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Dedication

For the three Joshes who brought joy and made work light during a tough year. 




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Introduction

Part I: The Impact Players

Chapter 1: The Impact Players

Chapter 2: Make Yourself Useful

Chapter 3: Step Up, Step Back

Chapter 4: Finish Stronger

Chapter 5: Ask and Adjust

Chapter 6: Make Work Light

Part II: Developing the Impact Player Mindset

Chapter 7: Increase Your Impact

Chapter 8: Build a High-Impact Team

Chapter 9: Play All In

Acknowledgments

Appendix A: Building Upward Credibility

Appendix B: Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Notes

Index

About the Author

Praise

Also by Liz Wiseman

Copyright

About the Publisher




Introduction

Some people are at their best in the most difficult circumstances; they make exactly the right move at the right moment and get results that land with impact. Those people are consistently tapped to lead, especially in critical moments.

You have probably seen this play out in sports: It’s a crucial situation in a big game, and everything is on the line. The coach must decide whom to put into the game. There are a number of strong, capable athletes, but the coach taps one particular player—it may not be the strongest or the fastest player, but it’s the one who comes through in the clutch. It’s the one who understands the gravity of the moment and will step up and get the job done. It’s the one who can be counted on.

This scene also plays out daily in the workplace. Take this example: Jamaal, a district manager for a large retail chain, learns that the CEO is coming for a store visit. Unfortunately, the store manager will be gone that day, off on a long-planned vacation. The manager needs someone to step in and host this high-profile visit. The challenge is to showcase the store’s achievements but also address the store’s problems with candor, someone who is personable and confident but who won’t use this moment to self-promote. He taps Joya, who, as anticipated, performs brilliantly. It’s a win for Jamaal and the entire team. For Joya, representing the entire team is second nature. She grew up without a lot of support and knows the value of community. She said, “My heart was pounding as I stood outside the store waiting to greet the CEO, but I stayed calm because this was about representing the store and my community to the best of my ability.”

Some people seem to know how to make themselves valuable. They pay attention. They look for the most productive places to put their capability to use. They make things work, and they get the job done, even when the job gets difficult. They not only deliver results but send ripples of positive impact throughout their team and across the organization. Managers trust them when the stakes are high and turn to them in critical situations. They find a way to break through and make an impact while others are merely going through the motions.

For the first half of my career, I ran a corporate university and led talent development at Oracle. At that time, the corporate training world generally operated on the assumption that more is better, meaning when in doubt, train people and hope the situation improves. So we ran a lot of programs. We sent reports to various executives telling them how much training we’d conducted. These reports were largely ignored, and the training directors felt continually frustrated that the executives weren’t more engaged. Training programs proliferated and everyone stayed busy, but not everyone or every program was impactful.

Ben Putterman, one of the training directors on my management team, took a different approach. The company was gearing up for a new product rollout, and he and several of his colleagues were preparing to brief the executive team on the status of product training for the field staff. Knowing that their past training reports hadn’t provoked much of a reaction from the executives, they stepped back and asked: What do the executives really care about? When Ben put himself into the shoes of the divisional executives, he realized that he wouldn’t really care about how much training people attended; he would care about who knew their stuff and how ready people were to work with customers to sell and support the new products.

He reoriented his entire approach around readiness instead of training. He and his staff introduced certification testing and actually encouraged people to self-study and test out of training if that allowed them to get up to speed faster. They reported on certification and readiness rather than training attendance. The executives started paying attention to the reports, pointing out where their data were incomplete and working with them to ensure accuracy. The senior executives were now actively engaged because Ben and his team were making it easier for them to do their jobs: to make the right investments, do the right thing for customers, and hold their organization and themselves accountable.

That approach, though perhaps commonplace today, was novel at the time, and it changed the business. While others stayed busy, Ben made an impact.

But this wasn’t a onetime stroke of genius. Ben took setbacks in stride and treated problems as an opportunity to pivot and do something more valuable. It was easy to hand him the most challenging and vital work. Ben worked on my team for ten years and had a couple of nicknames for me: One was simply “Boss” and the other was “Busy Lizzy,” an apt description. It often made me wonder: Was I just going through the motions of my job, or was I having a real impact? Perhaps you’ve wondered why sometimes you make an impact at work, while other times your efforts get lost in the shuffle. Maybe you’ve been passed over for a leadership position and wondered why your colleague was tapped instead.

While all people bring capability and intelligence to their jobs, much as in a card game, some seem to play their hand better than others. They develop a reputation as the impact players within an organization. Managers know who these top players are, and they understand their worth. Leaders come to depend on them and give them a steady stream of high-profile assignments and new opportunities. Their peers know who they are as well. Everyone seems to understand the value they contribute and can see the positive influence of their work, and these people seem to move through their careers with impact and purpose.

I have been privileged to work with many of these superstars in my years as a corporate executive, and I’ve witnessed their positive influence on teams and across entire organizations. I’ve also seen how the impact of their work creates a more meaningful and fulfilling work experience for them. Yet I’ve also noticed smart, talented people playing below their potential. It’s hard to watch good people standing on the sidelines when you know they could be hitting home runs and winning championships.

Most people have seen this dynamic—two similarly capable individuals, both with talent and drive but whose work is having a markedly different level of impact—but not everyone understands what causes this difference. You might even have found yourself in one of these positions and wondered about the mindset and behaviors that set two equally capable people apart.

Corporate leaders sense the differences but often can’t articulate them. They usually know who the superstars are and want more of them, but they struggle to explain what actually makes them different. Typically managers can articulate the more pronounced differences between their top and low performers; however, when it comes to their most influential, impactful players, the top of the top, there seems to be an ineffable quality about them. There is a certain je ne sais quoi in how they approach their jobs and an art form to the way they contribute.

Corporate HR and talent development professionals have tried to capture, understand, and communicate these differences using a variety of tools, for example, performance management systems meant to stratify employees into performance categories and provide feedback to help people improve, competency models to define critical skills for success, and statements of corporate values that prescribe the valued behavior. Yet most corporate values statements are too abstract to capture the nuance between behavior which is merely culturally acceptable versus truly impactful. On the other hand, the competency models tend to be too detailed; after all, few of us can remember dozens of critical skills and behaviors, let alone develop the skills before they become antiquated. These efforts dance around the right issues but miss the subtle distinction between a contribution that is good enough and one that is truly great. Further, these tools tend to overlook the powerful beliefs behind the behaviors.

Meanwhile, professionals are hungry to make an impact. Sure, most people want a good job, but they also want to make a meaningful contribution; they want their work to matter and to make a difference in the world. They want to be engaged and to be respected for their contribution. Lacking clear guidance, too many consume career advice dished out on social media and served up in sound bites in commencement speeches. These sources may sound enticing, but they tend to offer the junk-food versions of professional advice: prepackaged, overly processed, and lacking in nutritional value.

I too have sought answers to this question: Why do some people play at their full potential while others remain underutilized? For the last decade, I have looked to leaders as both the source of and solution to the problem. I am well aware of how a leader’s behavior can either increase or diminish someone’s ability to contribute—it’s a thesis I explored in the book Multipliers: How the Best Leaders Make Everyone Smarter. Leaders too often overlook talent and intelligence sitting right in front of them. However, while leadership is an essential factor—and one that deserves further exploration—it isn’t the only factor. Leaders certainly bear the responsibility for creating an inclusive environment and providing the right direction and coaching, but the way the contributor works matters as well. As one manager described it to me, “You can’t multiply zero.” He wasn’t disparaging the individual’s capability; he was suggesting that it’s difficult to lead someone who doesn’t bring the right mindsets and practices to the work. He’s right, and so is the math: managers may be Multipliers, but the contributor is also a variable in the equation; the way they work determines their level of contribution, influence, and eventual impact.

As the workplace has become less hierarchical and more complex, numerous researchers, myself included, have articulated new models of leadership, but who has been studying the new model of contributorship? There are thousands of books about how to excel as a leader, but how does one become a top contributor? There is a host of unanswered questions: What makes someone influential inside an organization? What are the mindsets and practices that differentiate the most impactful players from others on a team? How do contributors influence their leaders and build organizational support for their ideas and initiatives without having positional authority? Are these skills learnable?

It is time to turn over the coin and examine what the best contributors do, how they create extraordinary value around them, and how that strengthens their voice and increases their influence in the world.

To find answers, we need to understand what causes individuals to wield influence and create value, particularly through the eyes of their stakeholders. When I wanted to study the best leaders, I didn’t ask managers about their personal leadership philosophies; I asked the people who worked for them. They knew which leaders drew out their best work and what those leaders were doing differently. Likewise, to uncover the playbook of the most influential professionals, we need to start by hearing from the incumbent leaders—the managers who see the behavior and the stakeholders who benefit from the outcomes. We need to understand the subtle distinctions in contribution and uncover the invisible value systems to understand how small differences in behavior can generate an outsized impact.

I assembled a research team, anchored by two of my colleagues at The Wiseman Group: Karina Wilhelms, research director, and Lauren Hancock, behavioral economist and data scientist. Together, we talked to 170 leaders from some of the most admired companies, including Adobe, Google, LinkedIn, NASA, Salesforce, SAP, Splunk, Stanford Health, and Target. The managers worked in ten different countries. We asked each manager to identify someone on their team who was doing work of extraordinary value. We then asked the manager to describe that person’s behavior and mindsets: How do they approach their work? How do they think about their role? What do they do? What do they not do? Why is their work so valuable?

We didn’t stop with the top contributors; we also asked the manager to identify someone they had worked with who was contributing at a typical level as well as another person contributing below their capability level. We then asked the same questions. All three of the individuals identified by the manager were people the manager considered smart and capable. This enabled us to find the essential ingredients and deep practices that differentiate the most effective contributors from everyone else and the mindsets that prevent smart, capable people from contributing to their full potential.

We took the inquiry a step further by asking the managers to tell us, in general, what employees do that they most appreciate and what frustrates them most. Their reactions were remarkably similar and sometimes quite animated and emotional. Through this research, I came to understand what managers need most from the people they lead, why it’s easier for them to entrust critical assignments to certain people, and why they hesitate to fully support the efforts of others.

During those interviews, I gained a deep appreciation of the challenge a manager faces when leading in an environment of uncertainty, whether they are a nursing supervisor or a sales executive. I saw how managers’ team members either amplified or eased this burden. As I listened to hundreds of stories from appreciative managers, I came to see how deeply fulfilling it is to work with talented individuals who are playing at their fullest capability but also how frustrating it is to watch otherwise smart, capable people miss the mark and contribute far below their potential.

To complete the picture, I spoke with contributors. I began with twenty-five of the top contributors identified in our study to better understand how they thought and what they were doing that others deemed so valuable and impactful. I then added the perspective of hundreds of people who are working hard but not seeing the impact of their efforts as well as others who are trying to make a meaningful contribution but who feel unseen and unheard or sidelined, for any number of reasons. It became clear that the workplace is full of people who want to contribute at their fullest. This desire for high engagement and impact isn’t just an ambition of corporate leaders; it’s a deeply held need for all people. Everyone wants to contribute in meaningful ways and make an impact. Yet not everyone knows how.

Through the minds of both managers and aspiring leaders, I’ve come to understand what differentiates the most impactful players from everyone else and how small, seemingly insignificant differences in how we think and act can make an enormous impact. This book is about those differences. As you come to know this difference yourself, you can access this high-contribution, high-reward way of working, and you can join the ranks of the Impact Players and find deeper meaning and fulfillment in your work.

It’s not necessarily easy to become an Impact Player. You don’t need special talent or capability, but you do need to understand the mindsets and behaviors that differentiate Impact Players from other contributors. However, you can master these mindsets and practices. The book’s pages will illustrate why, with a little coaching, this mindset is available to all those who want to step up and contribute at their highest level.

This book is written for aspiring leaders and striving professionals who want to be more successful at work, increase their influence, and multiply their impact. For some, leadership is about having a bigger voice and making a difference in the world. For others, leadership takes the form of a managerial role where you will be in a position to coach others. By working with the Impact Player Mindset, you will be a natural for these roles. You will already be seen as a leader, and you will be practiced in leading through influence and collaborating in a way that multiplies, not diminishes, the capability of those you work with.

This is also a book for today’s leaders, those managers who want to cultivate more of this mindset on their teams. Managers, you will find a set of practices that will take your organization to the next level. You will also discover that these practices will help you increase your own impact. As such, I encourage team leaders and corporate managers at all levels to read this book in two distinct parts. Part one, chapters 2 to 6, will help you improve your personal effectiveness and bolster the contributor side of your role; after all, even CEOs and entrepreneurs still have a “boss”: a board, a set of clients, or others whom they serve. As you read, you may find yourself reflecting on your days as a contributor. You may glean insights into why you were effective, why you moved up, and how you came to your role as a leader. Part two, chapters 7 to 8, will help you be a better leader and offers strategies to recruit more of this type of talent, develop the mindset across your team, and elevate the contribution level of an entire organization. In short, managers, use these practices yourself; however, don’t lose sight of your primary job as a leader: maximize the contribution and impact of your entire team. Don’t just aspire to be an Impact Player, aspire to lead a high-impact team.

The book is likewise a handbook for organization development professionals, the developers of internal talent and stewards of an organization’s culture who must develop capability across the enterprise. The tools in this book will help you develop leadership at all levels, increase employee engagement, and inculcate the mindsets that support sought-after cultural values such as accountability, collaboration, inclusion, initiative, innovation, and learning. It is also a guide for mentors—parents, teachers, and workplace advisers—who want to help their mentees and loved ones develop valuable mindsets for career success in a changing world.

So let’s get started. It’s time to discover the secrets of the stellar professionals who play the game at a higher level and raise the level of play for everyone on the team.




Part I

The Impact Players




Chapter 1

The Impact Players

Talent is everywhere, winning attitude is not.

—DAN GABLE

Monica Padman left college with two degrees in hand—one in theater and one in public relations, the latter acquired to appease her parents. She moved to Hollywood to follow her dream of becoming an actor and comedian—to make people laugh and feel. Like most striving actors, she worked a variety of part-time jobs in between auditions and small roles.

Padman scored a small part on Showtime’s House of Lies, where she played the on-screen assistant to the actress Kristen Bell. They became friendly, and when Padman realized Bell had a young daughter, she mentioned that she did some babysitting. Bell and her husband, the actor Dax Shepard, took her up on the offer. As she became a trusted part of the household, she saw the challenges Bell faced juggling multiple acting and producing projects and offered to help her with scheduling. Though it might have been tempting for the aspiring actress to ask the Hollywood A-lister to help her get on-screen roles, Padman worked where she was needed—ironically, as Bell’s off-screen assistant.

When Bell and Shepard asked her to work for them full-time, Padman was understandably reluctant—how would she find time to audition? The job could be a detour. But she decided to take it. Over time, she became more than just a trusted employee; she became a friend and creative partner to both Bell and Shepard. She worked energetically wherever she saw a need and was soon reviewing scripts and collaborating on projects. “Everything she does is at 110 percent,” Bell said of Padman, “but she’s so not a person who walks around showing you that she has 110 percent. [She has] no bravado.” Before long, Padman had become so essential that Bell wondered aloud, “How did I do any of this without Monica?”1

While working for the family, she spent many hours sitting on the porch debating with Shepard, known for his contrarian ways. Their arguments were as fun as they were fierce, so when Shepard suggested they develop their banter into a podcast, she was up for that too. Thus was born Armchair Expert, a podcast where cohosts Shepard and Padman explore the messiness of being human with experts and celebrity guests. Smart, funny, playful, and thought provoking, the podcast became 2018’s most downloaded new podcast and has continued to grow in popularity.

Two years and roughly two hundred episodes later, Padman reflected, “It’s very, very easy, especially in pursuit of a career in the entertainment industry, to have tunnel vision. I think that’s universal about any job. You have your sights set on something, and you have a tunnel to that goal. In my experience, it’s better to have a looser grip on that.”2

Padman could have pursued a direct path to her passion. Instead, she worked wholeheartedly where she could be most useful. By playing passionately where she was most needed, she found a bigger opportunity and, perhaps, her true purpose.

THE IMPACT PLAYERS

Professionals such as Monica Padman, and many more like her in other industries, are the all-stars of the workplace who bring their A-game everywhere they go and to everything they do. They are people who could be dropped into any of a dozen different roles and would find success. They are professionals who become instrumental to their organizations and thrive in times of economic hardship and change. They work with purpose and passion, but their passion is channeled, focused on what matters most to the organizations they work for and the issues of our time. These professionals often become influential voices in the world, known as much for their unique capabilities as for their broad impact.

They are Impact Players: players who make a significant contribution individually but who also have an enormously positive effect on the entire team. Like an Impact Player in sports, the superstars in the workplace all have “game.” They are smart and talented and have an extraordinary work ethic; but as with Impact Players in athletics, there is something more than just talent and work ethic at play. There’s also their mental game: how they view their role, work with their managers, and deal with adversity and ambiguity, and how willing they are to improve.

In this chapter, I’ll share the insights gleaned from our study of Impact Players and will introduce the practices and the mindsets that cause their work to land with impact and differentiate them from other hardworking contributors. First, some definition is in order. In the research, my team and I studied these three different categories of contributors:

High-impact contributors: Those who are doing work of exceptional value and impact



Typical contributors: Smart, talented people who are doing solid (if not great) work



Under-contributors: Smart, talented people who are playing below their capability level

This book will focus primarily on the distinction between the first two categories in order to explore the subtle, often counterintuitive differences in mindset that become big differentiators in impact. Throughout the book, I’ll refer to the two groups as Impact Players and Contributors. You can find a full account of the research process at ImpactPlayersBook.com, including our interviews with 170 managers from nine companies who worked in ten countries, surveys of 350 managers from broader industries, and in-depth interviews with 25 high-impact contributors.

UNDERSTANDING THE IMPACT PLAYER

So what did we find? For starters, we found Impact Players across a wide variety of job types, at all levels, and in every industry we encountered. Some of them serve in highly visible roles, such as Monica Padman, or receive public praise, such as Dr. Beth Ripley, a medical researcher who was awarded a 2020 Service to America Medal by the Partnership for Public Service for her pioneering work in 3D printing.3

Others, such as Arnold “Jojo” Mirador, a scrub tech at the Santa Clara Valley Medical Center, work in less visible roles. The surgeons he works with agree: when you step into Jojo’s operating room, the procedure will go well. When Jojo prepares for surgery, he doesn’t just lay out all the right instruments; he lays them out in the order in which they will be used. When a surgical resident asks for an instrument, Jojo doesn’t just hand over the one the surgeons-in-training requested; he provides the instrument that they should have asked for, the one Jojo knows they actually need, and offers a gentle suggestion.

Something else was very clear: Those considered typical contributors were no slouches. They were capable, diligent, hardworking professionals. They did their jobs well, followed direction, took ownership, stayed focused, and carried their weight. In many ways they were the type of employees any manager would want on their team.

However, in analyzing the differences between high-impact players and other hardworking contributors, I discovered four key differences in how they think and work. We’ll begin with the fundamental difference in how they see everyday challenges.

Impact Players Wear Opportunity Goggles

The approach taken by Impact Players isn’t just marginally different, it is radically different—and it’s rooted in how these professionals deal with situations they cannot control. The typical contributors excelled in ordinary situations, but they were more easily flummoxed by uncertainty and got stuck amid ambiguity. When others may have freaked out or checked out, Impact Players dove into the chaos head-on, much as a savvy ocean swimmer dives into and through a massive oncoming wave rather than panicking and being tumbled in the surf.

Virtually all professionals deal with waves of ambiguity, regardless of where they work. These challenges are problems everyone can see but no one owns, meetings with many participants but no clear leaders, new terrain with never-before-seen obstacles, goals that morph as they get closer, and work demands that increase faster than one’s capability grows. These challenges, once considered extraordinary, have become the everyday, perennial realities of the modern workplace, and the way Impact Players view and respond to these external factors is at the heart of what makes them extraordinarily valuable.

EVERYDAY CHALLENGES

Impact Players respond differently to these perennial forces and frustrations at work
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A Problem to Avoid

If you work in a complex organization or a dynamic environment, you know that challenges are unavoidable. Still, many of us do our best to avoid them. But what happens when we try to sidestep these problems? Former NFL wide receiver Eric Boles recounted a moment of weakness in his rookie year with the New York Giants. As a wide receiver, his role was to run, catch passes, and keep running. So his mentality as a player was to avoid getting hit. But in addition to playing wide receiver, he played on special teams as a flyer. During the kickoff, his job was to sprint down the field toward the opposing players and break up their offensive formation called “the wedge”—a human wall of massive blockers who run in front of their kickoff returner to prevent the receiver from being tackled. In one of his first season games, as he came face-to-face with this enormous obstacle intent on destroying anything in its way, his instinct to avoid getting hit kicked into effect. Instead of hitting the wedge head-on, he cut to the left and ran around it. He then successfully made the tackle from behind, but on the 45-yard line rather than the 20. That 25-yard advancement ultimately cost the Giants the game and a chance to advance to the playoffs later in the season. As Boles put it, “Fear is expensive.”4

Our study showed that typical professionals approach these difficult situations as if the challenge is a nuisance, lowering their productivity and making it difficult for them to do their job. They see them as problems to run around and avoid rather than tackle directly. What’s more, under-contributors see them as not just threats to productivity but personal threats that could jeopardize their position or organizational status. Where others may spot a single bee but fear an entire swarm, the Impact Player is figuring out how to build a hive and harvest the honey.

An Opportunity to Add Value

The Impact Players in our study see everyday challenges as opportunities. To Impact Players, unclear direction and changing priorities are chances to add value. They are energized by the messy problems that would enervate or foil others. Lack of clarity doesn’t paralyze them; it provokes them. Invitations to make changes are intriguing, not intimidating. Perhaps most fundamentally, they don’t see problems as distractions from their job; rather, they are the job—not just their job, but everyone’s job.

THREAT LENS VS. OPPORTUNITY LENS

Impact Players tend to see opportunity where others see threat
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For example, when Jethro Jones interviewed for the job of principal at Tanana Middle School in Fairbanks, Alaska, he learned that the school was being considered for closure due to declining enrollment. The school would continue operations for the next year or two, but without a major turnaround and increased enrollment, it would be shuttered. Unsurprisingly, the staff felt hopeless and were fairly pessimistic about the school’s future.

But Jethro accepted the job, sensing an opportunity to innovate on behalf of the students. In his first staff meeting, he acknowledged the challenges, but told the staff, “We’re in a great position. Everyone predicts that this school will be closed. We have nothing to lose, which gives us a unique opportunity to take risks and do things differently.”5 Willing to give the new principal a chance, the staff began thinking of ways they could personalize the learning experience for each student, which Jethro supported with staff training and other resources. Instead of feeling threatened by the possibility of the school’s closing, the staff became energized and got students involved, too. In collaboration with the teachers, the students built hockey rinks, repaired furniture, and made escape rooms. They started programs and clubs; soon they had a dance team, a service organization, and programs to teach sign language, raise awareness about suicide, and prevent bullying.

By treating this threat as an opportunity for reinvention, the team at Tanana Middle School changed the school’s trajectory. Unbeknownst to them, in the process they built a model for personalized learning that was then replicated across the district. Tanana Middle School is still open today and thriving under new leadership. Though the threat of school closure has evaporated, the mindset of opportunity has persisted. Jethro’s successor said, “When COVID-19 hit, our teachers didn’t skip a beat. The groundwork had already been laid, and they had developed new mindsets. COVID-19 and virtual learning were just the new obstacles for us to tackle.”

In short, Impact Players see everyday challenges through an opportunity lens while others view the same challenges through a threat lens. This fundamental difference in outlook separates Impact Players from others.

Impact Players React Differently to Uncertainty

Because Impact Players see uncertainty and ambiguity as an opportunity to add value, they react fundamentally differently as well. While others are freezing, Impact Players are getting their arms around the chaos. Their outlook becomes a dividing line that functions much like the Americas’ Continental Divide, the line of high mountain peaks along the main ranges of the Rocky Mountains and the Andes that separates the watershed systems of two continents. On the west of the divide, water flows to the Pacific Ocean; on the east, it flows to the Atlantic Ocean. Similarly, on one side of the outlook divide, behavior flows toward ordinary contribution; on the other side, it flows toward extraordinary contribution and high impact.

The following practices were the five key differentiators we found between Impact Players and their colleagues. Each is a set of behaviors that flow from the belief that opportunity can be found amid ambiguity and challenge.


	Do the Job That’s Needed. When dealing with messy problems, Impact Players address the needs of the organization; they venture beyond their assigned job to tackle the real job that needs to be done. Impact Players aim to serve; this orientation prompts them to empathize with their stakeholders, look for unmet needs, and focus where they are most useful. As they do, they increase organizational responsiveness, create a culture of agility and service, and build a reputation as flexible utility players who can be valuable in a variety of roles. In contrast, more typical players operate with a duty-oriented mindset, taking a narrow view of their role and playing their position. While others do their job, Impact Players do the job that needs to be done.

	Step Up, Step Back. When it’s clear that something needs to be done but it’s unclear who’s in charge, Impact Players step up and lead. They don’t wait to be asked; they get things started and involve others, even when they’re not officially in charge. They practice a fluid model of leadership—leading on demand rather than by command. They take their cues from the situation, stepping up when needed, but when their stewardship is fulfilled, they step back and follow others with equal ease. Their willingness to both lead and follow creates a culture of courage, initiative, and agility inside their organization. In contrast, when roles are unclear, most players act as bystanders. They assume that other people are in charge and will tell them when they are needed and what to do. While others wait for direction, Impact Players step up and lead.

	Finish Stronger. Impact Players tend to be completion freaks; they stick with things and get the entire job done, even when the job becomes hard and plagued with unforeseen obstacles. They work with a heightened sense of agency and an assumption of personal strength, which prompts them to take ownership, solve problems, and finish jobs without constant supervision. But they don’t just push through roadblocks—they improvise and give themselves permission to do things differently and find better ways of working. And, as they deliver results despite setbacks, they reinforce a culture of accountability and build a reputation as clutch players capable of coming from behind. In contrast, more typical players operate with an avoidance mindset. They take responsible action, but when things get tough they escalate issues up the management chain rather than taking ownership; at worst, they get distracted or discouraged and stall out completely. While others escalate problems, Impact Players move things across the finish line and build strength along the way.

	Ask and Adjust. Impact Players tend to adapt to changing conditions faster than their peers because they interpret new rules and new targets as opportunities for learning and growth. They certainly appreciate affirmation and positive feedback, yet they actively seek corrective feedback and contrary views and use this information to recalibrate and refocus their efforts. In the process, they strengthen a culture of learning and innovation, help the organization stay relevant, and build personal reputations as coachable players who up-level their own game and raise the bar for everyone on the team. In contrast, most professionals interpret change as annoying, unfair, or threatening to the stability of their work environment. In volatile conditions, they tend to stick to what they know best and keep playing the game by the rules that validate their current expertise. While others attempt to manage and minimize change, Impact Players are learning and adapting to change.

	Make Work Light. When a team is weighed down by increased pressure and unrelenting demands, Impact Players make hard work easier. They provide lift, not by taking on other people’s work but by being easy to work with. They bring a sense of buoyancy and equanimity that reduces drama, politics, and stress and increases the joy of work. By creating a positive and productive work environment for everyone, they reinforce a culture of collaboration and inclusion and develop a reputation as high-performing, low-maintenance players—the type everyone wants to work with. In contrast, when the pressure is on and workloads are at a peak, more typical players tend to seek help rather than offer to help. As this becomes their default response, they add to the burden of already overtaxed teams during difficult times and can become a burden to their leaders and colleagues. While others add to the load, Impact Players make heavy demands feel lighter.



These five practices, along with the outlook that drives each, constitute the Impact Player Mindset, a framework for high-value contribution.

THE FIVE PRACTICES OF IMPACT PLAYERS

The beliefs and behavior that differentiate impact play from contributorship
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Consider how Maninder Sawhney, the director of data analytics and insights at Adobe, dealt with several of the “everyday challenges” that differentiate the Impact Players.

It’s a problem familiar to virtually every large organization: islands of data—independent information systems that don’t talk to one another. Adobe was grappling with this problem, trying to build a comprehensive view of how customers engage with Adobe through various marketing and product experiences. There had been numerous efforts to solve the problem, but none of the measures was truly moving the company’s goals forward. Meanwhile, Adobe’s CEO, Shantanu Narayen, continued to stress the need for a streamlined way to get an accurate view of business performance across the end-to-end customer journey. Twenty-five people, mostly senior executives, gathered in the corporate boardroom for an all-day quarterly business review.

Among those in the meeting was Maninder Sawhney, who was to give two presentations: one outlining an approach to managing customer attrition, the other describing a unified view of sales, marketing, product, finance, and other data sets. Maninder, a self-described “data guy,” was the most junior person in the room. But he had always taken a broad view of the business. He was known for his ability to decompose big, hairy problems into something easy to understand, often jumping up to the whiteboard to capture the essence of a problem that a group had been wrestling with for hours.

The assembled group had been discussing numerous approaches to improve customer retention and lifetime value. Some advocated for more dashboards to view the business’s multiple components; others offered fixes that might generate immediate improvements. No one could agree on a solution to this opportunity; actually, they weren’t even in agreement as to what the problem was. But one thing that everyone understood was that a solution was needed immediately.

It was now time for Maninder to give his first presentation. The topic was measurement of customer attrition. He presented the current data structures and then outlined a very different approach he felt the company should take to measure and analyze customer attrition. The executives around the table dug deeper into his ideas, seeking to understand his rationale and strategy and the potential outcomes. It was a challenge Maninder met calmly as he explained that dashboards alone wouldn’t solve the problem and why drawing conclusions from isolated data could lead to poor decisions. By the afternoon break, Maninder had a bigger job: at the behest of the CEO, he was now managing more than customer data—he was leading the customer retention strategy.

Following the break, Maninder began his second presentation to outline the full set of data structures for marketing and sales. Just a few minutes into his presentation, he realized the information he was providing was off target. Being invited to the meeting had given him a clearer view of the CEO’s vision of an operating model. Maninder was giving the presentation he’d been asked to give—a technical briefing on a specific process—but it wasn’t what the CEO needed in that moment. Maninder stopped presenting and asked if he could come back in two weeks with a plan that would address the problems the CEO wanted to solve.

It was a bold move—abandoning his presentation and stepping up to tackle a much bigger problem. The senior leaders in the room who were responsible for pieces of the solution could have challenged Maninder’s boldness, but he had the trust of his colleagues and ultimately was the type of leader people like to get behind. According to his colleagues, he works without ego and never engages in politics or holds grudges. In fact, he has a T-shirt that sums up his mentality: LET SOMEONE ELSE CLIMB THE CORPORATE LADDER.

Two weeks later, Maninder presented a new framework that incorporated input from various stakeholders across the company. When one executive asked who should lead the massive endeavor, it was clear to Shantanu and the others. Maninder was commissioned to lead a cross-functional effort to build a data-driven operating model for the digital business.

Within six months, the system was operational and fundamentally changed the way Adobe ran its business. The new way of operating, which was made possible by the combined contributions of multiple groups across Adobe, is credited with adding hundreds of millions of dollars to the company’s revenue. After leading the system’s development, Maninder was put in charge of running the digital media business for the Americas (one of Adobe’s largest businesses, which delivers billions of dollars of revenue each year) and is now responsible for driving long-term customer success.

What enabled Maninder to progress from running reports to running Adobe’s biggest business?

He saw the real job that needed to be done, and he was willing to step forward and lead. He saw a complex problem as an opportunity. For Impact Players, problems become opportunities to serve, to find solutions, and make an impact.

Impact Players Tap into Unwritten Rules

One of the primary insights that emerged from the research was that Impact Players seem to understand the rules of the workplace better than others. They figure out the unwritten rule book—the standards of behavior that one should follow in a particular job or organization. They tune in to the needs of the organization and determine what’s important to their immediate colleagues; they figure out what needs to get done and ascertain the right way to get it done.

This rule book is unwritten not because managers are secretive or no one has bothered to publish it but because the rules are also tacit for most managers, held at a level below conscious awareness. Many of the managers we interviewed commented on how much they had learned during our interview. Answering our questions helped them articulate for the first time the subtle differences between Impact Players and others on their team as well as behaviors that create value versus behaviors that create friction. Many managers realized they had never shared this vital information with their team, and many vowed to remedy that. The point is, the rules are tacit for everyone—except those who make an effort to discover them and share them.

So, what do organizational leaders value most? Managers want their staff to make their jobs easier—to help them lead their teams and be self-managing wherever possible. They need people who can think for themselves and step up to a challenge. They value compliance less than the success literature would have you believe and collaboration more than might be indicated in official corporate value statements. In reality, managers want people to help them find solutions and foster teamwork.

When Impact Players figure out these invisible rules and understand what their stakeholders value, they build credibility. Their leaders are delighted and eager to support them, and they expand their impact potential. Consider how each of these managers describes one of their Impact Players.


	LinkedIn sales leader Scott Faraci talked about account executive Amanda Rost, who had just handled an important sales meeting with ease and brilliance: “I was literally jumping around with excitement. I thought, ‘This is crazy. Who is this superstar I just hired?’ If I could have built a statue of her and put it in the center of our sales floor as a shining beacon of how to be a sales executive, I would have.”

	Roberto Kuplich, a development manager at SAP Brazil, spoke about Paulo Büttenbender, a highly respected software architect on his team: “You can lay me off, but don’t lay off Paulo.”

	Julia Anas, a senior HR executive, described HR business partner Jonathon Modica as “the first person to raise his hand for the hard, hairy problems” and said, “I look forward to our one-on-ones because I get energy from him.” This sentiment is a sharp contrast to how a manager at a different company reacts when he realizes he has a meeting with someone on his team who “just doesn’t get it”: “I feel like the gritting teeth emoji.”



The insights we gained into what leaders value are peppered through the book (but you can also take a sneak peek at the full list in appendix A, “Building Upward Credibility”). Use these insights to help you build trust and alignment with your stakeholders—because once you know what’s valued within your organization and what the leaders around you most appreciate, you have a playbook for success. Furthermore, when managers share their rule book, everyone on the team can play at a higher level.

Though it wasn’t surprising that the most impactful professionals figured out the invisible rules, it was alarming to learn how many capable people were consistently missing the mark. These were smart, talented, and hardworking individuals, but they seemed to misunderstand what their leaders considered valuable and miss the subtext in the workplace norms. The typical contributors were often delivering a solid performance, but it would go unnoticed or fall flat as if they hadn’t read the grading rubric before submitting an assignment or consulted the judging criteria before choreographing a routine.

There have been times I’ve missed the mark by merely doing what I was asked to do rather than thinking through what I should do. On one such occasion, a large company invited me to teach a leadership workshop to address a specific set of challenges its managers faced. My client outlined their challenges, and we held numerous discussions. I then prepared a plan that I felt would best address their issues, and we all agreed on the approach. A month later, I delivered the workshop as planned, ensuring that I hit each of the critical points in my remit. The session was solid, but I could tell it lacked impact. You see, in the month between the formulation of the plan and the delivery of the program, the COVID-19 pandemic had begun sweeping the world and disrupting nearly every aspect of work. Managers were now dealing with an entirely new set of challenges (managing uncertainty, suspending business operations, and staff working from home). I had done my job, but I failed to see that it was no longer the job that was needed.

Much like me, the professionals who miss the mark are well intentioned but misguided. They were doing what seemed valuable, either because it was important in the past or because it was widely touted as the way of the future. But many of their work practices were counterfeits—an illusion of value lacking real substance. I call these value decoys—professional habits or beliefs that seem useful and appear appreciated but erode more value than they create. They are shiny objects that distract us from contributing in valuable ways.

We saw some people tripped up because they were playing by an outdated rule book. Some were doing their job so diligently that they overlooked the real work to be done—the work no one was officially assigned to do but that the organization most needed. Workplace etiquette taught people to be diligent, vigilant, and unflappable. But as the environment changes, simply staying in our lane can sideline us. Whereas those professionals were trapped by playing by the old rules, others misconstrued the new rules of a modern work culture. They saw that the game was changing and that the workplace now valued innovation, agility, engagement, and inclusion. However, they missed the subtleties and subtext in the rules; they didn’t realize, for example, that “Experiment and take risks” does not include crashing a production database or that “Be your authentic self” doesn’t mean burdening your colleagues with everything happening in your world. They missed important signals because they were overanxious, overteaming, and deeply engaged to the point of obnoxiousness. Essentially, they were overplaying and overcontributing.

This brings us to a central insight: we can under-contribute by overcontributing. We can deliver too little value while working extremely hard. Whether we are tripped up by the ambiguity of new mores or the sacrosanctity of old rules, we can end up doing great but irrelevant work. We may be expending significant force, but the vector of our effort is off target.

Impact Players more easily spot counterfeits because they don’t assume that what is valuable to them is valuable to others. They look beyond themselves and define value through their stakeholders’ eyes. They learn what is important to their bosses, their clients, or their collaborators, and they make it important to them. By targeting their efforts where the greatest number of people benefit, they increase their impact and influence. While others are managing their brand, Impact Players are building a reputation as a player who is easy to work with and can be counted on to deliver when it matters most. While others may be trying to change the world, Impact Players are actually doing it. They start by changing themselves, continually seeking input and adapting to ensure they hit the mark. With the Impact Player Mindset, they escape the traps of old-school thinking and avoid new-age detours.

Impact Generates Investment

The way Impact Players think about and respond to uncertainty and ambiguity makes them especially fit for the challenges of the modern work world. They are flexible, quick, strong, agile, and collaborative—the type of people you want on your team when your world is rattled or something goes awry. Impact Players will help you find solutions while others point fingers at problems. As one manager put it, the Impact Player was “someone I would want to be trapped on a desert island with” compared to another employee, who is “someone I would have to help survive.” While others might build a shelter and hunker down during a storm, the Impact Player is building a windmill to create power. In challenging environments, Impact Players are assets that appreciate over time.

When we asked managers to quantify the value of the Impact Player’s contribution relative to their peers, they estimated, on average, that the Impact Players on their teams delivered more than three times the value delivered by a typical contributor. Further, they indicated that the value contributed by the Impact Player was almost ten times that of an under-contributor (a smart, talented colleague contributing below their capability). I was struck by one particular response from a senior engineering manager at NASA. When estimating the relative value of the contribution made by a former deputy division chief as compared with her peers, he said, “I would conservatively say twenty to thirty times greater.”

The fact that Impact Players are perceived to be more than three times as valuable as typical contributors means everything in terms of access to rewards, both intrinsic (such as working on great projects) and extrinsic (such as promotions and compensation). And when it comes to the development of talent, these players receive an extra helping of mentoring and a double dose of challenging assignments. The tangible value they provide to others is like a deposit that prompts reciprocal investment and spawns a mutually beneficial cycle.

Value Building

Impact Players tend to be self-managing and offer their managers the assurance and peace of mind that they will complete the job, in full, without being told or reminded. They not only get the job done, they also do it the right way; they steer clear of politics and create a positive team environment. Leaders appreciate this compelling value proposition: the job is done well, and the experience is positive for the team and efficient for the team leader.

When managers realize that they can invest an ounce of leadership and receive a ton of value in return, they continue to invest—and reinvest—in these players. They typically entrust them with increased responsibilities and additional resources. Because they are efficient, managers give Impact Players their most precious resource: the manager’s time and reputation. Impact Players tend to be the beneficiaries of extra mentoring and are called up often to represent the manager to the larger organization or external environment. However, the Impact Players in our study weren’t blessed with trust and resources from the get-go; they earned it. The wisest of them proved early on that their colleagues could count on them 100 percent. By providing quick returns and operating with consistency and integrity, they catalyze the investment cycle.

VALUE BUILDING

The value created by Impact Players accrues and prompts reinvestment

[image: image]

In return, Impact Players develop a stellar reputation and earn the credibility that’s needed to tackle the higher-value opportunities that begin flowing their way. They can now contribute at even higher and broader levels. Thus the cycle continues: they can do more, and their actions carry greater weight. They are seen as leaders who embody the organization’s values and quickly become cultural paragons. Because they are influencers who affect prevailing attitudes and shape the workplace culture, their coworkers respect and seek to emulate them.

A Chain Reaction

As this cycle continues, the stakeholder investments increase, and the Impact Players’ capability and cache grow exponentially, enabling them to contribute in increasingly extraordinary ways. But the cycle isn’t an endless loop in which they repeat a winning formula; they are learning with each loop, adapting to changes in their environment, and becoming increasingly skilled at converting stakeholder resources into tangible value. This simple yet powerful cycle becomes accretive, like continuously compounding interest where small, continuous assessments and modifications result in significantly different outcomes over time.

Through our interviews, it became apparent that Impact Players were consistently progressing faster than their peers; they were being promoted more often and given more impactful opportunities. However, they weren’t merely climbing a career ladder. Rather, they were increasing their currency in the organization and using it in novel ways. Some were ambitious and used their increased influence to move quickly up the organization chart. Others were content in their roles and used their political currency to pick their projects, direct their work schedule, or simply continue to work in a job they truly enjoyed. Either way, they were driven but not full of angst. What’s more, the Impact Players we met reported high levels of job satisfaction and high levels of life satisfaction as well.

The Missing Player

It’s worth noting that the high-impact contributors identified in our study were evenly split across gender, generations, and race/ethnicity. However, I’m also cognizant that















	The notion of Impact Players is not limited to sports. Though the Impact Player idea is lifted from athletics, this is not a story about high-performing athletes or coaches. I’ve borrowed a few terms and metaphors and included several examples from the sports world because athletics provide vivid examples of excellence and clear outcomes. However, there are Impact Players in almost any organization or community.

	This is not a contrast between winners and losers. Our focus will be far more nuanced. We will explore how the Impact Player Mindset differs from the Contributor Mindset and the subtle distinctions in thinking and action that make all the difference.

	The distinction between the Impact Player and the Contributor is not a classification of individuals but of practices. This book will likely be of greatest value to you as you think of Impact Player and Contributor Mindsets as modes of thinking—orientations that we all move into and out of—and periodically ask yourself: Which mindset am I using right now?

	Becoming an Impact Player isn’t a winner-take-all competition. The book’s mentalities and practices are, by and large, learnable and coachable, hence available to all. Impact Players are stellar but not necessarily singular—much as a town may have multiple five-star hotels or restaurants. Likewise, a leader can develop an entire team with the Impact Player Mindset.

	This is not a rallying cry to work harder. The Impact Player mentality isn’t about pushing oneself and leaning in when you really want to lie down; the Impact Players we studied didn’t necessarily work any harder or any longer than their peers, but they did tend to work with greater intentionality and focus while they were working. They created an energy and impact that prevented exhaustion.

	The book is not intended as a quick fix. The Impact Players we studied evinced these practices authentically and consistently. When the Impact Player mentality is deeply held and authentically practiced, it can work for you, too. If you are looking for career practices that will help you cut the line and get ahead quickly, this is not the book for you.


















	Impact Players wear opportunity goggles. Impact players see the following everyday challenges differently than others: messy problems, unclear roles, unforeseen obstacles, moving targets, and unrelenting burdens. Whereas others see these challenges as threats, Impact Players see them as opportunities to add value.

	Impact Players react differently to uncertainty. They respond differently than their colleagues in these five ways:




	CONTRIBUTORS
	IMPACT PLAYERS



	Do their job
	Do the job that’s needed



	Wait for direction
	Step up, then step back



	Escalate issues
	Finish stronger



	Stick to what they know best
	Ask and adjust



	Add to the burden
	Make work light





	Impact Players tap into the unwritten rules. Impact Players figure out the standards of behavior that one should follow in a particular job or organization and adapt for maximum impact.

	Impact generates investment. Impact Players tend to be entrusted with increased responsibilities and additional resources. Systemic bias can lead to hidden pools of talent going unnoticed or receiving lower levels of investment and reinvestment.
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	CONTRIBUTORS
	IMPACT PLAYERS



	“She is a prolific doer and does more work than anyone else on the team.”
	“He saw people spending too much time on presentation slides, developed a tool to fix that, rolled it out globally. He saved us hundreds of hours of work.”



	“Focuses on pet projects that aren’t necessarily a priority.”
	“It wasn’t her job. She just did it.”



	“If this were Apollo 13 and there was a crisis and the engineering manager put the box of parts on the table and said, ‘Let’s figure it out” he would say, ‘Okay, but I’m off work in fifteen minutes.”
	“Repeatedly pivots to become the expert in what is needed.”



	“He was shooting at a completely different goal.”
	“Looked at the whole picture, then fixed the problem for everyone.”
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