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    Book Abstract


    MAIN IDEA


    Are great leaders born or made? Or in other words, can you really learn to lead?


    Contrary to conventional wisdom, leadership qualities are not something you either innately have as part of your DNA or you don't. Leadership is always more about what you do and less about who you are.


    The simple fact is leadership is more a journey rather than a destination – it's about what you do along the way. The key to acting like a leader is to have an "ownership mindset" which has three main elements:


    Leadership Mindset


    
      	Think and always act like an owner


      	Be willing to act on your beliefs


      	Focus relentlessly on adding value for others

    


    Great organizations have always been built around a nucleus of people who have a leadership mindset and this will continue to be the case in the future. Leadership is not a role reserved for those who are situated in positions of power or who were born with the "right stuff". Instead leadership can be assumed by anyone who is willing to think like an owner, act decisively and consistently do things which add value.


    "You can be a leader. Leadership doesn't require a written invitation. It isn't something that only ‘important people’ can do. Leadership is something you need to work at versus a state of being or a destination. The world needs your leadership."


    – Robert S. Kaplan


    About the Author


    ROBERT STEVEN KAPLAN is senior associate dean and professor of management practice at Harvard Business School. He is also co-chairman and a founding partner of Indaba Capital LLC, chairman of the Investment Advisory Committee of Google, Inc. and co-chairman of the philanthropy firm Draper Richards Kaplan Foundation. He is the author of What You're Really Meant to Do and What to Ask the Person in the Mirror. Prior to joining Harvard Business School, Robert Kaplan was vice chairman of The Goldman Sachs Group, Inc. He is a graduate of Harvard Business School and the University of Kansas.


    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, view points and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of What You Really Need

    to Lead (Robert Steven Kaplan)


    1. The Leadership Mindset


    Leadership starts with developing an ownership mindset. To act as a leader, you have to consistently make the kind of decisions you would make if you owned the enterprise and then take ownership of the consequences of your actions. That's what owners do.


    Pure and simple, effective leadership always begins with having the right mindset:


    Leadership Mindset


    
      	Think and always act like an owner


      	Be willing to act on your beliefs


      	Focus relentlessly on adding value for others

    


    
      	You have to think like an owner – meaning you have to factor into your actions and decisions all of the considerations which the owner of the business would include.


      	You have to be willing to act – on your beliefs and do things which enhance and grow the business. Leaders make good things happen rather than sitting back impassively and hoping for the best.


      	You have to act consistently in ways which add value to someone else – rather than obsessing over your own career path. Good leaders strive consistently to add value for customers, clients, colleagues and the community at large.

    


    Notably, none of the three elements of the leadership mindset are a function of your formal position in the organization. Instead, they are more about what you do rather than the title you have. They are really more about taking personal ownership of your actions and considering how they impact on others. Great organizations tend to be full of executives who have the ownership mindset and who work to empower everyone else to think and act the same way.


    Taking each of these elements in turn:


    1. Think and always act like an owner


    "Thinking like an owner" sounds simple but it's hard to do in practice. Decision makers face lots of pressure and it's much easier to think to yourself: "Darn it, it's not my job!" If you want to become a good leader, however, then you have to accept that thinking like an owner is in fact job #1 for you.


    Fortunately, the more you do this, the easier it becomes to keep thinking like an owner. Some suggestions:


    
      	Be careful about avoiding analysis paralysis – where you keep gathering more and more information and never get around to making a decision. By all means gather data to make a balanced judgment but then get a conviction and act on that. This is what owners do but subordinates do not.


      	Understand your convictions – learn what it feels like and gear your efforts to get to some conviction about the issues at hand. Owners generally know what they believe strongly because they have skin in the game and you need to know how to get a conviction for yourself.


      	Practice thinking like an owner – take into account the interests of stockholders, employees, customers, regulators and the general public. Add in the tensions and dynamics of the marketplace as you deal with competitors and figure out ways to balance interests. The more you do this, the more familiar you will become with the ownership challenge of trying to keep everyone happy.

    


    It's easy to observe in the world of politics the way candidates say one thing during campaigns and then do the complete opposite once elected. At first glance you might consider that to be a reflection on their integrity but it also signals once you're sitting in the hot seat and making actual rather than theoretical decisions, things always look different.


    Thinking like an owner is hard work but the only way to get better at it is to keep doing it until it becomes second nature. You'll probably also find that the better you get at thinking like an owner, the more you will come to respect the decisions of senior executives and your counterparts within your organization.


    2. Be willing to act on your beliefs


    Leadership is ultimately about finding a way to act going forward. There are lots of people who know the right things to do but relatively few who then follow through and do something about it. To be a leader, you've got to act on your convictions.


    Why do non-leaders hesitate to act?


    
      	Taking action might seem too risky.


      	Many employees are afraid to make waves for fear of upsetting their bosses or looking stupid.


      	Doing something different is often stressful.


      	There may be a general underlying lack of self-confidence.


      	Perhaps people don't feel like they have the right skillsets to do something different.


      	There may be external pressures (marketplace or financial) which magnify the risks.


      	People may be hoping to get a promotion or a raise in the near future and now is not really the time to be seen rocking the boat.


      	They make not have considered all the angles and ramifications.

    


    Leaders put all those concerns aside and find a way to take action. In fact, they not only figure out what should be done but they also fill in the blanks and figure out how it should be done as well. This takes practice but fortunately the more you lead out, the better you become at doing that. Leaders act on their convictions and empower others to do the same.


    That's not to say everything will always go as planned. Leaders learn to own their mistakes as well but the essence of becoming a leader is finding ways to translate your convictions into action. If you find yourself hesitating to act, the kinds of questions you should ask would include:


    
      	If I was independently wealthy, what would I do in this situation?


      	If I owned the company outright, how would I be acting right now?


      	
        If I was suddenly diagnosed with just two years to live, what would I do?

        "It is better to lead from behind and to put others in front, especially when you celebrate victory when nice things occur. You take the front line when there is danger. Then people will appreciate your leadership."


        – Nelson Mandela


        "A genuine leader is not a searcher for consensus but a molder of consensus."


        – Martin Luther King Jr.


        "A leader is one who knows the way, goes the way, and shows the way."


        – John C. Maxwell


        "A leader is best when people barely know he exists, when his work is done, his aim fulfilled, they will say: we did it ourselves."


        – Lao Tzu

      

    


    3. Focus relentlessly on adding value for others


    Leaders create value which benefits other people. Or perhaps more accurately, great leaders become that way because they have a good track record for consistently and steadily adding value for their customers, their stakeholders and/or the world at large. The end result of all great leadership is the creation of added value.


    From a business perspective, profitability comes about when an organization delivers distinctive added value to its customers over an extended period of time. To be a lasting success, a business organization has to be focused on adding value.


    US Navy SEALs have a motto drilled into them again and again during their impressively rigorous training:


    
      	
        If you know the why, you'll figure out the how.

        That's actually a smart way for business leaders to act as well. If you focus on adding value for all your various external constituencies and help everyone you work with do the same over an extended period of time, people will come to view you as a great leader.


        It should be noted the tough thing about adding value is that industries change and evolve all the time. The best way to add value needs to be revised and updated on a regular basis. Leaders think broadly about adding value and continually update what and how they are working to deliver that.


        "Leadership is mind-set and action dependent, not position dependent. You don’t need to manage anyone to be a leader. Conversely, you can manage thousands of people and not be a leader at all. It all depends on what you do! Do you figure out what you believe as if you were an owner, and do you act on those beliefs? Do you focus on adding value to others? You don’t need to have a specific title, position, or equity stake in order to do this. You don’t need a written invitation."


        – Robert S. Kaplan


        "Management is doing things right; leadership is doing the right things."


        – Peter Drucker


        Paradoxically, the way to become a better leader is to accept that you don't have all the answers yourself and therefore you have developed the ability to ask questions, seek advice and act on other people's ideas. To create an ownership mindset, you've got to be prepared to say:


        
          	"You know, I really don't know the answer to that question. Will you help me figure it out?"


          	"I've changed my mind about this issue."


          	"I would really like your advice on this."


          	"I was wrong when I said ..."

            "Asking questions and listening are the best ways to stay open to learning. Otherwise, you may put yourself in a situation where everyone around you knows what’s going on—everyone, that is, except you."


            – Robert S. Kaplan


            "If you make the mistake of viewing leadership as a destination—as a state of being—sooner or later you will wind up thinking that you are past the point of needing to work at it. You’ll be prone to think that you don’t have to keep taking actions that will improve your abilities. Once you believe that you’re done learning to be a leader, it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy: you are done developing. In fact, building your capacity to learn and adapt should never end; it should be a lifelong discipline."


            – Robert S. Kaplan


            "The most likely person to derail your progress is not someone else; it’s you! Developing as a leader is an ongoing process. Like most processes, it requires hard work and persistence. Asking questions, being open to learning, fighting through isolation, and recognizing transitions are all challenging tasks. They require you to tolerate some vulnerability. In my experience, the more you work at it, the more adept you will become."


            – Robert S. Kaplan

          

        


        2. A Training Regime for Building Leadership


        The best way to learn to become a better leader is to help empower others to act in the same way. To build your own capacity to lead there are some things to work on yourself and some things you have to work on with other people:


        Yourself


        
          	Awareness – know your personal weaknesses and strengths


          	Passion – figure out what you love to do and are passionate about


          	Values – clarify your ethical boundaries and know your life story

        


        Others


        
          	Vision – think about and be able to articulate where you want to head


          	Priorities – know what matters most and spend time in that area


          	Alignment – make sure your vision and your priorities are consistent

        


        Leadership is very much about the process of learning all the time rather than a destination. To make sure you're learning something new every day, there are several leadership development processes which you should use on a daily basis:


        [image: ]


        Every day, you should be thinking about how you interact and work with others. This is a matter of digging deep into your "vision, priorities and alignment". You should be articulating a clear vision, identifying the top three to five priority tasks and then assessing whether you're in or out of alignment with those priorities.


        The second process is to understand yourself and to develop habits which will enable you to keep learning more about yourself as time goes by. The dynamic here is the more you understand yourself, the better and more effective a leader you will become. Most employees never get around to thinking this out and therefore struggle to think and act like an owner. This is where you delve into "awareness, passion and values."


        "Leadership is about learning and continuing to learn. Thinking and acting like an owner involves learning to explore intellectual as well as emotional matters. It involves knowing what to pay attention to in the chaos of your work and life, and knowing how to better understand yourself. If leadership involves asking the right questions and being open to learning, these two processes are primary streams on which to focus this effort."


        – Robert S. Kaplan


        1. Vision – think about and be able to articulate where you want to head


        First step in this daily exercise is to reconnect with your vision. This is a statement which clarifies how your enterprise aspires to add value to others in a distinctive way. There needs to be emphasis on the word "distinctive".


        Vision is the "why" your company does what it does every day. An engaging vision motivates your people to come to work every day and be enthusiastic about contributing to the cause. For your


        

        

        
          	How do we add value in a distinctive way?


          	Who takes ownership of the challenge to add value for our customers within our organization?


          	
            Do our people feel like they can raise their hand and flag any problems we may have with delivering added

            
          


          	
            Is the way we create value today the same or better

            
          


          	
            What have we changed recently to update our basic value proposition?

            

            
          

        


        

        

        

        

        

        
          	What are our three to five top priorities?


          	How do we use those priorities to help our employees allocate their time effectively?


          	When did we last revisit and update our priorities as a management team?


          	Has each department of the company established their own priorities in relation to how they add value?


          	
            How do we go about communicating our highest priorities to others?

            

            
          

        


        

        

        

        
          	Who you hire – their background, their personal characteristics and how they will help you in delivering value.


          	The key daily tasks you perform – and whether you're daily helping the company move forwards rather than backwards.


          	Your organizational structure – who reports to whom, how you pay your people, promotion and bonuses systems, how you run your organization, etc.


          	Your general leadership style – personable or more confrontational, how you delegate and coach others, how you communicate your views, etc.


          	Your organizational culture – the unwritten code of conduct everyone lives by.

        


        

        

        

        
      


      	
        1. The "Person in the Mirror" exercise

        
      


      	
        2. The "What You're Really Meant to Do" exercise

        

        

        

        

        

        
          	What skills does it take to be great at the job I am doing today?

        


        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

        
          	
            Think about a time in your career when you did your

            
          


          	What kind of tasks give you a sense of achievement when you complete them?


          	Why do you like doing those things?


          	What kind of experiences have you had where you have felt most alive as a business manager?


          	
            Where do you feel like you are adding the most value for your organization?

            

            
          

        


        

        

        

        

        
          	What do I believe in? Hard work, faith, love of family, helping the needy, being a good person?


          	What ethical boundaries do I refuse to cross?


          	What do I consider to be acceptable standards of behavior when dealing with clients, coworkers, my boss and others?


          	How do I communicate my values to others?


          	Who can I show my values statement to in order to get some genuine feedback and suggestions?

        


        

        

        

        

        

        Relationship building


        
          	Self-disclosure


          	Inquiry


          	Seek advice

        


        
          	Self-disclosure – you need to be willing to tell others things about yourself which will help them to understand you better. You need to be feel like you can tell them things in confidence.


          	Inquiry – you need to be good at asking other people questions which will help you understand them better as well.


          	Seek advice – you also need to seek advice from the other person demonstrating your respect for their opinions, their expertise and their ability to contribute.

        


        

        

        
          	Can you give me one specific suggestion which I can use to improve my performance?


          	What things do you think I should stop doing or start doing to make us more productive?


          	What small problems are you aware of that we need to address before they turn into major challenges?


          	If you were my boss, what kind of blunt advice would you be giving me right now?

        


        

        

        

        

        

        
          	Assemble your team – get the right people in the room and contributing. Diversity in the group is good because it broadens your pool of ideas and encourages debate and discussion which tends to enhance the quality of your ideas.


          	Frame an issue to be discussed and debated – be specific about what you want the group to be discussing and coming up with ideas on. The more specific you are about this, the better.


          	Share information with everyone – ideally everything you know. You need to share enough data so members of the group can do their own analysis and come up with their own ideas for a way forward.


          	Brainstorm – using a "clean sheet of paper" approach. Tell everyone nothing is off the table and you want to start with a blank sheet of paper and get their ideas. When brainstorming, you're not trying to get a usable solution at first but instead you want to relax constraints and let everyone put forward their most imaginative and creative ideas. Gather all the radical and innovative ideas which come out.


          	
            After a suitable time for analysis and discussion, you then plan your next steps – by selecting the leading idea which emerges from the brainstorming and translating that into an action plan. By this stage, there will be lots of ownership and buy-in from your people because they have had a hand in shaping the idea.

            

            
          

        


        

        

        

        
          	Do a personal inventory – write down your strengths and weaknesses (with the help of the people that work with you) and commit to doing things which will improve your weaknesses.


          	Don't be afraid to dream big – something which aligns with your passions and which will impact the world. Use your imagination to try and visualize what you could achieve in the future as your harness fully your passions.


          	Beware of conventional limitations – the things that "everyone knows" are true. Make a leap of faith and harness your unique talents and skills. Assume that justice will ultimately prevail and you will be a great leader.


          	Focus on adding value to others – this really is the only certain way to lead out. Take ownership of everything which adds value for your customers, shareholders, employees, your community, the environment and so on. Understand that as you focus on adding value, everything else will work itself out.


          	Always go after long-term profitability – rather than chasing a short-term fix. Talk with your existing clients and understand what they value the most. Then go back and re-think your value proposition so you provide more of what they want. Profitability over the long haul is always a by-product of this kind of focus.


          	Have a passion for making a difference – for improving things in the broader community and country where you live. Look at how your corporate skills can be helpful to a non-profit you admire and get actively involved. Take responsibility to make an impact.


          	Be very open to learning – ask questions, admit your mistakes and let the people around you know you're open to changing your mind. Give others permission to admit mistakes and move on as well and you'll have a highly engaged team to work with.

        


        

        
          	Always make a case – before a meeting, send out a 5- to 6-page document setting out the facts and then invite people to study that and come to the meeting ready to forge an action plan.


          	In meetings, ask open-ended questions which frame the issue accurately – rather than questions which elicit a simple yes or no answer. Ask the kinds of questions which will generate discussion and get people to think and then act like owners.


          	Learn how to listen actively – to the suggestions which other people are probably already putting forward in your meetings.


          	Use mental models which encourage ownership – by asking "If you weren't afraid of upsetting the boss, what would you do?" or "If you owned this company and are in this for the long haul, how would that affect your decision?"


          	Inventory your key relationships – and find ways you can create a support group of people you feel confident sharing confidential information with. Having a group to bounce ideas off can be great.


          	Be willing to give others feedback – and to take on board the feedback which gets offered to you as well. Everyone has blind spots and honest feedback backwards and forwards can help you see those blind spots and do something about them.


          	Keep a personal leadership journal – where you write down your thoughts. This simple exercise can help you gain perspective and refine your thinking.


          	Create space for face-to-face interactions – where you can connect with others, read their body language and grow the relationship. This is still important even in the age of electronic tools.


          	Interview people – learn about what makes them tick and where you can potentially add value.


          	Get into the habit of reading newspapers, magazines and books – as ways of exposing yourself to what's happening in the world. Get to understand what emerging trends are getting underway and what they will mean for you.
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