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“A teacher affects eternity: he can never tell where his influence stops.”
Henry Adams
This book is dedicated to all my teachers—from both the 
formal classroom and the school of hard knocks—and 
especially my consulting partner and mentor Jason Jennings. 
Your lessons have affected me and I am forever grateful.

Introduction
HOW FOLLOWING THROUGH AT EVERY LEVEL CAN MAKE OR BREAK YOUR COMPANY
A team of researchers put 160 big companies under a microscope. Their objective was to find the answer to a pair of burning questions:
Why do some companies consistently outperform their competitors?
Which strategies and tactics, among the hundreds recommended by management gurus and experts, actually make the difference?
Calling themselves The Evergreen Project, the researchers began by sorting all 160 organizations into 40 industry-specific groups—each with similar scale, scope, finances, and future prospects. Next, each company's ten-year track record was analyzed and all the firms were divided into one of four categories:
•Winners, who consistently outperformed their competitors
•Losers, who fell short time after time
•Climbers, who started off poorly but found a way to improve dramatically
•Tumblers, who began with a definite advantage and went south
The experts then cross-referenced the strategic plans at each of the companies with two hundred-plus high-powered tactics. All the brightest ideas were on the list—from “Customer Relationship Management” to “Six Sigma,” from “360-degree Feedback” to “Enterprise Resource Planning.”
By reviewing both the performance records over ten years and the strategic choices among all the popular initiatives, the research teams were able to separate cause and effect. In other words, The Evergreen Project identified which of these business strategies made a substantial impact on a firm's competitive advantage and which didn't.
The final conclusion surprised everyone involved. “It matters little whether you centralize or decentralize . . . if you implement ERP software or a CRM system,” wrote the leaders in their final analysis,*1 “it matters very much though that whatever you choose to implement you execute it flawlessly.”
Conventional wisdom is wrong. Becoming a winner, a loser, a climber, or a tumbler in any industry is not the result of finding (or failing to find) the perfect strategy for your organization. What makes or breaks a company's performance is its grasp over management's most basic mission—to make sure everyone at every level follows through.
That's not as simple as most executives expect it to be.
As fast as most managers learn their first lessons from the school of hard knocks, they discover there's a gaping hole in their company's day-to-day operations.
Half of all the decisions a company makes in order to solve some problem or take advantage of some opportunity will fall through the cracks in less than two years . . . not because of uncontrollable factors like a recession, unexpected cost hikes or any other outside factors but simply from a lack of follow through.†2
And a 50 percent failure rate is for the average company. As one telecom executive said when he heard that stunning statistic, “After spending twenty-five years working in the high-tech sector, in my experience, that number is too low.”
This book tells the stories of a unique group of managers who've cracked the code on following through. Working in all kinds of organizations—public and private, large and small, new economy and old, even highly bureaucratic government agencies and entrepreneurial start-ups—these leaders have discovered step-by-step solutions for taking whoever falls below them on the organizational chart, be it a team, department, division, region, or entire company, to a new level of thoroughness and reliability under the toughest competitive conditions. They learned to overcome the obstacles that cause so many of management's best intentions to slip through the cracks, and then they shared their insights in great detail so anyone can follow in their footsteps.
Their stories and the lessons learned are organized into four “building blocks,” the components crucial to following through:
1. Having a clear direction so everyone understands where they're headed in no uncertain terms.
2. Matching the right people to every goal.
3. Getting off to a great start with plenty of buy-in.
4. Making sure everyone maintains their momentum by increasing individual initiative.
Building Block I
Clear Direction
No executive intends to start off an initiative or business with vague, assumed, or conflicting expectations. They all start out intending to convey their expectations with absolute clarity. But under the pressure of too little time and too much to do, under pressure from unspoken, assumed directives from bosses, customers, and other departments, many managers decide that because people are nodding their heads they have all they need in terms of a clear direction. And when later they see that their people have made little or no progress, they don't retrace their steps. Instead, they falsely assume “that strategy wasn't right for our company.”
This building block provides the tools for turning vague, general, or conflicting expectations into clear, specific, and coordinated targets. It shows how to quickly connect the dots and anticipate what people need without them telling you. You'll also learn a three-step system that will help your people consistently make the best decisions.
Building Block II
The Right People
Experts who specialize in turnarounds agree. When asked, “If you were about to take charge of a business, where would you begin?” they replied, “With the people.” “You can have the best product or service, a great bottom line,” said one, “but without the right people from top to bottom, it is impossible to follow through.”
This building block will show how to match your people to your expectations. You'll find fresh ideas to guarantee better follow-through in fast-changing situations. One example? Hire attitudes over experience. Another is that great teams make sure everybody is on the same page.
And there's even a section upending the conventional wisdom about who should manage the follow-through and exactly how you can make sure you are choosing the right leader for every project.
Building Block III
Buy-in
Conventional wisdom says that when your reasons for changing directions are well-communicated and your plan is solid, the majority of people will buy in automatically. But conventional wisdom doesn't match up to reality. More often than not, no matter how well a leader communicates his or her rationale, or how intelligently he plans, or how much participation she facilitates, the typical response of people in business is not to buy in.
Whether you're executing a major change strategy or implementing day-to-day directives for improving your product lineup; your plant and equipment; your pricing, personnel, or management policies, customer service, etc.—include tactics for getting enough buy-in to overcome the law of inertia.
Here I'll show you how to outmaneuver the opponents to change that inhabit every organization and come up with a plan for getting everyone to just let go of old ideas and worn-out ways. There are also lessons for turning your people into a HOT team and your managers into HOT team leaders.
Building Block IV
Individual Initiative
Character is the ability to maintain momentum long after the mood has passed. 
I've used that quote to inspire myself and others. My intent has been to link the loss of momentum to a lack of character so that people see not following through as a personal flaw. But I now have learned that interpretation missed a more valuable insight.
Leaders must endeavor to do everything in their power to keep people in the mood to follow through. That means developing the management tactics that guarantee more individual initiative.
 This section presents three simple strategies for unleashing and focusing the character in every person on your team:
1. Creating a reason to rise above tough conditions and taking the initiative necessary to make sure what's expected gets done.
2. Recognizing the vital role shows of respect play in generating more individual initiative.
3. Realizing that deciding who's responsible isn't a panacea and that there's a fine line between enough and too much accountability.
 
Over the last decade, business has tried every quick fix and crafty financial maneuver to get a leg up on the unrelenting competition. None of it has had sufficient staying power and a lot has landed our businesses (and more than a few executives) in trouble. Now it's time to forgo all the exotic answers and get back to basics. What makes or breaks your company is your ability to get everyone at every level following through. This book shows you clearly what to do.
Laurence Haughton
Fall 2004
lrh@laurencehaughton.com

Building Block I
CLEAR DIRECTION
Does every employee understand where your business is going?
Are the steps necessary to reach each goal plain to see?
Is there a good line of sight between your company's mission and what your people do?
Finally, does your team support the direction of the business?
Forty-eight percent of the 12,000-plus top executives, middle managers, and front-line employees surveyed for WorkUSA 2002—Watson Wyatt's annual research report on employee attitudes—could not honestly answer yes when asked those questions.
If Wyatt's research report accurately reflects the American workplace, almost half of all employees feel they are working without a sense of clear direction. No wonder it's so tough to make sure what's expected gets done. It's the simplest of all business calculations—if people don't understand precisely where they are headed, it's only sheer luck that will get them to where they need to be.
This failure to create a clear sense of direction is not from a lack of trying. “We work longer and harder now than ever before on making our messages [about strategy and direction] connect,” a vice president from a major financial services firm said. “Truth be told, however, we still probably miss half of the time . . . or at least it feels that way to many out and away from command central.”
Why? Providing a clear direction these days is difficult.
• People are vague.
Customers, coworkers, investors, and even many top corporate executives—the very people who insist that your business unit follows through and meets all their expectations—are often unclear, contradictory, and inconsistent.
• Time is short. 
Over three-quarters of all managers are making more decisions per day than they were in 1997. But only 15 percent of those managers have been given any extra “think” time.
• Processes are flawed.
Two-thirds of all day-to-day directional issues—about new products, staffing, policy changes, price increases, etc.—are determined using decision processes prone to fail.
In the next three chapters, you'll learn what to do to overcome these obstacles and consistently give your associates a clear direction.
First, in “Clear Expectations,” I'll offer a prescription for how to turn vague, general, or conflicting expectations into clear, specific, and coordinated targets—even if you're the manager stuck in the middle between headquarters, staff, and customers.
Next, in “Read Between the Lines,” I'll show you how to quickly connect the dots between what people say and what they really want, without them telling you in an overt or explicit manner.
Finally, in “More Accurate Assessments,” we'll hammer out a system for thinking things through more thoroughly (even under tight deadlines) and fine-tuning your directions with tactics prone to succeed.


1  CLEAR EXPECTATIONS
One day, executives at a multinational company presented their annual operating plans (AOPs) and budgets to the top brass. The CEO then followed up with a critique of their plans and a list of his expectations for the upcoming year. Here are some excerpts:*3
•  “We need an ambitious plan for productivity that overachieves the target.”
•  “Our quality problems are disturbing. Continue to work to improve quality.”
•  “Good work on reducing past-due shipments. However, past-dues are still among the highest in the company, so opportunity remains.”
•  “Cost reduction is a big opportunity for you. One point of cost will take you from an uncomfortable position to a comfortable one.”
•  “[For next year] build a plan that allows you to react to different scenarios, given the high level of economic uncertainty.”
The memo went on like that for seventeen bulleted points. A few focused on products: “We need to drive better results out of product line Z”; a few on people: “Work with executive A to crisp up your plans”; and the remaining ones on company initiatives: “Put more focus on Six Sigma.” The CEO concluded with a thank-you: “Overall, you had a great AOP presentation last week.” He suggested the executives meet with him in ten days to “discuss the specifics of how we will achieve [each of the] targets.”
The author of that memo is Larry Bossidy, the former CEO of Allied-Signal and one of the best of the best CEOs. Bossidy knows a lot about getting things done, a skill he's demonstrated many times at Allied-Signal and through his best-selling book Execution. Undoubtedly, Bossidy wrote this memo to make sure each manager clearly understood what he expected so their follow-through would be flawless.
But does his memo really spell out just what's expected?
Linda Lockwood of Charles Schwab and Company, Inc., reviewed the excerpts and asked herself that critical question. Lockwood is a vice president and chief of staff at Schwab. In her fourteen years in financial services, Lockwood has also built a great reputation for getting things done—and in the last few years she's worked especially hard on the skills and disciplines for starting every initiative with crystal-clear expectations.
“No,” Lockwood said. “I would say most managers would look at this and quickly dismiss it as the same old corporate gobbledygook.”
Specifically:
• Our quality problems are disturbing. Continue to work to improve quality. “Where's the bar?” Lockwood asks, wondering how any manager could tell when they had achieved his objective. “And what's the connection between quality problems and the preceding directive, ‘We need an ambitious plan for productivity that overachieves the target'? Could productivity and these ‘disturbing' quality problems be connected?” she added. “I wonder how thoughtfully each of these goals was integrated?”
• Good work on past-due shipments. However . . . opportunity remains. “This is a completely mixed message,” according to Lockwood. “An employee reading this would feel momentarily good, then bad and then confused—never knowing exactly what was expected.”
• One point of cost will take you from an uncomfortable position to a comfortable one. “This one is hilarious! A comfortable point for me is on a sailboat leading the pack,” she said with a smile. “Seriously, uncomfortable is subjective. The reader would have no idea how to measure the specific outcome.”
Call them goals, targets, objectives, key results areas, it doesn't matter; management's expectations must be like a lighthouse, a bright and focused beacon that guides the team's follow-through, signaling which direction to head in. If those expectations are vague, confusing, or incompatible (“corporate gobbledygook” in Lockwood's words), the next level of managers and their associates are more likely to make the wrong turns at critical junctions or simply, in bewilderment, stop following through.
In this chapter, you'll learn the essential disciplines for starting with clear expectations. Moreover, I'll show you how you can take a boss's vague, general, or conflicting directives and make them clear and focused.
THE PRESCRIPTION
Lockwood has seen many vague, general, and conflicting directives over the years in her company. That's what motivated her and others at Schwab to develop a prescription for making sure that expectations are clear and capable of guiding follow-through.
First, Lockwood said, “Each goal needs a crisp, measurable definition of success with a timetable and point person or department responsible for the follow-through.” It's not good enough to give people fuzzy or universal pronouncements like “we need to improve customer satisfaction.” Satisfaction must be deconstructed into all the little pieces that add up to a satisfied customer, and then each element must be made measurable.
Second, “The manager needs to look over what is expected to weed out conflicts between one objective and the next. For example, if the team sets ‘ambitious plans for productivity,'” Lockwood asked, “can they also be nimble reacting to different scenarios?”
The best way to discover if these two goals conflict is for the manager and the team to brainstorm all the ways they might improve productivity and what it takes to be nimble. Then the manager and some coworkers should imagine where the two goals might clash.
For example, one answer for greater productivity might be to cut the cost of production by using the least experienced (and therefore lowest-paid) person to do a job. But being nimble may require that someone with higher skills (and a higher salary)—such as the ability to improvise or to anticipate different scenarios—should do the work. Maximum productivity could conflict with maximum agility.
“If two expectations clash,” Lockwood has learned, “then priorities must be clarified and set.”
Finally, Lockwood concluded, “Every expectation needs check points embedded in the goal to make sure things are getting done, and if not, to give the team a chance to adjust before time expires.”
Lockwood's common sense approach to starting with clear expectations isn't news. For years, experts in goal setting have suggested managers use the acronym SMART as a checklist for issuing clearer goals and targets. SMART stands for specific, measurable, accountable, realistic, and time-bound. Managers who check every expectation to make sure it's SMART could avoid giving their people any corporate gobbledygook.
But equally important as making expectations SMART, Lockwood believes, is managers who ensure that everyone on the team gets the message.
 “There needs to be a sophisticated, cascading communications plan for each manager,” Lockwood said. Her group at Schwab uses these four guidelines to make sure their expectations are clearly communicated:
• Divide big ideas into palatable bites. “Goals must cascade [flow] throughout the organization,” Lockwood said. They can't be communicated the same way to everyone. Clear expectations require a manager to break complex goals into palatable bites, appropriate to the mind-set of each team member.
“Everyone is not a gold-medal performer,” she continued. “Companies need the silver- and bronze-level players to follow through as well. Even nickel players are required, so leaders must make sure what they expect is explained in a manner that can be understood by every level of associate.”
• Get feedback. “Executives can easily lose sight of the various levels of employee thinking/knowledge/perspective,” Lockwood observed. “They need effective mechanisms for staying in close touch with their employees.”
To clearly communicate expectations at a big company like Schwab, the top brass relies on a tightly integrated team of corporate communications, public relations, and human resources experts. Those communications specialists in turn rely on carefully constructed and constantly updated employee surveys to get feedback from everyone at the front lines.
In smaller companies and those without in-house surveys, a leader needs to find someone who can give them honest feedback on their communications. It can be as simple as asking a teenage member of your family, or a friend's son or daughter. One executive recalled how he got help from a sixteen-year-old: “She read what I wrote and said, ‘Sometimes I think you say certain things just to show how smart you are.'” The executive realized how this kind of frank and candid critique could help him communicate more effectively. He asked the young woman to read his entire memo and mark every sentence that struck her that way. Her honest feedback made a huge contribution to the executive's clarity.
• Be a hands-on executive. Staying engaged is essential to ensuring that expectations are clearly communicated. “So often they [executives] delegate too much and lose the pulse of the business,” Lockwood said. “I still delegate, but I balance that with my need to keep connected.
“At first blush, people might think, ‘Oh, this is a harder person to work for than one who's more hands-off.' Actually, in my personal experience,” Lockwood explained, “it is more rewarding and, in the end, easier to work for someone who is engaged and demanding accountability because you know where you stand and you are better armed to succeed.”
• It's not what you say but what you do. Executives must communicate what they expect through what they do, demonstrating their own command of the details and a commitment to consistent follow-through to their teams, according to Lockwood. “This means more work, but that's why executives get the big bucks,” she said. “There's nothing like follow-up by an executive, if it's the right follow-up on the right objective. It's incredible what respect and desire to work harder are generated when an executive demonstrates these behaviors to their employees.”
Setting smart expectations and disciplining your communications plan so each goal is clearly understood will guarantee you are giving your people clear expectations. But curing your own lack of clarity isn't enough in the vast majority of organizations. Eighty-eight percent of all employees work in enterprises with more than one layer of management. These multiple layers make setting and communicating clear expectations more complicated, especially for the managerial leader stuck in the middle.
STUCK IN THE MIDDLE
“How can I give clear direction to my team when my organization's senior leadership is fuzzy [regarding what they expect] and the big picture doesn't get communicated?” Pat asked, frustrated. Ever since a big international conglomerate purchased his business unit, Pat has been stuck between his desire to meet customer, coworker, and corporate expectations and the lack of clear and consistent direction from the top layers at headquarters.
For example:
•  “We want you to respond faster to local needs. Prepare your yearly budget and as long as you are meeting your targets, you are free to run things as you see best.” Yet even though his teams hit their budgets, the next level of management above Pat continued to intervene in his decisions and micromanage the team's efforts. “Do they want us to wait for instructions and their blessing before we do anything, or do they want us to be fast and autonomous?” Pat wondered.
•  “Tell your people to talk honestly and directly. We want open communications.” But when one of Pat's managers tried to be honest and open during a company meeting, Pat said, “those same senior managers branded the guy a negative person.” That branding got back to the manager during a performance review (when he asked why he was turned down for a promotion) and sent a mixed message to everyone in the unit.
What's a manager like Pat supposed to do when he or she is stuck in the middle between the need for clear expectations to drive the follow-through and vague, confusing, or inconsistent direction from the top? I would argue they have three choices:
• Let things from headquarters fall through the cracks. One manager in Pat's situation said he just ignores all the confusing directives he gets from headquarters until somebody calls to yell at him about something. “That's the only way I can figure out what they really want out of all the stuff they ask me for. Honestly, 75 percent of the time I never hear another word.”
• Tell the boss straight out, “Your directives are ambiguous.” “I've gotten frustrated and done that,” Linda Lockwood admitted. “My manager at the time didn't miss a beat. ‘Hey, it's your job to figure that out,' he told me,” and Lockwood was left where she started.
Or you can:
• Take charge—and get the clear direction you need by negotiating your boss's expectations.
NEGOTIATING EXPECTATIONS
“Over years of trial and error, I've learned I can't throw up my hands, I can't use blunt objects to beat clarity out of my manager, and I can't let it roll downhill to affect my people and their follow-through,” Lockwood explained. “So I've learned how to go back again, again, and again to find out what success looks like through their [the boss's] eyes.”
What Lockwood does is called negotiating expectations. Not “negotiate” in the you can negotiate anything, start high and don't give away the store meaning of the word. It's negotiating as in “to successfully travel along or over,”*4 to cross the distance between vague, confusing, or unspoken expectations and get to clear, actionable, synchronized targets. Negotiating expectations is an expedition, where everyone reaches clarity together.
For example, Lockwood said, “I'll go in and say, ‘I think this plan delivers on your directive. Here's my criteria and how I plan to measure each deliverable. Does that look good to you?' It's an iterative process. I stay engaged until I get the clear and measurable answers. Then I have the clarity I need without resorting to blunt objects.”
There are two skills you need for negotiating expectations with superiors:
1. Get them engaged, and then
2. Listen
1. GET ENGAGED
“There are two reasons I believe a manager avoids producing clear expectations, besides the fact they may not know how,” Lockwood explained. “Either they are:
a. overwhelmed with responsibilities or
b. they don't want to commit because their manager wasn't clear with them and they are worried about being held accountable.”
In both cases, your boss is likely to say that he or she doesn't have the time to discuss the directives further. If they do this, don't back down. Instead, get them engaged in your process of negotiating expectations.
Nobody is better at getting busy executives engaged than Jason Jennings. Jennings is an author and keynote speaker. In the last two years, he has climbed to the top strata of lecturers hired to address business conventions and conferences. Jennings's success has been driven by his determination to exceed the expectations of those who hire him. To do this, he has learned how to engage them.
“Every meeting planner, conference director, and CEO has a different idea of what they want from their keynote speaker,” Jennings said. “And they never make it clear.” His years of experience enable him to infer some of what they want, he said. But unless he has a complete picture of what they expect beforehand, he doesn't have the edge he needs.
“I like to have a big standing ovation, and I want the CEO and the organizers to lead that applause,” Jennings revealed. To get that, Jennings always sets up a conference call in advance with the president or CEO. “In that call I get them to completely clarify their expectations,” Jennings said.
A lot of the time all Jennings has to do to set up this call is to ask. CEOs and organizers readily agree, because Jennings follows a couple of cardinal rules for getting them engaged. First, he gives the CEO a clear idea of what's in it for them. Second, he makes sure the process creates no more work for the executive.
“That's all it takes 80 percent of the time,” Jennings explained. “In the other 20 percent, I get a meeting planner or PA who still says, ‘Oh, the CEO is too busy.' I know then I have to convince both the planner and the CEO that it's worth their time to talk to me. My best tactic is to tell them this story:
I was one of three keynote speakers at a huge $6 million conference for Yellow Corporation. There were three keynoters to kick off the conference—me, Rudy Giuliani, and Jim Collins.
Yellow had just invested hundreds of millions of dollars transforming the company from an old-line trucking operation to a modern logistics and solutions business. The purpose of the day was to cement new attitudes among the workforce and top clients at the conference, attitudes that reflected Yellow's new strategic positioning.
To introduce the day, the planners had brought in the president of a national trade group. He was going to do fifteen minutes just before my keynote. It quickly became clear that this guy from the trade association hadn't learned anything at all about Yellow's transformation. He had just prepared his standard shtick.
The trade group president approaches the mike at center stage and looks out to the assembled two thousand key employees and top clients. “Good morning!” he roars. “There's no place I'd rather be right now than hanging around with a bunch of truckers.”
At that moment, I'm standing backstage next to Yellow's chairman, Bill Zollars, and I see the color start to drain from his face.
The speaker continues his warm-up: “And they can call me anything, including the CEO of the trade association, but I'm an old huckster just like you and I love to peddle stuff.”
Zollars is now beside himself. He leans over and whispers to me, “Jennings, you're up first—can you fix this? This guy is starting our $6 million event in the absolute wrong direction.” Happily, I was able to undo the damage, but I've never forgotten the look on the Zollars's face. The first speaker could have ruined the conference!
 I've seen too many events where a speaker not only didn't deliver all the organizer wanted but their comments were contrary to the long-term interests of the company. The easy way to make sure that never happens is to have a short conversation. I've got four simple questions that I've learned will eliminate any miscues and let me exceed your expectations. When is it best to talk—now or later this week?
Jennings tells this story as a last resort to make the risks of not talking to him before the conference real and substantial.
As a result, he always gets the time he needs from even the busiest CEOs and directors.
You need your own story to get senior executives who resist your direct request to clarify their expectations. Your story will help you “sell” your boss. Think about a time an initiative went wrong because the goals were misunderstood or because everybody didn't start on the same page. Put the story together as Jennings did, showing them some risks they can relate to, and do it all in ninety seconds or less. You'll get that senior executive engaged.
2. LISTEN
Remember, there are a couple of reasons most executives don't give clear direction:
• When an executive is unclear, perhaps it's because they are overwhelmed.
• An executive may be trying to avoid accountability because their boss wasn't clear with them.
Each is a potentially embarrassing admission, one any manager would discuss freely only with a trusted associate. That makes building trust an imperative for negotiating expectations.
Most trust builds slowly, taking months and years of interactions. However, research shows that when people are in a situation where they need assistance they will quickly extend a form of trust, called “calculated trust,” to someone who exhibits the right behavior.
Calculated trust is decided with a simple checklist. “Does the other party,” the potential trustee asks:
a. share my values,
b. speak my language, and
c. listen to me?
If they get three yeses on that simple list, most people will extend calculated trust. That's why it's so important that you work very hard on your listening skills. Only through effective listening is it possible to demonstrate that you share values and “speak the same language.”
DOS AND DON'TS
When getting ready to ask your boss about his expectations, use the following guidelines:
Prepare. Nobody is that good on their feet. Ask questions at the right time. Maintain a feel for their comfort and the level of openness. Do your homework. Get the facts and piece together everything you can find out from other sources before you sit down to talk. Ask your questions flatly without any signals that their answer might be sensitive or none of your business. It is always a surprise how much someone will tell you if you just ask. Do be persistent if they avoid giving you the whole story. Remember, figuring out just what they expect is in everyone's interest, especially theirs.
Don't ask anything antagonistic. Erase the words “blame” and “fault” from your mind. Don't stop listening to think about the next question. Be prepared in advance, and make a note if something comes up you want to ask about. Don't cross-examine; this is not a courtroom. You are there to show them you are both on the same side. Don't show how smart you are by answering your own questions. They are the only ones who know the bottom line—get them to tell you. Don't be afraid to take notes if necessary. You don't want to miss anything. Don't censor yourself. Have a face-saving recovery comment for questions the other party deems none of your business.

LISTENING IS HARD WORK
Most people are poor listeners. Within minutes of any oral presentation, half of what was said has gone in one ear and out the other. After forty-eight hours, three out of every four facts have been totally forgotten. Why? Most people mistakenly think that being a good listener is all about keeping quiet and waiting until the other side stops moving their lips. But people who depend on their listening skills for a living will tell you listening is a lot more than not talking. Listening is a practiced discipline requiring training, enormous concentration, and energy.
The average person talks at a rate of 135 words a minute. But the average person comprehends at over four times that rate. So while one is listening, their mind races ahead—sandwiching other thoughts in between the ones being expressed by the speaker. Those extra thoughts can distract the listener just enough to miss a few of the key signals (an implication, a look of anxiety, or something subtle that changes the meaning of the word just spoken). Distracted listeners get easily confused, asking the wrong questions at the wrong time, and the dialogue becomes a lot less productive.
Test your ability to listen on an associate or subordinate before you meet with your boss. Interview an associate about their goals/expectations for their career and record your conversation. When you play the tape back, you'll be surprised at how much more you get out of the conversation the second time through. (And you'll be embarrassed that your questioning wasn't better.)
Professional listeners use several techniques to get more out of every conversation:
• They make a point of collecting and remembering questions and comments that succeed in getting people talking.
• They get in sync with the speaker, changing the pace and tone of the conversation to reflect the style of the person they're talking to.
• They pay close attention to expressions, tone, and gestures.
• They signal that they are actively listening to keep the other side involved by:
Following up with relevant questions
Summarizing constantly what's been said during the conversation
Challenging and probing deeper
• Last, they emphasize shared values and work to use shared language. (In other words, they signal, “I'm like you, you're like me, therefore you can trust me.”)

CLEAR EXPECTATIONS ARE CRITICAL
According to Dr. Elliot Jaques, a renowned author of fifteen books on organizational theory, giving people clear expectations is more than a good idea, it is the reason that managers exist.
In Requisite Organization, Dr. Jaques explains that the manager's role in large, multilayered, competitive businesses is to make things clear. “We define a manager as a person who is held accountable for the outputs of others and for sustaining a team capable of producing those outputs. [That] manager must be able to add value to the work of immediate subordinates.”
Value is added, says Dr. Jaques, when the manager creates an “effective context” for employees.
It's simple. If a manager doesn't (or can't) create an effective context for those below them on the organizational chart, they aren't adding any value. If they aren't adding any value, that layer of management is unnecessary.
What's the surest way for a manager to create an effective context and add that value?
By making all expectations crystal clear. How can you do this? Here's a recap:
1. Set SMART goals. Every goal needs a crisp definition of success. Each should be specific, measurable, accountable, realistic, and time-bound. Find the time to clarify your own expectations before you ask others to follow through.
2. Communicate more effectively. Expectations aren't clear until everyone knows the steps they're required to take and how that connects with the team mission. Managers must divide big goals into palatable bites, right for every layer below them on the organizational chart.
3. When you're stuck in the middle . . . negotiate. What do you do when the expectations you are given are fuzzy and ambiguous? You understand why a boss isn't always clear and do something about it; get them engaged and listen.

2  READ BETWEEN THE LINES 
So here's the apparent contradiction in most companies:
One Clear expectations are a critical first step in creating a clear direction.
Two Customers, coworkers, company investors, and even many top corporate executives—the very people who insist that a business unit delivers flawlessly on their expectations—are often vague, contradictory, and inconsistent.
The key to resolving this contradiction is to create clear expectations. This involves asking lots of questions, methodically listening to the answers, and then going back again and again until you understand.
But this process can take a lot of time—time to ask the right questions and time to reflect on the answers. And time, as everyone knows, is short.
There is a skill good managers and executives use to ensure that they understand the expectations of customers, coworkers, and senior executives quickly. It's called “reading between the lines.”
In this chapter, I'm going to demystify this intuitive recognition of what people expect and lay out the steps you can take to improve your ability in this area.
READING BETWEEN THE LINES
Some managers have developed a real aptitude for reading between the lines. John Borthwick is one of them. Borthwick is a senior VP at Time Warner's Office of Alliances and Technology Strategy.
In May of 2000, Borthwick got a call from his boss, the vice chairman of AOL, Ted Leonsis. Leonsis had been stuck in his car for two and a half hours on an L.A. freeway. “Why can't I listen to my e-mail messages on my phone?” Leonsis demanded to know.
Borthwick knew his boss wasn't suggesting his phone was defective, but that Leonsis wanted Borthwick to investigate the possibility of a new service allowing AOL members to hear that familiar “You've got mail” even when they were far away from their computer. Reading between the lines, Borthwick knew he was being charged with a major new initiative.
Within three weeks of that call from Leonsis, Borthwick had a prototype version of AOL by Phone (a service whereby AOL members can hear their e-mail messages—the text message is converted into an audio file). He then took the prototype to senior executives and got a green light (and millions of investment dollars) for making the service a reality. Borthwick took the new service from prototype to market in just four months.
That incredible pace wasn't due solely to Borthwick's (and his team's) brilliance as innovators. What helped speed their follow-through was Borthwick's ability to read between the lines to discern the wants and needs of AOL members, technology partners, and senior executives at (then) AOL Time Warner, without having it all spelled out explicitly.
For example, Borthwick used three intuitions to make sure that the top bosses would buy into his proposals:
1. Be ready to explain yourself five or six different ways. Borthwick often has to explain his idea to an executive who can only see things from one perspective—like how a new product or service will appeal to Wall Street or help cut costs.
Borthwick has learned to put himself in the shoes of executives from several different departments (legal, marketing, finance, investor relations, etc.), so he can convey his ideas in words and examples they readily understand and show how the product benefits their areas of interest.
2. Align your innovation with the current corporate priorities. Every company has to please many masters. Management is worried about the opinions of financial analysts, the media, customers, senior executives, and their peers. And each department or division is affected by ever-changing factors, requiring follow-through that can turn on a dime.
When Borthwick began working on AOL by Phone, it was intended to be a new pay service. But then the priorities changed as Bob Pittman (one of AOL's top people then jockeying for a top spot in the postmerger AOL Time Warner) was looking to make the rollout of AOL 6.0 a huge success. Borthwick, reading between the lines, adjusted the features of AOL by Phone so that it could be bundled into AOL 6.0 at a minimal cost, helping Pittman achieve his goal.
3. Always show a tangible display or prototype. Senior executives will never say they are impatient with conceptual discussions and uncomfortable when asked to use their imaginations. But as he watched managers at AOL review proposals, Borthwick sensed their discomfort during such discussions. He realized that he had a much better chance of getting busy top executives to sign off if he gave them something they could touch. So
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