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			Introduction

			The Value of Exchange

			At the risk of reducing a very broad concept to two simple common denominators, the entire business world flourishes because of two things: investment and exchange. Investments—of vision, money, time, creativity, technical expertise, and sweat equity—are required to launch a company. Then, exchanges—of company stock, product sales, partnerships, new technology, and marketing opportunities—sustain and, ideally, build that company out.

			As it happens, The Vanguard Network, which I founded to facilitate professional and organizational excellence, was also built upon ideas of investment and exchange.

			But the company added some twists to these tentpole concepts.

			And there had to be a twist. The Vanguard Network doesn’t offer software as a service, develop transportation solutions, or package financial instruments. Nor does it sell consumer staples, utilities, industrials, health care, energy, or technology. It has no physical retail outlets, either. And yet, the alpha (is anyone still allowed to still say “killer app”?) of The Vanguard Network is an investment that at its core can be found at every stage in a successful business—from startup to IPO, M&A to stock split, and every stage in between.

			From day one, the company has bet on the unfettered exchange of ideas as a means to achieve personal and organizational excellence. It’s a simple idea, really, underpinned by a holy trinity of best practices. Let me list them one at time, so nobody falls out of their chair:

			 

			Talking.

			Listening.

			Sharing.

			 

			At first blush, this may not seem like a cutting-edge business model. No bells. No whistles. And as Vanguard COO & CFO Tony Powe and I like to say, no PowerPoint, either.

			Look at the many data-crunching consultancies, executive coaching organizations, and business schools, and it becomes clear the opportunity to exchange ideas, issues, and concerns with groups of experienced, dynamic business professionals is all too rare.

			The Vanguard Network has filled the void, assembling and connecting industry leading CEOs, strategy-focused CMOs, Fortune 500 general counsels, investment-generating CFOs, security-minded CTOs, and of course, the power behind the C-suite—board members.

			Aware that the C-suite and the pursuit of excellence can’t exist in vacuums and that performance and innovation are enriched by outside forces, we have built an expanded network that encourages and includes atypical business voices to enhance their exchanges. Leaders from the public sector and NGOs have joined the proceedings, as well as academics, social scientists, psychiatrists, and, yes, even a nationally renowned mentalist, Gerard Senehi of the Open Future Institute.

			Hundreds of focused exchanges have taken place since The Vanguard Network launched in 2014. These events have titles that intentionally underscore their communal nature—forums, roundtables, or dialogues—and led to thousands of hours of executives discussing their struggles, successes, and strategies as they strive to lead with authority, vision, compassion, and excellence. And that, in turn, has yielded an avalanche of insight to help leaders lead and provide them with ways to, as I like to say, see around corners.

			It is hard to quantify the specific takeaways that each exchange offers. But they frequently provide the angles to glimpse, if not the future, then new paradigms, common challenges, uncommon solutions, potential connections, and new colleagues. The returns on the investment of participating in an exchange, then, come in the form of insightful anecdotes, plainspoken hard truths, personal stories, helpful best practices, academic analysis, data-driven demonstrations, society-changing visions, futuristic warnings, paradigm-shifting revelations, and old school common sense.

			All of this is valuable information made even more priceless because of its sources: CEOs who have built billion-dollar companies, scientists who have filed hundreds of patents, embattled general counsels who must sometimes feel like they work for the Department of Defense, marketing geniuses who know more about positioning than a convention of yogis, and consultants and academics who dive deep into research to develop winning strategies.

			Quotable Wisdom

			The modern executive wakes up every day to a world of constant transformation and disruption, where everyone—from board members to stockholders to digitally savvy consumers to social media trolls—is a potential stakeholder in any and every business. If that isn’t challenging enough, the modern company, whether an agile startup or a Fortune 500 behemoth, exists amid and among an ever-shifting foundation of geopolitical uncertainty, volatile markets, supply chain challenges, and technological innovation that moves at whiplash-inducing speeds.

			That is why we’ve assembled some of the wisest words, pithiest insights, and informative journeys shared at Vanguard Network events into a book—to help executives of all levels optimize their performance, inspire those around them, and, of course, see around corners.

			The quotable wisdom found in these pages—which, I confess, includes a few remarks by yours truly (at the insistence of an editor!)—was made without communications team members lurking in the background. But forthright honesty is only part of the power of Seeing Around Corners. The real impact comes from the experience, specificity, and breadth of knowledge of the contributors. The leadership and real-world lessons imparted in this collection of quotes touch on culture building, sustainability, hiring, board relations, and cyber security, to name a few topics. They provide actionable insights on the most relevant and consuming business issues of the day, and are offered here to help managers of all stripes achieve meaningful traction within organizations and in their careers.

			This book, then, spotlights The Vanguard Network’s best practices in action. The upcoming pages of quotes are taken from experts talking and sharing. As readers, you get to learn what was said. It’s a safe investment, one I hope will serve leaders of today and tomorrow in their future exchanges.

			Ken Banta

			New York, 2025
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			On Leadership and Success

		

	
		
			 

			I think the biggest reason people fail at leadership and advancement is that they bet against themselves. Many people derail themselves this way. They self-sabotage because they don’t have the confidence to bet on themselves. People talk about tone at the top. They talk about setting the right example. These are absolutely important, but to me courageous leadership is not only setting the tone to the top, but forcing it through the organization and making it clear there’ll be consequences if it isn’t followed.

			People make mistakes all the time, including me, so we don’t punish mistakes. We try to learn from mistakes. The cardinal sin is making the same mistake twice. That shows we didn’t learn anything.

			Dave King, Former CEO, Labcorp

			If you can get your people to believe that what you’re doing actually matters, they will work harder for you. They will wake up and go to work more for you. And they will stay with you. They’ll fight for you. That’s why subservience to purpose, having a meaningful purpose, is important.

			Justin Menkes, Partner, DHR Leadership Consulting; Author of Better Under Pressure

			A whole leader is reaching for more—not just on the outside, but also within—and leads with their humanity in a way that includes others. They follow an invisible goal that always calls them beyond what they have accomplished as they know that the world needs much more. So they are willing to reach beyond what they can see, setting realistic goals that can build on each other to lead to more of what is possible. It’s still like a sense that purpose calls you way beyond what you’re already accomplishing, because you realize much, much more is possible. So it always stretches you to manifest that more and to do it. Also with more elegance and grace and inclusivity.

			Gerard Senehi, President, Open Future Institute

			A leader who focuses exclusively on output and effectiveness, and doesn’t take the human side of things seriously, is almost guaranteed to fail. Employees increasingly demand workplaces that respect their individuality, emotions, and needs. Being a conscious leader is powerful—it’s not just about empathy and emotional intelligence, but also about understanding cognitive biases and the mistakes our own brains can make. Studying how our brains often trick us into irrational decisions can save millions, even billions, in potential damage.

			For example, I’ve stopped some of my fellow venture investors from making appealing but flawed investments simply by writing down the logic behind their decisions. Once we did that, we realized the facts didn’t add up, and it spared us from making some bad investments. Our brains often take shortcuts in decision-making, leading to gut feelings that we then justify with stories—even if those stories are wrong.

			Benjamin Bargetzi, Founder, Bargetzi & Company

			I know from experience that the best leaders are the best learners.

			Garrick Isert, President, The Executas Group

			Somebody taught me early that if there’s no margin, there’s no mission. And so we have to make this work financially.

			Calvin Roberts, CEO, Lighthouse Guild

			George Burns once said, “Sincerity is the most important thing. If you can fake that, you got it made.” I think transparency, honesty, and being authentic is very, very important. Look, everyone has their own style, their own management style, their own leadership style. No two people are alike. But I think being authentic, being honest, real, transparent, being a leader who communicates and who doesn’t try to be fake is vital. And unfortunately, there are leaders who are that way. In today’s world, it’s so easy to see through that. News is instant. Life sciences is still getting out of the Dark Ages. Up until recently, it’s always been about product. It’s always been about the big blockbuster or the next big product, and not so much about the, shall we say, the personal brand or even the corporate brand; it’s really been product focus. In life sciences, you’re starting to see the importance—or C-suite executives are starting to see the importance—of the personal brand and, of course, the corporate brand. And the products, of course, are important in any business, not just life sciences. I mean, if you’re making widgets, you have to make widgets. But at the same time, it’s the people behind making the widgets who are important. Their persona, their personal brand, and the corporate brand are very important. Unfortunately, in life sciences and in health care in general across the board, it’s always been about the product, but I think that’s changing.

			Michael Watras, CEO, Straightline

			You have to be very focused and purposeful to understand what the next steps are for your company to grow. If you haven’t changed, and try to run things where you do everything, where you sell the product, you QC the product, and you write all the manuals—well, you can’t do all those things. You have to change. You have to be constantly looking at yourself as the chief revenue generator and ask, “How do I morph to grow my company?” Because sometimes you don’t get to do what you want. You need to do what’s necessary to grow because if you don’t grow, you don’t provide opportunities for your employees to grow. And really, most people want to grow, and if you’re not growing, you’re going to shrink.

			Richard Spanier, Sales and Marketing Director, Rudolph Research Analytical

			My natural bias, with my early training being in economics and CFO roles, means I have a lot of risk bias in me from board audit committees I’ve served on and things of that nature. But I will say, as you move into the CEO role, you have to mix that with the opportunity for growth and constantly think about the opportunity for growth for shareholders long term. But it is a balance.

			Craig Tooman, CEO, Silence Therapeutics

			The important leadership qualities a CFO needs are being curious, making sure that you understand the details, and asking the right questions. You need to be curious about your own numbers and about how you stand out and are positioned against competitors. I also think it’s very important to inspire people so that you’re not pushing from the top down. If you don’t have the organization behind you and you didn’t do all of the necessary work, that’s a problem. It’s almost like having a partner—you know, love is earned every day—you need to be constantly bringing people along, instead of pushing things down, or the relationship is going to fall apart. You need to build the trust for an ongoing dialogue and to be challenged to come to the best outcome which is not always obvious. So, you need to earn that love and respect. Metrics are just numbers. Nobody’s going to believe the metrics unless everyone signs up for them and thinks it’s the right way to run the business.

			Richard Pulik, CFO, Roivant

			There is a special challenge for founders of companies to continue the journey to the next level and maintain success. And, in fact, the track record is not good for founders leading their companies into a third or fourth or fifth year. Very often, as we know, they get derailed.

			Ken Banta, CEO, The Vanguard Network

			There were lean times, very lean times. I remember coming home from work, and I was almost in tears because I couldn’t make payroll. I had thirteen people. So, what do you do? You dip in way deep and you use your credit cards and do whatever you can to survive. And that’s not for everybody.

			Richard Spanier, Sales and Marketing Director, Rudolph Research Analytical

			In the last fifty years, we’ve created this incredible ecosystem that drives medical innovation to produce new medicines that have increased life expectancy. You have world-class universities in the UK, in Europe, in the US, all over the world, where you have great discoveries and inventions, which are then rapidly brought and tested through a robust clinical trials system. This allows us to assess risks to patients versus benefit, which then produces a new medicine, which then health care systems can utilize, which hopefully then means that people live longer. That ecosystem then produces companies that are either acquired—so the money comes back into the system—or they become public companies, which allows them to do more research, which allows them to produce more medicines. And that’s a virtuous cycle. There is immense risk involved in that virtuous cycle, as well. For most biotech companies, if your medicine doesn’t work, the company ceases to exist. So it’s actually a pretty unique ecosystem that actually does work.

			Ajan Reginald, CEO, Roquefort Therapeutics
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			What makes a great leader? The clue’s in the name, isn’t it? To be a good leader, you’ve got to have people following you. When I think about leadership, I always think: Why would anyone want to be led by you? Why would anybody want to follow you? And it’s really important then to ask, where are they following you to? So, that ability to put clarity of vision and a sort of a North Star, if you like, in terms of why are we doing this? What is this all about? And what does it look like when we get there? And then, I think, to be very open about the risks that are there and the things that you’re going to have to do well in order to get there and the fact that things won’t always go to plan. But that’s okay, too, as long as we’ve sort of thought about that in advance. Right at its core, you’re inviting people to be part of something that you would hope that they would identify with, and we do work in health care. I’ve worked in health care for the last twenty years. And one of the joys of health care is there is a strong sense of purpose innate in what you do. So then it’s about making sure you can translate that.

			Dame Louise Makin, Former CEO, BTG

			One of my strengths is I’m an empathetic leader. I listen. I ask questions. Some people ask questions when they know the answer. I ask questions when I need to know the answer. And I think people can see that and hear that. I carry compassion in my leadership. I recognize that people are humans first who have individual personalities and families and lives outside of work. It’s important, especially now, coming off of a pandemic. I think decency is a really important thing to model, especially in today’s political environment. I had somebody say to me, “I can’t believe you thanked me for that.” That’s a low bar. Decency matters. And our culture is moving away from it. And I think it’s incumbent upon leaders, no matter where they are, in the political space or not, to insist on it.

			Tracy Stone-Manning, Director, US Bureau of Land Management

			The word that flashed through my head was flexibility. And, obviously, resilience was a big word as well. But to me, empathy, absolutely. Because working with colleagues remotely, there has to be some human element beyond just looking at people on these beautiful rectangular screens, and it’s amazing what we can get done. Thank the Lord, this happened at the beginning of this decade, and not twenty years ago, because that would have been very difficult to maintain the wheels of commerce and the wheels of business. I also think a lot about purpose. More and more, we read that corporations have to be about much more than just profit maximization. A lot is talked about different generations of the workforce. But I would say for really motivated people, even people of my baby boomer generation, the same triggers work as for people who are twenty years old. That’s one of the wonderful things about the human race: that we have cycles of ups and downs. I like to joke that sometimes wearing ties is in vogue, and there are periods when the ties are very thin and then periods when the ties are very fat, but it really doesn’t matter, because, at the end of the day, it’s what we stand for and what we can do for our stakeholders.

			David Pyott, Former CEO, Allergan

			I think the best CEOs in the world, they—he or she—will be fast with business. They will be fast with risks and innovation, but they will be slow and conscious and very careful with culture and people’s emotions. Because if you keep the people for the long term, but fail projects fast and learn quickly which ones are the right ones, you have an experienced, trusted team that was with you on that journey through that trial and error period, and you can really leverage that. And that’s really how I believe that even traditional companies can become powerhouses in innovation. And that’s what I see over and over with the clients I work with on the
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