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FOREWORD
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A FEW MONTHS AGO, when Rosanne told me she was writing a book, I said great—as long as it wasn’t about me, and as long as I didn’t have to do anything for it. Now I’ve read the book, and it says plenty about me, and I am sitting here writing the foreword. So you can see who was actually the boss in our relationship.

Of course, Rosanne would never say that herself. The book you are about to read refers to me as the boss and gives all sorts of advice about how to manage up. Fine—I’m not going to argue with Rosanne in her own book. But the facts are, any successful collaboration between a boss and an assistant is a lot less hierarchical than it looks from the outside. For fourteen fantastic years, Rosanne and I were nothing less than partners. She may have been managing me up, and perhaps I managed her down, but most of the time we were both managing sideways, the way teammates do. We passed the ball back and forth, blocked for each other, shouted directives and encouragement (and occasional expletives), suffered together after losses, and, perhaps most of all, shared in the victories. I may have been her boss and she may have been my executive assistant, but it sure didn’t feel that way. Maybe that’s why our time together was so much fun. No question, that is why it worked.

Since my retirement from GE in September 2001, I’ve spent a lot of time traveling around the United States, Europe, and Latin America, to meet with managers and employees at all levels of an organization, in groups ranging in size from twelve to five thousand. I’m not a big fan of giving speeches—in fact, I haven’t given one in years—so my main way of operating is to sit in front of an audience and take questions. Talk about energizing! It is thrilling to see how many people are passionate about improving their companies. In fact, despite the highly publicized cases of corruption that came to light in the wake of the stock market’s decline, I am confident that most people in business are truly decent, honest, and hardworking. Any incidence of corporate malfeasance is despicable, but from all my experience, I am convinced that the vast majority of working people, from the mailroom to the boardroom, understand the value of integrity and apply that value as they help their companies grow and prosper.

During these Q&A sessions, I am, for obvious reasons, mainly asked about GE and its way of doing business. Rosanne talks a lot about GE in this book as well. But Managing Up is not just about GE. More than that, it’s about being effective. I never had a boss who asked me to schedule ten meetings in one day, or get him from Pittsfield to Tokyo by the next morning, or juggle three ringing phones at once, thirty visitors a week, and five hundred e-mails a day. If one had, my foray into the business world probably would have lasted about ten minutes.

In this book, Rosanne covers every base. She describes exactly what she did to make our partnership work. Any assistant could heed her advice and make his or her boss burst from gratitude.

My only issue is that Rosanne leaves out three personal qualities that infused everything she did, qualities that made her even more effective—even more of a partner. (They’re not mentioned, I would guess, because Rosanne is annoyingly modest.) Rosanne was—and any great assistant has to be—loyal, discreet, and forgiving. And not just a little of any of these, but a huge amount.

Loyalty is hard to interview for, and I’m not going to make the case here that I was even looking for it when I met Rosanne. I was trying to get a sense of her character, and I knew I wanted to work with someone who cared as passionately about GE and its mission and its results as I did. That’s what I mean by loyalty—a kind of crazy, unrelenting zeal that makes you put the job first. The truth is, I did not want an assistant who thought of her job as nine-to-five, because I didn’t. I wanted someone who lived and breathed work, because work was so exciting and important. I wanted a secretary so loyal to the GE way and GE people that she could read my mind, because she was that loyal.

You may be thinking that this kind of assistant is crazy. After all, what does she get for her loyalty? The boss gets money and prestige, not to mention all the credit. She gets long hours, short weekends, less pay, and little if any recognition. I would have to guess, however, that assistants who act with passion, zeal, and dedication consider their commitment—and its results—to be its own reward. When you care a lot, being at work becomes damn exciting. More than that, work becomes a calling, not a job. Now, that kind of loyalty may not be for you, but I’ve seen it in every great assistant I have ever known.

For an assistant, the quality of discretion is an absolute must, but I’m not saying that makes it easy. People in Rosanne’s position usually know everything—from major strategic decisions to the most delicate personnel issues—and everything is what people often try to get out of them. You can’t imagine the number of times I would walk by Rosanne’s desk to hear her telling someone on the phone, “I have no idea,” or “I really couldn’t answer that.” Her lock on information was airtight. She understood that even the smallest rumor emanating from her desk could and would travel fast through the organization, and in the process might even sink a deal or hurt a career. In thirteen years, I can honestly say that not a single word out of my mouth, not a single piece of paper or e-mail that passed my desk, was ever repeated by Rosanne—until this book, that is.

When I think about the importance of discretion, literally dozens of stories come to mind, but one really sticks out—the succession process for GE’s CEO. For the last year of this race, as it was called in the papers, everyone knew that the candidates were three sensational GE executives, Bob Nardelli, Jim McNerney, and Jeff Immelt. The stakes were high, and not just for the three candidates. Many people in the organization knew the choice would drive GE’s strategy for the next decade or two, and with it, many people’s careers.

Needless to say, conversation about the succession process was thick and constant all over the organization. GE has an open, honest culture, but its employees are human. There was gossip about every possible “signal” from my office. This is not a criticism. I would have done the same thing. And many people pummeled Rosanne for clues; some people cajoled, others were pushy. They suspected she knew everything about what I was thinking, and they were right. But never once did Rosanne do so much as raise an eyebrow to indicate any leanings. With all the pressure on her, even pressure from friends and colleagues, this must have been incredibly hard. But the result was worth it. When the GE board selected Jeff Immelt, the process was as clean as you would ever want. There were no rumblings in the company beforehand, no leaks to the press. That allowed me to break the news to Bob Nardelli and Jim McNerney in the way they deserved to find out—privately and over a weekend. It also allowed me to tell Jeff the same way, with the added bonus of having his wife, Andy, and daughter, Sarah, there to share in the moment. And finally, the press was told in an orderly fashion, before the markets opened on Monday.

It occurs to me that I have actually never thanked Rosanne for this incredible, sustained discretion, so I’ll do it here. Thanks, Ro. You are the nuts.

In the book you’re about to read, Rosanne talks about resilience. She says it’s important, especially when your boss is too busy to give you the time of day and you screw up on his dumb account. She’s right, of course. Resilience has got to be one of the critical qualities for anyone in business—the ability to bounce back quickly, whether someone is being a jerk, the markets stink, or your biggest competitor steals your best customer. There is no point in crying. Get back on the horse, stick your chin out, and get on with the fight. Get on with winning. That’s what business is all about.

I’m not talking about resilience, though, when I say that a great assistant is forgiving. Resilience comes from your head and your nerves and your gut. Forgiveness comes from your heart.

Overall, this book makes me out to be a pretty good guy. I hope I am, but there were plenty of times when I yelled at Ro for no good reason except that I was stressed out over a sensitive personnel decision or a tough deal going south. There were times when I blamed her for losing my keys (she never did; I always did) or for getting arrangements wrong (she never did this either). Basically, I am saying there were times I was a horse’s ass. I hope they weren’t too frequent, but I can’t say they didn’t happen.

It would be wrong to say Rosanne rolled over when I bulldozed through. She was firm with me—“Actually, you had the keys last”—but never obnoxious. Then she would solve the problem—“Look in your left coat pocket”—which always put me in my place. A minute later, we would be back in business, none the worse for the wear. That’s resilience, I suppose.

Forgiveness is that Rosanne never held my bearish moments against me. Somewhere in her heart she so deeply believed in GE and my devotion to it that she took my occasional bad behavior for what it was—simply being human. And then she let it go. Better than that, when I skulked forward with my apology, which I usually did within an hour or two, she accepted gracefully. And that was that—her wide-open heart never kept score.

Let me just say two more things. First, about modesty. Over the years, I have noticed that most great assistants, the ones who manage up the most effectively, are incredibly self-effacing. They never take credit for anything—from a well-run board meeting to a terrific judgment call on a potential employee—even when they should. Rosanne was like that. Of course, she doesn’t mention that in her book, so I thought I would do it for her.

Finally, I want to tell everyone that, even though I am supposedly the boss, this is Rosanne’s book. I read it before it went to the printer, but my only contribution was this foreword. Maybe that’s hard to believe, given my reputation for digging into every project that crosses my desk. But after you read this book and discover just how well Rosanne managed up, you’ll understand how her way of doing business made us truly teammates. This time, it’s my turn to stand back and cheer.

JACK WELCH


INTRODUCTION
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FOR MORE THAN fourteen years, I’ve been a human answering machine, auto-dialer, word processor, filtering system, and factchecker; been a sounding board, schlepper, buddy, and bearer of good and bad tidings; served as a scold, diplomat, repairperson, cheerleader, and naysayer; and performed dozens of other roles under the title of “assistant” for a man dubbed by Fortune in 1984 as one of the ten toughest bosses in America.

If I said that I loved every minute of it, you would be fully justified in questioning my sanity and/or my veracity. But have I loved my job? You bet I have!

In the pages ahead, I’m going to tell you what I’ve learned about surviving and thriving (while having an immense amount of fun) as an effective member of an extraordinary working partnership—and as a manager myself.

Hold on, that wasn’t a typo. You read it right: manager. I believe that what I do for a living depends on the successful application of the art and science of managing up, down, and sideways. Managing and management are not dirty words, nor are they the exclusive property of those with MBA degrees.

We are all managers. Like it or not, each of us is plunked down in the middle of an organizational context—family, friends, neighborhood, school, job, whatever—that requires management skill to achieve a result. The flow of responsibility goes in every direction and uses different sets of tools to match the circumstances. But just as we are all managers, we are all support staff as well. No matter how exalted the manager, he or she plays a supporting role, whether it’s serving internal or external customers, stockholders, or, in the case of the president of the United States, the American public and the Constitution. This duality has important implications. Managers and support staff are all in the same boat. The executive assistant is as dependent as the CEO on basic business skills, and the CEO rises or falls on the ability to do what it takes to accomplish nitty-gritty tasks. Both of them derive strength and success from managing this spectrum of roles, and from how well they support and manage each other (and the up, down, and sideways others). This collaboration occurs at all levels of every organization.

This book you’re reading is a window on just such a collaborative process. What I’ll be offering are slices of real-life experience on things that worked and things that didn’t work. I’ll take you behind the scenes at GE for a nuts-and-bolts perspective on one of the world’s largest companies. In effect, I’ll give you a visitor’s pass and sign you in for a tour of areas that most people never saw when they came to GE’s Fairfield, Connecticut, headquarters.

And I’ll tell the truth about John F. Welch, Jr. I’m not going to give anything away in my introduction, because I want at least one person—his initials are JFW—to read the book, word by word, from cover to cover. But I do want to have a go here at the “tough boss” label. The fact is, we should all be so lucky to have a boss as tough as Jack Welch. Yes, he’s tough. He’s tough on mediocrity, tough on bureaucracy, and tough on dishonesty in all of its forms. Jack is extra tough, and the extra rubs off on others. There’s a whole generation of business leaders who are a lot tougher and smarter thanks to being exposed to Jack Welch, and the companies they run are toughened up enough to stay afloat when the economy turns ugly or the market shifts.

In his early days as CEO, Fortune declared him one of the ten toughest bosses in America, not because he cracked a whip when he walked into the office every morning, but because he successfully transformed the culture and mind-set of a company the size of some small countries. History proved Fortune correct—he’s tough, all right.

Does that mean Jack Welch is perfect? Infallible? Unassailable?

Read the book, then you tell me.
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As an author, my goal is to give you, the reader, something you can use to build effective working partnerships without having to deal with theoretical bells and whistles or a litany of how-tos (which is just not my thing). Think of each chapter as a specific tool. I’ll show how my colleagues at GE and I used these techniques to solve problems, develop opportunities, and, in general, navigate from Monday to Friday. Feel free to skip around. When you find a theme or an idea that interests you, plunge in. Seek out the material that relates to what’s going on in your life, and perhaps set the other stuff aside. That’s an example of prioritizing, and good managers do it every day.

In other words, as you read, let your instincts come into play. Suppose, for example, that you have a problem with low energy. Take a look at Chapter 5, which deals with energy. Or if there’s a fairness issue affecting you or your staff, Chapter 12 may be useful. I’d like to think of this book as the equivalent of a can of Drano. Sink clogged? Dump it in, stand back, and see if the product works. It may or may not address your specific problem, but I’m confident that over the course of the book, you’ll find plenty of tips, techniques, or examples to make you more effective in working with your boss (or working with your support staff). And if not, you may find that my fourteen years with Jack Welch have yielded plenty of entertainment value, at least.

Just a note as I go forward in this book: I’ve elected to refer to Jack Welch in many cases simply as “Jack.” Personally, I’m a little uneasy with it because during my entire career working for him when he was CEO of GE, I, and most of the company’s administrative staff, respectfully, professionally, and fondly referred to him only as “Mr. Welch.” But as long as I’ve gone so far as to share with the readers the personal side of the man who captained our team, I don’t think he’ll mind if I simplify matters a bit by using just his first name. I never called him “boss” and never thought of him that way. For some reason it just never described who he was. And “coach” doesn’t do the trick either, since I never saw him walk around with a whistle around his neck. So let’s just go with “Jack” and leave it at that.

GUN AND GO

In May 2000, Newsweek dubbed me Jack Welch’s “secret weapon” in a story about my years “alongside America’s uber-boss.” A nice compliment, but way off the mark. Secret weapons don’t win business victories, foot soldiers do. Businesses and armies triumph when their troops show up every day ready to fight. That’s what I did, and still do. In my case, one of the few things that really are no big secret is that I know how to create time. That’s one of the techniques I’ll share in this book. There’s no precise and scientific way to estimate it, but I’d guess that I’ve provided Jack Welch with an extra twenty thousand hours over the course of close to fifteen years. That’s the equivalent of adding about a twenty-four-hour day each week. In the search for competitive advantage, what could you do with twenty-four additional hours a week? Plan? Motivate? Train? Perfect the process? Implement change? Deal with customers? Read e-mail? Whatever the answer, I know that more time is needed—desperately needed—by every busy man and woman, whether at work or home.

When I’m cranked up, two hours of phone work, slogging through files, and reviewing briefing material will come down to a thirty-second “gun and go” item that hits Jack’s desk. I deliver the essential elements of what he needs to make a decision so that he can make it and move on. I’m not doing my job well enough when I get a note back from him with a question that I haven’t already anticipated and answered. Am I a mind reader? No. But I pay attention to what’s happening around me, and I make sure I understand why it’s happening. I suppose I’m a student of cause and effect, which allows me to make a reasonably accurate assessment of what sort of executive input will be required, so that I encapsulate it appropriately. The bulk of that preparation is information gathering, communication, and coordination—and it is the same for anyone attempting to be a briefing-material expert, no matter what their job description.

Simply passing along a customer complaint or issue, for example, doesn’t create time. It is, in fact, a time sponge. Quickly, the inbox runneth over. Without support, the executive must stop what he or she is doing to find out what’s going on, who is handling the project, and what’s being done about it. Often, it means juggling priorities and diverting attention from more urgent matters. With proper support, the complaint hits the desk with notes or a memo covering those points so that the boss can be assured that the customer is satisfied, and can do what it takes to make sure the situation doesn’t happen again. What might have gobbled up hours can be taken care of in minutes.

By functioning in this way, you’ve allowed your manager to skip over time-consuming preliminaries to focus his or her resources on the final outcome. I scrub every item Jack Welch gets to make sure it’s free of nonessentials or of aspects that can be handled at another level. If I’m asked, “What’s Harry doing about this?” the next time I hand him a similar document about an issue, I’ll have contacted Harry beforehand and asked a few basic questions. Time is too precious to waste by touching a piece of paper, a project, or a problem more than is absolutely necessary. Sometimes high-touch is unavoidable and essential. But disciplined one-touch or low-touch provides an extra cushion that can be used to grow a business, or to fight fires that threaten to burn the operation to the ground.

TERMS OF ESTRANGEMENT

Since I can occasionally be a troublemaker, I will deliberately and somewhat provocatively use the S-word in this introduction. I started my career as a secretary, and I’m still at it. I answer the phone, place calls, take shorthand, type, and perform many of the other traditional secretarial assignments. But as an executive assistant, a far more accurate and palatable term, I perform countless traditional management roles—project manager, coordinator, communicator, troubleshooter, and the like. In effect, I am a hybrid of these functions.

A few pages ago, I said that we are all managers. We are also all secretaries. I don’t care if you come to work in a chauffeured limo or ride the bus. We all act—or should act—in a secretarial fashion at times, rolling up our sleeves and doing the mundane tasks that make grand business strategies work.

And I can acknowledge, without blushing or fidgeting, that I’ve spent my career as a secretary. It runs in my genes. My mother spent all of her career as a secretary, much of it for a Bridgeport, Connecticut, lumber company. She was proud of what she did and was very good at it. Part of doing business as usual at Burritt Lumber Company back in the 1940s was for the secretaries to spend every Saturday morning at the office, without pay, writing letters of encouragement to American soldiers, sailors, and airmen serving overseas in World War II. Beyond selling quality products, that company knew the importance of quality community service. No wonder she liked her job.

The term secretary has lost whatever cachet it might have had at one time. Nonetheless, companies can’t survive without highly trained, motivated, and empowered administrative support staffs. Call them vice presidents for STSS (sweating the small stuff). Whatever the term, I would argue these are the people on the front lines, and often the cutting edge, of every organization’s basic “keep the doors open and the lights on” functions.

Business enterprises, and nonbusiness organizations for that matter, are complex undertakings. To operate successfully, many component parts must be integrated, orchestrated, and coordinated against tight deadlines and across times zones and national boundaries. Without dedicated and determined help, all the strategic thinking, careful planning, command-and-control structures, innovation, and high technology will fall short. Someone has to be there to simply get the job done, whatever his or her title is.

For example, much has been said in business books and magazine articles about Jack Welch’s habit of sending handwritten notes to his GE subordinates. One of his goals was to remain accessible to the rank and file and break down the barriers that tend to isolate most CEOs. But there was a more basic purpose. Many of those notes were simply intended to reach out and offer a little bit of help—an idea, a nudge, a pat on the back—to men and women who were working hard to close deals, satisfy customers, or manufacture high-quality products. Even the notes with a rougher content, the ones that started with “What the hell’s this all about?,” were designed to help break impasses and to bring a resolution. By the way, I never ghostwrote those notes or faked his signature on autograph requests—he was truly his own secretary when it came to those.

Businesspeople drive themselves crazy trying to assign value to the hundreds of actions they must take each day instead of first determining whether or not that action supports a long-term goal. The reason there is so much fuss about using the term secretary is that it is encrusted by the barnacles of so many value judgments about the purpose of being support staff. We need to get back to the reality of the workplace: No matter what your job, salary, or title, if you’re not helping, you’re hindering.

The essence of management—regardless of your title—is making things happen. Does that sound too minimalist? Insufficiently grandiose? Not for me. In more than twenty-five years in various administrative support positions, I’ve taken enormous satisfaction from asking myself this question: Did the work I performed today help to achieve a goal? And usually the answer was yes—even if all I did was set a new world record for the number of e-mails a human being can answer in one day. It helps that I’m an investor. I invest time and effort in the things that are happening around me. I don’t hold back. And that’s another of the secrets I’ll talk more about.

It helps if your organization—and I’m speaking broadly when I use that term—has clearly identified goals worth investing in. If you ask yourself the question I asked above and don’t get a satisfactory answer, it may mean that you’re in the wrong organization. You can find a new organization—or you can help to transform yours by managing up, down, and sideways so that you can ask and always get the kind of answers that make being a secretary, a manager, or a CEO such a joy.

That’s what Managing Up is all about.

Principles of Managing Up


• Managing is not the exclusive property of MBA grads.

• At times we are all managers, and we are all support staff; managers have to roll up their sleeves and get in the trenches.

• Those who manage up have to think—and act—like managers.

• A good manager is a student of cause and effect.

• It’s not good enough to be aware of what’s happening around you; you have to know why it’s happening.

• If you’re not helping, you’re hindering.

• Ask yourself: Did the work I performed today help achieve a goal?




CHAPTER 1
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Chemistry

“WHEN THE GODS … punish us, they answer our prayers,” wrote Oscar Wilde. In other words, be careful what you wish for.

In the fall of 1988, I had no interest in becoming executive assistant to John F. Welch, the Chairman and CEO of GE. In fact, from my job as administrative assistant in GE’s Corporate Human Resources department, I was praying to get a promotion to an entry-level management position that had just opened up in GE Supply. In retrospect, perhaps my prayers conveyed mixed messages. On one hand, I wanted to move up the ladder, but on the other, I liked my boss, my colleagues, and the work I was doing. The two wishes may have canceled each other out.

At the time, I had been at GE for more than twelve years in a variety of administrative assignments. Corporate Human Resources was one of the better gigs, with lots of responsibility and opportunities to deal with senior executives and some of the company’s hottest businesses. One of the advantages of being in HR was that it let you get involved in many different areas instead of being stuck doing the same old thing. I know HR can be dumped on for being too “back-office” or “touchy-feely,” but that’s a bad rap. A good HR department goes beyond handing out benefit booklets and is the driver of successful employee development.

The broad experience I gained in HR is what gave me a shot at the posted open management position. That job entailed managing a group of regional sales facilities for products distributed by GE Supply. I actively campaigned for the job and overcame most of the personnel hurdles. Jack Peiffer (senior vice president of Corporate Human Resources and my manager at the time) agreed to the move. He was a wonderful boss with a down-to-earth demeanor, and his blessing on my candidacy was important not only politically but personally. Nonetheless, I was having trouble bringing the final offer to closure, so I went to him to ask what was going on. Instead of giving me a straight answer, his usual approach, he tap-danced around, finally saying that on further reflection he didn’t think the position was right for me. I was shocked and angry, and left his office determined to get the promotion or quit. Being single and not having children, I had—and still have—the luxury of independence and a few rash acts. I was happy working at GE, but I was not going to be stifled and held back. I wanted out. A few days later, Mr. Peiffer took me aside and explained what was going on: Jack Welch’s executive assistant, Helga Keller, was leaving to get married. My name had been tossed into the hat as a possible candidate, and I was on the short list.

I briefly considered taking my name off the list, but I didn’t want to embarrass those who had obviously been singing my praises. I was also curious to see what the hiring process was like at the CEO-level of a company as enormous as GE. Maybe I’d learn something new. I agreed to be screened and, if I made it that far, interviewed by Jack Welch. It may seem like a pretty flimsy rationale for not pursuing the management slot, but at the time it made sense to me. But I’ve never kidded myself into thinking that Mr. Peiffer and the company got out the scales and carefully weighed the benefits of Rosanne the manager against Rosanne the executive assistant. HR had a paramount goal: fill the position in the CEO’s office with someone who had a reasonable track record and was likely to stick it out for a while. Jack Peiffer was enough of an HR veteran to know how tricky it is to match a senior executive with an assistant and how costly a mistake can be in terms of wasted time, aggravation, and lost productivity. A successful match also comes from pure personal chemistry. Filling the position of the executive assistant to the CEO was a more crucial task for HR than filling an entry-level management position at GE Supply. It was easier for the HR team to disappoint me temporarily. Looking back, if I had been in Jack Peiffer’s shoes, I would have made the same decision that he did. Besides, I wasn’t disappointed for long.

MS. CURIOSITY AND MISCALCULATION

At the time, I didn’t think there was a chance I would get the job.

Why?

Because I really didn’t want it. But I realize in retrospect that my “not a chance” mind-set gave me a tremendous advantage over the other candidates. I wasn’t afraid, and I didn’t overprepare or oversell myself in my one-hour interview with Jack Welch at a subsequent lunch several days later.

Also, the Jack Welch “cult” was only in its infancy, or more accurately, adolescence. After seven years as CEO, he’d had his share of media attention, much of it critical, or at least tough and skeptical. At the time, the Welch cost-cutting, downsizing, and deal-making style was fodder for columnists and commentators, but at GE headquarters he was simply the CEO rather than a legend or icon. Jack Peiffer and the other department heads, whom I dealt with day in and day out, were far more immediate and real to me. Jack Welch was a blip on someone else’s radar screen.

I’m probably going to regret these comments. But please don’t misread me. Jack Welch was definitely shaking up GE. Yet at the time he was not held in awe by most GE headquarters employees any more than Reg Jones, his predecessor, had been. The glory years of GE’s being the largest and most valuable company in the world were still to come.

While I didn’t do anything special to prepare for the interview, I wasn’t as lackadaisical as I sound. At that level and with such a large company, there are literally thousands of issues and functions involved. I could have crammed for weeks without scratching the surface—and probably wouldn’t have really lighted on anything even resembling a surface, for that matter. Putting aside my underlying belief that there was no way I would be offered the job, it would have been crazy to try to bluff my way into it.

CEOs may not always inspire awe, but they don’t rise to the top without being able to spot phonies. I’m not saying that being prepared is the same thing as faking it. Not at all. But the most impressive preparation is the kind that comes from being fully effective in your present job. It doesn’t come from drills, dry runs, or dress rehearsals prior to an interview. Being fully effective springs from building a reputation for being a team player, demonstrating a willingness to accept responsibility, bringing new ideas to the job, and being productive. Knowing today what was at stake and how much I would have missed out on if I hadn’t gotten the job, I might have done a bit more homework if I were to do it all over again. But even today I’d have to say it’s easy to overdo it. There were several times that I’ve kidded around, small-talked, and tried to calm the jitters in otherwise well-qualified men and women who came in to interview with Jack Welch. What I couldn’t come out and say was, “This guy knows your record and résumé as well as you do. Now he wants to know who you are. Just go in there and be yourself.”

I know—easier said than done. In my case, despite not wearing a lucky bracelet or pulling an all-nighter, I did have the jitters. Worrying that I didn’t prepare enough would have made them worse. I didn’t shake or stammer; I blushed. When I realized what I was doing, I blushed even more. The red cheeks made a nice contrast to the blue dress I was wearing.

The interview took less than an hour. Then and now, the substance of it is pretty much a blur. He was in the side chair in the sitting area of his office, and I was on the couch facing a floor-to-ceiling window that bathed the room in bright morning light. Half of my brain was thinking, Wow, I can’t believe I’m sitting in this lovely office being interviewed by The Man. The other half was saying, Settle down and pay attention to the questions so that you can at least come up with a few mildly intelligent answers. What surprised me was that he didn’t grill me in that machine-gun style that I had heard about, which was a good thing because rapid-fire interrogation is indeed one of his hallmarks. It takes years of getting used to. A
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