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INTRODUCTION

Leadership is wonderful work. When you do it well, you multiply the human potential of the world. You make it possible for people to do more, build more, and become more than they ever could on their own.

But, as anyone who’s ever led anything knows, leadership also asks a lot of you. You need to inspire your team to deliver great results today, but also build their capacity to keep delivering tomorrow. You need to have a high-altitude view of where you’re headed, but also stay tuned in to the ground-level essentials that keep people moving forward. Meanwhile, technology is remaking the fabric of work. The division of labor between human and machine keeps shifting, with organizational structures and workflows in constant flux as a result. What does it take to lead intelligently through all of that?

A big part of the answer is understanding how intelligence (the human kind) really works, and how to make the most of it in a changing context. That includes knowing how to make the smartest possible decisions where there’s no easy answer to be had. It means bringing out the best in the people who look up to you, even when you’re all under pressure. It means knowing how to build a team, read a room, and mend a relationship. This is what Leadership Intelligence is for. It’s a practical, science-based playbook to help you lead in the modern world, equipping you with the tools you need to steer yourself and your team through these interesting times.

Why I wrote this book

I’ve been coaching and advising leaders at all levels for nearly three decades, across dozens of countries and every major sector and function. Along the way, I’ve been a leader myself, both in a big global company and in a small start-up. Every leader’s life is different, but this broad experience has given me a view into what’s universal about great leadership across contexts and cultures—and the work that it takes to keep growing as a leader, day after day. To help my clients reach those heights, over the years I’ve honed a coaching approach that gets its precision and power from being rooted in insights from cognitive and behavioral science. By working with what’s fundamentally true about the human brain, I’ve found it’s always possible to unlock more of a leader’s ability to achieve impact with their team, wherever they’re starting from.

I wrote this book because I wanted to make those insights available to everyone. As you get more senior, it can be hard to find support that tackles the sheer range of challenges you wrestle with daily—from solving complex strategic problems, to helping a struggling colleague get back on track, to managing your own time and energy. So whether you’ve only recently been thrust into leadership, are moving steadily up the ranks, or are stepping up to the peak of your career, the techniques in these pages are designed to help you be the leader you want to be in the moments that matter.

The book follows the approach that has worked well for my clients: It’s grounded in proven science, offers practical advice, takes an integrated approach to a comprehensive set of topics, and—if I’ve done my job right—should feel personal and engaging along the way. Let me say a few more words about each of those qualities.

Science-based

All the advice in these pages is based on widely tested findings from neuroscience, psychology, and behavioral economics—research that explains why people think, feel, and behave the way they do. For years, I’ve seen executives sigh with relief when they realize that the challenging situations they face have biological or psychological explanations and are solvable (or at least improvable) once they understand what’s really going on under the hood. I’ve distilled the latest science into a few clear principles that every leader should know about what it takes for humans to thrive. Keeping those in mind can help everything in the workplace make more sense, making leadership feel less like guesswork and more like a craft.

Practical

Leadership Intelligence is built for real life, so you can reach for it in moments when you’re short on time and need to know what to do next. You won’t have to dig through a mountain of dense prose to try to extract the advice; it’s spelled out, clearly and directly. Each chapter addresses a specific leadership challenge, and its advice is built around a memorable framework to help you recall and apply it in the heat of the moment. Many of us have had the experience of reading management books that leave you thinking, “Okay, now what do I actually do with this?” My hope is that this book will feel different. You’ll know exactly what to do, and you’ll know how to do it.

Comprehensive

This is designed to be a playbook that’s broad enough to guide you through the challenges of everyday management, yet compact enough to be usable. It doesn’t cover absolutely everything a leader might ever face—that would take an encyclopedia—but the chapters tackle the 21 issues that have come up most often with the people I’ve advised. They span both strategic and pragmatic topics, and they speak to both the best and the worst of times. They offer advice on working with individual colleagues, and on building effective group dynamics. The aim is to give you the essentials in one place, tied together by those core science principles, creating a coherent picture of what intelligent leadership looks like across the board.

Personal

Each chapter is brought to life by the real-life story of a leader who’s especially good at handling the challenge of that chapter. These are people from different industries, countries, and walks of life who have become intentional experts in the skills I describe. I say “intentional” because they’ve worked at it, and you’ll find out how and why they’ve become so good at what they do. (I’ve changed the names of just a couple, where a little light anonymization allows them to share their stories in fuller detail.) They’re all quite different people, but what unites them is their commitment to learning and developing as leaders, wherever they are in their careers.

How to use the book

Leadership Intelligence comes in three parts, covering in turn: How to make consistently wise choices, how to inspire great performance from your colleagues, and how to boost everyone’s resilience to the inevitable ups and downs along the way. Building this wisdom, inspiration, and resilience in your team is the essential job of a leader. And what’s interesting is that each of these three qualities is underpinned by fundamental science about how the human brain works: how it processes information, reward, and threat, respectively.

So in each part of the book, I describe what I call a “double unlock”—a pair of connected science-based principles that will give you the keys to being the most wise, inspiring, and resilient leader you can be. Those “double unlocks” flow through the advice in each part of the book, and taken together, they make up the Leadership Intelligence System: an integrated set of six principles that will help you overcome any challenge you come across as a leader. (Once you’ve become familiar with the system, you can apply it to situations that range far beyond the 21 scenarios covered in these pages.)

The book is set up as follows:

Part I—Deliberate Wisdom: How to make sense of what’s going on and figure out the best way forward, by drawing on the science of the way the human brain processes information. The double unlock that emerges from the science on wisdom is this: We make the most of our brain’s capacity for critical thinking when we adopt habits that systematically widen our perspective when needed and lighten the cognitive load where possible.

Part II—Intrinsic Inspiration: How to unleash deeper motivation and enable higher performance in your colleagues, by drawing on the science of how the brain processes reward. The double unlock for being an inspiring leader: The brain’s reward system is the engine of motivation—and we fuel that engine every time we send signals that reinforce and develop people’s sense of competence and connection.

Part III—Reasoned Resilience: How to guide your team (and yourself) through difficult situations, by drawing on the science of the way the brain processes potential threat. Your double unlock for building resilience: The more you can frame a challenge as manageable and meaningful, the less people’s brains will mount a defensive stress response—and, as a result, the more they’ll be able to adapt, solve, and learn along the way.

So that’s the backbone of the book. There are a few practical design features that will help you as you read:


	Each part of the book begins with a summary of the core science behind the “double unlock” principles that link its chapters together.

	Then, each part has seven chapters that give practical advice on how to handle a specific challenge, by applying those principles. The last of those seven chapters is always team-focused, with tips on how to encourage a culture of collective wisdom, inspiration, or resilience in your colleagues.

	Every chapter follows the same structure, to make it easy to navigate: “The Challenge,” “The Role Model,” “The Advice.” The description of the challenge gives you a science-based explanation of why this situation can be tricky—but also points toward what will help you reliably master it. At the end of some chapters, you’ll also find “Spotlight” sections that dive into important applications or extensions of the chapter’s ideas.

	The “Advice” section in every chapter is always built around a framework (an acronym, image, or short phrase) to make it more memorable. I’ve also highlighted key guidance with bullet points, so it’s easy to scan the pages and find what you need.

	Hundreds of academic journal articles and books underpin each part of Leadership Intelligence, but to keep the book easy to read I’ve kept the main text light on the detail of individual studies. They’re all referenced at the back of the book, for those who’d like to know more. I’m beyond grateful to the researchers whose work has made this book possible.



Now, a few words about AI. The work at the heart of this book—encouraging wisdom, inspiration, and resilience in your colleagues—is deeply human, when done well. As a leader, you need to bring interpersonal as well as analytical judgment to how you frame, assign, and challenge your colleagues’ work. You need to build relationships and sense the emotional subtleties of situations in real time, so you can adapt as necessary to get the best out of your team. And you need to lead with practical empathy and realistic optimism in times of upheaval, to lift people’s sights and spirits when they might otherwise falter. All of that is pretty difficult to subcontract to technology. That said, AI can be a powerful thinking partner as you prepare for major leadership moments. You can use the book’s questions and frameworks as prompts—to generate options, test your reasoning, or rehearse important conversations. For more guidance on how to use AI alongside the book, please visit carolinewebb.co/leadershipintelligence.

On the website you’ll also find other materials to support your use of Leadership Intelligence, including guidance for book groups or teams reading the book together, and advice on how to apply the book’s contents in specific contexts—for example, when you’re developing a new strategy, redesigning your organizational structure, or are new in your role. You can read straight through, from start to finish, or you can dip in and out by using the table of contents to find the chapter that addresses whatever’s most pressing for you today.

However you use it, it’s a book I hope you’ll return to whenever you need to steady your path or push your thinking. My hope is that by the end of it all, you’ll feel lifted and refreshed in your ability to face the challenges that come your way. The work of leadership matters more than ever—and when you do it with wisdom, inspiration, and resilience, you unlock the very best intelligence in everyone.

With that, let’s get into it.
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PART I

DELIBERATE
 WISDOM

Making Good Choices

“As soon as you present a problem to me, I have some ready-made answer. Those ready-made answers get in the way of clear thinking, and we can’t help but have them.”

—DANIEL KAHNEMAN






THE CORE SCIENCE OF DELIBERATE WISDOM

How the Brain Processes Information

Every day as a leader brings an endless flow of judgment calls, big and small. Even as you read this, you might be weighing where to focus your team’s efforts this quarter, who to hire for a role, or how to handle a slightly cheeky budget request from a colleague. You might be trying to decide whether to skip a meeting this afternoon, or how to tamp down a weird little disagreement so that it doesn’t turn into a bigger one. And these choices are rarely like math problems with clean answers; you have to figure out the right approach when there isn’t really a single “right approach.” So a distinctive strength of a good leader is the ability to make choices wisely, day after day, in ways that maximize your team’s chances of success.

Where does that wisdom come from? Years of experience can certainly help guide you, if you’re lucky enough to have it. But whenever you’re faced with something new, familiarity may not be enough to make you wise. That’s why—whatever stage you’re at in your career—it’s worth distinguishing between experiential wisdom and what I call deliberate wisdom. Experiential wisdom comes from having seen situations before. Deliberate wisdom is the set of intentional mental habits that help leaders think clearly in any situation—even when encountering it for the first time. And the key to developing deliberate wisdom is to learn to work intelligently with the way your brain processes information.

That’s because our brains have tight constraints on how much they can handle at once. If we ignore these limits, our brain can underperform without us realizing: We miss important signals, think less clearly, and do things that cause a facepalm the next day. But if we understand and work within those limits, we help our brain function at its best—and we make smarter, better judgments as a result. The way to unlock that capacity for wisdom is to learn to widen our perspective where it matters, and lighten the cognitive load everywhere else. Here’s the core science behind that widen-and-lighten “double unlock.”

WIDEN your perspective where it matters

To make good choices, you need a clear and accurate picture of whatever situation you’re dealing with. And to bring that picture into focus, it helps to know three big things about how your brain makes sense of the world:

1. Believe it or not, you only ever notice part of what’s going on. Your brain is constantly receiving billions of bits of data—but it only has the bandwidth to consciously process a fraction of them.1 So it does the sensible thing: It filters incoming information and selects some of it for your awareness, while leaving the rest in the background. That means you’re always missing part of the story—and on top of that, you’re not even aware of what you’re missing. Scientists call this selective attention, and it affects us all (even though we all like to believe we’re immune to it).2,3

2. What’s on your mind right now shapes what you notice next. Since you can’t notice everything, your brain guesses where to focus based largely on what you’re already thinking. For example, if you have a distinct goal in mind, your brain makes sure you see and hear anything related to that goal.4 When you have strong assumptions about something, your brain will zero in on information that supports your view, while missing much of what points the other way.5 Even your mood matters: When you’re in a bad mood, you see more negative things.6,7,8 Your mental starting point always filters the reality you experience.

3. When it’s time for you to take action, your brain automatically points you toward the easiest choice rather than the best one. Because your brain has limited processing power, it aims to be efficient by taking shortcuts that use less mental effort.9 Without you realizing, it follows simple rules of thumb like “let’s do what worked last time” or “let’s do what others are doing” to get to quick conclusions without having to think too hard. Scientists call these shortcuts cognitive biases, and using them can be fine if the stakes are low. But for things that matter—as they often do, when you’re the one in charge—you want to take deliberate steps to bring all your intelligence to the table.

So: Wise leaders know how to come off autopilot and deliberately widen their perspective when doing something important. In Chapters 1 to 7, we’ll look at ways to do that, including:


	Recognize that your first impression probably isn’t the whole story. Develop the habit of asking: “What’s another way of seeing this?” “What could I be missing?” and “How could I test that?”

	Be aware of what’s top of mind for you, knowing that it will color what you notice next. When it counts, ask yourself: “What do I really need to look out for here?”

	With major decisions, take a structured approach that checks multiple angles, and guides you to the best option (rather than the easiest one).



This thoughtful approach might feel counterintuitive if you’ve absorbed the myth that great leaders always have immediate answers. But in a world full of unknowns, wise leaders know the best answers only come after you’ve taken the time to ask the right questions.

LIGHTEN the cognitive load where you can

You might be thinking “okay, but deliberately widening your perspective requires some effort—so where on earth do you find that extra mental bandwidth, when you’re already working hard?” The answer: by lightening the cognitive load wherever it’s unnecessary. Here’s your primer:

1. The brain’s central executive network (CEN) keeps you on track as a professional. Your CEN is like your brain’s conductor, orchestrating the mental tasks that enable you to focus on what matters, evaluate possible responses, make a plan—and switch gears when that plan needs to change.10,11 Anytime you’re trying to make an important choice, you can bet your central executive network is working hard.

2. Your CEN has limits on what it can do at any given moment, in part because its tasks rely a lot on the brain’s limited working memory.12 Working memory is the mental scratch pad you use to hold information in mind just long enough to think about it. Some researchers suggest it tends to max out when handling four chunks of information at a time; others say it can be closer to seven.13 Either way, its capacity isn’t huge, which is why it’s harder to think clearly when you’re juggling a lot of things. And once your working memory is overloaded, your brain is more likely to fall back on those simple mental shortcuts we just learned about, resulting in poorer choices all around.14

3. Certain things make it more likely that your working memory will get overloaded—including fatigue and multitasking. When you’re tired or worn down, your working memory capacity declines—and your analytical skills decline with it.15,16 Then, if you ask your brain to divide its processing capacity across two activities that both require attention, you’ll generally reduce your performance, accuracy, and speed on both tasks.17 In other words: If you splinter your focus, nothing gets the full version of your intelligence.18

So: The good news is that a wise leader can make the most of the brain’s capacity by lightening unnecessary cognitive load wherever possible. Tips we’ll cover include:


	Notice when your mind feels full of too many things at once. Take a moment to pause, focus, and simplify where you can.

	For important work: Do one thing at a time (“singletask”), to ensure your brain is putting its attention and energy where it’s most needed.

	Respect your brain’s need for sleep and rest, to enable it to function at its best.
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To recap: Even the best leaders perceive an incomplete version of reality, can only hold a certain amount in mind at once, and are likely to take automatic mental shortcuts when deciding what to do. But if you acknowledge and work with these limitations, by widening your perspective when it matters most and lightening the mental load where you can, you’ll make the best possible use of your brain’s capacity for wisdom—and you’ll be better equipped to handle the complexity and range of choices you make each day. I can’t promise that you’ll be right every time—but I can say that applying this pair of Deliberate Wisdom principles will help you be right more often. Better still, these principles don’t just help you improve your own judgment; they’re also the key to unlocking smarter critical thinking across your entire team. So let’s see how they can be put to work in the real-life challenges you face.




CHAPTER 1

How to Better Understand
 a Complex Situation

THE CHALLENGE

As a leader, you often need to get to the bottom of complicated issues that don’t have an obvious cause or conclusion. One week you’re trying to figure out why customers seem to prefer a competitor’s offering; the next, you need to root out the reason that your tech roll-out has slowed to a crawl. And it’s often difficult to uncover what’s really going on, for a couple of reasons.

First, you can’t personally be everywhere at once. So to piece together a complete picture, you need your colleagues to tell you what they’re seeing and experiencing in their work—and, unfortunately, there’s a kind of gravitational distortion that skews information as it makes its way to the leader’s ears. In particular, research tells us that without direct encouragement, people tend to be wary of sharing bad news or difficult messages with their boss.1,2,3

Then, even when important information does reach you, your brain subconsciously filters out some of it without you realizing. As we just learned, that’s because of the automatic prioritization process that your brain uses to manage cognitive load, and this selective attention mechanism is often helpful in filtering out irrelevant trivia. But it can also overzealously filter out useful information—so it really pays to understand how those filters work when you’re trying to get an accurate read on a situation. Here’s what you should know:


	Our brains tend to block out information that contradicts our existing point of view. We all zero in on evidence that confirms what we already believe, thanks to confirmation bias.4 When we’re forced to confront evidence that says we’re wrong, motivated reasoning can kick in, where our brain still finds ways to twist the information to fit with our existing beliefs (“Yeah, you see, that actually proves my point, because … I want it to”).5 And studies tell us that the more confident you are that you’re right, the more your brain tends to filter out contrary evidence.6

	If we don’t have a strong initial view, we’ll tend to form one based on whatever data is easiest to wrap our heads around. We lean on information that happens to be close to hand—for example, because it’s in a publication we subscribe to.7 We give extra weight to something we heard recently, because it’s already fresh in our minds.8 And our brains are wired to find stories easy to remember, so a single anecdote can outweigh ten true-but-dull bits of data that point in the opposite direction.9 (Scientists refer to these findings as availability bias, recency bias, and narrative bias, respectively.)

	Then, however little information we have, we’ll be tempted to declare that it’s enough—rather than continuing to dig to understand deeper patterns. This is known as the illusion of information adequacy.10 One particular flavor of this is the way we often forget to set something we’ve just learned in a wider context—for example, by comparing it with averages or trends to see how unusual it is; this is known as base rate neglect.11



So, what can we do to overcome these filters when we need to understand an issue? The answer is to adopt some information-gathering habits that deliberately widen our field of vision as leaders, so we can see more of what matters. It takes effort, but it’s worth it: Research shows these kinds of techniques really do improve executives’ chances of making sound judgments.12,13

THE ROLE MODEL

Michael Roberts, Chief Marketing Officer at MetLife, is one of the most cognitively self-aware leaders I’ve met. He has an unusually clear grasp of what he knows and doesn’t know, and a knack for figuring out how to fill the information gaps he finds. He wasn’t born with that instinct, though. He says it really took shape in his twenties, when he made an unexpected career switch from opera singing into business. (Yes, you read that right.) Shifting track so dramatically meant putting in long hours to teach himself the language of markets, metrics, and management. “I had a lot to learn,” he says, “so I had to figure out how to process huge amounts of new knowledge in a way I could use right away.”

It was a steep learning curve, but it came with an unexpected upside. As Michael settled into his new field, he noticed that on several occasions his outsider’s eye allowed him to spot things his more seasoned colleagues missed. That was a surprise, and it made such an impression on him that he resolved to try to hold on to that rookie quality of open-mindedness and curiosity as much as possible—even as he grew into senior leadership.

And he’s done just that. He says, “I’ve got a lot of experience at this point in my career, and that’s helpful. But I’ve also developed a bunch of mental tricks that help me broaden and check my perspective whenever it matters, so I don’t get stuck in a single view of what’s going on. These tricks help me explore, sharpen, adjust—and let go when the evidence points in a different direction.”

He shares an example from the early days of his Chief Marketing Officer role, when he needed to work out what his top priority should be as CMO. For many newcomers to big corporate marketing jobs, he jokes, “the standard move is to propose a global brand refresh, take it to the board, and declare victory. That’s how CMOs often get applause.” But Michael held off, because he first wanted to understand what the company most needed from him. After some structured detective work, he discovered the priority was not at all what he expected. Rather than inventing a bold new vision, he urgently needed to fix the basics. “It turned out I needed to rebuild the marketing team’s fundamental capacity to deliver,” Michael says. “Figuring that out early on ended up being crucial to my success in the role.” Let’s understand what he did to uncover the real story.

THE ADVICE: 360-DEGREE VISION [image: ]

When you’re trying to get to the bottom of an important issue, the key thing to remember is that your brain usually won’t give you the full picture unless you take deliberate steps to widen your perspective. The goal is to develop what I call “360-Degree Vision,” where you look at the issue from all sides. A good first step is to acknowledge your initial view of the situation—and then, set it aside, by saying to yourself:


	Here’s what I think I understand. Now, assuming I’m at least partly wrong: How can I check all the angles and get a fuller picture?



The four techniques that follow will help you do exactly that, pushing you beyond the data that’s easiest to find and believe, and compensating for the natural blind spots we all have. Here’s a snapshot of what we’ll cover:


SEE DEEPER: Draw out what’s under the surface

[image: ] Bonus Tip: Go and See for yourself what’s really happening

SEE DIFFERENTLY: Seek out fresh perspectives from mentors and advisors

SEE ACROSS: Set your information in a wider context

SEE THE SYSTEM: Make a causal map to join the dots



In some situations, you might find one or two of these techniques are enough to help you see more of the real story. For example, if you’re trying to understand whether a colleague should receive the pay raise they’re asking you for, you might consult your “See Differently” advisors, and use the benchmarking guidance in the “See Across” section. If you want to kick the tires on some work that your team is doing, the exploratory questions in the “See Deeper” section would be a natural place to start. But for broader issues, or when something is going wrong, or when you’re new in your role, you’ll likely benefit from using all four techniques. So let’s get started.

SEE DEEPER: Draw out what’s under the surface

There’s a voice of truth inside each of our colleagues—one that says what they really think, worry about, or find confusing. When we’re trying to get a true read on a situation, we really want to hear that voice. It often holds the key to understanding, say, why production is down, or attrition is up. But those viewpoints often don’t get surfaced unless leaders make a special effort to invite people to share them.

That’s partly because people instinctively run a quick cost-benefit calculation: They weigh the career downside of being seen as difficult if they speak up about problems, versus the uncertain personal upside of telling the boss what they think—especially if they’re not sure of themselves. Research shows that staying silent generally feels safer, unless a leader changes that cost-benefit analysis by making it feel worthwhile for them to share their concerns (creating a state sometimes known as psychological safety, based on work by pioneering scholar Amy Edmondson).14 As Michael puts it: “To find out what’s going on, I know I need to make clear that I will be genuinely grateful if the team shares their thoughts. Unless you demonstrate that you truly value the chance to hear different points of view, and that you are going to really listen, you probably won’t find out what people are really thinking.”

Demonstrating your desire to hear what might otherwise go unsaid requires a different approach from the normal check-ins you might have with your colleagues. It takes a conversation that’s less focused on immediate outcomes, and more focused on exploration and understanding. To achieve this, it helps to set up dedicated time with the people you want to learn from. They might be on your direct team, or they might be other colleagues involved in the issue you’re trying to understand—maybe the owner of a process that seems broken or slow.

Then, use this approach as a guide for your discussion with them:

1. First, signal clear intentions that you want to learn, not evaluate. Your colleagues are more likely to share their thoughts when it’s in aid of helping you, rather than being assessed by you. That’s especially true when discussing high-stakes, ambiguous, or charged topics. That may feel obvious, but when we’re racing to try to understand a tough situation, it’s easy to forget to frame the conversation in the right way. Say something like:


	“I’m trying to get a better understanding of this situation, and I’d really like to hear your perspective so I can learn from it.”



2. Ask truly open questions. Many things that leaders ask are really opinions masquerading as questions: “Don’t we just need to do ABC?” or “What’s really going on here is XYZ, isn’t it?” If people can answer your questions with a yes or no, you’re narrowing the field of what you can possibly learn. Instead, park your theories, and ask space-creating questions like these:


	“What’s your sense of the situation?”

	“What do you think is really going on?”

	“What’s working well that others might not realize?”

	“What would we have to do to improve things?”

	“What else might I be missing?”



3. Draw out reasons and patterns. Once your colleague says something interesting, don’t slip back into broadcast mode (“Well, that’s interesting, because what I think is …”). Pause, paraphrase, and probe for root causes:


	“That’s interesting—what makes you say that?”

	“What do you think might be driving that?”

	“And what in turn do you think is driving that?”



In particular, if you’re trying to find out why people are behaving a certain way, you might seek to understand whether it’s being driven by a process (e.g., a system that’s broken) or a mindset (e.g., a fear or belief people have).

If you’re surprised by something your colleague says, or inclined to disagree: investigate in a way that signals curiosity, rather than critique. For example:


	“How often has that happened?”

	“Can you give me an example?”

	“What kind of evidence have you seen for that?”

	“Do you think there could be any other possible explanations?”



4. Finally, reward their openness. Thank people warmly for sharing their view with you, especially if it’s hard for you to hear. Never shoot the messenger, if you ever want to hear any more messages that matter.

Michael had these kinds of exploratory conversations with the people on his team when figuring out where to focus in his CMO role—but in my experience, he’s rather rare in doing that. Many leaders hesitate to ask their team questions, fearing they’ll seem uncertain or uninformed. But studies suggest the opposite is true: Even when you’re the boss, asking for advice tends to make others see you as more intelligent and capable, not less.15

On top of that, research shows what common sense tells us: You make your colleagues feel great about themselves when you ask for their perspective and show that you’re really listening to their answers.16 Michael’s refreshing level of curiosity and openness was certainly welcomed by his direct reports. Three months after he joined the team, one of them presented him with a plaque saying “Chief Question Officer”—which he still displays proudly on his desk.

Drawing out a group’s views through BRAINWRITING

If you’re trying to gather information from a group, rather than an individual, the questions above give you a great framework; step through them just as you would in a one-to-one conversation. But you’ll tap even more insight from a group if you ask people to jot down some notes before inviting them to share their thoughts. Some call this process “brainwriting”—to distinguish it from brainstorming, where people launch straight into free-for-all debate—and it’s been found to improve the quality and openness of group discussion significantly.17

Michael and his colleagues have their own name for brainwriting—they call it “perspective-seeking.” This is how they do it: Everyone first takes 30 seconds to collect their thoughts. Then Michael goes around the table and asks for everyone’s perspectives, allowing around 20 seconds each. He says, “It doesn’t take long, and it’s made a huge difference to how normal and safe it feels for people to speak up in a group. And it’s a very helpful leveling mechanism between extroverts and introverts.” Michael also uses several of the techniques we’ll cover in Chapter 7 on leading frank group discussions, including inviting dissent by asking, “Who can share a different view?” and “What would be another way of seeing this?” He also deliberately draws out the quieter voices: “I’d like to hear from those who haven’t yet spoken.”

All told, Michael learned an enormous amount in the conversations he had with his team, both one-to-one and as a group. “Once I started asking these kinds of deeper questions, I heard a whole bunch of views that I think had never come up before,” he says. For example, he learned that while his team knew the business extremely well, they were worried that they lacked some of the technical and analytical skills needed to have real impact—and knowing that they were falling short was denting their morale. Hearing that was a reality check, and it was the first key to Michael understanding what his focus needed to be.


[image: ] Bonus Tip: Go and See for yourself what’s really happening

Sometimes, especially if you’re in a large organization, there’s no substitute for observing what’s really happening on the ground—perhaps by listening in on a customer call, or watching someone use a process that’s been causing problems.

The leaders you’ll meet in this book do this kind of “Go and See” exercise in different ways. Gayle Tait, who we’ll meet in Chapter 19, visits colleagues at their desks (via screenshare if needed) to see the work through their eyes when there’s an issue to solve. Rob Allen, the healthcare CEO we’ll meet in Chapter 10, schedules hospital visits that allow him to see frontline teams in action. For his part, Michael frequently creates calendar blocks for dropping in on different parts of the organization that he wants to understand better: “I always bring a specific issue I want to explore with them, and I ask lots of open questions. It’s some of the most valuable time I spend.”

Doing these deliberate deep dives into the business helped Michael understand the needs of the marketing function’s internal customers across different departments. He remembers dropping in to meet the pet insurance group: “I learned how they used marketing, but also what made them tick and the broader challenges they faced.” He says it became clear that groups like theirs needed more responsiveness from his marketing team, and “it helped me see where improvements would make the biggest difference to them.”



SEE DIFFERENTLY: Seek out fresh perspectives from mentors and advisors

The higher up you go in your career, the harder it can be to get good advice—and the easier it can be for you to think you don’t need it. That’s partly because we’re all drawn to people we identify closely with (psychologists call this homophily).18 When you’re a leader and you choose who’s on your team, that means you can end up surrounding yourself with people you like—and people you are like. It can be a recipe for only hearing your own views reflected back at you without challenge.

That’s why all the smartest leaders I know have a habit of seeking counsel from a range of sources, to deepen their understanding and compensate for their blind spots. In effect, they build a personal version of an advisory board, and they consult it freely.

For example, one CEO I worked with often called on two of his former bosses to be informal mentors. He also relied on an old friend who was always refreshingly blunt—especially after a high-spirited dinner together. Others find their “advisors” through professional networks of peers—Shellye Archambeau (the leader we’ll meet in Chapter 13) started her own network that’s still running fifteen years later. Where your bench of hand-picked experts comes from doesn’t matter; what matters is that someone, somewhere, is willing to offer you a different angle on whatever you’re wrestling with.

Michael describes himself as “pretty disciplined” about doing this. “I try to surround myself with people who will tell me the truth and give me feedback, whether or not it’s comfortable. I get clear on where I need input, and then I talk to specific mentors or friends who I know will have an interesting view on that topic. I also talk to peers—some of the best advice I get is from other members of the executive leadership team. And I go outside the organization too.” His personal advisory board isn’t limited to people of his seniority: “It includes my Chief of Staff, for example, and an HR business partner.”

If you’re starting this from scratch, here’s how to get going:


	To prepare: Make a “long list” of people you respect who generally think differently than you. They might have different experiences, different skills, or a different personality. Aim to come up with five to ten names you can draw on in the future.

	Then, when you’re trying to understand an issue, pick your advisory board for this specific topic. From your longer list, choose the three people who are most likely to stretch your thinking on this particular issue.

	Get in touch, explain the situation, and ask their advice. I suggest you ask:

	“What do you see that I might be missing?”

	“What feedback would you give me, if you weren’t trying to be polite?”



If you can’t ask them directly, imagine a conversation with them. Research suggests that it’s quite effective even just to imagine what a trusted advisor would say.19 Picture their facial expression; imagine their voice querying your assumptions. (You can also ask an AI to role-play your advisors, if you give it the right context.)




Michael gathered lots of valuable information from conversations like this, particularly with peers. It included candid observations like “You’re inheriting a team that everyone likes, and there’s real talent there—but the rest of the business doesn’t see that.” And, very bluntly, “There’s a sense that marketing isn’t bringing practical value.” Michael also learned that when business colleagues approached his marketing function with requests for promotional support, his team’s typical first response would be to point to budget constraints rather than exploring possibilities—leading with “How much budget do you have for that?” or “We don’t have the money to do that.” As a result, Michael realized there was a mindset shift needed in his team, as well as a capability and resource gap to address.

SEE ACROSS: Set your information in a wider context

Your next trick is to overcome the illusion of information adequacy: the common assumption that the information you already have is representative of reality. Often, it’s not. You spoke to one colleague—but do others feel differently? You’ve got a report in front of you—but is it based on a good-sized sample, with trustworthy sources? The narrower your view is, the less likely you’re seeing an accurate picture, because a lot of data is what’s known as “noisy”—meaning it’s inconsistent from one case to another.20

So it’s a wise move to cross-reference the information you have (or are given) by looking at broader averages and trends, to set it in context and check its reliability. Developing this compare-and-contrast habit also helps you guard against many of the brain’s mental shortcuts (including base rate neglect and narrative bias), making your judgments more accurate overall.21,22

Here are the kinds of comparisons that can help you set your information in a wider context:


	Compare over TIME: Look for trends, not just snapshots. Ask: Is this getting better, worse, or just bouncing around? What has changed, and what has stayed steady over time? When Michael was new in his role, he started looking at his company’s historical marketing spend and was startled to find a consistent annual drop of 10 to 30 percent over five years. “It told me this wasn’t just a one-off budget squeeze,” he says. “It was a systemic signal that the function wasn’t seen as a priority.”

	Compare across GROUPS: Does what you’re hearing from junior people match what your senior colleagues are saying? Does what you’re hearing internally match what external stakeholders are saying? We’ve already heard how committed Michael is to engaging people at different levels in his organization, so it won’t surprise you to know he also has a process for checking external perspectives: “I make sure I’m regularly in front of customers, because it tells us how our marketing is really landing in the outside world.”

	Compare with COMPETITORS: How does your information compare to averages that you’d see from industry peers, or key competitors? When Michael asked these questions, he found that marketing budgets had been declining elsewhere as well—but the drop was much greater at his company. Sobering, but helpful to know.

	Compare with SUCCESSES: Sometimes the best way to understand what’s going wrong is to look at other places where things are going right, because it helps you tease apart whether a problem is a system issue or a local issue. When Michael came under pressure to replace the marketing head of a low-performing region, he wasn’t certain it was the right thing to do. So he visited two higher-performing regions for comparison. “I noticed both of those strong markets had some system-level conditions in place that were missing in the weaker area. So I thought: ‘Before we change the leader, let’s fix those issues in the system, and see what happens.’” Marketing performance rebounded without any change to personnel. Comparing across regions with different track records had enabled him to fix the right problem.



SEE THE SYSTEM: Make a causal map to connect the dots

Once you’ve gathered information—observations, numbers, examples—the next challenge is often to understand how it all fits together. One effective way of doing this is to create a map that captures potential causal links between your insights. Even if you don’t think of yourself as a visual person, I’ve seen how this exercise helps leaders both sharpen their understanding of a situation, and identify where the real issues lie. Creating a map also has a neat additional benefit: It can free up capacity for clear thinking by lightening the cognitive load. Looking at one coherent map puts less strain on your brain’s working memory than sifting through twenty unconnected insights—even if the map contains the same amount of data overall.23

You might already know a younger cousin of the causal map: the “driver tree,” which lays out the main factors influencing a single business metric. For example, you can use a tree to break down a key performance indicator like “total revenue” into smaller components such as “number of customers,” “purchases per customer,” and “average price per purchase.” It can be a good way of organizing straightforward numerical information.24 But, as Michael says, “most issues that leaders deal with are not linear—they’re best seen as a system, because there are a multitude of interconnections to understand.” So that’s where a map becomes more useful than a tree.


[image: Two diagrams are shown side by side. The left diagram is labeled 'Driver tree' and features a hierarchical structure with a central 'KPI' box connected to multiple boxes below it. The right diagram is labeled 'Causal map' and displays a network of interconnected boxes, with a central 'KPI' box and various arrows indicating relationships between the boxes.]

Michael sometimes uses software to build his causal maps, but you don’t need fancy tools to do it—he most often scribbles them on a piece of paper. I’ll describe the steps in a way that works for both high- and low-tech approaches.


	Step 1: Lay out what you know. Jot down each major piece of information or insight on a separate Post-it note, or its digital equivalent (often called a “node” in mapping software). They’re the squares in Michael’s example below. Be concrete—use short phrases that capture one clear idea per note.

	Step 2: Draw causal arrows. Ask: What causes what? Does X influence Y? If so, draw a one-way arrow from X to Y. Make it a two-way arrow if it feels as if two things are interconnected. If you’re not sure there’s a simple causal link, you could mark the arrow with a question mark. (As you add arrows, you may need to move some notes around.)

	Step 3: Look for interesting patterns. For example: Perhaps there’s a behavioral issue that looks like it’s being driven by certain incentives, systems, or beliefs. Perhaps there are longer chains of connections that tell a story—e.g., a vicious circle where A leads to B, which leads to C, which then feeds back into A.

	Step 4: Identify gaps and queries. Are there arrows that are fuzzy or unclear? Is there information that you’re missing? This tells you where you might need to do more investigation.

	Step 5: Look for points of highest leverage. Which observations have the most arrows pointing out of them? Those are likely to be influential “kingpin” points in your system, where one small change might start a domino effect that makes a big difference.



Below is an illustrative, simplified version of what Michael’s map looked like. After he began connecting the dots in this way, it became clearer that the solution wasn’t either of the two actions he might have initially leaned toward. First, although there was mixed feedback about the brand, nobody suggested it was driving the immediate shortfall in the marketing function’s impact. There are no arrows around that box on the right of the map, because it wasn’t directly driving any immediate pressing problems. Second, it would have been easy for Michael to assume that he should go on a charm offensive with his business colleagues, to encourage them to draw on his team more. But the causal map laid bare that their lack of demand was merely an outcome of how marketing was operating; the box saying “Business doesn’t value what we do” has mostly causal arrows coming into it. Michael realized “this meant we couldn’t just say, ‘They don’t understand the great things we’re doing, so let’s tell them again why they should use us.’”
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Instead, the map highlighted two bigger sources of Michael’s problem: unclear team goals for business impact, and lack of team capacity. Those are the boxes with the most causal arrows coming out of them—three arrows each, to be specific—reflecting their importance in driving the patterns Michael observed. Which meant that if he could tackle those, a lot would shift in the system.

(If you’re eager for more detail: Unclear business goals made it hard to drive consistent output and hard to track marketing’s ROI. Blurry priorities also meant that external agencies were being hired without a clear brief, which made their work uneven. Meanwhile, the team’s technical skill gap was affecting quality, and this drove even more outsourcing to external agencies.)

So, it wasn’t that Michael’s marketing function needed a new brand or an internal PR campaign; instead, they needed to build the solid operational foundations that would allow them to deliver brilliant output more consistently. Michael and his team got to work. They created a financial model that determined what would boost their business impact the most; then, they set clear goals, and created an ambitious three-year plan to achieve them. Michael also made new hires to bolster the team’s technical capability, which eventually allowed him to bring back in-house the work that had been going to external agencies. Thanks to Michael’s careful effort to unearth the real issues, he was able to solve the right problem—and a much healthier causal map started to emerge.
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Since then, Michael’s well-informed, well-targeted interventions have paid off handsomely. Total sales attributed to his marketing team’s work have risen tenfold, from $30 million a year to $300 million, and he says, “Our next big target is $1 billion.” The confidence that the company now has in his marketing team’s contributions has resulted in a tripling of their budget, and he says, “Now that we have those strong fundamentals in place, we’ve finally earned the right to tackle the brand.” He’s delighted with where things have landed, though he’s quick to say his journey of inquiry continues: “It’s been fun—and it remains a constant process of figuring out the right sources of input, so I can adjust my approach as I go along. Now we’re into this next phase of growth, I know there will be even more to learn and understand.”





CHAPTER 2

How to Make Time for Your Top Priorities

THE CHALLENGE

Just about every leader I meet wishes they had more time for their most important priorities. Urgent requests always seem to crowd the calendar, filling the gaps around standing commitments and leaving little breathing room for tackling bigger issues. That’s a problem, because as you become more senior, your impact depends on your ability to widen your perspective and do the things that only you can do: Set direction, see patterns others can’t, mobilize colleagues. You’re the only person on your team with an integrated view of all the moving parts, so if you aren’t spending time on work that requires this leadership perspective, it isn’t getting done.

On some level, you already know this. So why is it hard to make time for those “only you can do” priorities? Partly, it’s habit.1 If you haven’t stopped to rethink your approach to your calendar as you’ve become more senior, your time management patterns may still reflect the job you had a few promotions ago. It’s also a consequence of being in demand: Without a deliberate approach to allocating your time, your days can end up fragmented across everyone else’s priorities, rather than your own.

Even once you accept that, redirecting your attention toward knotty, complex priorities still takes effort—not just for you, but for everyone, because of a few ways the brain works:


	We’re wired to focus on here-and-now tasks that feel immediately useful. Our brain’s present bias means it feels more rewarding to complete a quick task that makes us feel productive right away, rather than grappling with a tough issue that takes time to solve.2 On top of that, our brain is drawn to things that are easy to understand—a phenomenon known as processing fluency.3

	The combination of those two biases systematically tilts our attention toward whatever is simple and immediate, rather than things that are important but abstract. That’s totally normal human behavior—but it means that, as leaders, we need to make a deliberate effort to redirect our attention toward longer-term, more complicated work.

	Multitasking harms the quality of our thinking. The evidence on dual-task interference shows that when we try to do more than one thing at a time, we perform less well on everything.4 That means if we’re juggling multiple tasks and messages, we’re not doing our best analysis or having our best conversations. The urge to be constantly available to our teams can be hard to resist, not least because it plays into the desire for quick wins that we’ve just learned about. But you need uninterrupted time to do your deepest work.



It’s normal to fill your time with tasks that feel satisfying in the moment—for example, knocking out three emails, rather than knuckling down to work on your three-year business outlook. But it is possible to overcome that natural tendency and make room for the more important leadership work that only you can do. Put differently: this is where you lighten your cognitive load in a way that makes your wider perspective possible. This chapter shows you how to make the shift.

THE ROLE MODEL

Lindsay Flannery is a senior HR leader with responsibility for a sizable chunk of a high-tech packaging and labeling business that operates across fifty countries. When I started working with her, she was steadily accruing more responsibility and was in line for a promotion. With increasingly weighty issues on her plate, she knew she needed to change the way she was managing her time. She told me, “I’m back-to-back every minute of every day. I really want to carve out more strategic thinking time, so I have the space to connect the dots more.” She could already name the kind of leader she wanted to be: someone who shapes the global vision, sees wider patterns, and asks insightful questions that unlock unexpected solutions. But as she put it, “To do that, I need to move from being reactive to proactive in how I manage my time.” The CEO agreed. “You need to be thinking about the future of the business,” he told her, “not getting caught up in minutiae.”

The trouble was that Lindsay’s calendar wasn’t filled with minutiae by accident. It was a direct result of how she saw herself: “I’m a fixer,” she says. If there was a messy situation that needed sorting out, she would parachute in and save the day. Others saw her that way, too. People throughout the organization knew her as a reliable source of ideas and support, even on issues well outside her current role. She enjoyed being that “fixer,” because it gave her the buzz of feeling immediately useful—and that’s what present bias looks like in the wild: a perfectly normal human preference for tangible wins now, rather than bigger but less-defined rewards later.

Lindsay could see the gap between the kind of leader she was working to become and the way she currently spent her time, so she knew something had to change. To step into the more senior leadership role she was being lined up for, she’d have to stop being everyone’s go-to mechanic. I’m glad to say that she did find an approach that worked—one that allowed her to keep feeling a fix-it buzz while making room for more high-quality thinking. Here’s how she did it.

THE ADVICE: THE YES-GROW-NO RULE [image: ]

There’s limited time in every day—so, each time you say yes to something, you’re saying no to something else (whether consciously or not). The question becomes: Are you saying yes to the right things? This Yes-Grow-No rule is designed to help you make those calls more deliberately. This is what it includes:


Positive YES: Make a daily plan to focus on work that only you can do

Let Go and GROW: Delegate tasks someone else could step up and do

Positive NO: Lead with what you’re saying “yes” to when you decline

Yes-Grow-No calendar: Adjust your schedule to support your priorities



Positive YES: Make a daily plan to focus on work that only you can do

The first step is to get clear on your unique role as a leader: what you can do that others cannot.

Every leader is different, but I would guess your unique role includes an ability to lift yourself up and see the big picture, so that you can set overall direction for your team. It might include transforming the way your team works, or boosting your colleagues’ capabilities and confidence. It could also mean asking the questions that nobody else is asking, or providing context that only you have.

Like Lindsay, you may still enjoy being a “fixer,” and occasionally you may need to pitch in and help your colleagues with their day-today work. But if you want to lead them well, your main job isn’t to be extra capacity for your team—it’s to take them places that only you can take them. That’s the kind of work to make sure you’re saying a Positive Yes to when choosing how to spend your time, rather than simply reacting to what hits your inbox.

So first, reflect on your role as the leader of your team. Ask yourself:


	What unique value can I bring to my team as a leader?

	What do I want to feel good about having achieved as a leader, when I look back on this role?



Given that:


	What’s my Positive Yes—what should I be doing more of?

	And what should I be doing less of, to create space for that Positive Yes?



Then, reinforce that intentional focus as you plan each day. Each morning, take a moment to remind yourself of what you’re saying a Positive Yes to, in order to help set your priorities for the day. Remember from “The Core Science of Deliberate Wisdom” how your brain directs your limited stock of conscious attention: Whatever is top of mind for you right now will drive where your attention goes next. So you’re more likely to actually focus on your real priorities if you start the day by articulating them clearly. Ask yourself this question to focus your mind in the right direction:


	What really matters most today, given my unique role as a leader?



Lindsay has built this intention-setting moment into her morning exercise routine. That’s smart, because if you can connect a newly forming habit to one that’s already well entrenched, your familiar routine will trigger a reminder to do the new thing.5 That might mean you decide to do your daily Positive Yes planning while brushing your teeth, or at the same point in your commute. For Lindsay, “doing it in the same location and at the same time each day means I always remember.”

Once this morning habit felt solid, Lindsay extended it to include not only the core “What matters most today?” question but also two other questions. She says: “I also ask, ‘What’s weighing on me?’ and ‘What can I ask others for help with?’ Adding those has helped me focus and delegate more than I did before.” Let’s now double-click on that point and talk more

Let Go and GROW: Delegate tasks someone else could step up and do



	Which of these things could someone else do—even if not as well as me—so that I have more time for the things that only I can do?






	Focus on the development opportunity you’re creating for someone. This is the “grow” part of the advice to Let Go and Grow. Ask yourself: Who would find this a great chance to step up? and Whose strengths might this play to? You’re creating room for one of your junior colleagues to learn and shine. That makes you a good boss, because developing your team’s confidence and capacity over time is one of those things that only you can do.

	Recognize that you don’t just have to hand over a task and hope for the best. You can (and should) still give people guidance and instructions; refer to Chapter 11 on delegation, Chapter 12 on feedback, and Chapter 13 on coaching. “But wait,” you might say. “If I spend time coaching them, how is that going to create more space for me to think?” I hear you, but it will still free up some of your brain’s working memory if you coach someone intermittently, rather than having ongoing responsibility for doing the work. Also, crucially: Any time you spend coaching them now builds their capacity to do the work more independently in the future.

	Think expansively about the kind of tasks you can let go. For example, look for meetings where you could start to send someone else in your place, with some handover from you. Or: Break your complex work into smaller pieces, and find a discrete chunk that someone else could take on—for example, researching a topic or analyzing options. If you’re nervous, start with something simple.

	Notice when your mind tries to slip away from broad, difficult topics toward more tangible short-term deliverables. It’s normal for your brain to gravitate toward work that feels easier to check off a list. Remind yourself: “I understand why my brain wants to do nicely defined tasks, but excelling as a leader depends on doing the bigger-picture stuff.”






Positive NO: Lead with what you’re saying “yes” to when you decline







	Warm appreciation: Be positive about whatever the other person wants to get you involved in. Some version of “Thank you, X sounds great and I appreciate you thinking of me.”

	Your “yes”: Explain what you’re needing to focus on right now, describing it in as warm and enthusiastic a way as you can. For example: “Right now I’m deep in working on [interesting, important priority]. It’s demanding but going well so far.”

	Your apologetic but clear “no”: Explain that, as a result, you are having to prioritize. “To create enough time to do a good job on that, I’m having to make some tough choices with commitments I’d otherwise be glad to say yes to. As a result, I’m very sorry that I need to say no to/withdraw from X.”

	Warm support: Thank the person for having been interested. If it’s easy to do, consider making a suggestion for how else they might find what they’re looking for. “I wonder if you might consider Y as a way to get what you need. Either way, thank you for your understanding, and I hope it goes well—it sounds like an excellent [project/ event/idea].”






	The name of another person who might be able to help. However, don’t copy that person on this message. Just suggest them as an alternative idea, and let your requester follow up.

	A useful document relating to their ask. If it’s a topic you’re asked about often, consider taking 15 to 20 minutes to create a new document summarizing your advice, and send it along. You can then use that for future requests.

	An offer to connect in the future. Be careful, though—don’t offer this if you know it will never feel like a top priority for you. If you do want to make room for ad hoc requests, I suggest setting a time budget each week, preferably in the same recurring slot—in my calendar, I call them “clinic hours.” (When you’re doing someone a favor, they’re usually fine to wait until that slot syncs up with their schedule.)





Yes-Grow-No calendar: Adjust your schedule to support your priorities


Do a commitment audit



	What repeating meetings do you usually attend?

	What external engagements do you usually attend?

	What else takes a lot of your time? (Are there documents or discussions you regularly contribute to? Recurring admin tasks?)





Schedule a “Meeting With Myself”






	Schedule it at a time of day when your mind tends to be at its sharpest. For early birds, that might mean blocking time to do your most complex work early in the day; for night owls like me, you’ll probably want the block to fall in the afternoon or evening.7 The idea is to “meet with yourself” in your prime time zones, not your calendar offcuts.

	Having protected the time, don’t then let yourself be interrupted by incoming messages that scatter your attention and make it harder to think.8 You can make a slim gap in your calendar really count if you turn off notifications. Lindsay calls this “technology mastery,” and it became a key part of her prioritization toolkit. Her phone used to vibrate almost constantly with every email she received, but she learned to reach for the “do not disturb” setting whenever she needed to get herself rapidly into focus mode. (You’ll find more advice on how to prime your mind for fresh thinking in Chapter 3, including the power of planning deliberate breaks to refresh your perspective and mental energy.)



Finally: Apply the Yes-Grow-No rule to any new requests



	If the ask is truly related to your top leadership priorities—the things that only you can do—say a Positive Yes.

	If it would be a useful opportunity for someone on your team to take on, with the right coaching from you, it’s something to Let Go and Grow.

	If it’s neither a Positive Yes or a Let Go and Grow, say a Positive No to the person asking. Don’t sit on it—remember clarity is kindness. If you do it thoughtfully and promptly, you’ll make it easier for them to make an alternate plan.
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