
[image: cover]




PRAISE FOR BELONGING RULES

“In Belonging Rules, Brad Deutser shines a light on what I consider to be one of the most important predictors of long-term success at organizations: belonging. Moreover, study after study shows that social connection is the greatest predictor of long-term happiness. So, this book highlighting belonging, authenticity, and vulnerability is at the intersection of so many crucial issues at work, at home, and in our society.”

—Shawn Achor, New York Times bestselling author of the Happiness Advantage and Big Potential

“As someone who worked alongside Brad in one of the most volatile debates in collegiate athletics, I witnessed Brad engage with ALL communities and saw firsthand his humility, his compassion, and his ability to engage and connect when tensions are highest. I would urge leaders in business to implement Belonging Rules—Brad has done the work and has incredible insights to share.”

—Richard J. Reddick, EdD, Senior Vice Provost for Curriculum and Enrollment and Dean of Undergraduate Studies, The University of Texas at Austin

“The Belonging Rules help us reach a better understanding of not only ourselves, but of the teams, the missions, and the causes of which we are a part. Because at the end of the day, most of us just want to feel like we belong to something bigger than ourselves.”

—Nate Boyer, US Army Green Beret, former NFL football player, and Cofounder, Merging Vets and Players

“As a global business that opens the world to people and experiences, belonging is at the center of all we do. The important concepts in the book help to bring diverse people together while celebrating their differences and unique cultures.”

—Lisa Lutoff-Perlo, Vice Chairman, External Affairs, Royal Carribean Group

“In a business defined by wins, football requires an unmatched level of understanding and teamwork. Belonging Rules fearlessly drives the kind of change leaders are not only looking for but demanding. It is a must-have leadership playbook.”

—D. Cal McNair, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer, Houston Texans

“Brad Deutser expertly marries his research with real-world examples to empower leaders to build acceptance and unity in their organizations. The book’s five rules challenge traditional notions, providing a road map to build a more connected, engaged, and productive workforce.”

—David Eagleman, neuroscientist, bestselling author, and Guggenheim Fellow

“As someone who craves connection and also freedom and independence, the quest to find where I belong has been a lifelong journey. Brad Deutser brilliantly captures this universal human need to belong; why we need it and how to make space for it. A genuine and compelling concept, and the tangible steps to translate it into action.

—Marissa Orr, former Google and Facebook executive, and bestselling author of Lean Out

“Brad is a master of challenging the status quo and focusing on what is possible through exploring alternate perspectives. The journey for belonging and acceptance only starts when you open your perspective and lens to what is possible. Brad creates a map and process that focuses your attention, challenges your convictions, and produces success. It is time for you to start your journey into understanding the power of belonging.”

—Derek van der Merwe, Director of Athletics, Bowling Green State University

“Brad Deutser’s thinking is brave, irreverent, and inspirational. Brad is a man of unquenchable curiosity . . . intent on nudging business, our nation, and my students toward enduring solutions. His Belonging Rules have been instrumental in creating connection and commonality among a diverse group of students and entrepreneurs.”

—Dave Cook, Director, Wolff Center for Entrepreneurship, Bauer College of Business

“Belonging Rules is a must-read for corporate America. Deutser’s team has conducted thousands of interviews to gain a multidimensional understanding of belonging. Throughout the book, Deutser provides action items which will lead to measurable results.”

—Dr. Laura G. Murillo, President and CEO, Houston Hispanic Chamber of Commerce

“I am constantly impressed by Brad’s ability to lead difficult, often uncomfortable, conversations centered around inclusivity and belonging. He skillfully works to makes others feel heard, valued, and comfortable regardless of the topic. By implementing these Belonging Rules into my career and personal life, I have been able to successfully work through tough situations and build strong, lasting relationships.”

—Logan Eggleston, Galatasaray Voleybol (Turkey) and 2023 NCAA Women’s Volleyball Player of the Year

“Belonging Rules is an inspiring, relevant, and executable road map! Brad leverages his unique insights and acute awareness of leadership and culture to provide a one-of-a-kind framework to address society’s most critical, controversial, and complex issues.”

—Heath Butler, Founder, Urban Capital Network

“In Belonging Rules, Brad has masterfully distilled the most essential elements of belonging into actionable leadership principles. In the work we’ve done with Brad and his firm over the past few years, these principles have improved our culture and generated tangible results.”

—Dwayne Hyzak, Chief Executive Officer, Main Street Capital Corporation

“Never has the need to belong been so important, given that some face the added challenge of proving they belong. Truly all inclusive, from the executive to the new hire, Belonging Rules provides the tools to establish and cultivate a culture of belonging from every perspective.”

—Rick Jaramillo, Bank of America, Market Leader

“In today’s divided, polarized world, it’s vital that leaders bridge differences and foster genuine connection in the organizations and communities they serve. Brad Deutser offers practical, actionable tools for leaders to apply as they embark on the journey of creating and sustaining belonging. Belonging Rules is a must-read for leaders of today and tomorrow!”

—Dr. Mikki Hebl, Martha and Henry Malcolm Lovett Professor of Psychological Sciences and Management and Dr. Eden King, Lynette S. Autrey Professor of Psychology at Rice University, coauthors of Working Together: The Science of DEI

“Brad Deutser’s Belonging Rules provides both practical and thoughtful approaches to combating ideological, institutional, interpersonal, and internalized forms of oppression rampant in workplaces today. By focusing on inclusion, Brad is helping to humanize the worker experience, critical in supporting successful organizations.”

—Dr. Solange Charas, CEO, HCMoneyball; Lecturer at Columbia University; and coauthor of Humanizing Human Capital

“Belonging is an essential human need, and in this captivating book, Brad Deutser has beautifully captured the importance of finding one’s place in the world. With a blend of personal stories, scientific research, and practical tools, this book offers a powerful exploration of the many facets of belonging. It’s a must-read for anyone who has ever felt disconnected or struggled to find their place, and for those seeking to deepen their understanding of human connection. This book is a compassionate and insightful guide that will inspire readers to cultivate a sense of belonging in their own lives, businesses, teams, and communities.”

—Matthew Hayes, Senior Associate Athletic Director of Internal Operations, Chief Financial Officer, University of Arizona

“Excellent! Belonging Rules is a groundbreaking book that empowers leaders to address the critical challenge of creating workplace belonging. Based on extensive research, Brad Deutser creates the ultimate guide to equip leaders with the confidence to navigate the complexities of the modern workforce.”

—Marshall Goldsmith, Thinkers50 #1 Executive Coach and New York Times bestselling author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There
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Introduction

AN INVITATION INSIDE

Let’s start with the obvious. Why am I even in the conversation, much less an expert, on the topic of belonging in organizations? It is a fair question and one that I face squarely throughout this book. From interactions with leaders and people across the globe to my unique life experiences, I have found that it takes all of us to create a space for the necessary conversations and actions that facilitate what it really means to belong. The time of workarounds or intentionally bypassing individuals, groups, divisive topics, and difficult conversations is in the past.

I may appear at first glance to be an odd vessel for the topic of belonging and its message. I am often put in situations where someone in the conversation states, “You don’t belong here.” It is not a one-time occurrence; it’s become a seemingly all-the-time conversation. And, in my line of business with the heated rhetoric and complexity of today’s business environment, perhaps it is not a surprise. Far too often, the conversation devolves, before it even starts, into a discussion of the obvious—my age, gender, race, perceived privilege, or any other surface attribution. My qualifications or desire to make a difference easily get pushed aside or are quickly overlooked by the people already in the discussions who believe that only others like them could possibly understand their perspective. When that occurs, we invariably reach a crossroads where we can agree that people can stay stuck talking about the surface elements that are obvious to the human eye—or that the conversation can evolve (and it must) to substantive issues that we can debate, challenge, and make progress on. These crossroads often appear as a diversity-driven conversation, but instead it is, in every sense, a leadership conversation.

Given the research-validated outcomes and demonstrated financial impact belonging offers, organizations should make cultivating belonging a personal leadership imperative across the world. It is the future of business and the key determinant of whether a leader will remain one as well as how effective that leader will be in that role. Belonging is the antidote to many of the most pressing issues organizations of all shapes, sizes, and varieties now face. It allows leaders to recalibrate their approach to shift diversity, equity, and inclusion to a supportive position as a part of a more holistic belonging equation. This shift mitigates the politics of DEI and goes to the heart of human leadership. Belonging cannot remain an afterthought. It is a crucial component that sits at the top of what is needed for cohesion in organizations and groups of all kinds, and it is a lever that leaders can pull to enact desirable, necessary, and unifying change in their organizations and their communities.

Every day, we see the challenges that the ongoing outcry for inclusion is causing. It is a noisy factor exacerbating the disconnect that has invaded the business environment. We are seeing workforces growing restless because people do not feel like they fit the same as they did before or because they are hesitant to stand up, speak out, or act out for fear of retribution from a supervisor—or worse, ostracization from coworkers and friends in the community. This collective workforce anxiety impacts everything. Safety. Happiness. Performance. Longevity. Resilience. Connection. Positivity. Health and well-being. Unity. And it is one of the great and silent dangers that is lurking deep within the walls of business. The disconnect with how people see themselves and their company and how they find their fit is at the heart of this book and our exploration on leadership and belonging.

THE MOST IMPORTANT PREDICTOR

Most leaders think about belonging as yet another squishy, amorphous concept more easily relegated to Human Resources than as a function under the vision, direction, and responsibility of the C-suite. Our work and research in this space says emphatically, “No!” My firm’s research team, including industrial-organizational and cognitive psychologists in our Clarity Institute and Institute for Belonging, surveyed more than fifteen thousand employees across varied industries and occupational roles, finding not only that belonging is a critical determinant of employee job satisfaction, engagement, and effort but also that it is the most important predictor of these outcomes. Belonging predicts job satisfaction, engagement, and effort over and above employees’ perceptions of organizational culture or strategy. Think about belonging as the bedrock of organizational performance and employee commitment.

Yet leaders often focus on traditional or historically measured business issues, ignoring the importance of belonging. No more. Numerous research studies that we have conducted prove that while measuring affinity for any number of organizational or DEI issues is valuable, that affinity will not shift organizational performance and outcomes more than that for belonging. Interestingly, and counter to conventional thinking, belonging has a greater impact on employee retention than does compensation. Compensation is a moving target and, as such, a temporary offering. The sense of belonging is more lasting, with a deeper connection and motivation for employees to stay with the company. People will leave their jobs if they feel like they don’t belong there. Belonging creates a workplace where people feel included, accepted, safe, and valued. For leaders, belonging is the sustainable solution for employee engagement and retention. This is not a pass-down-the-organization want-to-have; it has become the must-have, the must-measure, and the must-excel-at imperative for every leader up and down and across every organization.

Our research delves deep into human behavior and how people understand, adopt, and value belonging—especially in the workplace. It also highlights the ways in which belonging can be promoted and strengthened in various settings, including within companies, groups, and teams anywhere in the world. The research suggests that belonging is a fundamental driver of human motivation and key to unlocking greater performance, resilience, and a willingness to challenge one’s existing perspectives.

THE CALL FOR BELONGING

Through our research, teaching, and consulting work on this topic, we have interviewed and worked with thousands of individuals. When asked what belonging means to them, each person has a different way of describing it and how they work to attain it. One thing that most responses have in common is an increasing desire for belonging in both one’s personal and business spaces. This is what belonging means to me and how we define it in our work:


Belonging is where we hold space for something of shared importance. It is where we come together on values, purpose, and identity; a space of acceptance where agreement is not required but a shared framework is understood; where there is an invitation into the space; an intentional choice to take part in; something vital to a sense of connection, security, and acceptance.



Belonging must be something that each of us, as individuals and leaders, recognizes is available to us. In many ways, it is that open invitation people crave. It is meant to be such a part of our everyday lives that we often overlook its power and influence on our attitudes and actions. Yet, even when we find it, we are never fully settled in belonging. As attitudes and opinions rapidly evolve, it is something we work for and work toward—regardless of our age, our environment, or the place we occupy.

Yet, belonging extends so far beyond business. It is essential to the human psyche and a fundamental human need. As humans, we are motivated to connect and affiliate with others. Overall, research on belonging has provided a deeper comprehension of the importance of social connections and group membership for human well-being and functioning. For young children, it may present a choice that paves the trajectory for their lives—between belonging to the Boys & Girls Club or belonging to a gang. For an athlete, the locker room creates a unique place for most to belong, and in the elite, high-performing teams, for all to belong. It takes work and courage from the leader, the individual, and the organization. But belonging must be understood, embraced, and actualized in each of our own unique ways. When it is delegated or left for someone else to initiate, we often lose our standing and our ability to design a space for ourselves and others.

BEING ON THE OUTSIDE

Each of us can identify times in our lives when we have questioned, “Do I belong?” I am not exempt. I have been told, with words and actions, how and where I belong. My leadership journey is littered with incredible stories of human connection and disconnection. I am the proud grandson of immigrants who worked hard to become Americans and fit in. I was the kid (nerd) in the back of the middle-school classroom—ignored and overlooked. Later in life, I was told by members of a club I was trying to get into that “we aren’t ready for people like you.” People like me? I work with some of the top leaders in the world, yet something about me—in this case, my religion—stood out and made “me” the exception to “them.” And not the right kind of exception.

What increasingly became clear to me is that it isn’t up to other people to determine where I belong. Belonging is a personal choice. My journey as a leader has taught me how to create space where I can not only fit but also thrive. My journeys have allowed me the unique vantage point to explore the topic of inclusion and consider the complexity of it from inside and outside the role of leadership. What we now know is that belonging is the critical leadership element for all that comes next, and that when it is incorporated into the DNA of the organization, it becomes the most impactful and lasting determinant of success for the leader today.

The fact is that if we all take time to reflect, we share similar stories—albeit at different extremes—of being on the outside. We all can remember times we either pushed people or left them on the outside of something at some point in our lives. This awareness of our humanness is at the core of belonging, and it belongs to each of us—regardless of our socioeconomic status, our race, our religion, our sexual orientation, or our job title.

TACKLING EXPLOSIVE ISSUES

As a consultant and coach, I work in places most people feel uncomfortable in and try to avoid, and I’m often thrust into the heart of vitriolic, hateful, and challenging conversations where there is rarely one answer. I have seen the best and worst of leadership. I work with and through complex, organizationally draining, and racially, politically, and societally charged issues with the aim of bringing together diverse perspectives and people. I am known for fearlessly questioning things that need to be examined and seeking 100% of the truth. I work to initiate constructs, both physically and figuratively, that expand leadership in a more human, connective way. It is in these spaces and conversations where I find that I get as much as I give—learning from the different experiences and viewpoints of every participant in the room. I embrace this give-and-take, the exchange of different and often opposing ideas, viewpoints, and experiences, as central to fostering belonging in organizations.

I was struck at the end of an all-female workshop where each participant identified herself as being part of a minority or disenfranchised group (Black, Asian, Hispanic, or LGBTQ+) when one of the participants shared her “positive takeaway” from the experience: “I didn’t know before today that white men could ever face similar problems women of color have. I thought you had it easy. I cannot believe how much we actually have in common as leaders.” The conversation continued, and it became clear that her view was shared by many others in the session. The power of our work together came at that moment when we broke through the stereotypes—women, men, white, brown, black, wealthy, poor, straight, gay, and on and on. It is when we allow ourselves to be vulnerable and offer a glimpse of who we really are that we often find that we share something more powerful than the differences that divide us.

It is why this book is designed to offer a framework for new thinking where we examine the most difficult topics in a way that focuses on collaboration, optimism, reverence, and respect, all joined with suggested approaches, actions, and ways to get to deeper explorations. We intentionally challenge conventional thought and, at times, uncomfortably go against the most current grain of thinking. It is never to be disrespectful; rather, we want to give space to challenge what we are told or made to believe is right, from one extreme to the other. This is intentional so that you can form, in a safe space, your own opinions and decisions on how you will lead in a world that is dictating what is and what is not acceptable. This book provides leaders with a proven pathway to encourage dialogue and allow diverse perspectives to be delivered, heard, evaluated, and acted upon. It is a call to leaders to inspire a shift in their organizations and their lives—a shift that bridges differences and divisions. This book will teach you how to courageously approach contentious issues in a way that stops pushing people out and starts pulling them in. That invitation inside is core to how we will change the future of our businesses and society.

It is leaders who must create community and rebuild the foundation upon which meaningful, authentic relationships can rest. This requires an intentional change of focus, clearing a path to understanding, acceptance, generosity, and goodwill. This is a human issue and one that will define the workplace for generations to come. Success will undoubtedly be delivered by and through those who create capacity for belonging.

SOMETHING GREATER THAN OURSELVES

I have been at the center of hundreds of DEI and ESG initiatives, as well as complex social issues with NFL and NCAA football teams, major universities, collegiate athletic programs, high-profile entertainment companies, media outlets, energy companies, aviation companies, financial institutions, healthcare giants, and nonprofit organizations. In each case, leaders were tasked with—and accepted—the challenge of building solution sets with various choices, models for making decisions, and broader systems to include multiple and diverse perspectives. Each time, they answered the challenge by leveraging the rules and unifying power of belonging.

To help leaders at all levels create the space necessary for belonging, there are basic principles that I have found to be highly effective. I call these principles the Belonging Rules. These are the five things that leaders and contributors at every level of any organization must consider every time they make decisions for themselves, their people, and their company. The Belonging Rules are for everyone and can be an important navigational tool when applied to the complexity of both our times and the every day.

The Belonging Rules


	Turn into the power. Meet the demand for direct and intentional forays into the heart of power structures, forces, and accepted traditions.

	Listen without labels. Hear what is spoken without judgment while engaging the unspoken with humanity and heart.

	Choose identity over purpose. Create an ecosystem that recognizes both the complexity as well as the wholeness of identity, which defines the space for inclusion.

	Challenge everything. Promote an open environment for inquiry, free of conflict, devoid of oppositional energy, and driven by a positive spirit of curiosity.

	Demand 100% of the truth. Reject the more typical 80% of the truth in modern business, and instead require 100% of the truth 100% of the time.



Belonging Rules takes the narrative further by placing individual leadership and organizational identity at the heart of what continues as an imperative. Backed by research, interviews with current leaders working in real time through the most pressing issues, as well as insider access to successful executives in high-profile companies and institutions, this book provides leaders at all levels not only the permission but also the backbone and tools to redesign the basics of leading in any environment to incorporate today’s business essential, belonging. It challenges readers with practical exercises, thought-provoking questions, and inspiring stories that illustrate the connection between belonging, self-direction, interconnectedness, and success. Together, the lessons and stories in this book conclusively demonstrate that success is incumbent on a leader’s ability to build the capacity for human belonging.

Throughout this book, we work to


	unpack existing power structures,

	address evolving leadership and management issues,

	discuss how to redefine the relationship with diverse stakeholders,

	dissect how to properly evaluate how an organization contributes to today’s social economy,

	balance the health of the people providing whole-being wellness with the needs and demands of the work itself, and

	prepare talent for contribution and enthusiastic participation as part of a greater understanding and, yes, greater belonging.



THE HUMAN LEADER

Belonging Rules is about bringing forward the best of what it means to be human in this complex, volatile, and changing time. It is about being a more human leader—for yourself and those you serve. To me, this is where the conversation and action must evolve: away from the divisiveness of individual differences and headfirst into a space where differences are encouraged, discussed, debated, and acted upon. All of this is necessary in a space of belonging. And it starts with you.

So, as you read, allow yourself to be challenged. Allow yourself to be right and wrong at the same time. Allow yourself to explore not just your beliefs but also your leadership and the opportunities it presents to you and others. Allow yourself to be open to growth and evolution—that is where belonging often begins. Invite others into your space, your ideas, your world. And allow yourself to be invited into others’ spaces.

Yes, you may leave yourself vulnerable and exposed, but isn’t that at the foundation of the greatest, most powerful leaders? Your courage will be rewarded with the richness and diversity of the spaces you create and the relationships you make along the way.




Chapter 1

BECOMING COMFORTABLE WITH THE UNCOMFORTABLE

Belonging Rule #1: TURN INTO THE POWER

Let’s face it: talking about race, gender, politics, religion, and other traditional structures is not for the timid leader—but they are topics for today’s leader. Because any difference between people can now become a flashpoint, leaders are expected to expertly navigate through the tension.

The natural human tendency is to stay on the sidelines, to encircle oneself with people who reinforce our worldview—or to avoid the conflict altogether. Yet, conflict is everywhere, and it seems hard for people to get along. We are so triggered by words, inference, images, and what we believe to be thinly veiled comments that we either retreat and go silent or go into full fight mode. Either action costs us our power to effect long-term systemic change This requires us to start with Belonging Rule #1: Turn into the Power. Enacting this rule requires the grit, gumption, and gall to go against a direction that others are forcing you to take.

How we turn into the power is fundamental to success. We cannot accomplish this by using a battering ram or Trojan horse, assaulting with pure force to impose change. It is not shouting loudest or actively working to deconstruct or dismantle existing structures. It is not a binary right versus wrong—even when it is. Neither is it a call for raw, unfiltered activism. It is a recognition that circumstances have shaken our conscience and created an urgent need for people to return to the table, both to listen and understand a different point of view.

By turning into the power, we commit not to an extreme but to understanding, addressing, and using the power to individual and collective advantage. This requires strategic patience, an acceptance that incremental work is required. It demands that we get our hands dirty and wade into a pool of discomfort as we wrestle with the resistance—albeit necessary and healthy—that is sure to accompany any measure of change and the inherent conflict it creates.

By facing what is uncomfortable, we claim our own power. Only then can we begin to understand it. It allows us to steady and prepare ourselves—not for a fight, but for the tension that will surely follow. The tension this creates and the tension you feel is not just real but healthy. It is what connects us as humans, to each other and to our greater society. It is also necessary in our companies. Tension in an organization is a powerful force for good, especially when tethered to its existing power base.

For belonging to exist, we must recognize that there are inherent structures, intentional and unintentional, that either inhibit or encourage our ability to launch and sustain change. Too many people go for the quick, visible fix, rather than the long pathway to sustainable change. Yet, most people are open to such change; the challenge lies with its intensity and velocity.

Without turning into the power, we are relegating ourselves to being outsiders—the antithesis of belonging. Instead, seeking belonging affords us room to ask the most basic, often overlooked, questions: “What about this perspective, this idea, this thought, this possibility?” When we turn into the power, we are not saying, “I am right and you are wrong”; we are opening a space where diverse opinions can be heard and respected. We are finding a common ground to start challenging conversations. It allows us to state our truth, share our perspective, and be part of the conversation.

BELONGING AND POWER

In belonging, there is room for everyone. That means the solutions we are driven to adopt or implement must be for everyone. We cannot be inclusive for the few or just the existing power base. Inclusivity means including all. Yes, it’s hard, but I assure you that you are up to the task. And that is at the heart of our explorations and challenges throughout this chapter and book. We will challenge the power structures that are assumed and those that are accepted solutions. DEI is not exempt from this examination, as we will challenge its individual and collective power as well as its role in the rules of belonging.

Belonging requires attention to be given to the whole. Effective, sustainable efforts must not answer to extremes on either side. Transformative momentum must engage the “moveable middle”—both the middle in our society and in our companies. Those in the middle thirst for information and understanding. If an effort stays on the fringe or is pushed to polarization, it can be enforced—but rarely adopted. Because the effort will not become a way of being, it will never make the organization or individual leader whole. This issue is tantamount to success in today’s business and political environment. Leaders want to evolve and grow with our society, but the far reaches of the extremes distract and dissuade us from the real conversation and understanding required to create community and foster an environment where belonging can emerge and thrive. It is from this vantage point that we begin our efforts to turn into the power.

I will challenge you to think deeply, to feel uncomfortable exploring topics most try to avoid. Power is uncomfortable to take in or to think about, unless it is yours and you have little chance of losing it. That aside, power and the dynamics it creates in companies, departments, families, and communities are a necessary construct we must do more to understand, discuss, address, engage, and finally, where appropriate, turn into before we can begin to affect sustainable change. The walls cannot be torn down simply because we say, “Tear them down”; power will reconstruct and reinforce them without considering any other point of view.

Belonging demands difficult reflection followed by necessary actions. Belonging begins right here with how and where we tune in, turn in, and take action.

WHERE UNDERSTANDING STARTS—AND WHERE IT ENDS

As we move toward new understanding, we may still acknowledge what we’ve learned from the past. We must constantly remember, though, that it isn’t only an ideology, a tradition, or a deeply rooted opinion that must change. Powerful structures are erected to support and protect investments of time, energy, and money that serve someone or something—sometimes simply to protect a leader. Whatever structure is in place, you can bet it isn’t going to fall easily or simply morph to adopt new ideas, no matter how innovative the change or how obvious the need for it might be. In fact, when faced with a tsunami of change, incumbent power structures brace and rally forces to withstand a wave that carries something they don’t want. The more entrenched the power base, the more likely it will prevail. The people in this base might make some superficial change—trying a new initiative, hiring a seemingly key employee, or making other adjustments that mimic compliance. The structure looks better but ultimately has gained little depth or value.

As leaders navigate and manage existing structures and power bases, their twists and turns, amplified by dedicated interests, may cause these leaders to undertake less-than-authentic responses and solutions. Amid an electrified ecosphere where everyone is reacting at once, leaders are juggling the demands of corporate boards, political whims, news cycles, and policies du jour. Too often, they just try to stay afloat long enough to create some breathing room. They end up responding to their constituencies with the safest solutions—the lowest common denominator, to avoid leaning too far in one direction. This carries the risk of losing support and often heralds a disastrous outcome. Leaders must understand that no one solution will please everyone; they must therefore act to force their way through the chaos, or risk being crushed under the weight of the opinions, needs, and expectations others set for them.

When leading, you must pause and recalibrate to determine not only what is right and the best way forward for your organization, but also what is right and the best way forward for intentional, positive, sustainable change. Leaders who accept short-term change for the sake of change and temporary appeasement must instead challenge themselves to strive for and accept systemic, long-term change—the only kind they should pursue. Short-term change is a waste that raises hopes and understandably creates greater disenfranchisement and disappointment long-term.

Although most of us understand power as the force that moves something in a direction, we often overlook the less-than-obvious ways in which existing organizational power structures are layered. They are complex and not always easy to identify. Rarely based on one thing, they are typically erected as a sort of scaffolding (as I explain in the next section). They may manifest as, for instance, the traditional white power structure, but more often are hidden behind different names and constructs. Leaders must take a holistic look at these structures to expose their interests and determine what actions will add real value, what will simply distract, and what will continue serving a status quo deeply entrenched in outdated agendas. The quick fix is

THE NATURE OF POWER
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UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES






	Why does this group lack diversity in the first place?

	How can we ensure that women and racial/ethnic minorities in our organization are getting the right opportunities to ensure they can ascend into leadership positions?

	Who are we attracting, and how can we expand our pool of candidates in the future?
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