.13

If you’re personally triggered about a minor issue, one way to minimize risk is to avoid acting when your emotions are highest. In my own case, for example, I’ve become clearer over time that every flash of anger, pain, or disgust I feel is not a sign that something truly important is at stake. A good part of the time, these emotions reflect personal hotspots, based in my own childhood experience and identity; they’re not a sign of major problems or issues worth cashing in idiosyncrasy credits to pursue.

Knowing this about myself doesn’t make those initial emotions any less strong. So I’ve learned to use specific tactics to help hold myself back in the moment. For example, at various points I’ve used the “delay” feature on my email to keep every message I write in my out-box for sixty minutes before sending. Even an hour can be enough time to sort out whether I’ve said the right things—or whether I should say anything at all. It gives me time to process what happened and how I’m feeling with someone else, testing whether what’s “hot” for me has much less emotional valence for others. Second, the time to “get it out of my system” often cools the issue down for me too. Then I can decide more rationally what to do or say before it’s too late to take it back.

As you’re sorting out the importance of an issue, a good question to ask yourself is, “Do I need to dramatize the situation and demonize others to keep the energy high?” In his excellent book on anger, Dale Olen explains our initial negative reaction to a situation as stemming from a gap between our implicit rules for how things should be done and what we’re actually witnessing. For example, you’ll experience an immediate flash of anger if and when you’ve got an internalized rule that says, “All people—irrespective of status, wealth, level, etc.—should be treated with the same respect” and you see someone of higher status or power say something degrading to someone with less status or power. According to Olen, there’s not much you can do to prevent that initial burst of anger when you experience a “should happen—did happen” gap like this.14

You can’t avoid those flashes of anger—they’re automatic. But you do have a choice. You can fuel the emotional fire by justifying it and sustaining and increasing your outrage. Or you can consciously short-circuit that negative thinking and take steps to douse the flames. Stop for a minute and recall the last time you had an immediate emotional reaction to something someone said or did. Did you catastrophize, overgeneralize, or engage in black-and-white thinking? Or did you engage in the much, much harder process of looking for reasons why the person’s comment or behavior may not have come from a place of bad intention or may not have been as bad or done as much damage as you initially felt it did?

If you need to keep dramatizing a situation or demonizing others to sustain your emotional reaction, and hence motivation to (re)act, it’s probably a sign you’re not in a good place to act without potential regret. This isn’t to say we should never act when we’re angry. Indeed, to the contrary, I think anger may be one of the most important forces for overcoming fear. But if you can only sustain your anger by distorting reality, you might be putting yourself and others at risk. Kenny, for example, was angry when he was told to fire his special needs employee, and he knew that standing up in this situation was central to how he saw himself. But he didn’t have to claim his boss was a “total jerk” or “always does rotten stuff” or was “eroding the entire notion of moral decency in America” to know that defending his employee with cerebral palsy was the right thing for him to do.

What Are the Broader Gains and Losses?

When we’re negatively emotionally charged, our brains narrow their focus to the present issue.15 That can make it hard to think rationally about the larger picture, including what might be gained and lost long term as a result of anything we do now. To be clear, the suggestion “Think first!” isn’t an invitation to never do anything. Rather, it’s a reminder that challenging everything tends to lead to accomplishing nothing much, or even causing more net harm than any good you do create. If you care about the consequences, which I imagine you do, you want to be what Stanford professor Debra Meyerson calls a tempered radical, not just a radical.16 That requires you to think through the relative risks and rewards of both what you do and don’t do now, and how that will affect your ability to act effectively going forward.

Sometimes the better part of valor is to do nothing. This is not always an easy call because there might be some harm if you don’t act and, if you did act, some good might result. Still, the choice of inaction is not necessarily a sign of cowardice. It may instead reflect what William Miller, a law professor at the University of Michigan, has called the “practical wisdom” of knowing when it’s not the time, place, or issue for a stand.17 Inaction might reflect the judgment that doing something will only make a problem worse, or the reasonable estimate that the bad that might come from your action could outweigh any benefits.

Those who exhibit competent courage seem to be particularly skillful at ascertaining what’s only a battle and what’s the overall war, and at avoiding spending capital on battles that, even if won, might actually undermine their broader mission.18 For example, you might be tempted to dump a current customer to take an immediate stand for more respectful treatment or better terms, or to refuse to sell a product with a few warts even though it’s entirely safe and functional. Those might be courageous acts in their own right, but they might also undermine your ability to achieve your longer-term objectives of having a different customer base or a more refined product because you’ll have reduced the profits needed to pursue those objectives.

Remember Allison’s choice at the start of this chapter: Should she let a comment made by someone on her team go or point out her concern that the female applicant’s status as a mother was irrelevant and inappropriate to the decision about who to promote? Allison did politely confront her team, suggesting that they needed to be conscious of the biases they might be bringing to the discussion. She suggested that their concerns about Felicia’s “fit” might be less about her abilities as a manager and more about their views of right and wrong behavior for females or mothers. As a female minority, Allison commonly heard people make comments involving someone’s race, gender, or ethnicity in ways that suggested implicit bias. For example, she doubted that anyone in the meeting would have described dancing at the company event as inappropriate “for a father” had it been done by a male candidate.

Allison knew she had to choose her spots. If she spoke up too often, her team would start tuning her out and would hesitate to speak freely and provide honest feedback. They might also start to label her and like her less, common outcomes women face for speaking up about this kind of issue.19 In this case, though, Allison was willing to broach a sensitive topic and risk alienating her direct reports because she felt that hiring and promotion decisions were the most important times to avoid the long-term, ill effects of implicit bias. After all, as she reasons, what difference will it ultimately make to the advancement of women and minorities to speak up about every bias-driven microaggression if advancement itself is not ultimately forthcoming based on merit?20 To Allison, acting to make sure deserving women and minorities get promoted is a eulogy virtue worth practicing.

Is This the Right Time?

Competently courageous people pay attention to timing. They recognize that even the most reasonable comment or idea, presented in the most constructive way possible, may still fall flat or lead to trouble if delivered at the wrong time. Though some crisis situations or difficult conversations must be dealt with immediately, many issues can be addressed after you consider the best timing. It’s usually worth asking yourself when in the day or week might be best for a certain conversation or when on an even longer timescale might be the optimal time to make your move.

Don’t take my suggestion as equivalent to saying, “Wait until there’s no risk, and it’s totally easy.” That could easily become a permanent rationalization for inaction. As Mary Gentile, creator of Giving Voice to Values and professor of practice at the University of Virginia’s Darden School of Business, correctly notes, it may never feel like the right time to take on value conflicts or other tough issues. There will always be reasons to tell yourself it’s not the right time. So if you have to admit to yourself that you’ve said it’s not the right time a whole lot of times, it might be worth flipping things around and asking yourself if for some issues or things you really care about, it can never really be the wrong time either.21

If there’s one thing my data has consistently shown, it’s this: it never gets easy. No matter how much time passes, or how high you rise, you’ll likely still have a boss, you’ll still care to some degree about being socially ostracized, and you’ll still be hesitant at times to challenge norms. So be careful about letting yourself off the hook with any version of the “When I get promoted, I’ll do it” story.

Even in academia, where getting promoted as a professor means you have lifetime tenure, I’ve seen a pretty strong pattern: people can always find reasons to avoid risks. Assistant professors hold back, saying they’d like to speak up but worry that offending someone will be held against them when their tenure decision gets made. After promotion to associate professor with tenure—that is, promotion to a role with lifetime job security—the reasons for silence and compliance become fear of harming one’s chance to be promoted to full professor and of being shunned by the peers you’re going to be around for decades. Even for a full professor, there’s always the risk of not earning an “endowed chair” (granted to only a portion of full professors) if you anger people, so many are still careful. Finally, should you decide that you’d like to take a leadership role within your department, college, or university, you don’t want to have upset too many people or you might not get selected. These rationalizations are similar in consulting, law, and lots of other environments.

Returning to our discussion from chapter 5, sometimes “the wrong time” reflects that you don’t yet have the credibility or data that would help you succeed if you acted now on a particular issue. That’s the situation Mandy found herself in when she joined the production and product development department of an accessories and apparel company as a product manager. Soon after starting, she began experiencing problems with one of the company’s manufacturing partners. Its employees were dishonest and manipulative, they communicated in a demeaning manner, and the organization was delivering subpar products. They’d swap cheaper, lower-grade materials for the ones specified in the contract, only to be found out when her company’s customers returned defective products; and they refused to be transparent about their costs or suppliers. But this partner had been working with her company since its inception, serving as its sole supplier of key product lines for years. This made her company’s management reluctant to change, lest customers notice the difference. Plus, a friendship between the key managers at the two companies seemed to lie behind her company’s tolerance of unjustified price increases, poor quality, and product delays.

Recognizing all this, Mandy chose not to speak up immediately. Instead, she spent months researching alternatives, including working with other manufacturers to prove they could match or beat the current manufacturer’s quality and price on the key lines. She carefully developed a proposal, detailing how they could make the transition without affecting any shipping schedules. Only then did she make her pitch directly to the VP of her department, risking her reputation with the managers she bypassed in doing so. Seeing her arguments as data-driven and her solution viable, Mandy’s VP ended the relationship with the longtime partner.

Other times, you may be in the opposite situation—you’ve got credibility and data on your side, but you’re still better off not rocking the boat right now because you’ve recently cashed in a lot of idiosyncrasy credits.22 Perhaps you’ve just secured new resources for a project, or just gotten people above you to acknowledge something involving them was off track. In that case, pushing on the same or new issues too soon risks getting you branded as the broken record or someone not really on the team, and hence tuned out or worse. Leaders might start to avoid you because they don’t have the energy for whatever you’ll throw at them next, or because they see you as someone more interested in talking about new ideas than doing the harder work involved to implement ones already approved.23

Sometimes, it’s not really about you at all. It’s about something in the broader external or internal environment that makes it a better or worse time to pursue something. As Sue Ashford (a professor at the University of Michigan’s Ross School of Business) and I reported in 2015, successful “issue sellers” were far more likely to have considered whether the larger context made the timing right than those who failed to garner support for their issue.24 For example, the managing director of an Ecuadoran holding company’s luxury division waited two years to pitch his idea about pursuing an untapped market in Peru. When he first got the idea in 2007, Peru was just coming out of a period of significant civil unrest and his division still had room for growth in its home market. So he held off on trying to sell his idea internally. But by 2009, “Peru had the best-performing stock market in the world,” the director told us. He thus began to explore his idea more systematically, and eventually concluded that Peru was now ready for the investment. That, along with the home market now being more saturated, made it the right time. The director thus sought and got internal approvals and opened two new stores in 2010. Over the next three years, one of those stores alone accounted for 40 percent of the division’s profits.

Macroeconomic or political conditions can be two obvious indicators of whether the time is right for pushing your idea. It’s also important to consider if there is any current momentum related to your specific issue, or whether internal or external events suggest that now is your best chance to get positive attention and action. Billy, for example, had watched a couple of leaders above him bully and harass others for some time. While he wasn’t proud of his silence, he suspected that no one at the top would be willing to listen as long as financial results stayed strong. When the organization faced a crisis, though, he sensed it was his chance to draw attention to what he considered a pattern of unethical and inappropriate behavior. At the risk of losing his job, he and some colleagues seized the moment and publicly confronted those who had abused their power.

Staying attuned to “attention cycles”—a term first used to describe the process by which issues emerge and stay active on the public policy scene—is a good way to assess the timing for making your move.25 For most issues, the attention cycle unfolds as follows.26 First is a “pre-problem” stage, where key decision makers are not even aware of or paying attention to the issue. Some triggering event then catapults the issue into broader awareness, and a period of energy and enthusiasm for doing something about the problem ensues. Eventually, of course, the “dramatic elements” needed to sustain energy pass, and attention shifts to something new. If sufficient changes have been made and institutionalized by then, real progress is likely. If not, the moment has been lost.

Successful actors, therefore, tend to choose their timing carefully. They try not to act before anyone is ready to take them seriously, but also not wait until the moment is lost.

According to historian Doris Kearns Goodwin, Abraham Lincoln’s outstanding sense of timing played a major role in his becoming perhaps our country’s greatest president. Observers noted that Lincoln neither wasted time fighting battles prematurely nor waited for external events to drag him into action. For example, Lincoln had drafted the Emancipation Proclamation well before he delivered it. “It is my conviction,” he later explained, “that, had the proclamation been issued even six months earlier than it was, public sentiment would not have sustained it.”27 We know the value it ultimately had.

Exemplar in Action: Tachi Yamada

Tachi Yamada was born a sickly, three-pound baby in June 1945, in war-torn Tokyo. Kept swaddled in a closed dresser drawer, his parents were worried he wouldn’t survive. But survive he did, making him a “child of destiny” in his father’s eyes.

Throughout his remarkable career, which includes stints as chairman of R&D at GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) and president of the Global Health Program at the Gates Foundation, Yamada has used his talents and positions of influence to make the biggest positive impact he can on the world. As a physician and leader, that’s meant never forgetting that he has accountability for others’ health and lives and using that as a reminder that any risks to himself for acting courageously were trivial in comparison.

While the head of R&D at GSK, he challenged the company’s board of directors to support the establishment of a lab for the treatment of diseases in the developing world—a decision that had little to no likelihood of paying off financially but was nonetheless the right thing to do.

At the time, many within GSK were upset about the company’s lawsuit against Nelson Mandela and the South African government for allowing domestic companies to circumvent international patent law to manufacture cheap HIV drugs at a time when one in nine South Africans had HIV and most could not afford treatments from companies like GSK. “For those who are in it because they want to make a difference in people’s lives, including me, this was devastating,” said Yamada. “We’re going to sue people who can’t afford our medicines?”

So what did he do? He looked for a win-win—a way to address the disaffection many inside the company now felt while also showing those on the board that he understood the need to make sound financial decisions. He needed to get the board to more fully appreciate that for the researchers he represented, motivation and commitment to the company came from their efforts to save and extend lives. That, in short, was the essence of their scientists’ answer to the question, “What does a person like me do?”

Yamada found his solution in a Spanish lab that was a candidate for closure because of the recent merger. Here was a facility that Yamada couldn’t justify keeping open from an R&D perspective, but that served useful commercial purposes and that could do something to show people within GSK and the broader public that big pharma did care about medicines for the poor. He convinced the board to support his message to that facility: you can stay open if you focus on treating diseases of the developing world and if you seek more funding through alliances with those, such as the Gates Foundation, who are focused on this mission. “I succeeded in conveying my belief [to the board],” he said, “that this would show our people that we could do more and do better.”

The move paid off. Far beyond saving the jobs of those in the Spanish lab, it showed those in R&D that the company did care. According to Yamada, there were many requests from employees around the world to transfer to Spain to work on those medicines. In the years since, the lab has done important work toward the development of new therapies for malaria. More importantly, says Yamada, the lab has served “as a symbol of the pharmaceutical industry’s commitment to doing something for people in the developing world.”

Yamada’s success with the incident above depended in part on his keen understanding of how to connect issues and compel others at the right time. He knew the GSK board felt a sense of urgency because of external criticism and internal dissatisfaction. And he used his understanding of a burning platform to successfully push for change in other instances as well. For example, the merger between Glaxo and Smith Kline Beecham—both of which had thin pipelines at the time—presented an opportunity for him to restructure the entire R&D function around disease areas rather than the typical vertical silos (e.g., drug development, preclinical, regulatory affairs) despite strong initial resistance from people on both sides.

Well into his seventies, Yamada is still driven by his father’s belief that he was a child of destiny. The man who once wondered why he went to medical school and why science even mattered remembers when it all became clear: “I realized when I saw patients that if I didn’t know the science, I’d be putting people’s lives at risk. It was a moment of great awakening and shame. I was slacking off, fooling around, thinking I was taking shortcuts when what was needed was deep concentration and focus.” That clarity of purpose—what he was meant to do with his life—has propelled Yamada for more than four decades and continues to do so today. It’s an always-present passion to alleviate human suffering that has led Yamada to repeatedly take calculated risks for worthy causes. To be courageous at the right times.

Remember


	If you want to have high impact, you can’t act on every opportunity. Guide yourself by clarifying your key values and objectives and choosing opportunities most consistent with who you are and want to be.

	•Be informed, not controlled, by your emotional reactions. Where possible, use strategies to step back from and lessen the intensity of your emotions before choosing consciously whether or not to act.

	Clarify whether an opportunity to act represents a battle or the war itself. When it’s a battle, ask yourself before acting whether whatever you might gain is likely to help or detract from the broader objective(s) (the war).

	Pay attention to timing. Sometimes building more credibility or an evidence base is worth waiting for; other times, the momentum or opportunity for success created by internal or external events requires immediate action or you’ll miss the peak of the attention cycle.




CHAPTER 7

Managing the Message

Melinda, a senior product manager at a major consumer goods company, was in a tough spot. Based on new science, the R&D team had recently reclassified a key ingredient in a major product to its lowest rating, which essentially meant “don’t use.” Following this, R&D had spent millions of dollars over the past six months searching—to no avail—for an alternative ingredient that would be safer but equally as effective. Melinda was pressed for time. Since the company’s annual product safety report was due in a month and would be shared with the public, she had to recommend a plan to the senior team.

As Melinda saw it, she had three options: (1) recommend sticking with the existing product for now, even though it still contained an undesirable (but legal) chemical, (2) recommend switching to the new product, knowing that it was inferior but unquestionably safer, or (3) recommend removing the old product from the market until R&D came up with a safer alternative that also worked well.

None of these options was ideal. Sticking with the old product seemed to violate the company’s commitment to safe products. Using the new but inferior product could anger customers and lead some to stop using the company’s products. Taking the product completely off the market until a better alternative was found meant forgoing about 5 percent of total company revenue during that period.

After days of agonizing about the choice, Melinda and her team settled on recommending the second option—replacing the existing product with the safer but less effective alternative. She knew that it was risky: evidence from prior moves to safer alternatives was mixed. In some cases, sales had stayed the same or gone up; in others, sales had definitely gone down initially. Given this history, Melinda had to figure out how to frame her recommendation to the CEO and top management team. How could she convince the array of people on that team that this was the best (or least bad) way to live the company’s values and also minimize financial downside?

___________

Melinda has decided what to recommend, but she’s still got a lot of choices about how to make her recommendation. Whom, if anyone, should she invite to join her in making the recommendation? What data will she use, and in what kind of presentation format? What kind of message framing will make her recommendation most compelling to the executives assembled? Should she lead with the cultural values that support her recommendations or focus on the short- and long-term financial implications? Should she describe her recommendation as an opportunity to be pursued or a threat to be dealt with? Can she help the executives see this as somehow advancing their agenda rather than just being a major problem?

Like Melinda, you have a host of options when you need to persuade others. You can consider inviting others to help you make your case, use the right data the right way, and utilize various framing strategies that my colleagues who study “issue selling,” “voice,” and “persuasion” have found to increase effectiveness.1 Of course, if your goal is just to “get something off your chest,” you might not care about effectiveness. But assuming that’s not your only objective most of the time, it’s worth thinking a bit more strategically about the who, where, and how of what we say in big moments.

Getting Ready

Let me start with an obvious statement that is often ignored in practice: the reason to take a problem or idea to one or more “target(s)” is precisely because you need someone else’s help or approval. If you accept that, then a related assertion should also seem reasonable: understanding how they see the world is critical. I’m not saying that your values, beliefs, preferences, and priorities don’t matter. What I am saying is that understanding your targets’ values, beliefs, preferences, and priorities is equally, if not more, important. Melinda, for example, has her opinion on what the company should do, but if she can’t convince senior managers to accept her recommendation, her perspective is irrelevant.

Time and again, though, we automatically frame situations the way we find most compelling. Then we get frustrated, angry, or hurt when things don’t go as well as we hoped. “It was so compelling,” we tell ourselves (and anyone who will listen). Yes, to you it sure was.

If you’ve ever given a presentation using solid data and reasoning but didn’t think through how your new ideas could stoke fears or create new work and challenges for others, the aftermath probably looked something like this. People pushed back, shot down your ideas, and asked questions that you hadn’t anticipated. You, in turn, grew defensive and tried to make the (good) questions sound unreasonable or stupid. Your ideas (whatever their merits) went nowhere.

To avoid these types of situations, try to see your targets’ interests as “currencies” with which you can bargain.2

Consider Getting Others to Help

Sadly, sometimes other people just won’t take you as seriously as they will someone else, even if you say the same thing in the same way. This can be particularly true when you’re standing up for yourself or for fellow members of a group with which you identify.3

For example, in his doctoral dissertation at the University of Washington, Benjamin Drury found that when targets of prejudice (women and Black people, in his studies) confronted the perpetrator (men or White people) they were taken less seriously than when other men or White people did the confronting.4 Whether that’s because it’s easier to say the offended person or group is “just overreacting” or “too personally connected and emotional,” the fact seems to be that issues often get more traction when those who can’t be labeled as over-identifying also get involved. Thus, no matter how important an issue is to you personally, it’s worth considering whether a broader coalition of people who can’t be easily labeled and dismissed would also be willing to act with—or even for—you.

Getting others to act along with you can be especially helpful when the potential consequences are the largest. For example, people who report unethical or illegal behavior note that it’s easier to act when it’s clear that multiple people see the situation the same way and will stand with them. This isn’t just about the relative safety of knowing your organization probably can’t or won’t fire you all (something you might be very afraid of if acting alone)—the increased confidence in one’s position and motivation to act also comes from knowing that others share your view.5 This “social proof” also increases the likelihood that something actually gets done.6

Even if others are unwilling to join you publicly, your attempts to involve them can still be beneficial. You’ll know more about how broadly shared your concern is, what underlies others’ fear or futility concerns, what data they have that is relevant to the issue, and what they know about the best ways to approach your target. This can be particularly important when you’re newer to an organization or know less about the people you want to influence. As professor Mary Gentile has noted, others can fill you in on what’s led to change in the past and what’s led to highly negative reactions.7 For example, someone else may know if you should appeal to your target using emotional stories or, instead, data and analyses.

While people may agree with you in private, don’t forget that they may act differently under pressure. Cheryl was put off by the lack of raises at her company, and her colleagues told her they were upset as well. But when Cheryl spoke up in an all-employee meeting, and the president asked if everyone else felt that way, no one said a word. The president then said times were tough and that he’d look into it. Nothing changed, except that Cheryl got a poor performance review that year. Though Cheryl’s coworkers supported her in private, she hadn’t secured a commitment to shared action in any meaningful way. She hadn’t asked them to commit to specific speaking parts or to other forms of public support, or to sign a letter she’d share to document their position. So when her assumption proved wrong, she alone suffered the consequences. Disappointed in both management and her colleagues, Cheryl left the company.

Choose the Best Context

Generally, people don’t like to feel ambushed or ganged up on. So if you have a chance to speak to someone in private—at least for the first time—you’re likely to get a better reception. Jake, for example, told me that diving right into a public discussion with his narcissistic and strong-willed chairman only led to crazed reactions that derailed meetings. But if a single employee laid out the truth, with sufficient facts and tact, in private, the chairman reacted more calmly. He was able to save face by knowing the points of disagreement or new proposals before things were discussed in the open.

Kelly similarly chose her place and time to good effect. As part of a team that included her CFO and operations leaders, Kelly was in a negotiation to sell the company. At one point in the conversation, which required her particular expertise, Kelly took the lead and politely held firm when the potential buyers again stated an untenable position. In the middle of a sentence, the CFO tapped Kelly’s legs several times to get her to stop talking, which everyone could see, and then took over the conversation.

Kelly was stunned. She sat silently, feeling her body heat rise. Her instinct was to begin speaking again, or at least use instant messaging to tell the CFO how angry she was. But she held herself back and let him finish the conversation with the folks across the table.

The next morning, Kelly went to the CFO’s office. She told him she considered him a friend, and that she held him in high esteem. But what had happened the day before made her feel unappreciated. It also sent the wrong message to the potential acquirer because it made her look angry when she was just doing her part in the negotiation. “If you believe I was sounding aggressive,” she told him, “please find other ways to tell me because I would welcome that feedback.” No longer caught up in the stress of the negotiation, the CFO readily admitted he had done wrong, apologized to Kelly, and thanked her for the honest feedback.

There are, of course, times when raising an issue in front of others makes sense. For example, some decisions are discussed only once, in public, and if you don’t use that opportunity to say something there won’t be another chance. Other times you might consciously choose to use a public venue to try to create a commitment to action that can’t be easily rescinded without embarrassment for the target.

Bring Data and Solutions

Most of the time, the problems we want to alert others to are not actual emergencies, and those with the power to fix them won’t consider them as urgent as we do anyway. So you’ll need to convince them. According to my research, presenting data and offering solutions can make a meaningful difference.8

To give an illustration: A senior manager in a Fortune 50 company believed that there was strong potential in a currently untapped market segment. For years, though, the division’s president had disagreed and prevented the organization from pursuing this opportunity. Knowing he would continue to lose a battle based on opinion, especially since others on the leadership team were unwilling to challenge the president, the senior manager decided he would compile an extensive new set of analyses to back up his recommendation. With these in hand, he was finally able to convince the president to allow a small pilot. When the pilot yielded overwhelming empirical support for the idea, the president finally acquiesced. The market segment became a global priority and produced some of the highest profit margins in the company. The senior manager? He was one of the youngest in the company’s history to be promoted to the next level.

Bringing data and solutions can be particularly beneficial when you’re addressing the most serious kinds of wrongdoing, like those involving illegal, unethical, or highly inappropriate behavior. They can help others really understand why it’s important to stop or change something, or simply make them aware that ignoring or retaliating against you is likely to get them in (more) trouble.9

Additionally, people often put their head in the sand because they’re afraid and don’t see a way out, so offering them solutions can make a real difference.

Choose the Data

Don’t forget that the data and solutions that matter most are those that your target, not you, finds compelling. Remember, too, that your data and solutions are not the only data and solutions out there. You might have data that people in your unit are dissatisfied with something. Senior leaders, though, may have other data that indicates there’s an even larger problem elsewhere in the organization that needs their attention or resources right now.

Otis, a team leader in a small pharma company, showed a keen understanding of how to select and use data skillfully. He knew that his only chance to successfully challenge his company’s chief medical officer about the optimal development path for a product was to present a proposal aligned with the organization’s larger objectives. Otis also knew that his CMO would readily dismiss his team’s point of view as just “your expertise versus mine,” so he included multiple forms of scientific support such as the clinical precedence for their proposal and the results from simulated models. Faced with the kind of evidence the CMO himself frequently cited as compelling, the CMO had little choice but to accept Otis’s proposal.

While it’s important to use the kind of data that will be compelling to the specific target(s) of your action, it’s also worth paying attention to the kinds of data that carry the most weight in your organization overall. In some places, “not invented here” logic prevails: if you can’t point to internal data, or solutions that come from within, you’re wasting your breath. You’ll present a beautiful example of how your idea works somewhere else, and the response will be, “That’s fine, but that’s not us” or “That’s not how we do things.” Perversely, your attempt to make the place better at your own risk—something that seems like true loyalty to me—may only end up having people question whether you understand the organization or are a loyal member of it.

On the other hand, in “the best ideas come from somewhere else” organizations, you’d better find something related from elsewhere to share, even if the idea really originated in your head or at one of your facilities. At a different pharma company I studied, for example, scientists told me, “We hire the best people in the world, but then it seems like we’re all considered inferior to scientists elsewhere within a couple of years.” As a result, when researchers there wanted to garner support from higher-ups to continue exploring potential breakthroughs in their own labs, they presented related evidence or theories from competitor firms and academics because that’s what it took to compel senior R&D leaders to take them seriously.

Finally, don’t forget that good data or viable solutions are not themselves a compelling story or case. As leadership professors Noel Tichy and Warren Bennis have articulated, data and potential solutions usually become compelling only when you connect them to an existing narrative or a new story line you also share.10 If you doubt this, think about politics for a second. Whatever your leaning, it’s likely that you routinely hear data and ideas that don’t resonate with your overall point of view and that, as a result, you downplay or dismiss altogether. What resonates are the data and proposed paths forward that fit the overall story line you’re already committed to and are probably overconfident about. The trick, in the language of social science, is to help people overcome their strong “confirmation bias” by presenting disconfirming evidence in a way that doesn’t get ignored or rejected out of hand.11 That takes some clever framing, for sure.

Making the Strongest Case

Successful framing involves persuading others that there is common ground between what you’re doing or saying and how they see the world, what they value, and what they want or expect to happen. As Jay Conger, a leadership professor at Claremont McKenna College, explains in The Necessary Art of Persuasion, it’s about helping others see that there are advantages to them for accepting what you’re saying.12 Here are some specific ways to approach this task.

Advocate for Growth, Not Destruction

In most cases, the reason you’re proposing a change—a growth strategy, a new direction, a different behavior—is because something currently happening isn’t ideal. You think someone’s behavior could be better, resources could be more profitably deployed, or a process could be more efficient. No matter how you say it, there’s an implicit criticism of the status quo. The key, therefore, is to say things that don’t make others think that you’re criticizing their prior or current choices or behaviors. One way to do this is to frame what you’re proposing as “taking the next step.” That’s the language of growth and improvement, rather than of rejection or destruction.

Mary Gentile provides related advice: help others see prior decisions as having already paid off, as having already produced something useful.13 If you can do that, even if the benefit was largely just the valuable learning that has occurred, you may make it easier for people to accept your proposed next steps without feeling (unconsciously, perhaps) that they need to admit and own prior mistakes. Remember, your goal is to get support for moving forward, not to get people to admit they were wrong or stupid or be willing to “abandon” what they built or believe in.

Show Intent to Win Together

To state something else that sounds obvious, but often gets ignored in practice: people will respond much better if accepting your point of view or suggestion doesn’t also imply they’re wrong, a loser, or out in the cold.

Bill, a technology project manager at IBM, used his influence to make major improvements to a client relationship that his predecessors had failed to accomplish. When Bill inherited the program, there was already a long history of budget and scheduling disagreements and widespread dissatisfaction about the way people were performing and interacting. He gathered all parties and spoke clearly about how they needed to operate moving forward to get results. Together they established new targets, rules of accountability, and consequences for both parties of not meeting these new commitments. It worked, said Bill, because he approached the situation as a true collaboration, setting up collective goals that meant the only two options were for both his organization and the client to win, or for both to lose.

One way to prevent others from feeling defensive is to adopt an “and stance,” a method described by Douglas Stone and colleagues in their excellent book, Difficult Conversations.14 First, acknowledge how the other person sees a situation, and then help them see how you think things could move forward. I and my colleagues David Webster and Bobby Parmar call this “empathize, then solve.” Until someone feels you really care about how they’re feeling, and that they can therefore be vulnerable enough to work together with you on a path forward, there is little real chance of moving forward in a way both parties feel good about.

Raul demonstrated this type of empathizing when he had to give feedback to his subordinate Pete. He needed to tell Pete that several higher-ups believed that he wasn’t engaged and didn’t really care. Worried that Pete would feel shamed or angered by this news and thus leave, Raul “approached it from a place of collaboration,” telling Pete that he “had received similar feedback early in my career and it was some of the best feedback I’d ever received as ‘impressions are everything.’” Rather than becoming defensive or tuning out, Pete embraced the feedback and subsequently improved significantly.

In contrast, you’ll undermine yourself if you use “but” statements. “I appreciate what you do, but . . . .” When people hear these kinds of statements, they automatically view everything you said before “but” to be irrelevant. If Melinda, in making her recommendation about the dilemma described at the start of this chapter, tells the senior team that “profits are important, but customer safety is clearly paramount here,” folks like the CFO and CMO may well walk away remembering, “Melinda doesn’t care about profitability.” She’s more likely to convince them, and keep her reputation in good standing, if she uses “and stance” framing such as, “It makes me proud to be at a company where we recognize that profits are necessary and important and that customer safety is paramount in certain situations.”

Connect to Their Priorities

Imagine you’ve got a few really good people on your team who you’re worried about losing unless you can give them something new and exciting to work on. The problem is that your area isn’t growing—and isn’t even seen as particularly aligned with the organization’s current priorities. What do you do?

You find areas of the organization that senior management is most excited about right now. For example, you might suggest your talented people be given special projects in hot areas. Your bosses might not have time or energy to care about your subordinates’ development, but they do care about getting help with their top priorities.

When Tachi Yamada managed to save a GlaxoSmithKline research lab in Spain, he couldn’t justify it on traditional research and financial bases, so he proposed converting it into a lab that would focus on the treatment of diseases in the developing world. This was exactly the kind of tangible proof that big pharma cared about more than making wealthy shareholders richer that senior GSK leaders needed to counteract the highly negative reaction they’d generated by suing Nelson Mandela and the South African government for producing cheaper versions of copyright-protected HIV drugs. In short, it connected something Yamada found compelling with something that those above him were focused on accomplishing at the time.

Sometimes we don’t speak up because we’re worried that our issue won’t be seen as important enough. In that case, it can be useful to “bundle” your issue with other related instances or programs that collectively show that this is a bigger deal.15 If, for example, you’re worried about losing some women on your team, and your organization is trying to rectify longstanding problems retaining and promoting talented women, you’d be smart to connect your concern to the broader problem.

Consider Opportunity versus Threat Framing

Should you frame your problem as an opportunity or a threat? Sometimes it’s obvious. If you’re laying people off, no one wants to hear that the cuts are an opportunity for the company to be more profitable. You’re better off pointing to legitimate competitive or macroeconomic threats, framing the decision as something unfortunate that has to be done to avoid putting many more jobs at stake.

Many times, though, your approach should depend less on the issue than the person you’re trying to persuade. Some people are promotion-oriented, meaning they’re inclined to take risks and do something new if they see sufficient upside. Others are prevention-oriented, and thus more likely to change when they become aware of what could go wrong or be lost.16 You can raise your chance of success simply by knowing whether your target tends to respond better to opportunities or threats and aligning how you frame your issue or idea.

Remember that what you’re ultimately trying to do is motivate someone, to create enough attention and interest that someone feels compelled to do something. Often, that someone is very busy, so hoping they’ll act just because they care enough about you is wishful thinking. So make sure the opportunity or threat you link to your issue is one your target simply feels he can’t let pass.

Ted, for example, watched one of his coworkers at a children’s camp be disrespectful toward the kids they supervised. The coworker was mean to and neglectful of the kids and talked negatively about them behind their back. The coworker was also a jerk to Ted, at one point threatening violence because of Ted’s sexual identity. Because of all of this, Ted quit and wrote a detailed letter to the director explaining why. Still hurting, Ted focused almost exclusively on how he’d been treated. Unfortunately, the camp director wasn’t sufficiently motivated to do anything on behalf of a now-former employee, so no follow-up occurred with the coworker. Had Ted focused on the threat this person posed to the kids and, hence, the legal risks of inaction, he may have jolted the director into action.

Choose Instrumental or Cultural Framing

Sometimes, you may think something should be started or stopped because it has business implications and because it’s the right or wrong thing according to some important principle(s). The question is which framing is likely to get you further with those you must influence.

Though far from a universal rule, “instrumental” framing often trumps “cultural” framing in its effectiveness, though cultural framing can also be incredibly powerful (especially in highly purpose-driven organizations).17 For example, Karla, who worked at a construction company, was concerned that employees were working too long in the heat without breaks. Although the company’s practice was unethical and inconsistent with its stance on employee safety, Karla avoided mentioning this. She thought management would think she was calling them callous and negligent (and maybe even hypocritical). Karla therefore avoided cultural framing altogether, instead using instrumental framing to describe the business costs and benefits of the breaks she was recommending. She shared that workers were becoming so exhausted from the heat that they were purposefully slowing down to cope and were making more mistakes. The company would have better business outcomes, she argued, if they would add a few more breaks during the hottest days. This made it very easy for her supervisors to agree to her proposal.

A useful rule of thumb might be to lead with instrumental reasons, following with cultural reasons as additional rationale where doing so won’t come off as an attack on people’s ethics. Ethan, for instance, wanted his company to be more evidence-based in its work for clients. But he framed his argument by saying the current approach was “unethical,” which triggered defensiveness in his boss and led to no change. Had he started instrumentally by suggesting that a more scientific approach would attract new clients and help retain existing ones, he might have defused this response and then have been able to add that the proposed changes were a perfect fit with the company’s culture of “going the extra mile for clients.”

Exemplar in Action: Mel Exon

Yeo Valley—a family-owned organic dairy brand in the UK—was an unlikely candidate for a hip, breakthrough advertising campaign early in the social media era, but Mel Exon thought differently when she led the account as an executive at Bartle Bogle Hegarty (BBH). Since the brand faced stiff competition from the global food giants who were increasingly touting their own “100% natural” product lines, as well as the public perception that organic foods were overpriced and elitist, Exon was convinced that a forward-thinking campaign was needed. Yeo Valley’s marketing director agreed. So, rather than play it safe, as many in the industry would have, Exon and her team decided to go for broke.

The segment they produced was highly unusual: a music video set on the Yeo Valley farm, in which farmers rapped about their pride in their products, sustainable farming, and the land. Upping the ante, they invested almost the entire media budget on a single TV ad that ran for two minutes during the first episode of that season’s X Factor in the United Kingdom.

If the huge TV audience didn’t resonate with the commercial and no one visited the online platforms they built, BBH likely would have been fired by Yeo Valley, creating significant blowback for Exon’s team. (Yeo Valley’s internal marketing lead may also have lost her job.) And BBH’s reputation would surely have taken a hit in the industry. In the relatively insular marketing community, everyone knows the agency behind a campaign, and the trade press is quick to note failures. As BBH colleague Rosie Arnold recollects, Exon could easily have been named “Turkey of the Week” in one UK trade magazine.

The agency’s executive creative director (ECD) wanted Exon to “unsell” the project. “He absolutely loathed it,” is how she and Arnold remember it. The ECD and others (including the agency’s country director) thought the rap was cheesy and corny, and they were deeply concerned about moving the project forward. This wasn’t primarily about getting fired (they doubted that would happen), it was about professional identity. Explained Arnold, “You spend your career being judged by your latest work. Usually you feel buoyed up despite that because insiders understand that.” With so many skeptics inside BBH, the identity risk felt all the more salient. Amidst all the fear they already felt in the months leading up to the launch, it was even harder knowing that the top creative leaders—whom they considered mentors—didn’t respect this campaign. There were many sleepless nights for Exon, her emotional state vacillating between excitement and fear. “It was only advertising,” Exon knew, but BBH’s, Yeo Valley’s, and her own reputation were nonetheless on the line.

Exon and her team pushed forward. How did she get the powers that be to accept this (before it ultimately became a smashing success)? She “never came across as doing anything for herself,” said colleague Saneel Radia. She’d shown that she was “in it for BBH for a long time,” so that “her meaning and intentions [we]re hard to doubt.” Exon recalled a comment from BBH’s founder and CEO, Nigel Bogle, that exemplifies how her behavior is perceived. “You understand the fundamental DNA of BBH,” he told her, “and try to build on and improve it rather than change it.”

Exon also skillfully framed her position in ways that made them attractive, or at least palatable, to those whose support she needed. Exon is, said Radia, a master at speaking “in your terms,” no matter what her target’s particular area of expertise or starting point may be. Her perspective taking helped her shape messages so colleagues could hear them as being on the same side even when she was pushing them beyond their comfort zone. She helped insiders see that this type of innovation was highly consistent with BBH’s culture, and that whatever learning the campaign produced would benefit them all. During the Yeo Valley experience, and in other instances throughout her career, Exon’s success, to sum it up, has been aided by being a master of managing the message.

Remember


	Beyond the what of your message, who delivers it and where it gets delivered can make a big difference in the reception. Consider inviting others to help and think through the best place and time to make your case.

	Offering data and solutions is usually superior to just pointing out problems or ideas with no evidence. Remember that the best data and solutions are those that the target(s), not you, finds most compelling. Also remember that data alone is seldom compelling; it’s the accompanying story line that compels.

	The same message can be framed in ways that are less likely to offend and more likely to resonate with the target(s). People are more likely to accept your message when they believe you want to build on their prior efforts, include them in the future, and help them achieve their current priorities.

	Some people are more inspired by opportunities; others are more reactive to threats. Some people are driven to protect and promote personal or organizational values; others are more responsive to instrumental objectives in work settings. Studying prior responses of your target(s) helps you frame your messages in ways most likely to compel action.




CHAPTER 8

Channeling Emotions

After working with Steve for two months, Reyna, a project engineer at a consumer products company, was frustrated with his working style. Unlike Reyna and others on the team, who preferred to manage their workloads and stress levels by being ahead of the curve, Steve operated on more of a just-in-time basis. Steve would agree on a schedule for his responsibilities, and he generally managed to get things done at the last minute. However, this often didn’t include time for others on the team to carefully look over what he’d done and suggest or make changes.

Though she wasn’t direct about her feelings, beliefs, or the basis for her dissatisfaction, Reyna had tried talking with Steve about his working style and how it wasn’t comfortable for her or others on the team.

Because Steve had a strong desire to keep everyone happy, he tended to avoid difficult conversations and seek to end them by quickly becoming very apologetic and promising to try to do better.

But nothing really changed.

In their last conversation, after a particularly stressful race to a deadline, Reyna spoke to Steve in an increasingly angry tone, telling Steve she was tired of his “screwing things up with your procrastination” and “hiding your lack of professionalism and commitment to this team behind some nonsense about ‘your style.’” Steve finally became visibly angry in response, nearly screaming at Reyna, “You’re so frickin’ rigid. It’s gotta be your way or the highway. I’m sick and tired of your dictatorial attitude. The only problem with this team is you.” They both glared at each other and then walked away.

How could Reyna have handled this situation better? What would you be inclined to do if you found yourself in Reyna’s shoes—feeling frustrated about a colleague’s ongoing behavior and with just subtle hints or nudges producing no change? Would you be willing and able to say something earlier, so you didn’t get to the point Reyna did, where her anger got the best of her? Would you be able to speak in ways that created an openness in Steve to possible change rather than leading to his own anger and defensiveness?

What about Steve? If you were in his shoes—caught off-guard by a colleague’s harsh verbal attack—how would you be likely to react? Would you be able to stay calm rather than attacking her back? Do you have the right strategies and skills to turn this into a productive dialogue rather than a shouting match?

Most of us, if we’re honest, struggle mightily to handle these kinds of situations. We’re not sure what to say or how to say it, and we’re scared of all the ways it could go wrong. Whether our tendency under stress is to fight (to angrily confront others), to freeze (to become so paralyzed we can’t say anything in the moment), or to flee (to avoid difficult conversations like this altogether), we often undermine ourselves when dealing with intense, emotion-laden situations.

Managing your own emotions doesn’t guarantee that others will react well but, as with the other competencies we’ve covered, it increases your odds of getting your message across in a way that keeps you safe and produces something positive for others. Let’s take a look at some strategies for doing this.

Managing Emotions

Emotions play a huge role in how courageous acts turn out. In my own study, actors’ management of emotions—their own emotions and those of their target(s)—strongly differentiated the successful and unsuccessful examples.

When you’re cool and collected, you can carefully consider your target’s preferred way of seeing the world and how to frame your issue most effectively. Likewise, with enough time and a calm state of mind, you can think about what allies might help you when you raise your issue, and about the right time and right place to do so. But we all know that controlling or concealing our fear and anger, and managing the emotions of others, can be difficult and complicated.

Fear can stymie our best-laid plans for acting. While it’s obvious that freezing or freaking out in a physical emergency can lead to disaster, I’ve heard countless stories about fear derailing people’s ability to act, or act skillfully, during all kinds of situations not involving physical risk. In many settings, fear is the dominant reason people don’t speak up at all, or the reason they retreat the second they sense a negative reaction from those they’re speaking with.

And then there’s anger. Anger can be a really positive motivational force, an emotion “enlisted to do battle against fear” that often holds us back during opportunities for courage.1 If fear inclines us to freeze or flee, anger often triggers a fight response. At work, this anger and inclination to “fight back” can come from seeing others we care about mistreated or harmed or from seeing the organization itself, or its key values, undermined by harmful behavior.2 This strong desire to right a wrong that anger evokes in the face of unethical, inappropriate, and hurtful behavior is why psychologist Jon Haidt has called anger the “most underappreciated emotion.”3

The problem is that anger can cloud our ability to think clearly and to behave effectively. Research has shown that angry individuals feel more optimistic and in control than they actually are, which can lead them to take risks that they wouldn’t otherwise.4 When we’re angry, we tend to speak more loudly, more aggressively, and in more black-and-white terms, all of which elicit defensiveness in others. Look at Reyna and Steve’s interaction; her anger led to his anger, and she ended up further from a solution than she was before she spoke. It can be a vicious cycle.

Manage Your Own Emotions . . . before the Act

“Anger and nervousness,” a manager told me, “can contaminate a discussion before it starts.” The manager had an employee with a reasonable request—to buy equity in the company. But since the employee came in so hot, it derailed the conversation and the request—which otherwise would likely have been approved—went nowhere.

Contrast that with this episode. Rita became irate when she heard about a new policy that would significantly reduce her and her coworkers’ take-home pay. Her initial instinct was to march right into the district manager’s office to demand a reversal of the decision. But she caught herself and talked with coworkers to calm herself down. With a clearer head, she realized that the district manager wasn’t the one who had made the decision anyway. She carefully crafted a letter, detailing her concerns without negative words or emotions, and sent it on to HQ for consideration. As professors Robin Ely, Deborah Meyerson, and Martin Davidson would describe it, Rita learned to view her anger as a “signal, not as a springboard for action.”5 We can all learn from this. Over time, we can adopt strategies to temper our reactions and avoid undermining ourselves.

Though preparing ourselves emotionally for a tough situation warrants a book of its own, let me share here one idea I find highly compelling: if you want to learn to control, rather than be controlled by, your emotions, you need to recognize and own the distinction between your immediate, instinctive reaction and what you do next. Then you need to accept that what comes next is up to you, not the person you think is causing your reaction.

Your instinctive reactions—those immediate flashes of fear or anger—are pretty much hardwired and automatic based on what NYU neuroscientist Joseph Ledoux calls our brain’s “defense circuitry.”6 If you stay on autopilot, you’ll likely fuel the initial emotional heat. Unfortunately, many of us do just that, engaging in thinking patterns that throw logs on the fire, not recognizing that we (not the initial trigger) are now the cause of our pain and inability to respond optimally. However, you can take steps to defuel the fire that’s been ignited in your body by working to consciously interpret what’s going on in a way that calms you down.

Here’s an illustration. Imagine you’ve spent significant time and energy preparing a proposal to your boss. When you get a chance to share your idea, he simply says, “Thanks, but I don’t think this is the right time for this,” and then moves to the next topic with no further discussion. Immediately, you feel the signs of anger: Your muscles tighten, your face gets red, your heart races, and you sit there and stew for the rest of the meeting.

You go back to your office and immediately schedule a one-on-one to revisit the issue that afternoon. At this point, you’ve got a choice. You can do something to reduce the anger you’re feeling, and thus increase the chance you’ll approach your boss in a better frame of mind later, or you can keep stoking that anger and end up approaching him just as angry as you were when he dismissed your idea earlier. Too often, we take the wrong path here. We mindlessly add fuel to our initial reaction, sustaining our anger with thoughts like, “He always does this,” “We’re totally screwed because of him,” “He’s such a total jerk,” or “He’ll kill me if I keep pushing.” By using these kinds of cognitive distortions (e.g., overgeneralization, catastrophizing, black-and-white thinking), we stay angry (and perhaps now become afraid too) and thus minimize our chance of taking the conversation forward in a positive way.7

If, on the other hand, we learn to catch ourselves fueling the fire, we can also choose to tell ourselves an alternative story that calms us down and allows us to proceed in a less emotion-driven way.8 This, in essence, is the goal of cognitive behavior therapy. For example, instead of accepting those negative thoughts listed above, you could instead tell yourself, “This is his natural reaction, but he becomes more open once you make it clear you’re not piling more work on him,” “This would be unfortunate if he’s not ready for this, but we’ve got lots of other good things going,” or “He’ll be upset with me for a while if I keep pushing, but he’ll still respect me as long as I stay calm.”

The point of choosing these latter alternatives isn’t just that they’re likely to be more accurate (because most of the time we’re not actually in the realm of “always,” “total jerk,” “kill me,” or “totally screwed”); it’s that you’re much more likely to calm down if you can see the situation this way, and thus much more likely to continue the interaction with your boss in a way that gives you some chance of success. You’ll be less likely to say things that make it sound like you’re attacking or insulting your boss.

If you think I’m wrong about the basic contention that you, not the person you’re reacting to, are the source of your ongoing emotional state, ask yourself this question: “Why am I sometimes in situations where I’m scared or irate, but other people experiencing the same situation seem to be just fine?” They all heard the boss make that insulting comment or announce that seemingly unfair or ill-advised decision, but they’re responding calmly—while you’re freaking out. If the boss is causing your reaction, how come everyone experiencing his behavior isn’t feeling exactly the same? Clearly, there’s something about how each of us processes external stimuli (e.g., a boss’s behavior) in our head that differentiates us. We have some control over, and total responsibility, for that. If we can’t accept that, we’ll likely spend our whole lives blaming others for our inability to successfully navigate emotion-laden situations.9

Manage Your Own Emotions . . . during the Act

OK, you’ve got yourself into the right emotional state. It’s a good start, but clearly not enough. If you panic or blow a gasket as soon as the interaction gets rolling, you might only make it worse for the very people you’re trying to help. That’s what Robby did when he “tried to be a gentleman” by standing up for a female coworker who was the target of derogatory comments by another peer. He made such a scene when confronting the offender that the firm’s partners got involved. He was trying to help, but only made it worse when everyone in the office now knew what had been said about his coworker.

The same goes for anyone you’re dealing with. You can just as easily undermine your own objectives and status with subordinates if you lose your cool. Sure, yelling and other behaviors that create fear in employees may work in the short run. But as a consequence, you also get “work to rule” behavior, hard-to-detect counterproductive behavior, and a staff looking to avoid you as much as possible. Dave admitted that this happened to him when he blew up at a direct report who was consistently frustrating him with his bad attitude. As a result of what Dave realized was his “unprofessionalism” in the shouting match that ensued, the two never got back on track. Dave was still the boss, but he’d lost his ability to influence his subordinate through mutual trust and respect. The same thing happened to William, a senior manager at an engineering company, when he badly mismanaged a meeting with his engineers. The team was engaged in a technical debate, and when William grew frustrated that a consensus wasn’t emerging, he loudly declared, “You need to just do what I’m saying because I’m the director in this room.” What did William get in response? Stunned silence—and a bad reputation among the many “disappointed and dissatisfied” engineers who shared this story around the watercooler.

What’s clear is that you have to stay calm, or at least present yourself that way even if you’re terrified or raging inside. It’s hard to overstate how impressive it can be, and how much more likely we are to create positive outcomes, when we take a principled stand without losing our cool. Terrence, a young Black man, did just that when he confronted his significantly older, White boss about using racial slurs at work. It was a bold move for Terrence to call out this behavior in public given the hierarchical nature of the place and the knowledge that there were “a lot of racist people working there in higher positions.” Despite the strong emotions he felt in the situation, Terrence didn’t show any anger. He was firm, but level-headed and polite when he spoke, showing compassion and a desire to help correct rather than shame or scold his boss. This allowed his boss to see the ignorance and hurtfulness of his statements and, according to Terrence’s colleague, led to the boss no longer talking like this at work.

The same principle holds even when the issue itself isn’t as potentially explosive as a conversation about racism or other unethical or illegal behavior. For example, Erik was a manager whose objective was to grow the solar business at one of the world’s largest companies. He had to repeatedly share unpopular truths with executives in the company’s traditional business units and faced criticism and pushback when presenting his analyses: “We don’t do that” and “That will never work here” were the knee-jerk reactions of defensive leaders. Despite feeling quite frustrated, Erik continued to engage “by not participating in emotional discussion” but instead by diving deeper into how money could be made in this space. He forced himself to see the emotion-laden critiques of those above him as evidence of their fear of the unknown, not personal attacks, and thus was able to calmly continue what he told himself was as an internal education campaign. He eventually got buy-in and saw a strong pivot toward his recommended strategy.

The point of these examples isn’t to claim that staying in emotional control guarantees positive outcomes. Terrence’s boss, for example, could certainly have gotten defensive and ugly toward him despite his calm demeanor. Still, it’s worth remembering two things. First, you’ll feel a lot better about yourself, knowing you did the very best you could, no matter how the other party reacts. You’ll have less regret about the “how” of your action. Second, there might be some positives that only come about later. Erin, for example, got into an unpleasant exchange with her VP during the debrief at the end of a day of training. After Erin said she wanted to lead people, not boss them, her boss condescendingly responded, “We hired you to be boss.” Erin calmly replied that they must just hold different views of leadership. Although he “continued to be a jerk” to her then, she stuck politely to her point of view. In the days following the meeting, others complimented Erin for the skillful way she held her ground. And perhaps the VP learned something about Erin, because from then on, he was much more respectful toward her.

In contrast, if you let your emotions get the best of you, you’re likely to struggle in the moment and potentially create longer-term negative fallout. Jenna, for instance, worked at a startup under a supervisor who was rude, played favorites, gave contradictory guidance, and had unrealistic expectations for her people. Jenna carefully compiled instances of the problematic behavior and then scheduled a meeting with her supervisor and their skip-level boss. As Jenna shared the examples, her supervisor became angry and attacked back, pointing to trivial instances of Jenna’s tardiness or missed deadlines. Jenna took the bait and became so enraged that she lost her cool. Deviating from the facts she’d written down, she started personally attacking her supervisor. Understandably, the senior leader’s attention was diverted to calming down both Jenna and the supervisor, and nothing productive came of the meeting. Jenna was so discouraged that she soon quit. Not long after, three more employees quit on or got fired by the same supervisor. Despite Jenna’s evidence and best intentions, the supervisor kept her job.

One final clarification: “good emotional control” does not equal “show no emotions.” Time and again in discussing emotional intelligence with managers, I’ve heard the mistaken notion that good leaders don’t get emotional. I think that’s a belief born from witnessing too many people display their emotions very poorly, which imprints the notion that emotions are dangerous and lead to poor outcomes. But as an overall conclusion, it couldn’t be further from the truth (or more impossible) to say emotions should (or could) be kept out of the workplace. Think about it. Has someone who behaved like a robot ever influenced or inspired you? Of course not. You are not emotionally skilled if you appear emotionless in situations where emotional reactions are normal and expected. The key is to find, as professor Jay Conger has written, the delicate balance between appearing too emotional and seeming too emotionally distant.10

Manage Your Targets’ Emotions

So—you’ve got your emotions under control. Now, let’s deal with other people’s emotions.

For starters, you need to understand why others feel the way they do and, at minimum, acknowledge that you have heard how the situation looks from their perspective. For example, Rhonda was being harassed by a coworker and scheduled an appointment with her new VP to report it. Though she was understandably angry and wanted immediate, severe action, she also forced herself to consider her VP’s perspective. He was new, and male, both factors that she expected would condition how he responded. Sure enough, he became visibly uncomfortable when she raised the issue. He tried to minimize his need to do anything and to quickly move on to a new topic. But Rhonda was prepared for this and calmly asked him to explain the situation from his perspective. When he pointed to the difficulty of doing something about an employee he didn’t know that well and of starting his tenure negatively by focusing a lot of attention on this issue, Rhonda acknowledged those concerns. She then reminded him of the legal risks of not responding and of the ways in which HR could take the brunt of the action. She then offered him time to work out a plan. Her respect for his perspective helped the VP move forward productively.

You should also be clear that you are merely offering a perspective—not the only perspective or relevant facts. Avoid common phrases like “the explanation . . . ,” or “the obvious problem . . . ,” or “it’s totally clear that . . . .” When we speak this way, we’re not just implying that there’s only one point of view; we’re implying the valid view is the one we hold, and that others who don’t see it that way are stupid or self-interested. This is what psychologists call naive realism because it’s not an accurate view of the world.11 Falling prey to naive realism can be particularly damaging in the realm of ethically charged situations, where coming off as holier-than-thou is among the surest ways to invoke anger (and other negative emotions) in others.12

Even small changes to counteract this tendency can be powerful. Rather than saying something is “the . . . ,” say “a . . . .” “It seems too simple to make a difference. But it does. Speaking in less definitive terms is acknowledging that you, too, have only a partial view of reality.13 It’s acknowledging that you are sharing your perspective, not the only acceptable or true way to see or feel about a situation. It shows humility and openness and makes it much less likely you’ll offend someone or see them shut down.

Another tip: keep it behavior-focused, and keep it specific. That is, mention only the behavior or policy you find problematic, while avoiding assumptions about the reasons for someone’s actions or behaviors. For example, telling someone “I felt hurt when you said X” is simply naming the behavior and owning your feeling about it. Conversely, saying “You didn’t even care that you offended me when you said X” states not only the behavior and your feeling but also an assumption you’re making about the speaker—namely, that he’s not a good or sensitive enough person to care that he’s hurt you. That might not be what you mean, but that’s how the recipient is likely to hear it. They’ll probably try to defend their character rather than addressing the issue at hand. So, unless you actually want to debate how good or bad, or smart or stupid, or caring or insensitive a person is, stick to the behavior or issue you want to see improved.

It’s also useful to give specific examples right away. Say you’re angry or upset that your boss doesn’t seem to listen to you or give you credit for your contributions. You could say, “When I said, ‘I think we should do X’ in our meeting earlier, you dismissed the idea, but then ten minutes later, when John said the same thing, you said it was a good idea worth exploring further. That leaves me feeling you don’t value me.” Being specific not only decreases the likelihood your boss will feel you’re attacking his overall character, it also avoids a whole back-and-forth in which he is likely to deny that your general statement is true, or just ask you for examples (which if you wait too long, she can’t remember well anyway).

This is something my wife and I have learned over many years. We have always wanted to be respectful and accountable to each other for our behavior. But often we would lob these generic statements at each other—“You don’t listen to me,” “You’re being critical,” or “You’re blaming me for your feelings”—and then derail into an argument about the truth of the generalization. Only as we got better at pointing out in real time the specific behavior triggering the generalization were we more able to really hear the other and either immediately apologize or talk the issue through without defensiveness. In sum: people can much more readily accept that a specific behavior of theirs needs work than they can accept feedback that translates in their mind to “He’s saying I’m a bad person.”

So. Focus on the behavior only. Keep it specific. And, one last suggestion: do it in person. It seems by now that this should go without saying, but people continue to use email or other online forums to address challenging situations. Sometimes this seems to stem from a conscious desire to publicly embarrass or shame the person we’re confronting, a choice that probably reflects that our emotions are taking over and leading us to do something likely to accomplish little except get ourselves into trouble. Other times, we do this because of a story we’ve told ourselves about how this actually improves our effectiveness—for example, “I get so nervous in real time that writing it down in an email allows me to get it all out more rationally.” While it may well be true that writing it down is very helpful—it allows you to organize your thoughts and assess what’s better or worse to actually say—there’s no reason you have to send what you wrote down via what is referred to, in media richness theory, as a lean communication medium like email or text messaging.14

Lean communication mediums simply don’t convey intent well. They don’t allow the recipient of your message to see that you care, to hear in your voice that you’re hurt but not attacking, or to immediately engage in clarifying questions or statements that you can use to calm that person’s emotional reaction. So, whatever your rationale, avoid sending a missive instead of having a conversation. You could use your notes as preparation for a face-to-face conversation, and even take them with you if you need to. Documentation and follow-up notes can be important (especially if you’re concerned about retaliation or later denial or distortion), but they’re seldom a good way to start a conversation off on the right foot.

One last reminder about managing others’ emotions: pay attention to nonverbal signals. Often what people say, or even how they say it, is significantly less indicative of how they’re really feeling than what their body language says. For example, you may be pitching an idea or reporting something problematic and think it’s going well because your boss is saying “I understand,” “That’s interesting,” or “Keep going.” But if she’s leaning way back or has angled her body away from you, she may not actually be that interested. If her lips are pursed, her eyebrows furrowed, or jaw muscles tensed, there’s a good chance she’s feeling something beyond those encouraging words she’s just used. And if she’s got her arms folded across her chest or her fists clenched, you’ve got reason to suspect she’s feeling at least a little defensive. As Carol Goman, an authority on the impact of body language in the workplace, has described, this is the “silent language” of leaders—the myriad nonverbal ways in which people unintentionally convey what they’re actually feeling.15 Whereas many of us have learned to consciously manage our verbal reactions—knowing, for example, that it’s normative in most environments to suppress spoken signs of anger or boredom—few of us are skilled at masking other bodily reactions that accompany these emotions.

Think about how this knowledge might help you. If you pay attention only to your boss’s words when he says he understands and wants you to keep going, you might plow ahead, thinking you’ve got the situation under control. You might start to reveal even more about the problem or idea, bringing more of your own emotions into the conversation, and then be surprised when he appears to “suddenly” become quite defensive. If you’d been paying attention to his body language, though, you might have noticed much earlier that he’d been uncomfortable. If so, you might have attended to those cues in ways that helped keep him calmer and kept yourself from a situation that now feels unsafe.

Exemplar in Action: Anthony Wedo

On the morning before the most important product launch of his career, Anthony Wedo, the thirty-year-old VP of one of KFC’s five US divisions, greeted 250 store managers for a final kick-off meeting. It had been a fast and demanding process—preparing to launch rotisserie chicken in a big, urban test market—and Wedo wanted to get things started on a positive and energetic note.

What happened next startled him. As he addressed the group of store managers and employees, he could tell they were distracted, and the enthusiasm he had been used to seeing from these people was absent. And, as he looked out at the crowd, he noticed that some of store-level leaders that he had counted on since he took over the division were equally distracted or physically absent.

Wedo kept going, thinking perhaps the local managers, like him, were also just anxious. But nothing changed. The crowd, on whom this career-defining launch depended, continued to stare back at him with blank faces. Now Wedo was moving from “nervous but confident” to “downright terrified.”

Something was up. Wedo could feel it. So rather than plowing forward and potentially making matters worse, he cut his remarks short and called an unplanned break.

Wedo found his troubled-looking local HR lead in the hallway and the two ducked into a private room. What he was told was shocking and tragic: at midnight, just hours ago, a group of three local restaurant employees, plus the teenage son of a beloved store manager, had died in a head-on collision with a drunk driver.

The GM whose son had died was related to at least twenty-five employees in the test market and had trained most of the region’s managers in her restaurant. The employees assembled in the ballroom were devastated at the loss suffered by someone most considered the matriarch of an extended family. Wedo himself was distraught. He had developed a special relationship with the GM as they worked together over the past three months preparing for the launch. He had come to count on her, her team, and her knowledge of the managers and of the consumers in the market. He believed that without this GM’s support, the product launch would be doomed from the start in this region.

Wedo collected himself as best he could, breathing deeply to keep himself from panicking. He knew that he needed to control, not be controlled by, his emotions; everyone was looking to him for direction. He needed to decide what to do, and he’d have to do it on his own: his own boss wasn’t arriving until tomorrow.

Wedo directed his HR lead to go postpone the restart for thirty minutes, and then immediately prioritized the calls he needed to make before reappearing on stage. This did not include calling the grieving GM right away, as he knew this would only make him more emotional and not help him decide what to do anyway. In short order, Wedo concluded that there was no way to proceed with the launch the following day.

When he returned to the ballroom, he expressed his deepest sympathy and let the group see how personally sad the news made him. He then told everyone present that the launch would be postponed for one week and canceled the rest of the daylong meeting. He next spent that afternoon talking to people at corporate and working to stem the various losses associated with the delay (e.g., PR and advertising contracts). All told, the direct costs of the delay were estimated at over $1 million—including the costs of closing affected restaurants on the afternoon of the GM’s son’s funeral.

Wedo’s conclusion was poorly received by most at headquarters. His decision only validated the perception that Wedo, who was a decade younger than any of his counterparts and the only one without an Ivy League degree, didn’t fit the mold. He was told that his choice to delay was a “terminable offense.”

So why did he anger nearly everyone above him, and put millions of dollars at risk? Because, says Wedo, it was the emotionally intelligent thing to do. Sure, he could have forced the launch to go as scheduled the next morning. He knew, though, that customer-facing employees’ emotional state is critical to customers’ experience. He also knew that employees who were sad or angry were more likely to make mistakes, thereby risking customers’ first experience with the new product being an unsatisfactory one. And, he knew that in the tight-knit ethnic community he was dealing with, the enduring damage he would sustain in employee morale and commitment by appearing to be a corporate blue-suiter who didn’t really care about their loss would cost him far more in the long run. In sum, he knew that respecting employees’ current emotional needs wasn’t a case of compassion versus profitability; it was a case where business success depended on understanding and respecting their current emotional state. “We simply could not have pulled off the launch given the state these people were in,” Wedo believes to this day.

The launch the following week was met with an overwhelming response. KFC, and Wedo personally, received local acclaim for “doing the right thing” in the aftermath of the tragedy. Sales rose 22 percent and transactions more than 25 percent in the test market, compared to the norm of 3 percent to 5 percent for a new product launch. Overall, it was considered the most successful product launch in the history of the brand.

Remember


	Learning to recognize the earliest signs of our own strong emotions and to separate those automatic feelings from what we consciously choose to do next can prevent both action and inaction that we regret.

	Emotional intelligence is not the lack of emotions. Emotions are key to human connection and successful persuasion, so the goal is not to eliminate them. The goal is to have your emotions be the motivation for action, but not the driver of how you behave.

	Perspective taking isn’t just a nice thing to do. It conveys respect, increases understanding, and helps us to give our own perspective in ways that increase the chance of acceptance.

	Keep it behavior-focused, specific, and do it in person. Generalities that imply character faults tend to land poorly, especially when conveyed well after-the-fact. Stick to the specific behavior, without attributions around intent, and do it in person as soon as possible so your meaning and intent are easier to understand.




CHAPTER 9

Taking Action after the Act

Sarah was frustrated with Pat. Since being promoted to partner, Sarah spent additional time mentoring junior associates, leading internal initiatives, and working on firm-level strategic planning, while Pat, also a newly minted partner, often left work early, had stopped coming to many meetings, and hadn’t developed much new business. On top of that, Pat’s assigned mentees felt neglected and now regularly came to Sarah. While Sarah understood that Pat had young kids and a partner who worked crazy hours, she felt unwilling to continue shouldering the burden of Pat’s attempt to have it all.

Hoping to improve the situation, Sarah decided to use a quarterly meeting of partners and senior partners to raise the issue. Her goal wasn’t to call out Pat; it was to draw attention to the toll that the work culture had on working parents in general. She knew that some of her peers shared her perspective. She also knew what other organizations were trying to do to balance the needs of the business and their employees. When she spoke up, she articulated the ways in which the company culture was causing stress, which, in turn, was putting the firm at risk of losing top people and ultimately jeopardizing both talent development and business performance. The senior partners listened intently, asking several questions.

During the discussion, a senior leader asked Sarah whether her stress and frustration was a broader problem. “Yes,” she replied, “but this isn’t about me personally. It’s a larger issue.” She then quickly shifted back to the need for systemic adjustments and never named names in anything she said. Nonetheless, she noticed out of the corner of her eye that Pat was visibly angry. The conversation continued a few more minutes, until the leader of the meeting said, “OK, we need to move on. This is an important issue, Sarah, thanks for bringing it up.”

As the meeting shifted to another topic, Sarah glanced down and saw her colleague had scribbled a note on her notepad. “Good job,” it read, “but you realize Pat now hates your guts, right?”

___________

Sarah has just raised an issue that is important to her and, she believes, the whole organization. And she took the approaches discussed in the prior chapters—she used data, she tried to frame the issue in a way that would appeal to senior leaders, and she didn’t let her anger control what she said or how she said it. That’s all good, but now what? If you were Sarah, what would you do in the hours or days after this meeting? Would you approach Pat?

If Sarah is like most of us, after enduring the stress of speaking up, she’s probably inclined to retreat and lay low. While understandable, that’s often the worst thing to do if you want your action to produce positive results. In fact, the net result could be negative. Since senior management didn’t commit to next steps, they’re unlikely to make changes. And, now, Pat knows how Sarah feels. He probably felt that Sarah had called him out in front of the other partners. If Sarah moves on without talking to Pat, her relationship with him is sure to suffer.

As we’ll discuss in this chapter, what we do after a courageous act is often more important than the big moment itself. To put it simply: following up is critical, as is being realistic about the likely amount of time and further effort it will take to see through whatever positive change you’re hoping to make. Competent courage involves addressing head on any negative emotions or relationship damage you may have unintentionally created, thanking and sharing credit with those who’ve helped so far, and confirming next steps with key stakeholders. It also involves persistence. That is, rather than giving up when the outcomes of your courageous act aren’t optimal, you’ll need to treat the aftermath as an opportunity to learn more and to glean helpful information about how to keep pushing forward.

Following Up

No matter how well or poorly you think your first attempt has gone, you can usually make things better by choosing to take further action. Sometimes those acts are courageous too.

Solidify Next Steps

In my study comparing the outcomes of courageous acts, people who experienced positive outcomes were significantly more likely to have touched base with their targets to discuss next steps and to thank those who helped out with the act itself.

As Harvard Law School’s Douglas Stone and Sheila Heen have noted, if we’ve ended a conversation without explicit action plans, metrics, and benchmarks, there’s a good chance we’ll be disappointed by what comes next.1 Busy people will forget what was discussed; people who weren’t that dissatisfied with the way things are will revert to the status quo.

That’s true enough. But if you don’t get specific agreements the first time you raise an issue, you can follow up. You can schedule another meeting for as soon as possible and go in this time with the explicit purpose of establishing next steps. If your bosses seemed to like your idea but didn’t commit to action the first time you brought it up—as happened to Sarah—you can follow up with distinct asks. If your peer finally seemed to hear what you were asking him to do differently, but you didn’t lock in agreement on what progress would look like and when you’d next touch base, you can ask to talk again with that as your agenda.

When you seek specific commitments, it can help to distinguish between outcome goals and metrics—the ultimate state of performance you want to achieve—and process goals and metrics—steps you believe are critical to achieving those outcomes. For example, imagine you gave a presentation on increasing representation throughout your company. Your outcome goals, such as “equal representation of men and women at all managerial levels,” are of ultimate importance. But if your follow-up involves trying to pin down senior managers to commit to getting to “50 percent within three years” when you’re at just 10 percent today, there’s a good chance you’ll walk away empty-handed. If, conversely, you ask them to commit to specific process goals and metrics, such as “at least five targeted recruiting events per year,” “a specific leadership development program for a hundred high-potential females,” and “a promotion process that utilizes technology to help with de-biasing,” you may have better luck locking in their commitment.

Address Negative Reactions

No matter how skillfully you frame the change you’re suggesting or making, there’s a reasonable likelihood someone will be hurt, angry, or confused. After all, change implicitly says that something currently happening is a problem. You can ignore others’ feelings, hoping they’ll just get over them, but letting this negative energy fester can be bad for the changes you want.2 And it’s almost certainly a bad idea to ignore others’ feelings if you care about those relationships. In short, it’s usually worth it to address what you sense or know are lingering negative feelings, even if doing so feels like yet another courageous act.

When Catherine Gill made an in-the-moment decision to launch a “call to action” for cultural change at Root Capital during a leadership retreat (detailed in chapter 5), she knew she had caught the CEO off guard and that he might have felt that the conversation was an indictment of him. So Gill purposefully checked in with him privately that evening. Yes, she wanted change. She also cared about the CEO and knew how critical his support was going forward. Gill assured him that no one was trying to single him out for blame or doubting his intentions. Nor, she said, was anyone trying to start a revolution; they were trying to be part of the firm’s further evolution into its ideal form. The CEO admitted that he was still processing what had happened but looking forward to continuing the conversation.

In other cases, even if your motives were pure or you really had no reasonable alternative, it will be obvious that you’ve hurt or angered someone. As uncomfortable as it may be, you really only have one good option: face their feelings and try to make things at least somewhat better.

That was Marin’s choice. Marin had played a vital supporting role in a merger that was producing a lot of disruption and uncertainty. Some of her team members were at risk of losing their jobs. The situation was uncomfortable. But Marin didn’t hide. She faced those employees and offered to help them find better opportunities—either at the newly merged company or another. Much to the chagrin of HR and other senior leaders, Marin met weekly with her team members. She helped them work on the skill sets needed in the new environment and also encouraged and supported those who wanted to pursue other options. “I adhered to management’s requests and read their scripts,” Marin said, “but I also spoke from my heart as an individual. I made it clear that I was not representing the company when I worked to hold them up as human beings and to help them work through their emotions.” Some did leave, but many stayed with the company due to Marin’s willingness to address rather than ignore their pain.

Sometimes, you’ll upset someone but you won’t know why—as when Jack announced the launch of a task force to explore reorganizing some departments to better serve clients. Though he assured his employees that nothing had been predetermined, and that he expected whatever the task force brought forward would be grounded in careful analysis of data from many sources (including input from the people in the room), a member of his team made several snarky remarks.

Jack decided not to ignore this negative reaction and therefore visited that employee’s office within thirty minutes of the end of the meeting. He didn’t want to do it, but he thought the discomfort might be worth it if he could learn about the employee’s resistance or resentment and lessen or eliminate it up front. Jack was direct: “You seemed very upset when I announced the task force. Can you help me understand what you were reacting to?” It turned out that the employee shared Jack’s belief that things could be done much better and was quite supportive of the task force’s mission. But when Jack had listed “potential savings” as one of four reasons for the task force’s work, he had been triggered and didn’t process anything else Jack said. All it took was for Jack to clarify that “getting it right” was the main objective, whether it saved money or not in the end, for the employee to feel better. The follow-up took less than five minutes, but it converted a key team member from being in “blocker” mode to fully supportive.

Give Thanks and Share Credit

If you’ve enlisted the help of others, you need to thank them—even if you failed to persuade your boss or tame the bully. At minimum, they kept you from standing alone, and that’s worth your thanks. And a simple gesture of gratitude may be enough for them to try again on other occasions.

When things have gone well, don’t get so caught up in your success that you forget to share or give credit to others. Sharing credit isn’t just the right thing to do. It’s also, according to Harvard Business School professor Rosabeth Moss Kanter, an important part of motivating people to undertake similar efforts in the future.3 When Teddy Roosevelt successfully resolved the largest early crisis of his presidency—a major coal strike in 1902—he immediately shared credit publicly for the outcome. He penned thank-you letters to each member of his own team, and to other key stakeholders like J. P. Morgan.4 If the president of the United States could make time for gratitude, it’s probably fair to assume we can and would be wise to do so too.

Remember It’s a Journey

The outcomes of some courageous actions are determined immediately—like when you intervene to prevent physical harm to a fellow employee who is doing something unsafe. Often, though, it takes a long time to determine what’s possible, and the best outcomes accrue only to those willing to keep trying and learning over an extended period of effort.

Be Persistent

Here’s a frank, but hard to disprove, statement: if you’re only willing to try one time, you’re either (1) naive about how change actually comes about or (2) not that committed to what you’re trying to accomplish. As noted by Bertie Forbes (the founder of Forbes magazine) and documented by John White in his book Rejection, history shows that the most notable achievers usually experienced repeated setbacks before finally succeeding. Winners won, said Forbes, because they “refused to become discouraged by their defeats.”5

You’re sure to face pushbacks and setbacks—especially in a business setting. When Cindy, a manager in a commercial real estate company, tried to convince senior leaders to make a formal commitment to sustainability, she met with resistance. But she kept pushing and renewed her focus.

Rather than making a general case for sustainability, she needed to show that money could be made, not just spent, on sustainability efforts. So she joined a program in which some of their properties would receive regular payments for agreeing to be on standby in the event of a power grid emergency. She then got several other properties to pilot an energy efficiency program that showed tangible cost savings. Now she had internal data to use to make her case. But she took one more step. Since her senior leaders always paid careful attention to an annual industrywide survey that outlined emerging trends, she spent significant time getting the association in charge of the survey to make sustainability-related questions a major focus. Eventually, her tireless efforts paid off: her firm now has an established sustainability committee and support from the board for organization-wide efforts.

Persistence also increases the admiration and appreciation you get from colleagues. Trying once is often appreciated, for sure. But, if you keep trying in the face of setbacks and rejections, you’ll truly earn the respect of those around you.

Chuck, for example, worked for a manager who was routinely abusive to members of Chuck’s team. Because the manager “kissed up and kicked down,” everyone felt it was risky to speak up about his behavior. At the potential risk of his job, Chuck nonetheless reported the manager to both HR and to his skip-level boss. The manager was given a slap on the wrist, after which he improved for a short while.

Then the manager went back to his abusive ways. Again, no one would speak up. The inconsequential response to Chuck’s report only cemented in others’ mind that it was neither safe nor worthwhile to try to do anything. Only Chuck, who watched another team member suffer from ulcers from working with their boss, refused to let it go. This time, he went all the way to the top, telling the VP of HR about the consequences of the manager’s behavior. The manager was fired, and the morale and health of Chuck’s team recovered quickly. How do I know this? Because Chuck’s coworkers told me.

Adopt a Learning Orientation

You have two choices when you face setbacks: you can view them as conclusive results or chances to get data you can learn from.

If you view situations through what Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck calls a fixed mindset, you’ll see the first sign of failure as evidence that you’re just not capable of accomplishing your goal.6 “Things are what they are,” you’ll tell yourself, “so there’s no point expending more energy and putting myself at further risk.” If, conversely, you view the same initial setback through a growth mindset—and choose a learning orientation—you’ll take what happened as evidence about what doesn’t work, adapt your strategy, and use what’s happened as motivation to keep working to achieve your goal.

That’s how Duke University’s Mike Krzyzewski (“Coach K”), the winningest coach in the history of college basketball, treated his team’s loss in the semifinal game of the NCAA tournament in 1989. Most would have packed up and headed home, utterly disappointed. But Coach K told his team they were going to stay through the national title game two days later. It was important, he told them, to see what the success they were seeking looked like. Years later, he reflected on that decision: “Sometimes in a defeat, you can set the stage for future victory.” To be clear, he didn’t want his team to like losing; he wanted them to understand they could learn more from it than the pain they felt. This required forgoing a performance orientation for a learning orientation.7 In the former mode, all the team would have done is harshly judge every mistake; in the latter, they analyzed them as opportunities to grow. In the next two years, Duke won its first and second national championships.

Part of developing a growth mindset and a learning orientation is to let go of the myth that the people who succeed are just innately better than the rest of us. They can create change or achieve greatness in their domain because they were born different, we tell ourselves. It’s a convenient way to let ourselves off the hook, but it’s largely untrue. As Dweck reminds us, Michael Jordan—perhaps the greatest player in the history of professional basketball—was cut from his high school varsity team and didn’t get recruited to his top college choice (North Carolina State). He became what he did because he used every setback as motivation to do something different and better. He practiced longer and harder than anyone around him, focusing on ways to hone his strengths and shore up his weaknesses.

Scientists and entrepreneurs can’t possibly succeed without a learning orientation. Scientists have to be willing to design experiment after experiment in which they continually learn what doesn’t work if they hope to eventually find what does. That’s why the process of drug discovery, for example, takes many years and billions of dollars. By the time some form of a drug has proven safe and effective in humans, many alternatives have failed at some point along the way. The same is true for would-be entrepreneurs: if you’re not willing to view initial failures as a chance to learn rather than the indicator of your ability to build something new, you probably shouldn’t head down that route in the first place.

But it’s not enough to simply view what went wrong as a learning opportunity. There’s an additional—and pivotal—step: you need a good process to make sure that you’ve actually learned all you can from the event. What you need is some form of after-event review (AER).8 You may have heard of AERs being used after hospital mistakes, airplane mishaps, oil spills, and major explosions or fires. A personal, scaled-down version of an AER may seem unnatural, especially since our instincts are to quickly blame others for what happened and engage other defense mechanisms to distance ourselves from our negative emotions around the event. But it’s an essential part of the learning process.

AERs can take different forms. If I were advising Sarah—the partner who was angered by her coworker Pat—I’d suggest she begin her after-action review with a quiet period of introspection. At first, her mind may drift to self-serving attributions (“It’s not my fault that Pat’s freaking impossible to deal with”) or self-defeating criticisms (“I screw it up every time I try to speak up”), but she should push past that phase and move toward multiple and more plausible explanations and perspectives. Sarah might jot down things like, “Pat might be less angry if I’d let him know in advance I was going to talk about this” or “It might have been better if I’d brought this up in a smaller, less public context.”

Next, Sarah needs to gather information from other sources—maybe an audio or video recording that could be played back. Often, though, the best data available is perceptual in nature—feedback from others about how they experienced the situation and what they’d suggest we could have done differently. While Sarah may think there was no reason for Pat to feel implicated personally by what she said, how did other colleagues perceive it? How did she come off to observers—as someone talking calmly about an organization-wide problem, or as someone choosing an indirect way to attack Pat? In what ways do they see Sarah’s behavior as having contributed to the problem? If she’s really interested in learning, she’ll go talk with Pat, and ask similar questions. The point here is to acknowledge that our learning will be quite limited if we stick with only our own recollections. We have to be willing to consider other sources of data that add to, and even contradict, our inevitably limited and biased interpretation. Remember, the point of a personal after-event review is to increase the odds we’ll do better next time. If you only use it to confirm your starting position, it’s a waste of time.

Exemplar in Action: Fred Keller

While walking the plant floor at Cascade Engineering, a manufacturing company headquartered in Grand Rapids, Michigan, founder Fred Keller and employee Ron Jimmerson hatched a plan to give people on welfare a chance. “It seemed like the right thing to do,” recalls Keller. “Going back to the ’60s, I believed ‘the system’ wasn’t working, and I’d cared about intergenerational poverty since I was a young man.” His values-driven rationale: “I’ve got a business that might be able to help. Why not try to do something about it?”

Their first effort to establish a welfare-to-career (W2C) program, which included Jimmerson renting a van and looking for potential workers in a low-income area of Grand Rapids, was a bust. Cascade wasn’t sufficiently prepared to help the new hires succeed. “We didn’t know what we didn’t know,” recalls one of the supervisors, so they resorted to a “tough love” approach that just didn’t work.

To Keller, the initial outcome was simply data: the first attempt hadn’t worked, he reasoned, so clearly there were things to learn before taking another step.

Unfortunately, their second attempt—which included potential Cascade employees first working at a local Burger King for six months—didn’t work either. Part of what Keller and others misunderstood, because they still didn’t really understand intergenerational poverty and the challenges of getting out of it, was that the barriers to consistent attendance and performance remained too high.

After several years, Keller’s team managed to hire several dozen welfare recipients. But the company was struggling to truly integrate them. Turnover remained significantly higher for the W2C group, and those who worked with or supervised them were frustrated or angry. The few W2C employees were often late, distracted, needed to leave early, or just didn’t show up because they had problems with transportation, their children’s schooling or health or childcare, or a myriad of other life challenges. In this context, it was hard to sort out legitimate frustrations from stereotypes about people in poverty. When supervisors tried to cut these new employees a little slack, longterm employees voiced concerns about fairness. On-the-ground managers were thus feeling it from all sides: they were expected to stick with the program because senior management wanted it, and they were expected to hit existing quality and quantity production goals despite the challenges posed by the new employees’ attendance and performance. “This is not gonna be good,” a plant supervisor at the time recalls thinking. Even the local Goodwill president wondered if this was a “good idea that just wasn’t going to fly.”

Keller persevered, requiring first himself and then everyone in a managerial position to undergo focused training on intergenerational poverty. Equipped with better understanding of the “hidden rules” of poverty and how standard middle- or upper-class strategies and responses simply don’t work, Keller and his team renewed their commitment to finding solutions. He also continued to be a cheerleader, encouraging everyone to see the broader purpose of the endeavor. But while beliefs and attitudes were beginning to change, challenges persisted. With more than a few W2C workers on a shift in any plant, problems with attendance, output, and factory culture were still prevalent. Clearly more was needed if the program was going to succeed.

To address this, Keller and Andy Zylstra (a Michigan County director at the Family Independence Agency) formed a novel company-state partnership after reaching a bold conclusion: they needed to put a state social worker on-site at Cascade. In this way, social workers could get real-time input and help solve problems before they escalated. In theory, it was a win-win-win: if more employees got off welfare, it would ultimately save the state money; W2C workers would get more effective help for their nonwork challenges and become permanent members of the workforce; and Cascade would reduce turnover, meet its production goals, and thus show that it was possible to do social good while still making money.

With Cascade agreeing to pay half the social worker’s salary for several years (until evidence about the program’s ultimate costs and benefits could be collected and assessed), the state accepted this creative proposal. While it certainly wasn’t smooth sailing from then on, people at Cascade today consider the intergenerational poverty training and on-site placement of a social worker to be the key turning points. With those supports in place and a never-give-up, continuous learning culture infused from the top down, the W2C program slowly but surely found solid footing. Managers—who now believed in the project—pushed through the hard times, iterating toward new processes that facilitated effective employee-social worker interaction, overcoming perceptions that there were two sets of standards, refusing to bow to employees’ threats to leave, and eventually letting go some employees whose attitude got in the way of their performance.

Cascade’s W2C program persists to this day, with turnover rates now as low for W2C employees (whom most within Cascade can’t even identify) as overall turnover at Cascade (and statewide turnover in the manufacturing sector). Cascade’s program is widely studied and celebrated. It has been publicly lauded by Michigan’s governor as a model for state efforts to help get people into the workforce and off welfare. And it served as a template for iteratively developing other bold programs at Cascade, like their “Returning Citizens” program for former felons and their anti-racism program. Internally, these are now taken-for-granted parts of how Cascade operates and why people want to work there.

None of this would have taken place had Keller thrown in the towel after the first, second, or even third attempts at building these new models proved extremely challenging. Nor would Cascade be where it is today had Keller not routinely shared credit and followed up in myriad ways that helped others collectively own the company’s truly unique culture. It took courage for Keller to take these steps, well beyond the significant financial resources he risked: by being willing to make himself vulnerable by admitting shortcomings along the way, by standing firm when people said he was crazy or out-of-his-lane as a businessman, and by standing up for populations who themselves initially thought his position of privilege meant he would never truly understand or help them.

Remember


	What you do after your initial action is also a critical part of being competently courageous. Following up to garner specific commitments, set specific timelines, and agree on specific goals and metrics is critical to turning your courageous act into meaningful outcomes.

	Addressing negative or uncertain emotional states is also critical follow-up work. Sometimes our initial courageous act requires another one in the form of approaching those who are hurt or angry about what we said or did.

	Persistence is needed to see through almost any systemic or deep-seated behavior change. If you’re only willing to give it one try, you might be better off not acting at all in many cases.

	Adopt a learning orientation, where you view initial outcomes from your action as data to be learned from, not the final evidence of whether your objective can or will be achieved.




PART THREE

CLIMBING YOUR COURAGE LADDER


CHAPTER 10

Cultivating Courage

You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face. You must do the thing which you think you cannot do.

—Anna Eleanor Roosevelt

Whether speaking truth to power, confronting peers or subordinates, or engaging in other challenging actions, the people I’ve studied all shared an awareness that what they were doing was risky, and most felt at least some degree of fear. That’s right: like the thousands of military personnel Stanley Rachman studied, even the people who appeared so calm and cool in the stories I’ve shared often acknowledged they were afraid.1 They, too, had sleepless nights worrying about the consequences of their actions. But they acted nonetheless. So let’s be clear. Fear isn’t a sign that you shouldn’t move forward; rather, it means the stage is set.

It’s time to decide: Will you start climbing your own courage ladder, one rung at a time?

The Path to Competent Courage

There are three routes to competent courage. First, we can change how we think. That’s the logic behind cognitive behavioral techniques—understanding and modifying the unhelpful thoughts that get in the way of desired behavior. Second, we can add useful tools to our behavioral toolkit, such as specific techniques for conducting difficult conversations. This is the realm of communication strategies, such as learning how to “sell issues,” negotiate conflicts, and skillfully challenge without offending in emotionally charged situations. Third, we can change or better control our physiological responses. Here we’re talking about managing our body’s automatic defense circuitry, whether that means learning how to dampen those responses or to behave skillfully despite them.

Let’s take a closer look at the kinds of changes you can make.

Thinking More Productively

To think productively about the challenges you’ll tackle, start by accepting that your interpretation of life’s events isn’t just about, or even primarily about, what is objectively happening; it’s about what you perceive is happening and the story you immediately start telling yourself.

Sporting events provide the perfect illustration of this point. Imagine you’re watching an (American) football game with your friend. It’s a tense game. Your favorite team is driving for a winning score late in the game, and the quarterback throws a perfect pass to a wide receiver streaking down the sideline. But just before the ball can fall softly into the receiver’s hands, a defender bumps him and knocks the ball away. You’re livid, screaming at the TV for a pass interference penalty. To you, it was a blatant foul. But your friend, who’s a fan of the opposing team, vehemently disagrees. He thinks it was a great, legal, game-saving play.

You both watched the same play; you both accuse the other of being biased. What objectively happened on the play is irrelevant because, like so many things in life, it’s what we see and tell ourselves that determine how we feel and behave.

That’s why cognitive behavioral therapists focus on helping people identify, question, and replace limited and limiting thought patterns with more helpful or accurate ones.2 To stick with the football example, that might mean learning to check yourself when you start overgeneralizing (“My team always gets screwed by the referees” [surely bad calls happen to all teams]), catastrophizing (“We’ll never win a championship” [one call surely doesn’t predict eternity]), or labeling and name calling (“Their fans are a bunch of …” [their fans are likely no more or less biased or bad than your team’s fans]).

It’s probably not worth developing a self-improvement plan to deal with our responses to a game. But if we’re talking about how we handle difficult situations at work, that’s different. There, our ability to respond skillfully in the moment and our willingness to keep approaching rather than avoiding similar situations in the future is quite important to us and others. Learning to see things differently and tell ourselves more productive stories in real time is really valuable.

As I’ve discussed, learning to recognize and change unproductive thinking under stress is pretty hard if you haven’t even practiced in less stressful circumstances. That’s why psychologists recommend learning new ways of seeing a situation and rehearsing them over and over.3 This is what John Lewis and his peers did to prepare to nonviolently resist and is the essence of Mary Gentile’s approach for learning to competently “give voice to values” at work.4 For example, you have to script out the reminder you’re going to silently give yourself at the first sign you’re starting to distort what’s happening; you have to think through what you’ll tell yourself when someone starts shutting you down; and you have to mentally rehearse what you’re going to say or do at the first sign your action is derailing.

Trust me, I’m not lecturing you from a place of presumed perfection. I continuously push for change at work, and thinking productively under stress is something I struggle to master to this day. When I share an idea and it’s not immediately met with open arms, I often feel a flash of anger and my mind races to generalizations (e.g., “He never supports innovation”) and catastrophizing (e.g., “This is why higher education is doomed”). Since these thoughts are both inaccurate and sure to create negative reactions if verbalized, I remind myself ahead of time to counteract these automatic reactions with more helpful thoughts. For example, I might prepare to defuel my initial reactions by writing down alternative narratives, such as “His initial reactions often soften as more compelling data is shared.”

What about you? As you think about taking small steps up your courage ladder, what unhelpful thoughts do you want to practice recognizing and changing? On the left side of a sheet of paper or spreadsheet, jot down one or two common thought patterns you have under stress that you realize are unhelpful. Then, on the right side, write down one or two alternative things for each you’d like to tell yourself when you next have that thought. Also record somewhere how, specifically, you’re going to remind yourself of these goals before your next stressful interaction.

Mastering New Communication Tools

We’ve already talked about the importance of framing your actions in ways that are less offensive and more compelling to others. Let’s look here at some other powerful tools for succeeding in difficult conversations, including some additional types of inflammatory language to avoid in already hot situations.

Imagine you were recently promoted and one of your direct reports is someone significantly older than you. Now let’s add a twist. That same older colleague was your boss and mentor before your promotion. For months, you’ve tried to discuss his feelings and how you could still work together well. But he’s been unwilling to talk and has largely carried on as if nothing has changed. This is undermining your authority and causing confusion with other stakeholders such as clients.

The problem is this. You’re thinking, “You owe it to me to change your behavior immediately,” but he sees it another way: “You screwed me. The least you can do now is leave me alone.” If neither of you skillfully moves the conversation beyond these conclusive statements—or what the late Harvard professor Chris Argyris described as the top rung of each person’s cognitive ladder of inference—all that’s likely to happen next is that you’ll escalate the volume and harshness with which you each lob your convictions back and forth.5 If you’re the higher-power person (which you would be in this situation), you might appear to “win” because your subordinate is likely to give up sooner out of fear. But what exactly have you won? You have no better understanding of his feelings or reasoning, and he understands yours no better. And while you may be able to coerce some short-term, visible change from him, you’ve certainly only further alienated him and increased the likelihood that he’s giving less effort and going to continue subtly undermining you.

Getting past this kind of “top of the ladder” impasse requires skillful use of both “advocacy” and “inquiry.”6 Advocacy is not about simply stating your conclusion (your top rung) more loudly or articulately; it’s about revealing what’s below your conclusion on your cognitive ladder. At the lowest level is the data you’re drawing from as the basis for your conclusion. In the example here, you might point to facts such as, “I’ve tried to discuss this with you, and have given you time to process your feelings and adjust” and “I’ve not corrected your inappropriate behavior in staff meetings.”

Your next step is to reveal your reasoning (which is driven by the data and experiences you’re paying attention to). You might, for example, say, “I have been patient and empathic and given you time to adjust to the new reality.” Having shared your data and reasoning, the bases for your conclusion (“That’s why I’m saying that I need you to change your behavior”) are clearer. He still might not like this conclusion, but at least you’ve started to create a common pool of understanding from which the conversation might proceed.

But even if you skillfully advocate by revealing your own ladder of inference, you’re at most halfway to a conversation that might produce a mutually satisfactory outcome. You’ve also got to engage in skillful inquiry, which involves getting your new subordinate to reveal what’s below his conclusion (“I owe you nothing. You should leave me alone.”). Remember, there are a lot of relevant of facts or data points out there, and many plausible interpretations of most data. Your job is therefore to learn about your subordinate’s data and reasoning.

In this case, your inquiry might involve questions such as, “Can you help me understand why you think I screwed you? What data or experiences support that conclusion?” or “What’s leading you to think that just leaving you alone and leaving things how they are is healthy and productive for the team?” Your goal at this point is not to further debate his conclusion; it’s to truly try to understand why he’s concluded that. Most of us espouse the value of perspective-taking, but doing it well requires a skill most of us haven’t practiced nearly enough: helping others share more than their conclusions with us.

Let’s say you do skillfully inquire and he reveals facts like: “I spent years mentoring and developing you,” “I trusted you on a million occasions,” and “Some of our clients are not comfortable with you yet.” He then shares his reasoning from these data: “You aren’t the friend I thought you were” and “You still need me.”

These would be painful things to hear, for sure. And are you now guaranteed to reach a better place for both of you because you’ve revealed your cognitive ladder fully through skilled advocacy and gotten him to reveal his through skilled inquiry? Of course not. But your odds are better because you’ve finally gotten insight into his recent behavior and what it’s going to take to repair this relationship or at least make it functional at work.

Don’t underestimate how hard it is to skillfully advocate and inquire in the manner described above. Nearly all of our training (think of high school or college debate, standard communication training, or even how you argued at home growing up) leads us to assertively push our conclusion, with or without skillful revelation of our reasoning and data. We’re taught that overwhelming someone with our point of view is the way to “win.” Conversely, it’s quite rare to have learned to skillfully inquire during difficult conversations. Sadly, this is a mistaken notion of winning that leads to a lot of pyrrhic victories at best—we might get others to give up and pretend to accept our point of view, but this certainly doesn’t mean we’ve come to the best solution for both parties or for our group or organization. If the latter is your goal, then you should welcome the idea that once you hear someone else’s data and reasoning, you might conclude that they’ve got the better idea for moving forward productively.

Walking down ladders of inference through advocacy and inquiry is a powerful communication tool. But that doesn’t mean it’s easy or comes naturally. Phrases like “The answer here is . . .” and “We should do this because . . .” roll off our tongues readily; conversely, it takes conscious effort to say things like, “Can you help me understand what you’re feeling or thinking about this?” and “Can you share the experiences or data you’re drawing from here?” Like most of what we’ve discussed in the realm of developing competent courage, you have to practice employing advocacy and inquiry until you can use it in ways that feel and sound authentic to you and others.

Deborah Kolb, an emeritus professor at the Simmons School of Management in Boston, developed another method—“reframe-problematize-anchor on purpose”—to help people unfreeze their current positions and work together toward solutions. You start with reframing, which involves providing an alternative construction or interpretation of the situation. You then problematize the situation, which requires you to not only state the problem, but also to clearly articulate your request that the other be an active partner in working toward a mutually acceptable solution. Finally, you try to anchor on a shared purpose that can be advanced by working productively together.7

To see how this works, imagine a discussion between two managers at odds about their response to a competitor trying to steal business leads. Britt decides to use this tool to counter Jerry, who is advocating a “fight fire with fire” approach—namely, “going after those unethical jerks” using methods that are themselves ethically dubious. Britt starts by reframing the situation away from the competitor’s behavior, saying, “Our core problem, as I see it, remains lack of site approval from any local government so far, not what our competitor is doing.” He then tries to problematize Jerry’s position, saying something like: “You seem to be focused on retaliation. Help me understand why this is your focus rather than finding ways to bring a deal to completion ASAP without adding further risk to our plate.” Notice that this problematizing involves inquiry—his request that his peer reveal what’s below his conclusion on his ladder of inference. Finally, Brett tries to remind Jerry that they have a shared purpose, saying, “We both want to make money bringing our concept to consumers. Let’s figure this out so we can get back to making that happen.”

Beyond practicing specific techniques like the ones above, it’s also worth the effort to eliminate certain words or phrases that, whatever your intent, tend to just create anger, defensiveness, and denial. Table 10-1 contains some of these trap words and phrases to avoid, along with the reason they tend to make a bad situation worse. For example, it’s common when we’re upset or passionate about something to use words indicating extreme (in)frequency, such as “You always . . .” or “You never . . .” This tends to go poorly for two reasons. First, your claim is likely not true, as very few things actually happen always or never, and exaggerating like this just undermines your overall credibility. Second, when you tell someone they always or never do something, it’s quite likely you’re going to get derailed from the issue at hand as the person starts a debate about frequency. “That’s not true,” they’re likely to retort, “I did it on this date, and on that occasion, and that other time.” If your intent is to get someone to start or stop doing something, keep the focus on that. Not on exactly how often they do or don’t do it.

Breaking bad habits of language that get in the way is hard work, as is successfully using new communication tools. But both can be done, and when you start changing your work conversations, you’re likely to see benefits in other spheres of your life, too. Albert, for example, learned and practiced new tools in the realm of business situations during his time in our leadership lab. When he reflected a few months later on the experience, he noted that he was regularly using the same tools in his personal life. Rather than aggressively fight back, which has been his default strategy for as long as he remembers, he’d recently used these tools to navigate a difficult conversation with his brother about the best way to plan their mother’s birthday and to handle a difficult situation with several friends.


TABLE 10-1
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What will you work on? As you think about next steps, how might you practice revealing what’s going on below your conclusions, and learning about others’ reasoning and data through inquiry? What’s a specific conversation you could try during in the days ahead? Or for what conversation might you script out and then try the reframing-problematizing-anchoring on purpose technique? What trap words or phrases that you use are you willing to work on eliminating? If you’re not sure, share the list with someone you trust and ask their opinion. Then ask them to alert you when they hear you saying one or two of the things you’d like to stop using.

Changing or Controlling Physiological Responses

Having healthy internal dialogue or a full communication toolkit won’t be enough if you’re so emotionally aroused that the more primitive parts of your brain have taken control. As discussed in chapter 8, competent courage also requires an ability to keep your physiological reactions under control, whether that means by doing things that keep you from getting overly emotional in real time, or learning to behave skillfully despite physiological arousal.

Mindfulness and meditation are increasingly looking like powerful tools for helping us cope with acute and chronic stress. Mark Bertolini, the former CEO of Aetna Insurance, began meditating when the pain from a skiing accident that broke his neck in five places was so unbearable that he was feeling suicidal. Finding that it changed his life, he became an evangelist for mindfulness practices at work, creating in-house programs for both yoga and meditation.8 A double-blind study conducted on Aetna employees, who were randomly assigned into a workplace yoga program, a mindfulness-based program, or a control group (who did nothing new), found that those in both mind-body intervention groups showed significantly greater improvements on perceived stress, sleep quality, and a heart rate variability measure.9 These benefits came from a program that totaled only twelve to fourteen hours of formal training over twelve weeks. So, while you won’t be a Zen master overnight, you also don’t have to move to Nepal and join a monastery for years to reap the benefits of mindfulness practice.

If you’re not ready to make time for a mindfulness or meditation practice (even though you could start by devoting only a few minutes a day using all sorts of apps now readily available on mobile devices), you could instead just force yourself to focus on your breathing right before and during moments of intense interaction. Folk wisdom about “taking a deep breath” or “silently counting to ten while breathing deeply” actually aligns with the science on how our stress response works. When we’re stressed, our sympathetic nervous system is dominating, as indicated by increased heart rate and blood pressure, shallow breathing, and other telltale signs. Slow, deep breathing, in contrast, activates the vagus nerve—the control switch for our parasympathetic nervous system—and thus actually does calm us down as the two components of our central nervous system return to a more balanced state.10 So, while you can’t usually stand and do some tai chi when you’re in a stressful meeting at the office, you certainly can train yourself to take a few slow breaths before speaking or continuing to speak. And, if you can do that yoga pose, stretching, short walk, or something that makes you laugh before a big moment, do it.

To be sure, mastery of our automatic emotional reactions takes lots of practice. You don’t quickly retrain brain circuitry that has evolved for thousands of years to keep us alive, but you can make real strides if you’re willing to work at it. What will you try?

Rehearsing Mentally Is Good, but Not Good Enough

Let’s revisit the notion of mental practice or rehearsal. The concept is simple: you play the situation out in your head, imagining the sequence of what you hope to say or do. Athletes do this all the time: gymnasts “walk through their routine” mentally, baseball players “see the pitch,” and golfers “imagine the shot” they want to hit.

We can all do the same thing, imagining what we’re going to say or how we’re going to respond to all kinds of work situations. For example, Ken got flustered and nervous and had trouble “finding his place” whenever he interacted with someone more powerful than him. It had gotten to the point where he went into full-on fight-or-flight mode before important meetings and therefore “gave others full control of the conversation before even entering the room.” Working with a coach, Ken learned that engaging in a specific “mental preparation ritual” helped him not just organize what he wanted to say, but also calm his nerves and bolster his confidence so that he can be questioned and challenged without losing his footing. Ken now uses this mental rehearsal strategy regularly and finds that he’s actually enjoying the kinds of business interactions that he used to find terrifying.

As valuable as mental rehearsal can be (it’s been linked to actual performance in lots of domains11), don’t forget that two things will still be true: (1) no matter how much you practice in your head, others won’t know you’d like them to start, stop, or change something until you actually speak or act; and, (2) no matter how much you practice in your head, where it’s psychologically safe and you can therefore stay calm and think rationally, you can’t really master “hot” situations unless you practice under circumstances that mirror that emotional intensity. Dress rehearsals can be helpful, but you’ve ultimately got to control your emotions and actions when there’s an actual crowd out there judging you.

That’s why colleagues Bobby Parmar and Connie Dunlop and I created an experiential leadership development lab (ELDL) at the University of Virginia’s Darden School of Business. Our ELDL seeks to provide the kind of “graded realistic training” that Rachman studied in military contexts,12 but to do so with a focus on helping people become more skillful in the kinds of workplace situations where the risks are primarily economic, social, and psychological.

Our actors are trained to do everything they can to mimic the emotional intensity of real difficult conversations and situations where people feel exposed, vulnerable, and on the edge of control. We are purposefully exposing participants to stress (in an otherwise psychologically safe context13) so they can learn to recognize and then change their reactions. Said one young leader, “it wasn’t until I was actually confronted by an abrasive, abusive person [in the lab] that I realized how tongue tied and helpless I was in resolving situations like this.” Said another: “The repetition and feedback have been invaluable. Instead of just talking about how I would handle firing someone, managing a hostile meeting, or pitching a board, now I know how I would react. Now I can walk into most hostile business situations like these with the confidence that I have seen it before and that I have the tools to be successful.”

This book, unfortunately, can only describe the benefits of this kind of controlled exposure. To improve how you react under stress, you’ve got to actually step into situations that trigger a danger response and practice taming it with those alarm bells ringing. You’ve got to commit to action, not just contemplation.

Commit to Action

If you’re serious about the challenge of cultivating courage, it’s time to start converting your intentions into real action. Let’s look at two specific steps to take next.

Set Good Goals with Implementation Intentions

Start by getting your courage ladder back out (or building it for the first time if you didn’t in chapter 4) and setting some challenging, specific goals. Intuitively, we all know what hundreds of studies have shown—that lack of specificity means lack of real commitment and little likelihood of success.14

We say, for example, we’re “going to lose fifteen pounds by fifteen weeks from tomorrow” when we’re truly ready to commit; in contrast, we say we’re “going to lose some weight this year” when we’re not truly ready to get started and stick to a plan. The same is true for any behaviors you’ve put on your courage ladder. If your goal is no more specific than “Speak up to my boss more,” how will you know when you’ve accomplished it? Is once enough? Twice? About what issue(s)? And how will it be motivating enough to get you past your fears since you can always tell yourself you’ll do it some other time?

Make your goal S-M-A-R-T. First, your goal should be Specific. You might, for example, say “I will speak up to my boss next week about inequities in our travel policies.” That’s a goal with specific “what” and “when.” This goal is also clearly Measurable—you will know if it happens. If your goal included to speak up to your boss while avoiding sounding angry and using inquiry to understand why she thinks the travel policy is fair, then you likely need others to help you assess how you did. You might not have felt angry and think you inquired, but is that how it sounded to someone else?

Talking constructively to your boss about travel policies is also Actionable—it’s something you have control over and can do right away. Talking to your boss about the travel policy is also Realistic, assuming you have access to her and that this is an action toward the bottom of your ladder. Finally, this goal is Time-bound—you’ve given yourself until the end of next week to have the conversation.15

Let’s say you’re not ready to commit to speaking up to your boss because you aren’t sure you’ve laid the groundwork described in prior chapters or have the tools yet to do so effectively. In that case, you can set goals related to those steps. For example, if the issue is that you get tongue-tied every time you try to speak when you’re nervous, what specific commitment can you make to work on that? Don’t just think about how valuable improv training might be; sign up, pay for it in advance, and get to your first class this month.

Here’s one more thing you should do to increase the odds of follow through on your goal—add what Peter Gollwitzer, a psychology professor at NYU, calls implementation intentions.16 The core idea is to use stimulus cues (things that happen in the situation around your desired goal behavior) to make that desired behavior happen automatically rather than allowing yourself the chance to make excuses for not taking action.

For example, say your goal is to exercise more regularly. The problem is that there are always reasons cropping up to avoid exercising. If you planned to do it first thing in the morning, it’s not irrational to tell yourself, “I slept poorly; this would go better later in the day when I’m less groggy.” When your day has extended too long, it’s also not irrational to think, “I’m supposed to go the gym now, but need to get home to spend time with my kids before they go to bed.” But now it’s evening and you “can’t exercise right before bed or I won’t sleep,” so you’ve managed to talk yourself out of exercise all day without any untrue or irrational thinking.

Gollwitzer’s method to address this problem is to build “if-then” statements to help yourself eliminate this type of rationalized avoidance. For example, you might link your exercise goal with the following cues from your body: “When I have to use the bathroom, I will walk up at least two floors to do so” and “When I am so tired that I yawn at my desk, I will get up and walk for ten minutes.” You might even sleep in workout clothes and put your tennis shoes next to your bed, telling yourself, “When my foot hits my tennis shoes stepping out of bed, I will put them on.” If you trained yourself to automatically use the bathroom two floors up, to automatically get up and walk when you yawned, and to automatically put those shoes on, you’d start exercising more without having to consciously battle your brain’s amazing ability to rationalize it away one choice at a time.

This might seem too simple to make much of a real difference, but it’s actually quite powerful. Recently I shared this concept and the example above with managers at a major construction company. A week later, I got a note about Tom, whose goal had been to review more architectural drawings because failure to catch errors leads to major rework expenses. The problem was that Tom just didn’t think he had time, and so hadn’t really committed to any new strategies for doing more reviews. After our session, he decided that he’d set a pile of drawings in a visible place on his desk and spend ten minutes reviewing them every time he got up to visit the bathroom. That created twenty to thirty minutes a day that he started automatically reviewing drawings (because he didn’t decide to do [or not do] it each time, he just did it). Within one week, he’d identified three mistakes and avoided $50,000 or more in rework.

Implementation intentions have also been shown to help people reduce and take action despite their anxiety.17 You can do the same with your courage goals. Think in simple if-then terms—for example, “If my boss says X, I will . . . ,” “If I feel my face flush, I will . . . ,” or “If I notice Y happen in the meeting, I will . . .”

Your brain will always try to avoid things that are hard. So if you’re serious about moving forward, take some time now to write down some implementation intentions that will help you avoid copping out. What “if” and “when” statements will be your triggers to action? And what, specifically, will you automatically do when those triggers occur?

Commit Publicly

All right—let’s do one last thing to lock in some action: tell someone or commit publicly in another way. This makes failure to act costly, in part because it makes it about our integrity. If we don’t do what we say we will, it’s clear to ourselves and others that we’ve failed to live up to a commitment.18

In The Mystery of Courage, Michigan law professor William Miller talks about the strategies used by seventeenth-century Italian soldier Raimondo Montecuccoli to eliminate possibilities for chickening out in warfare.19 Montecuccoli purposefully let the enemy cut off lines of retreat, he burned his own ships and the bridges his troops had already crossed, and he assigned people to shoot retreating soldiers. While these extreme measures aren’t exactly fitting for the average modern workplace, the point is that we can increase our commitment to action beyond merely telling others about our goals.

The company stickK, for example, helps people follow through on goals by having them sign a “commitment contract” and then providing various forms of support.20 This includes having users agree to donate a defined amount of money to a cause they despise (an “anti-charity”) if they fail to follow through. This clever approach is based on the principle of loss aversion—people do not want to lose what’s at stake, especially when it’s for something they would feel terrible about supporting.21 Imagine the motivational boost if you’re for major limitations to gun ownership and you’ve agreed to donate to the National Rifle Association if you don’t meet your goal. Or you’re a staunch Republican and you’ve agreed to donate to and canvas for the Democratic candidate in the next local election if you don’t follow through on your goal.

Beyond the motivational benefits, sharing your goals can also create opportunities to learn and be supported. When others know you are trying to do something new or better, they can provide insights, resources, and contacts. And they can be on the lookout for ways to help you. For example, if your goal involves some kind of speaking up, they can pay attention to how you do it and offer feedback. If they see you didn’t act when an opportunity existed, they can point that out too. Even if things don’t go as well as you hoped when you stretch yourself, you’ve now got one or more people who know how hard you’re trying and who will be ready to help you process the experience and get ready for the next time.

Climbing a courage ladder is hard work, with some falls likely. There’s no good reason I can think of to go it entirely alone. So, who will you tell about your goal?

Remember


	Like any skill, competent courage comes from significant practice. We develop mastery over difficult, fear-laden situations by carefully exposing ourselves to, not avoiding, these situations.

	Increased competence in courageous situations can come through three types of changes: improvements in how we think before and during stressful moments, improvements in our behavior due to mastery of new communication tools, and improvements in how we handle the physiological reactions that can undermine our desired behavior.

	Everyone’s courage ladder is different. The route to improvement involves building one that is specific to you and designing a plan to climb it one step at a time from the bottom rung.

	Setting SMART goals with implementation intentions can help make your desired changes a reality. Making your goals public can increase your motivation and your ability to learn from and with others.




CHAPTER 11

It’s Up to You

Hoping or thinking that we will be courageous when a critical moment arrives is a cowardly approach. We cannot become someone in 30 seconds that we haven’t been for the past 10 years. The critical truth of courageous leadership lies in how we live every day, not just flashes of the extreme.

—Colonel Eric Kail

I love the above quote by the late Colonel Eric Kail. To me, it summarizes the core message of this book: things can change—for you and for others—but you’ve got to be willing to put in the work. You’ve got to let go of the idea that there’s some magical personality type that makes all courageous acts easy, or a genetic endowment that equips some at birth with the skills needed to stand up, speak out, or step outside the box successfully. Similarly, you’ve got to let go of the false hope that you’ll be ready and able when the big moment comes if you haven’t been preparing for it by doing something time and again in many smaller moments. You’ve got to accept that real change requires a fair bit of your own perspiration, not just the inspiration provided by others. Doctors, nurses, firefighters, and others who risk their lives for us are capable and willing to act in stressful situations precisely because they’ve spent years training to effectively own this kind of responsibility.1

That’s why I’ve focused in this book on competent courage as a set of skills to be developed through regular practice and a set of actionable steps you can take before, during, and after moments of courage that increase your chance of success and decrease the likelihood of personal trouble. We’ve learned about many ways to reduce the perceived and actual risk you face, and how to slowly but surely increase your “can do it” attitude through prudent exposure to challenging situations.

In the end, though, there’s no way around the reality that courage ultimately comes down to your willingness to act despite, and in spite of, risk and fear. It’s great if you can eliminate 100 percent of the perceived risk from a situation, but once you do so, it’s no longer an opportunity for courage. That’s why, in the end, courage also requires a “must do it” attitude. Your courage at work (and elsewhere in life) requires a willingness to endure potential personal pain on behalf of something more important than that pain and other negative consequences you might face. As management consultant and writer Patrick Lencioni has articulated, it’s about deciding which values are truly core to you, and therefore worth enduring pain to stand for, versus those that are merely aspirational.2 I’d add that it’s about following your heart, not just your head. Indeed, the word courage comes from the Latin word cor, meaning heart.3

What leads us to conclude we must act despite the potential for personal pain? For some, it’s a deeply internalized sense of responsibility—an inability or unwillingness to assume that someone else should do it, a refusal to be a bystander. Whether they’re trying to understand who sheltered Jews during the Holocaust, who refused to administer electric shocks in the famous Milgram experiments, or a number of other risky or nonconformist behaviors, psychologists have had a hard time identifying concrete personality traits or other individual characteristics that reliably differentiate those who act from those who don’t. What’s been common, though, is a description shared by those who acted that they felt personally responsible for helping, that they had to do it, and that doing so was a matter of personal integrity or authenticity.4

Sometimes the drive to act comes from an intense focus on others.5 Psychologist Stanley Rachman, for example, found in his military studies of courage that both airborne and ground combatants reported that their desire to avoid letting down their comrades played an important role in pushing past their fears.6 That’s also what Clemson psychology professor Cynthia Pury and colleagues found in their study of ways to increase courageous action. Mental rehearsal and other cognitive techniques were reported as helpful, but most common were strategies focused on the outcomes to be achieved through action. Specifically, those who acted courageously were likely to bring to mind those whom their action would help or, more generally, to remind themselves about the value of the goal they were pursuing.7

The sense of purpose and obligation that drives courageous action is independent from the sense that you’re fully competent or ready. For Tachi Yamada, it was about contributing as much as possible to the alleviation of patients’ suffering even when he was in new situations and navigating unchartered territory. For the schoolteacher who got fired for refusing to brush off a cheating incident involving a star athlete who was also the school board’s daughter, it was about defending the principles of learning and fair play. For Fred Keller, it was about using his business to do social good when that involved trying things no one else had yet done successfully. For the many others whose stories I’ve shared in this book, it was about some driving force that made the risks worth taking.

Whether you respect his choice or not, it’s also what drove Colin Kaepernick—then the starting quarterback for the San Francisco 49ers—to sit and then kneel during the playing of the national anthem before football games. What Kaepernick just couldn’t do any longer was ignore the inner voice telling him to use his platform to raise awareness of ongoing racism and social injustice in America. Asked at the time if he feared being cut for this silent form of protest, Kaepernick said if it happened, he’d “know [he] did what was right” and that he could “live with that at the end of the day.” Asked if he feared for his safety, he replied, “If something happens, that’s only proving my point.”8 That’s what must do looks like.

In the end, Kaepernick did find himself out of a job and still hasn’t been hired by any other NFL team despite having better statistics than nearly every backup quarterback in the league and some teams’ starters. It’s a consequence, as he said, that he was willing to live with.

The same is true for Sallie Krawcheck, who says she “knew I would get fired” from Citigroup but still went ahead and did what she felt she must. Krawcheck was the CFO at the beginning of the financial meltdown in 2008. She argued that Smith Barney, which was part of Citigroup, had sold some investments that were much higher risk than people had thought. “We were dumb,” said Krawcheck, so she advocated to the board of directors that they return some of their clients’ money. It was a sound decision that would ultimately strengthen relationships, she thought, because it would “demonstrate to clients that we would do the right thing by them.” Eventually the board sided with her on this issue, but Krawcheck was fired not long afterward.9

As I’ve shown throughout this book: you don’t always get fired for doing what you feel you must. I’d never have written this book if I thought that was the case. Take Dara Khosrowshahi, the CEO of Uber. Following the disappearance in 2018 of journalist Jamal Khashoggi (who was eventually confirmed to have been killed by agents from Saudi Arabia), Khosrowshahi was among the first to cancel his attendance at the high-profile Future Investment Initiative hosted by the Saudis. This was no easy decision, given that Uber had received a $3.5 billion investment from the Saudi sovereign wealth fund less than two years earlier and one member of Uber’s own board headed that fund (which was sponsoring the conference). Said Khosrowshahi, “I chose to end my participation because, quite simply, it was the right thing to do.”10 Not everyone loved his decision, but he remained CEO.

Outside the spotlight, there are many more unsung heroes who act courageously without getting in trouble. Martha, for example, stood up against the sexual harassment she and others experienced from their boss, the company president. She decided that either things were going to change or she was going to leave. Martha confronted the boss and gave him specific examples of what he had done, and how they made her feel anxious, depressed, and unable to trust him or herself. She told him she assumed that this was unintentional—that he thought he was just creating a fun environment and didn’t know he was causing her to feel this way. Nonetheless, she said, it had led her to believe she was never going to be seen as an equal or promoted on merit alone.

Having gotten that out, she sat silently, waiting for him to either explode and fire her, or to invalidate her by saying she was being too sensitive and should just toughen up. He did neither. He apologized. He praised her for having the courage to come and say to him what no else had, even though now he was horrified to realize other women probably felt the same way.

Over the subsequent months, Martha’s boss sought a lot of input from Martha and others. He then issued a formal apology to all staff, pledging to make the workplace a safe and equal opportunity business. He also promoted Martha to a VP position. In making the announcement, he praised her willingness to speak up and stand against actions that are wrong and asked her to lead the charge in continuing to improve the culture of the organization. It was an incredible place to be for someone who had believed there was no way the president would ever promote a woman in his company to this level of power and authority.

Is this the perfect ending we all hope for? Not exactly. A couple years after her promotion, Martha told me with disappointment that her boss had slid back into his old ways. But this time she didn’t doubt herself, and she knew what the next right step for her was: finding a new place to deploy her talents. She’ll move on with no regrets—she had stood up, demanded respect and change, and was willing to walk away.

A Note to Leaders

If you’re in a position of formal leadership, where you manage people and also have an influence on your organization’s culture and systems, I hope you’ve read this book from two perspectives. First, I hope you’ve considered how you, personally, can be more competently courageous. That’s important for yourself, and it makes you a model for others.

Don’t underestimate the symbolic impact that your behavior has: people pay attention to power. They see those above them as “embodiments of the organization,” the living illustrations of what the organization really values and is like.11 If you’re not taking courageous action yourself—speaking up to your boss, taking prudent risks to defend and promote others, putting your foot down when you know something is wrong—the message is all too clear: “courage may be given lip service, but it isn’t actually expected or rewarded around here.” It won’t matter that you say you want others to be courageous because, as Ralph Waldo Emerson once wrote, what you do will speak so loudly that no one will hear you.12

Second, as a leader, I hope you’ve also been thinking, “What am I going to do more broadly about this? How am I going to get the important behaviors described in this book to happen more frequently?” You might do what numerous organizations are doing these days, which is to claim courage as a core value and even use phrases like “encourage courage” as a mantra.13 Sure, I’ve clearly been encouraging courage in this book. I think that makes sense when the focus is on ourselves—what each of us wants to do to be our best selves and make our greatest contribution to the world during our one short life. But if you’re a leader of others, especially one with significant control over the organization’s policies, practices, and cultural norms, are you really running a healthy organization if you’ve got to encourage people to routinely accept significant risk just to do important parts of their job? Put starkly by author and ethicist Rushworth Kidder in his book Moral Courage, “Something is clearly wrong with a culture that requires routine courage by employees.”14

Said another way, encouraging courage without addressing the underlying reasons for your people’s fear is essentially telling them, “You’re right, it’s not safe, and it isn’t going to be. Please act courageously anyway.” From my perspective, that’s a serious case of displacing responsibility onto those with less power: you’re telling the people below you to be more courageous without also doing everything you can to change the conditions that make key behaviors feel so risky.

So if you’re a leader who finds yourself lamenting that “no one around here has enough courage,” I implore you to investigate why everybody needs so much courage to work in your unit or organization and then to get serious about doing things to change that. Indeed, when leaders tell me they’re interested in encouraging courage, I ask them why they wouldn’t instead want to focus their efforts on decreasing the perceived need for courage. That involves doing things to create what Harvard Business School professor Amy Edmondson has called “psychological safety”—the belief that one won’t be punished or humiliated for engaging in behaviors that help the organization learn, even if things don’t turn out perfectly or feelings get hurt along the way.15 For example, maybe rather than focusing training primarily on how employees can speak up more effectively it’s also worth investing resources training people to receive and respond to feedback more constructively. Or, rather than pressuring employees to step out of their comfort zone, it’d be better to redesign evaluation and reward systems that convince people it’s easier to get ahead by trying new things than by playing it safe.

These approaches—encouraging courage and decreasing the perceived need for it—aren’t mutually exclusive. A senior marketing executive told me a story that illustrates how an organization can purposefully design a system to help change an important behavior from one that employees find nerve-racking and hard to do well to one that they have mastered and look forward to doing. When Pat Lafferty—now a marketing and advertising executive with senior leadership experiences in the world’s top agencies—first started at Chicago-based ad agency Leo Burnett Worldwide, he was terrified at the meetings where creative work was reviewed. The entire chains of command on both the business and the creative sides were there, and the junior account person (which Lafferty was) was required to give feedback first. In the early days, Lafferty had the same physiological reactions he remembered feeling in his high school Latin II class. He was short of breath, sweating, and trying not to make eye contact. He tried to say as little as he could get away with in the meetings.

When Lafferty or other junior account associates did speak, they tended to “get their asses handed to them.” From the perspective of Lafferty and his peers, the natural place to start one’s feedback was as the “voice of the client.” For example, the client may have said something like, “Our consumers really like it when we show people enjoying the food, including smiling while they are chewing.” In turn, the junior account would relay this fairly directly, offering something in the review meeting like, “We should be showing more food enjoyment.” This kind of feedback, however, was routinely shut down. Not surprisingly, Lafferty’s and his peers’ first response was to hold back in future meetings, even though they were closest to legitimate client input, so as to not get shot down again.

At first blush, this seems like a lousy, callous approach to training people. It appears to be creating embarrassment and fear and stoking avoidance tendencies. Actually, though, it was intentionally designed that way to help junior people learn. It was encouraging—in fact, requiring—courage from the junior folks. Yes, it was painful the first couple of times you gave feedback. But you were in the room (rather than excluded as a junior person) for a reason: to learn how to do it skillfully. You watched others do it better and worse, and you took notes about what worked well. You learned what you should be doing ahead of the meetings to be more prepared and how to deliver the right messages, the right way during the meetings. Over time, this decreased the sense that honest participation was a courageous act. Success made it feel much less risky.

The key, says Lafferty, was learning how to give the feedback in a way that built on others’ ideas rather than appearing to tear them down. He explains:

It really is as simple and as difficult as, “How can I help this work live and grow? How can I help it reach the potential?” At the risk of sounding overly dramatic, you should look at the idea as you would one of your children. You wouldn’t (or shouldn’t) look at your kids and start with all that is wrong with them. You look at what is wonderful and special, and you help build on that.

This didn’t mean that people at Leo Burnett learned to avoid talking about legitimate concerns. It meant that they learned to become masters of the “and stance” strategy discussed in chapter 7. They learned how to first affirm what was good or working with a project and only then move to how more value could be added. They learned to remember that any project was “someone’s baby,” so success in those meetings required beginning with validation and making clear you wanted to help that baby thrive. When the project’s “parents” sensed this intention, they became able to hear the rest and accept help. Conversely, when someone just jumped in with what was wrong, the project’s parents got defensive and wouldn’t listen.

In relatively short order, Lafferty became skilled at framing his feedback and the other things he could do before, during, and after the meetings to add value without engendering negative reactions. Rather than looking down, he confidently made eye contact and contributed with confidence. He felt great being included in a key process undertaken by a team focused on doing great things. Sure, he still had plenty to learn, but the review meetings became enjoyable, and the self-confidence he gained in them positively impacted all aspects of his work.

It’s Up to You

More than a half century ago, professors Philip Slater and Warren Bennis predicted in Harvard Business Review that “democracy was inevitable” in organizations.16 Without “full and free communication, regardless of rank and power,” and related behaviors that foster learning and creativity, an organization simply wouldn’t survive, much less thrive amidst intense competition, they said.

Sadly, we’re still a long way from most organizations being fearless democracies in the eyes of most employees. Among US federal government workers, for example, at least one-third of respondents to the annual employee survey in recent years have disagreed that they can disclose a suspected violation of any law, rule, or regulation without fear of reprisal.17 As we’ve discussed, this same fear of speaking up or standing out pervades many other for-profit and nonprofit contexts. In a 2020 poll of 14,500 employees across industries conducted by the Yale Center for Emotional Intelligence, 80 percent said they felt constrained in speaking truth in their organization, including when they are under pressure to act unethically.18 People worry generally about getting fired or punished materially for being honest or bold, and they worry about the social and psychological consequences that can also come from these actions. They assume that the way to get ahead is to be a “yes man,” not an innovator or truth-teller.

So where does that leave us? One answer might be “in a state of despair.” I certainly can’t deny that courageous acts can lead to all sorts of negative consequences. It would be an irresponsible lie for me to claim otherwise. Still, for me—and I hope, for you—another place to land is “highly motivated to do something.” Work environments are often dysfunctional, far from being great places for humans to spend the majority of their waking hours and far short of fostering opportunities to maximize potential to make the world a better place. In such environments, we desperately need more courageous acts from everyone. Not just from those for whom it seems to be easy (it’s not), or for those we think were somehow genetically endowed with skills that we don’t have (they weren’t). From everyone.

The choice is yours! Are you willing to do the hard work of preparing yourself for moments of courageous action, to take steps to maximize your ability to act competently and confidently, and to do so with the best possible chances of success? And are you willing to act despite the risks that will always remain, choosing to stand for things that are more important to you and others than your personal success or popularity?

The irony in this all is that while courageous action should be done in the services of others, for principles more noble than self-interest, in the end it really is about yourself. It’s about your choice to do what it takes to respect yourself even if not everyone else does. It’s about the regrets you will or won’t have. It’s about knowing that in twenty years, you will be “more disappointed by the things you didn’t do than by the ones you did.”19

Both research and anecdotal evidence suggest that lasting regret is indeed far more likely to come from things we know we should do but don’t than from things we do even if they go poorly. Recently I read business writer Amy Gallo’s blog post about how to speak up about ethical issues. Among reader comments that followed, one man noted he’d done the things she outlined as best practices. Nonetheless, what transpired was a nightmare for him and his family. Yet he also said he’d do it all again. “Integrity cannot be sold, that firm is better off for it now and voiceless employees were represented,” he explained, and further noted that his children “learned an important lesson of integrity which they carry with them as adults.” And, he concluded, he would never want “silence in the face of injustice” to be the legacy he leaves.20

That writer will, I suspect, die feeling “good tired.” As described by author and businessman John Izzo, good tired comes from focusing on the things that really matter to you, and being worn out but content.21 Bad tired, in contrast, results from efforts to win in the eyes of the outside world while knowing you aren’t being true to yourself. One way we fail to be our true selves is to allow fear and calculated short-term self-interest to prevent us from taking enough prudent risks. When Izzo asked the older participants in his study if they’d risked enough, almost every one of them said no. For many, that led to regret.

If Eric Kail pushes us to practice courage regularly by reminding us that we can’t become someone in thirty seconds that we haven’t been in the past ten years, Izzo’s findings also warn us against waiting thirty years before becoming courageous in our last ten seconds. We’ll have a lot of regrets, and likely be “bad tired” if that’s been our strategy for living.

I leave you with my favorite quote. It’s from playright and political activist George Bernard Shaw. “The reasonable man,” he wrote, “adapts himself to the world: the unreasonable one persists in trying to adapt the world to himself. Therefore, all progress depends on the unreasonable man.” In the world of work that most of us inhabit, daring to speak up or stand out is still often seen as unreasonable. I hope you’ll do it anyway, because all progress depends on it.
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Chapter 1

1. All quotes from https://www.theringer.com/2020/1/15/21066392/stuart-scott-espn-sportscenter-career-death-broadcaster.

2. Keith Olberman tribute to Stuart Scott, ESPN, January 5, 2015, 6:19 p.m., http://espn.go.com/video/clip?id=12125173.

3. All stories told in this book are true. However, to protect identities, I often use only a first name in sharing someone’s story and change that name and any other nonsubstantive details to preserve anonymity. For example, “Chris’s” story is real, but this is not his actual name. In contrast, when a story is already in the public domain or I have received explicit permission, the person’s full name and other details are revealed. For example, Stuart Scott and others named in his story are actual names.

4. Since the earliest recorded tracts of Aristotle, Plato, and the Chinese poet Mengzi—all before the common era (BCE)—courage has been written about in nearly every domain of intra- and interpersonal social life. Most dominantly, though, discussions of courage have centered on the physical bravery needed in battle. Plato, for instance, focused mostly on courage in military settings; likewise, the “good soldier” was the measure of courage for Aristotle. While social scientists and philosophers have focused more attention in recent decades on other types of courage, rigorous attention to the concept of workplace courage is still nascent.

5. This definition of workplace courage put forth by Evan Bruno and myself includes the two components widely agreed upon in the broad literature on courage: (1) action taken despite perceivable risk and (2) action that is in service of a worthy cause. Note that this definition does not require the cause to be “moral” or “morally good.” Here is a simple example that illustrates why I believe some workplace acts are worthy enough to be called courageous without having to meet some formal ethical threshold. In one study I ran, each participant read about an employee, “Maya,” speaking back to a defensive boss about one of four different issues: (1) a product line not well aligned with market trends, (2) unrealistic sales goals, (3) hiring trends not aligned with the organization’s needs, or (4) unethical comments about people’s looks, race, ethnicity, or sexual orientation. While all have potential value to the company, only the last issue involves a clear violation of ethical standards or standard conceptions of morality. Yet all of these behaviors were seen as reflecting significant, and a similar amount of, courage by Maya.
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Two sample courage ladders

Adam’s courage ladder

Confront peer(s) about their
inadequate work quality,
quantity, timeliness, or
inappropriate behaviors

Admit one’s own significant
mistake to direct boss or
higher-ups

Challenge/push back on a
direct boss about strategic or
operating policies or practices

Operate with more autonomy
than currently granted by job
description or internal
authorities

Marty’s courage ladder

Speak up/stand up to direct
boss about his or her unethical
or illegal behavior

Confront direct boss about his
or her disrespectful, hurtful,
unprofessional, or
inappropriate interpersonal
behavior

Challenge/push back on a
leader above one’s direct
supervisor about strategic
operating policies or practices

Confront peer(s) about their
inadequate work quality,
quantity, timeliness, or
inappropriate behaviors
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Marty’s specific courage ladder

Marty’s specific courage ladder

Tell Janice that | think the way
she is booking and shipping
products ahead of formal
contracts being signed may be
illegal

Talk to Janice about the way she
talks to us in a demeaning and
overly controlling way when
she’s stressed

Talk to Linda [my boss’s boss] about
her new travel policy that is

causing resentment and risking
burnout

Talk to John [my peer] about
submitting shoddy reports that
I have to massively rework to
prevent trouble for our team
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Words or phrases to practice eliminating

Avoid:

Why?

Hot-button words like “inap-
propriate,” “unethical,” “un-
professional,” “ugly,” “bad”

Words negating room for
doubt, such as “obviously,”
“clearly,” “unambiguously,”
“beyond doubt”

“Should”-ing others

Telling people to “not take it
personally”

The words “You are . . .” to
describe a specific behavior
or fact

Saying, “You make me . .."
to describe feelings you are
having

Exaggerations, especially
those involving claims about
frequency (“always,” “never”)

They feel like character attacks. Words that threaten hu-
man needs to feel morally decent, competent, and likable
quickly put people on the defensive.

They imply others are too stupid to see or understand
or agree with what you’re claiming or not open to other
interpretations.

Telling others what they should do feels like an order, and
it suggests that there is some value violation they will be
committing if they don’t do what you say they should.

If it feels necessary to say “It's not personal,” then part of
you knows it is personal. It's better to avoid this phrase
altogether and acknowledge the pain or other emotions
associated with things that are personal.

This sounds like you are labeling the entire person (e.g.,
their character) rather than just a specific behavior or
situation. Saying “That’s wrong” focuses attention only
on whatever “that” is; saying “You’re wrong” focuses the
person hearing this on defending him- or herself more
generally.

Feelings originate from within our mind and body and
are controlled by us, not others. When you try to make
someone feel bad for making you feel something, they
will likely become defensive. If you own your feelings —
saying, “I feel . . .” —others are more likely able to hear
you and be willing to do something to help rather than be
focused on defending themselves.

Your goal is to be credible, which is undermined by hy-
perbolic statements. Also, getting into an argument about
how often something happens just sidetracks you from
the issue itself.
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