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Preface

	The Gibraltar Briefcase is a bunch of raw advice on management, leadership, and self-improvement for the modern business executive. The Rock of Gibraltar, or Pillar of Hercules, located in Europe, has been standing tough and strong for centuries despite several enemy attacks and long sieges, and nothing can destroy the Rock or its people. The statement ‘Solid as the Rock of Gibraltar’ is often used to describe a person who cannot fail or be subdued. To become such a rock, you must continuously repair and detoxify yourself physically, mentally, and spiritually to protect the forts you hold dear. The techniques in this book are the knowledge weapons to help you thrive and survive in modern, stressful workplaces and become like a rock but without turning into a stone.

	Ancient humans survived by eating food and fruits in their raw, natural state. But the modern human has become largely dependent on processed, packaged, and contaminated food. Similarly, the modern business executive today has limited access to natural, unadulterated advice and has become accustomed to canned management fodder. This lack of clean advice is leading to constant stress, unrealistic expectations, rapid burnout, etc., for all modern executives worldwide.

	Essentially, there are two ways to lead one’s life. The first way is you can either slog through life, waste time and energy, or make endless mistakes trying to discover things from your own experience. And the second way is that you can profit from the knowledge and wisdom gained and documented by others. This book shows how you can benefit from the second way. Like a banquet containing an array of delicious, healthy fruits, this book contains a bunch of diverse chapters that can change the way you look at yourself, your colleagues, and the wacky world around you. Though there is no promise of revolutionary magic here, you will definitely see improved results if you use the advice within to guide your future actions. Give it a try. You may be pleasantly surprised.
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How to Ask Beautiful Questions

	Sometime back, I was watching a TV program on a business channel where a bunch of reputed CEOs, CFOs, COOs, etc., were the judges for a young business entrepreneur program. Each young participant was expected to present a business case for the winning entry. However, the program was going nowhere as the judges weren’t allowing any participant to complete their presentation or go beyond a couple of sentences, and they would constantly bombard them with question after question.

	The judges were even firing questions at each other and answering every question with another question. Every young participant, half their age, was being ripped to pieces with their incessant and often cynical questions. Finally, one of the participants was awarded a ceramic pot of indeterminate shape with something inscribed on it, while the others walked out dazed and gasping for breath. Mercifully, the program ended soon.

	What the above incident teaches you is that the world today is full of people who love to ask tough questions. Interviews, talk shows, blogs, corporate seminars, meetings, vendor discussions, business strategies, IT support, journalism, service level agreements, etc., all love bombarding someone with truckloads of smart and intelligent-sounding questions. Today, asking questions that others cannot answer is a favorite hobby for many people. Hence, many executives nowadays take great pride in asking complicated and smart questions that can make others squirm, shut their mouths, or run away from the scene. Also, many people believe that just asking a tough question settles the matter without the need to get involved to solve the issue. Secondly, a large percentage of people ask tough questions just for the heck of it, especially in meetings.

	The basic reason why many people ask tough questions is mainly to satisfy their ego by making others uncomfortable, covering up their lack of knowledge, or just impressing others. For example, most discussions and arguments you may have observed are all about how someone outsmarted someone else by firing a smart question. Watching someone squirm gives a self-congratulatory, sadistic pleasure to many people, like, ‘Hah, you should have seen that bozo’s face when I asked him that tricky question.’ But it doesn’t mean people will be using tough and rude questions with everyone, but they will definitely not miss an opportunity to fire them at someone they can afford to be rude with. Anyway, nowadays, with the amount of information overload, it’s very easy to ask plenty of good, bad, tough, smart, rude, tricky, vague, stupid, dumb, and rubbish questions. And a large percentage of those questions just don’t have answers.

	However, the habit of asking questions is not a bad habit, but deliberately asking questions that you or others cannot answer is dumb. You can keep asking such questions for eternity, but you will not get any correct answers or solutions. Rude and rubbish questions, even smart-sounding ones, often create a lot of problems. Very often, people ask tough questions because they think a tough question will get the necessary answer. But the fact is, people avoid people who ask tough questions. Bombarding anyone with tough questions is a futile exercise because you will never get the right answers. It only makes people avoid you or give you evasive, defensive, and incorrect answers. Besides, a shoot-the-messenger approach will make people tell lies and cover up bad news to prevent their heads from being chewed off. Secondly, rough and tough questions simply create stress, anxiety, and fear in a lot of people. Such questions make people commit more mistakes because the brain goes numb with fear. Toughness prevents the truth from being said, and people will invent excuses. And the list can go on and on. Maybe rough and tough questions are useful in police interrogations, but rarely necessary in business life. As Bob Parsons said, ‘Every business everywhere is staffed with imperfect human beings and exists by providing a product or service to other imperfect human beings.’ So, if you are a sensible person, you will understand the limitations of our species.

	To get correct answers or solutions from others, you need to ask beautiful questions. Now you may ask what a beautiful question is, and how to ask one? But a beautiful question cannot be exactly defined, nor is it possible to give you a specific list of beautiful questions that can be used in every situation. However, a beautiful question can be described in many ways. Here are a few ways to learn how to ask beautiful questions.

	A beautiful question doesn’t have any toxicity, cynicism, or tricky content in it. It’s a question that does not trap people or put them in an awkward position. A beautiful question can be a straightforward question, but it’s asked in a non-threatening or non-intimidating way.

	A beautiful question doesn’t hurt sentiments, make people defensive, or point fingers at them in an accusatory manner. People make mistakes and will continue to make mistakes in their lifetime. It’s quite possible for someone to have completely goofed up on something, lost a major account, or done something really stupid. Except in rare cases, there will always be a valid reason for it.

	Beautiful questions create pleasantness and collaboration. They remove fear and extract the right answers, even if the answer is bad news. Successful managers know how to get the right answers from employees by not being intimidating in their approach. Their objective is to solve an issue or a problem, and not get mischievous pleasure by making people uncomfortable. Beautiful questions help you achieve that.

	Beautiful questions don’t have a ‘shoot the messenger’ approach. If you develop the habit of asking beautiful questions, then people will approach you openly for help and advice, instead of thinking, ‘Here comes the demon to chew our head off.’

	People who know how to ask beautiful questions don’t thump their fists on tables, demand an explanation immediately, or try to find a scapegoat.

	Finally, to summarize, the challenge for each one of us is to frequently pause and observe ourselves to see if we are asking the right questions. And we can conclude this chapter with a quote from Dorothy Nevill, who said, ‘The real art of conversation is not only to say the right thing in the right place but to leave unsaid the wrong thing at the tempting moment.”
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When Good People become Bad Bosses

	As soon as the words ‘bad boss’ are mentioned, most people start imagining pictures of a wicked person, a crook, a tyrant, a scheming backstabbing individual, a selfish ogre, etc. And the typical textbook definition of a bad boss is the one who screams, threatens, intimidates, grabs credit, fires people, throttles people’s necks, and so on. While such gory imaginations could be true in a few cases, it’s not so in a large percentage of cases. Actually, it’s not necessary to be a wicked person at all to be called a bad boss. Ironically, a good-natured or normal person can also fall into the category of a bad boss without exhibiting any boorish behaviors. To understand how, there are a few common mistakes good people make to slowly transform themselves into bad bosses.

	Lack of Knowledge: A good person can become a manager of a department for various reasons, but may have no knowledge necessary to run the department. Often, many employees get promoted to stratospheric levels too fast, but without the required knowledge, maturity, or skills to run a bunch of diverse departments. And this is unavoidable in many cases, as modern managers often have to swim in uncharted waters in today’s chaotic business world. However, this can become a catastrophe not only for the manager but also for all his peers and team members who look at him or her for guidance, help, or coaching. If managers lack the required knowledge and advisory skills to coach, mentor, and supervise their department, they can agitate their team members to death.

	In addition to stressing their team members daily, managers will also stress themselves more as they will be unable to lead effectively. For example, a good person can be a car service supervisor but can never effectively manage his mechanics if he himself doesn’t have some prior experience in servicing a car or at least a generous dose of the practical hardships of it. His lack of knowledge can often lead to conflicts as he may make unrealistic demands on his mechanics, commit to impractical requests by customers, overload his mechanics, etc. Soon, it will become an ego conflict between the ‘Knowledgeable and the Clueless.’

	Avoiding Learning: Understandably, a manager cannot be expected to have accurate knowledge from day one. To gain knowledge, one must get into the deep water to understand the nitty-gritty of a new department's work, irrespective of their earlier experience. And no matter which department you manage, there will be some amount of new learning every day to keep abreast of the latest trends and happenings related to that particular industry. But too many managers avoid doing this and don’t make any effort to learn the work hands-on, or at least an essential percentage of it. They never bother to understand the ‘nuts and bolts’ or roll up their sleeves to get involved.

	Instead, they run their departments from a high level by
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