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FOREWORD

Nearly every Baby Boomer can remember exactly where they were and what they were doing when they heard that President John F. Kennedy had been shot, just as nearly every Millennial can remember when word reached them that airplanes had crashed into the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and a field in Pennsylvania. There were many similarities between the events: the sense of horror that gripped at Americans’ throats, the fear that we might be under a sustained attack, the worry about loved ones. Each of these tragedies helped define a generation.

But there was one significant difference between the two: America was much better prepared for the 9/11 disaster than for the Kennedy assassination. The presidential assassination was a bolt from the blue, something we had not experienced since 1901, something we had never witnessed before on live television. And as we saw when Lee Harvey Oswald was shot, the locals were simply not ready.

By contrast, an earlier attempt to blow up the Trade Center prompted officials in New York City to make themselves ready. Officials many times practiced what they would do if terrorists struck again; the fire and police forces knew what to do and were prepared to sacrifice their lives in order to spare others; even as the Secret Service moved President Bush into temporary seclusion, New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani stepped forward and, in his finest hour, calmed the nation. Readiness matters.

Even if officials were prepared to act, events surrounding 9/11 also had a ripple effect across the country. Soon after the attacks, as described in this book, the Centers for Disease Control’s first Director of the Office of Terrorism Preparedness and Emergency Response met with Lenny Marcus and me to see what could be done to strengthen national response leadership. Shortly thereafter, government leaders along with faculty from across the university gathered at Harvard to inaugurate the National Preparedness Leadership Initiative—or NPLI—in the early 2000s. They together foresaw that the country and world might be entering an era of turbulence when terrorists might hit Anywhere, USA, and they wanted to partner to develop an executive education platform that would study and train first responder leaders from local, state, and federal offices in emergency preparedness. They recognized that to make the country safer, leadership matters. And as this book shows, they also recognized that these same lessons apply to business leaders of all kinds as they face their own crises—whether it’s a product recall or a media controversy.

The NPLI was on a roller coaster in its early years. It turned out that starting an education program across government agencies and across jurisdictions was harder than it looked, and getting different parts of a university to collaborate could be even more challenging. Money had to be found in different corners of government to pay for training. No one knew whether it would survive periodic budget cuts.

But over time, as results piled up, NPLI gained traction and now has reached its fifteenth year. It has a proud record of training thousands of senior leaders—from government, humanitarian organizations, and businesses large and small, and from across the country and around the world—to meet a wide variety of emergencies. That training includes bringing leaders to the Harvard campus twice over a six-month period, the first time for intensive training by faculty from across the university and the second as a follow-up to see how lessons from the classroom have played out in the field. Importantly through this work, officials from different departments and different levels of responsibility have formed a close network of colleagues and friends who are there for each other. In the midst of any big emergency, there are frequently several NPLI alumni working across boundaries with each other, pulling on the leadership knowledge, skills, and practices they’ve gained during their time at Harvard.

One of the strengths of the program has been its adaptability. When it comes to disaster relief, the NPLI initially focused on responses to terror, but as weather-related disasters have grown ferociously in recent years, classes now turn more frequently to the effects of climate change. And in their private-sector training, they’ve added a focus on cyber security, and are helping corporations identify the moments of crisis more quickly as the speed of technology demands. No doubt, they will continue to evolve in the future.

Of course, no one would argue that NPLI is a panacea. Preparedness is an all-hands-on-deck requirement in addressing emergencies. In the battle against Hurricane Katrina, for example, Admiral Thad Allen and his Coast Guard contingent—who assumed leadership late in the response—were valiant in saving lives and inspiring confidence. By contrast, the local leadership in New Orleans was widely seen as ineffectual and over its head. Clearly, every jurisdiction in the country now has an interest in training up its top people and its responders to meet once-in-a-hundred-years storms or the ravages of uncontrolled fires.

What the NPLI can do that is very hard in government is to play to its strengths: discovering and amassing knowledge, sorting out best practices, teaching others—the lifeblood of universities. There are definitely lessons to be learned about emergencies, both from the American experience and from the experience of others.

I well remember when the chief of London police visited an NPLI program several years ago. In Britain, the police—not a national team—are responsible for dealing with terrorist incidents. The London chief outlined how the officer in charge of first responses would have at his side someone with equivalent experience to his own to be a second pair of eyes and ears for the chief. The officer in charge, said our London visitor, might be so focused on one aspect of the response that he or she would miss the big picture. The companion is there to be a quiet voice in the ear of the leader. Listening, I was reminded of a short film that is popular in universities: it shows a half-dozen students with a basketball and asks students to count the number of times the ball is thrown quickly back and forth. After the film ends, the teacher asks students how many passes occurred. Guesses vary. Then the teacher asks the students if they saw anything else in the film. At least a quarter of viewers (I remember; I was one of them) say no. What they miss is that while the ball was flying back and forth, an upright gorilla walks through their midst. Aha, I thought, that’s why the Brits have a second observer for emergencies. Notice what might be obscured by the circumstances. Point well taken.

As this valuable book shows, the NPLI team has developed a number of concepts and tools that apply to emergency preparedness and response as well as to the requirements of everyday leadership. One of the most important is the idea of “meta-leadership”—the concept that in complex systems, a big part of leadership is the capacity to work well with and help steer organizations beyond one’s immediate circle. They start with “who are you?” as a leader, the person, and how do you adjust your sights to assess the situation at hand. Then, building connectivity: How can different groups work together toward a common goal? How do they forge the coordination of effort that allows them to leverage what each knows and can do? How do they unify large groups of people to work together toward that common purpose, what they call in this book “swarm leadership?” Examples are countless, and emergency leaders and business leaders find meta-leadership training to be foundational. The authors have compiled their years of research and teaching into this volume.

A related focus central to this book is crisis training. In an emergency, attention pivots quickly to the person in charge. “You’re It!” the leader suddenly finds, and it’s too late to go back to the classroom for answers. Crisis leaders have to be psychologically and physically ready to act on a moment’s notice. And as our soldiers and sailors discovered on the beaches of Normandy over seventy years ago, the person in charge may not make it—and the second in command realizes, “Hey, you’re it now.” The historian Steven Ambrose believed that the US forces succeeded that day because so many soldiers, as “sons of democracy,” had grown up behind a plow, were independent in spirit, and weren’t afraid to lead.

The lessons of You’re It were put to another test when the pandemic swept in. The NPLI was quickly called upon by leaders in a variety of communities—government, business, and health care—asking how best to lead through the crisis. Some leaders dismissed their responsibilities and had disastrous results. But many rose to the occasion, especially those at the front lines who bravely worked to reduce the human toll of the pandemic. It was indeed encouraging to see the teachings of meta-leadership applied by so many as they coped with the mysteries and logistical complexities of the disease.


President Kennedy once said after the Bay of Pigs fiasco, “Victory has many fathers while defeat is always an orphan.” There was a time years ago when NPLI looked like it might go down, but a wonderfully strong team pulled it together. Once a near-orphan, it now has many fathers. The single most important—the man who has carried the program on his broad shoulders since the beginning—is Lenny Marcus. He not only was the chief creator of the program but has year after year steered it forward. Lenny is the “It” of the NPLI. I was proud to work with Lenny years ago in helping to get things off the ground.

Fortunately, he has had great partners along the way—Joe Henderson, long a leader at the CDC, and the guy that got the original ball rolling, has recently retired from federal service and is now investing more of his talent into the NPLI, along with Eric McNulty, who is bringing so much intellectual strength to NPLI leadership thinking and practice, as well as Barry Dorn, the wise sage who was with the program from its inception.

Writing on behalf of the Harvard Kennedy School of Government, I want to express my gratitude and shared pride in the everyday contributions these leaders, and our alumni, are making to the safety of our country and its challenges ahead. First responders across the nation have certainly benefitted from the lessons of NPLI, as will others who now read this valuable new book.

David Gergen

Center for Public Leadership, Harvard Kennedy School of Government







INTRODUCTION

It was a relaxing spring day on Cape Cod. Staring out at the ocean, Lenny Marcus whispered to his wife, “People on the Gulf Coast look at this same scene and have to worry about the oil hitting their shores.” It was May 2, 2010. Twelve days earlier, the Deepwater Horizon oil rig erupted, killing eleven workers and threatening the Gulf of Mexico ecosystem with the largest oil spill in history.

It was a busy weekend for crisis leaders. The day before, a mammoth water main break west of Boston interrupted service to two million people. Massachusetts officials were coordinating with local leaders to ensure a safe water supply for the metropolis. The night before in New York, vigilant Times Square street vendors spotted a suspicious car and alerted police, thwarting what would have been a deadly terrorist explosion. Lenny knew that alumni of the crisis leadership program he codirects at Harvard were active in each of these incidents.

Suddenly, his phone rang. The screen read “Peter Neffenger.” Quietly, he said, “Sorry, I need to take this one.”

Peter was a captain in the Coast Guard when he completed Harvard’s National Preparedness Leadership Initiative executive crisis leadership program. Afterwards, Peter and Lenny stayed in touch. Peter had been promoted to admiral and led Coast Guard operations on the Great Lakes. “Lenny, Thad Allen [commandant of the Coast Guard] asked me to head to New Orleans and serve as deputy national incident commander for the oil spill response. I want you to come down and observe what’s going on.”

Lenny sat up. He had gotten calls like this before. When H1N1/swine flu erupted the year before, Joe Henderson at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) called, and Lenny was quickly on a flight to their offices in Atlanta. During the Hurricane Katrina response in 2005, the director of the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), Michael Brown, emailed him from New Orleans: “You want to study leadership? Come on down.”

By Friday, May 7, Eric McNulty and Lenny Marcus (two of the four authors of this book) were also in New Orleans to observe Admiral Neffenger as he assumed duties as deputy national incident commander. The next day Peter, his staff, Lenny, and Eric were flying over the oil spill in the Gulf. Barry Dorn later joined the national incident commander, Admiral Thad Allen, in New Orleans. The inquiry about leadership of the spill response would stretch all the way from the Gulf to Washington as they observed both the government interagency collaboration and the wrangling that marked the crisis response. There were frequent update calls to discuss ongoing leadership quandaries.

From one crisis to the next, the “come on down” calls continued. Each at a pivotal moment. Each when it mattered most.
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Your leadership moment. The curtain rises and everyone looks to you. They count on you. A solution must be found. You take the helm. You’re it.

Some situations you anticipate. Others come as a surprise. Whether you are a crisis leader professional, an organizational leader, or an unsuspecting bystander, in an instant you can be leading a crisis response or leading a part of it. Suddenly, you are responsible. What do you do?

The pages ahead chart steps for those crisis moments: ideas, methods, and pragmatic tools that will guide you as you guide others. Bringing those lessons to life are examples of real-life leaders in crisis scenarios: a terrorist attack, a pandemic, an oil spill, an active shooter, hurricanes. Crises, large and small, will happen. Financial shortfall, sexual harassment allegations, product liability—you as a leader must be prepared for whatever comes.

We, your authors, believe that you’ll be most likely to embrace and execute the crisis leadership practices you’ll learn about in this book if they are rooted in your everyday leadership and relationships. At the crisis moment, you’ll pivot, using the same practices already deeply embedded in your leadership tool box. With precision, you seamlessly adapt what you do to the situation at hand.

Leadership moments and complex problems routinely arise. Workplace leaders face situations demanding change. At home, there are personal issues, life-and-death decisions, disappointments, and transitions. Then there are the life-changing crises—you find yourself in the midst of an active shooter scenario, a terrorist attack, or a weather-related disaster. No matter the situation, when you are the leader, others await your direction and instructions. They count on you to have the confidence to respond effectively.

You own your thinking, behaviors, and actions. Refining them—as you become the leader you hope to be—is the theme of this book. Your life and your career traverse a wide range of human dilemmas, crises, and opportunities. And the way forward isn’t simply through the words you find here. You are the starting point for exploring and enhancing your capacity to lead. It’s important to be continually reflective and intentional about who you are, what you do, and how you do it. We turn the attention and responsibility upon you, the leader.

Fulfilling your potential as a leader requires a keen awareness and understanding of how your personal experiences—your decisions, stumbles, and triumphs—got you to where you are now. Each prepares you for the moment when “you’re it.”

Meta-Leadership

The theme of this book—and what we hope you’ll achieve—is meta-leadership. This framework and practice method we developed is key to your expedition. You will learn to look at problems, opportunities, and solutions from a “meta-” perspective.

The overarching prefix “meta-” encourages you to seek a bigger picture. You perceive beyond the obvious toward an understanding for how multiple connected factors act and interact with one another. With that, you begin to grasp the complexity of what is going on and you take action. A lot is happening and it demands your attention.

Meta-leadership consists of three dimensions for shaping this holistic view of your leadership:


1. The person—you the leader

2. The situation in which you lead

3. Connectivity in the network of stakeholders you lead


You will learn to use the three dimensions to define the complexities, relationships, and interdependencies that determine your success or failure, and that of the others on your team. The practice method incorporates strategic concepts and practical tools for engaging these stakeholders. Once you master it, you’ll work on exercising your leadership effectively throughout your expanding network of influence. Meta-leadership is a force multiplier for all that you and others hope to accomplish together.

The “you” in “you’re it” deliberately has a double meaning. On the one hand, “you” is singular, a reference to one person, as in “you are the leader.” Singular “you” highlights your personal leadership responsibility, accountability, and opportunity. It points to your development, experiences, and learning. The meta-leader is personally willing to assume the challenge of thinking and acting broadly. You are intentional about leading with both depth of understanding and breadth of perspective.

On the other hand, “you” is also plural, referencing the many other people with whom you lead—as in, you all share a problem, opportunity, or challenge in which you choose to engage. Together, “you’re it.” Your meta-leadership manifests in convening people to work collectively on a matter of shared purpose. Plural “you” also refers to being part of following, leveraging, or contributing to others who share complementary objectives. Rallying and engaging people to that meta-purpose emerges from your relationships, mission, and accomplishments and from the trust you build.

In this way, “you’re it” is a mutual endeavor to do more than you could do by yourself or as separate entities working in isolation (often called organizational silos). The practice of meta-leadership is about forming the plural “you” to achieve the objective. Not everyone grasps the benefit. The meta-leader understands what motivates these many stakeholders and aligns those motives to shape the common you.

This premise shapes our definition of leadership: People follow you. And when circumstances require the opposite, the phrase can be reversed: You follow people.

Astute meta-leaders grasp this double meaning, which defines and animates both the personal “me” and the collective “we.” Your meta-mind-set is one of personal responsibility combined with the strength and advantages of leveraging a wider crowd.
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The meta-leadership framework and method grew out of our observations and research conducted with leaders during times of crisis and change, as well as from our own experience leading in routine, day-to-day situations. As a physician, Barry Dorn led the response to life-and-death events and made decisions as a hospital executive. Joe Henderson, following the 9/11 attacks, was a key national leader of CDC bioterrorism preparedness efforts and was later instrumental in reorganizing CDC operations. Eric McNulty and Lenny Marcus have studied numerous US and international crises and change situations. Together we integrate practice realities and academic perspectives into a tool box designed to advance your meta-leadership development.

Through our research, we were given the rare opportunity to accompany leaders—or catch up with them as quickly as possible—as they faced momentous disasters and maneuvered to cope with them. Some leaders rose to the challenge. We learned a great deal from them, and what you read here is a compilation of those insights. We also learned a great deal from leaders who stumbled. From the outset, we never judged an individual as a “good” or “bad” leader. Effectiveness is often circumstance-contingent. Instead, we identified the pitfalls along with the opportunities that leaders and others can expect to face in the midst of a crisis or significant change.

Our work is based at the National Preparedness Leadership Initiative (NPLI), a joint program of the Harvard T. H. Chan School of Public Health and the Harvard Kennedy School of Government’s Center for Public Leadership. The NPLI was established shortly after the 9/11 attacks. The federal government asked Harvard University to invest intellectual resources and research in studying and teaching leaders in crisis. Lenny Marcus and David Gergen of the Kennedy School were the founding codirectors. The mandate was to “join the country on the steep learning curve of preparedness and response leadership.” Hence, the case illustrations you find here stem from our work in “joining” leaders in the midst of crises.

Our work began with an after-the-fact study and analysis of the 9/11 attacks. Early field research also included on-site observation of the response to Hurricane Katrina in 2005. We later watched our students put the meta-leadership lessons learned into action. Alumni from our NPLI executive crisis leadership program were schooled in meta-leadership and led the CDC response to the first stages of the 2009 H1N1 influenza pandemic in the United States, as well as the response to the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico in 2010, Super Storm Sandy in 2012, the Boston Marathon bombings in 2013, the domestic response to the outbreak of Ebola virus cases in the United States in 2014, the transformation of the Transportation Security Administration (TSA) in 2016, and the series of devastating hurricanes in 2017. We also observed and interviewed students in the public, private, and nonprofit sectors on their use of meta-leadership in response to more localized crises or predicaments. These were crucible moments for the organizations and communities affected, and certainly crucible moments for the careers of these leaders.

Our research, analysis, and teaching reached a crescendo when COVID-19 struck. Suddenly, every leader became a crisis leader. The coronavirus challenged us to expand the applications of complexity and the tools of meta-leadership. Unlike prior crises, COVID-19 was boundless in locale, time, and impact. That lack of specificity, combined with the mysteries of the virus itself, complicated the usual processes of leadership. In-person interactions turned virtual in a matter of days, redefining the presence and meaning of the “person of the leader.” Scientists debated disease transmission and control of the mysterious virus, complicating leader “situational awareness” and decision-making. Connectivity of effort transformed onto electronic networks. Beating the virus required adapting to it. That process varied widely from locale to locale, distinguished by how elected officials calculated political responsibility and political advantage.

This research took us from practice to theory, not the other way around. We studied the disaster preparation and crisis response actions of leaders in high-stakes, high-pressure situations, as well as during the normal give-and-take of organizational and interpersonal problem-solving. The circumstances through which they led and their openness to our analysis allowed us to observe and assess both their thinking and their actions. From those investigations, we formulated the three dimensions of meta-leadership that can improve the performance of leaders. These dimensions are not a simple checklist or set of characteristics. They are pathways to knowing yourself, the context in which you lead, and the full range of assets, resources, and relationships necessary to succeed.

From Everyday Leadership to Leadership During Change and Crisis

Although meta-leadership was developed through the lens of crisis leadership, its value extends to everyday routine and transformational situations as well. Like Olympic athletes, meta-leaders do not begin their practice and performance on game day. For you, this book is a guide to both the ordinary and the extraordinary.

There is another distinction between meta-leadership and other approaches to leadership. We begin with the belief that no two meta-leaders are identical. Some are introverted, some extroverted. Some are left-brain-dominant, others right-brain-dominant. Whether you work in an entrepreneurial start-up or an established organization, the three dimensions help you fully inhabit yourself as the leader you are truly capable of becoming. We don’t believe there’s such a thing as a “born leader.” Rather, we find that certain personal characteristics can be cultivated and leveraged to enhance your capacities. The most important—and perhaps the most obvious—is your willingness to lead. Combining that with development of your own expansive meta-leadership outlook, you will grow to understand how you—not some mythical perfect leader—can act quickly, confidently, and with maximum effectiveness.

The author and systems theorist R. Buckminster Fuller once asked, “If the success or failure of this planet, and of human beings, depended on how I am and what I do, how would I be? What would I do?” Although you might not cast your endeavors in such grand terms, ask yourself a parallel question: When everything is on the line, how will I be? What will I do? The three dimensions of meta-leadership are a guide to answering these questions in terms distinctly suited to you and the many tests you face as a leader.

To be sure, there are those who, acting in isolation and with detached authority, believe themselves to be “leaders.” These individuals believe that the formal authority of a lofty title or position confers the mantle of leadership. They order and they command, viewing their work in transactional, self-serving terms. They expect the world to conform to their expectations. They employ boasting, fantasy, and self-promotion to reaffirm their perceived position. They lie and lack integrity. These people aren’t leaders—they’re autocrats. We’ve met and worked with such persons, and no doubt you too have your own book of experiences with the type.

There are others who genuinely perceive, engage, connect, and generate influence far beyond their span of formal authority. They earn the designation of “leader” from their followers. They are authentic. They know and understand themselves and help others do the same. They perceive themselves as part of a larger system. They think deeply. They practice leadership expansively. They grasp a puzzle, shape a strategy, and courageously guide others on a path barely seen.

It is these remarkably captivating people we call meta-leaders. You will encounter them throughout this book. You too can choose to be one.

Becoming a Meta-Leader

We, your authors, have woven our perspectives and experiences into the concepts, tools, and stories in this book. The real author of your leadership experience, however, is you. Experience the book. Don’t simply read it. If you passively peruse these pages without actively integrating what you learn into your mind-set and practices, you will not derive the full benefit of the time and effort you invest.

Leadership is active, not passive. So too is the process of expanding your leadership capacities and capabilities. We suggest that you keep a journal—a record of your thoughts, experiences, victories, and challenges. It will be a powerful exercise in reflection and revelation as you explore what meta-leadership means to you. We get incredibly positive feedback from our students once they try it. When you keep a journal, you reflect on yourself in ways that are both surprising and reaffirming. You take responsibility. This is part of what “you’re it” means.

Your journal doesn’t need to be a fancy leather-bound volume, and your entries don’t have to go on for pages. You may only jot down a few bullet points at a time. The aim is to learn more about yourself by taking a moment in time to document your experiences as a person and as a meta-leader.

To help, we provide you open-ended questions at the end of each chapter to launch and inspire your thinking. Ideally, you will ask yourself throughout the reading: What am I learning about myself? What am I missing that hinders my ability to accurately assess what is happening around me? How can I learn best from the mistakes I’ve made? These are tough questions, and many leaders avoid them because they are embarrassing and sometimes painful.

The journal is just for you. It is a gift you give yourself. If our questions don’t motivate you, ask yourself different ones. There are no right or wrong questions. Make this book your own, a guide and a challenge to develop knowledge and ways of being a meta-leader when it matters most.







ONE
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102 HOURS IN CRISIS

The Boston Marathon Bombings Response

Monday, April 15, 2013, 2:49 p.m., Boston, Massachusetts. It is a mild, sunny day—perfect for running a marathon. The elite runners finished the course a couple of hours earlier. Now the rest of the runners are making their way down Boylston Street to the finish line in front of the Boston Public Library. The flags of every nation with a participating runner flutter above the cheering crowd.

Suddenly, there’s a flash and a deafening sound: as a bomb detonates in front of a running store across from the library. The explosion reverberates through the city’s historic Back Bay neighborhood. People scream. Others, shocked and confused, are silent. Smoke billows into the air. Fourteen seconds later, a second bomb blast, one block west. Windows shatter. Shrapnel flies. The injured fall to the ground. Everyone realizes that something is horribly wrong. The crowd panics. First responders leap into action.

On Friday, April 19, at 8:42 p.m.—102 hours later—the second of two suspects in the bombings is captured in suburban Watertown, nine miles west of Boylston Street. After an exhaustive manhunt, the terrifying story comes to an end.

In between, 102 hours of grief, grit, heroism, and resilience have passed—102 hours that tested leaders and their followers.
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The bombs on Marathon Monday instantly killed three people and injured 264, many with life-threatening wounds. Survivors were dispatched to waiting trauma centers for urgent care. On Tuesday and Wednesday, hospitals treated the wounded, an investigation began, and Boston remained in shock. On Thursday, April 18, law enforcement officials released grainy photos of the suspects, their faces obscured by the brims of their baseball hats. Hours later, the two launched a crime spree, murdering an MIT police officer.

The attacks were the work of two brothers, Tamerlan and Dzhokhar Tsarnaev. Early Friday, Tamerlan died during a wild shoot-out with police officers in Watertown in which another police officer was grievously wounded. Dzhokhar vanished into the night.

The next day a voluntary shelter-in-place directive was issued for the metropolitan area. Boston was a ghost town populated only by law enforcement officers. The exception to the quiet was Watertown, where heavily armed officers worked door-to-door, looking for the younger Tsarnaev. After a daylong manhunt, he was apprehended huddled in a boat stored in the owner’s backyard.

There was great tragedy that week. For those who lost loved ones and for those injured, the pain endures.

Leadership Lessons

We studied the leaders of the response to the Boston Marathon bombings, a number of whom were either graduates of the NPLI executive crisis leadership program at Harvard or had participated in meta-leadership seminars we offered locally. These people were eager to share what happened, what they did, how they applied meta-leadership lessons, and what they learned from their experiences. Our research uncovered valuable lessons that can be applied to both crisis and routine conditions. Our interviewees included law enforcement and emergency response officials, political leaders, businesspeople, and citizens—in other words, those who shaped those turbulent hours. We sought to understand what happened in the response, why it happened, and what impact it had. Our work was exploration. From the outset, we were not sure what we would find.

There were stories of remarkable leadership and courage. Amid the tragedy, there were successes. Despite staggering injuries, all who survived the initial bomb blasts lived, a remarkable achievement resulting from diligent planning and practice by medical responders, care providers, and their leaders. The suspects were captured in 102 hours, ending an ordeal that gripped the city. And Boston was resilient. “Boston Strong”—the slogan that rang through the city and beyond—meant something. That strength was modeled by astute leaders in their behavior and in their interactions. They methodically worked together, exemplifying the principles and practices of meta-leadership. The decisions and actions of these leaders together rallied a city reeling from shock and eager to help.

We opened all our interviews at the same place: the minutes just before the attacks. “It’s 2:45 p.m. on Monday, April 15. Where are you and what are you doing?” we asked. And then, “What happened next?”

The responses portrayed an extraordinary series of triumphs. These people had intentionally prepared themselves to lead. What they achieved was by no means an accident. For years, major public events in Boston—Independence Day, New Year’s festivities, championship celebrations, and the Marathon itself—had served as practice drills to test system strengths and weaknesses. What if calamity struck? How well would the many different responding organizations and their people work together? These exercises had given leaders the chance to build relationships as they pondered the dire circumstances they might face together. The deliberate exercises readied them to lead.

Their collective experience translated into a sense of leadership confidence. We heard over and over that, with the initial news of the bombings, there was a quick moment of shock. Then, in an instant, their training and preparation rang reassuringly in their minds: I can do this. As they moved into action, their faith in others and the system resonated as well: We can do this. And they got to work.

Exemplary meta-leadership practices were evident during the event, providing us with important real-world examples and lessons. While you likely will not guide the response to a terrorist attack, these lessons apply to coordinating the high-stakes work of many different people and organizations when both the process and outcome of your combined work is unknowable. The response we observed in the extreme circumstances of the Boston Marathon bombings can inform day-to-day leadership scenarios as well. We found consistent principles and practices that you can harness to increase the collective success of the endeavors you lead. We share and explore these findings in later chapters of the book.

Leadership Is Personal

Boston Emergency Medical Services (EMS) director Jimmy Hooley was in the city-block-long Alpha medical tent just beyond the Marathon finish line. “I heard the first explosion, and I thought it was a propane tank from one of the street vendors, or maybe a car backfiring. Then I heard the second explosion and I knew right away it was an attack,” he told us.

Shortly before the Marathon bombings, Jim Hooley and Lenny Marcus had one of their periodic conversations about Jim’s leadership. He had moved up the ranks of Boston EMS from paramedic to chief. A quiet, hardworking guy, Jim leads more by example than by charisma. During that conversation, Jim shared that being a leader is work for him. “Sometimes, if I am at a mass casualty event, I have to remind myself to assume that leadership position. My instinct tells me to get on the ground and treat people. That’s what I do and what I am good at. Leading for me takes effort.”

Leading EMS is a complex endeavor. Some ambulances are part of the city fleet, while others belong to a variety of private companies, all using a central 911 dispatch center. Having learned from bombings elsewhere in the world, Hooley knew that it was critical to distribute the injured across the multiple trauma centers in the city lest any single hospital become overwhelmed. He also knew that those with minor injuries were likely to get themselves to hospitals—and in advance of the ambulances with more serious cases. Coordination was required with police and fire officials. He also knew that the confused and panicked crowds would present a constant risk of distraction.

Fortunately, Hooley and other leaders had thought through the decisions they would need to make. Plans were in place and they had rehearsed their actions, so they all understood what was expected of them and what they could expect from others. They had built trust-based relationships with each other. On that April day, all that planning, practice and persistence paid off.

Eleven days after the bombings, Jim and Lenny met up again. That prior conversation was still fresh. After exchanging greetings, Lenny merely asked, “So…?” “I was the leader,” Jim replied. “It was tough, but I realized we had to get this right. One of the people was dying, and I had this urge to get on the ground and work on her. But I didn’t. Somebody had to keep the eye on the big picture and that was me, the leader. We had to get those people out of there and in the right order, and I was on top of that. I was also thinking, What if there is another bomb? I had to figure out what we would do next. Yeah, I stayed the leader.” This was Jim Hooley’s “you’re it” moment. He grasped the responsibility. He led intentionally.

Boston Strong

Our research on the leadership response to the bombings exposed stirring examples of heroism, goodwill, discipline, humility, and trust. People were purposeful. Themes of collaboration, big-picture understanding, and personal grit emerged as we reviewed what happened and sought to understand why. Our goal was to learn about those leaders and their meta-leadership. We sought principles that could be applied more broadly in other leadership settings.

A bond was created among these agency and political leaders. The power of “Boston Strong” arose from the shared and united purpose that radiated from these leaders to the community and back. Yes, there were rivalries that could have created distractions and led to miscalculations. Boston relishes competition: between law enforcement agencies, across academic medical centers, and among federal, state, and local authorities. This is not to say that there was not some of that. However, competition did not define those 102 hours. These leaders transcended their differences, intuitively recognizing that they would be stronger and more effective if they worked together—and that they and the city would be weaker if they worked independently or at cross-purposes. They set a tone early on and sustained it throughout that week. In simple yet profound terms, the terrorists—the bad guys—were “them.” Everyone else was “us.” The response drew its strength from that embracing sense of interpersonal connection, assistance, and reassurance.
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Within minutes of the explosions, a makeshift emergency operations center was set up at the nearby Westin Hotel. Hundreds of emergency responders gathered. Governor Deval Patrick and key senior leaders convened in a smaller conference room. There were important decisions to be made, among them: who leads the investigation? The governor later explained to us, “I come from a prosecutorial background. I knew there needed to be someone in charge of the investigation. And everyone needed to be behind that person.”

There were potentially sensitive city-state-federal jurisdictional frictions in play. Governor Patrick therefore wanted to get the leaders on board together. He first informally polled those gathered around the table. There was consensus that the investigation should be led by the FBI special agent in charge, Rick DesLauriers. Then, like a flight attendant addressing passengers seated in the exit row of a plane, the governor looked each leader in the eye and asked, “Are you okay with Rick DesLauriers leading the investigation?” He waited for a verbal yes and then moved to the next person. Everyone said yes. DesLauriers was in charge of the investigation.

We later interviewed DesLauriers about his experience that week. As we systematically progressed through the sequence of activities, we came to the key decision to keep the public transit system open that Monday, just after the bombings. “Where were you?” we asked.

“I wasn’t there,” he replied.

“But the governor said you were in charge,” we observed.

“I was in charge of the investigation, not the overall operation.”

“Then who was in charge of the operation?” He pondered the question for a moment and then answered—himself somewhat puzzled—“Well, I guess no one.”

That response perplexed us. We had conducted numerous studies of leaders in times of major national crises, and there was always an identified leader in charge of the operation. During Hurricane Katrina, it was the director of FEMA, Michael Brown. During the H1N1 crisis, it was Dr. Richard Besser, acting director of the CDC. And during the Deepwater Horizon oil spill, it was Coast Guard commandant Admiral Thad Allen. We had observed and interviewed these leaders in the midst of those crises.

As we reviewed our notes about the Boston bombing response, we realized that DesLauriers was right. There was no one identified operational leader in charge of the whole the event. Governor Patrick was a strong, respected political presence with expansive authority over some agencies, although many entities were beyond his purview. He succeeded in establishing the tone of collaboration from the get-go that became the standard for the group of leaders working together. Numerous agency leaders were responsible for the work of their individual organizations; however, there was no one leader who consistently was in charge of everything. How could that be? Without an overarching incident commander, how was the response as successful as it was?

Swarm Leadership

As we puzzled through our interviews and notes to find an explanation, Eric walked into Lenny’s office and simply said, “Swarm intelligence.”

What is swarm intelligence? Briefly here (in Chapter 8 on connectivity, we go into more depth on swarm leadership), swarm intelligence describes how creatures intuitively accomplish remarkable tasks when no one of them is in charge. Operating in a defined structure, such as a colony or flock, they follow a consistent, shared set of innate rules and social cues that guide decision-making and actions. Picture birds flying in a formation. No one bird directs the flock, and yet they fly in synchrony. Fish swimming in schools are similar. Ants and termites find and build elaborate nesting sites. Each ant operates according to a uniform set of innate, hardwired behaviors. The Harvard sociobiologist E. O. Wilson has written: “If you look at all the species that have ever lived on planet Earth, the most successful were ants, termites, bees and people. Why? Because they’re the greatest cooperators.”

Although much has been written about organizational design and other structural approaches to encouraging positive connectivity, we discovered that there has been little investigation into the behavioral elements of crisis leadership. So we reviewed what we learned about leaders during the Boston bombing response, looking for patterns to explain their thinking and actions. We were able to discern pieces of a complex puzzle about order and control, following the clue that DesLauriers shared. What explained the heroic acts to save lives after the blasts? How was it that competing organizations cooperated so well? How did they come to so tenaciously trust one another given all the risks and difficult decisions of the week? Were there intuitive principles and rules that guided these leaders and followers? Might there be an innate human force that mirrors the behavior and interactions of simpler creatures?

Then we discovered that each interviewee’s experience followed a specific sequence of events characterized by five key points. The first was a focus on saving lives, a theme that captured the unity of mission motivating the leaders we interviewed. Rescuers, civilians, and investigators were willing to risk their own lives to save others. The second was the generosity of spirit and action pervading their actions. They assisted others and others helped them. The third was how the organizations interacted by staying in their own lanes. Each set of responders knew what their own job was and what the others’ jobs were. They did not intrude upon others’ scope of responsibility or authority; rather, they helped one another succeed. Fourth, people would later describe the leaders’ respectful behavior and interactions as no ego—no blame. And finally, they relied on the strong, long-term, trust-based relationships that were already in place before the bombings.

We combined these observations into the five principles of swarm leadership during the Boston Marathon bombings response. We then shared our observations with the leaders we interviewed. Rick DesLauriers of the FBI typified their reactions: “Yes, that describes exactly what we were doing, though I didn’t realize it at the time.”

The Three Dimensions of Meta-Leadership

Had any one of the leaders sought to assert control over other leaders, the process and outcome could have been very different. Yes, each leader oversaw his or her own organization and its chain of command. However, the connectivity in how they worked together created leverage that exceeded what any one leader could have accomplished alone; connectivity fostered order beyond control.

These leaders together were able to find and achieve a complex equilibrium that extended to the broader community, emanating to those who were part of the official response system—law enforcement, health workers, and government officials—and out to volunteers, businesses, and citizens who willingly aligned with the game plan. In the face of a terrifying event, they generated a shared commitment and bountiful goodwill. Drawing on a collective impulse, leaders of the response set a tone and sustained it.

How do the actions and outcomes of the response to the Boston Marathon bombings reflect the thinking and practices of meta-leadership?

“Meta-” means “transforming,” “beyond,” “above,” and “at a higher level.” These leaders functioned with a wide, meta-awareness of what they were doing. Though each operated from the base of his or her organization’s authority and responsibilities, everyone’s overriding commitment was to the shared mission and the enterprise-wide collaboration that could get it done. What they did together illustrates the workings of meta-leadership.

As mentioned earlier, there are three dimensions of meta-leadership practice. The first is the person. In Boston, the leaders’ emotional intelligence and capacity to engage bonded their work in unity of purpose. Though “no ego—no blame” emerged late in our interviews, many commented that without it, the necessary collaboration would have collapsed. These leaders were grounded and shared an overriding commitment to the tasks at hand. They were keenly aware of their personal responsibility in the challenge that faced them.

The second dimension of meta-leadership is the situation. These leaders faced a “VUCA” scenario: Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous. Another attack could have happened at any time. It was not clear who were the perpetrators: self-styled terrorists working alone, or members of a larger cell planning further attacks? Leaders had to be ready for what could come next with little notion of what it might be. The bombings were bad enough—what if the response didn’t measure up? Numerous agencies and organizations were involved, and the task of coordination was enormously complex. And for many major decisions, there were no obviously correct answers. Leaders did their best to anticipate how the situation would evolve and the decisions and actions that lay ahead, while also preparing themselves to pivot depending on what occurred. With the bad guys on the loose, they had to be ready for anything.

These leaders had two crises on their hands. Both situations were dangerous and required that leaders account for numerous unknowns. On day one, the crisis was a terrorist attack on Boylston Street—a scenario they had drilled for. On day five, the crisis was a massive manhunt in Watertown—an unforeseen scenario. The word chaos was not mentioned in their accounts of day one. Most everyone spoke of “chaos” in describing the confrontation and manhunt on day five.

The third dimension of meta-leadership is connectivity of effort. There was a brief hesitation as leaders got together on day one; everyone was first concerned with checking in with their colleagues. By day five, these leaders had learned that the better and more quickly connected they were, the better coordinated, responsive, and adaptive the operation would be, no matter what happened. As
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PRAISE FOR YOU’RE IT

“Whether the situation you’re facing is ordinary or extraordinary, You’re It can equip you with the tools to lead people effectively through times of change and turmoil.”

—Doug Conant, founder and CEO, ConantLeadership, and former CEO of Campbell Soup Company

“A practical how-to manual for those who must exercise leadership in crisis situations. You’re It is a highly readable, essential primer for anyone who is called to lead when people need it most.”

—Janet Napolitano, former Department of Homeland Security secretary, president of the University of California, and author of How Safe Are We?: Homeland Security Since 9/11

“Every leader dreams (and agonizes) about his or her ‘leadership moment’—that singular crisis or challenge that will test our character and define our legacy. You’re It shows what it takes to prepare for that moment. Its insights, frameworks, and genuinely riveting stories will prepare leaders in any field to seize an opportunity or avoid disaster. Read this book, take its lessons to heart, and get ready to lead.”

—William C. Taylor, cofounder of Fast Company and author of Simply Brilliant

“The real beauty of this highly readable book is that today, we all find ourselves leading through crises at work, in our families, and in our communities. And it is packed with fresh, new ideas about leadership that are brilliant, practical, and relevant. The authors’ model for how to think, what to do, and how to unite people when extreme crisis hits works, and they’ve got excellent research and fascinating stories from real life to prove it.”

—Annie McKee, bestselling author and senior fellow, University of Pennsylvania

“Combining meticulously engaging theory with heart-stopping anecdotes from the top crisis leaders of our times, You’re It provides all of us with what to do, and what not to do, when it matters the most. This is a book that takes us beyond the clichés of leadership literature, and provides tools that will make us smarter, more self-aware, and better prepared when we are tested.”

—Juliette Kayyem, former assistant secretary, Department of Homeland Security, and faculty chair, Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government Homeland Security Program

“You’re It is a comprehensive resource for individual and organizational preparedness leadership. As a governor, I faced several disasters, natural and man-made, and came to realize that being prepared is not just having plans and designated resources, but it is building trust and working together for an organic, agile, and effective response. This work shows us that pathway, meta-leadership, arming future generations with the tools, knowledge, and the ability to reach beyond themselves when destiny says, ‘You’re it.’”

—Ernest “Ernie” Fletcher, former member, US House of Representatives, and former governor, Kentucky

“In a world where both challenges and opportunities are increasingly complex and simultaneously nuanced, leaders navigate ambiguity at every turn. In You’re It, readers will find practical insights and illuminating stories about what it takes to make hard choices when the future seems more chaotic than clear. Readers will also find inspiration and understanding of what it takes to succeed in a crisis whether it is local or international. You’re It is the crisis playbook for the twenty-first century.”

—Farah Pandith, author of How We Win: How Cutting-Edge Entrepreneurs, Political Visionaries, Enlightened Business Leaders, and Social Media Mavens Can Defeat the Extremist Threat

“Drawing on the experience of dozens of leaders during times of crisis, You’re It breaks new ground in our understanding of leadership performance when disaster strikes. Its compelling narrative identifies practical ways leaders can prepare in advance of calamity. This book is a must read for those who want to understand how improving leadership skills can drive better outcomes.”

—Alice Hill, former special assistant to President Obama, senior director for Resilience on the National Security Council, and author of Building a Resilient Tomorrow: Preparing for the Coming Climate Disruption

“You’re It is an essential prep course for leaders and leaders-in-the-making who are at risk for ending up on the frontlines of a crisis. Whether used as an individual guide to personal and professional development or a comprehensive curriculum for risk management team planning, You’re It fits the bill.”

—Julie Louise Gerberding, MD, MPH, executive vice president and chief patient officer, Strategic Communications, Global Public Policy, and Population Health, and former director, US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
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