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Foreword

OUR MOST VALUABLE ASSET at FedEx is our culture.

Of course, it’s not a line item listed on our balance sheet, but it’s genuinely tangible nonetheless. Our culture forms the foundation of the daily exchanges individual team members have with each other, our partners, and our customers. It encourages our leaders to lead by example and demonstrate the principles of commitment and teamwork. We know we’re not just moving boxes around the globe. People depend upon us to deliver their lifesaving medicines, e-commerce items, and one-of-a-kind artifacts. We take that responsibility seriously, and our Purple Promise is a direct reflection of its importance: We will make every FedEx experience outstanding.

You don’t just happen upon organizational excellence. Our culture was purpose-built, one leader at a time. And its design began with a great deal of inspiration from the finest leadership academy in the world: the United States military.

I became a Marine in 1966 after graduating from Yale University, and the leadership principles I learned in the Corps have been of incalculable value to me. Most business schools don’t break down leadership the way the Marine Corps does. The teachers I found in the Corps, such as Staff Sergeant Richard Jackson and Gunnery Sergeant Allen Sora, were the most competent and courageous individuals I’ve ever met. And each one helped teach me that leadership isn’t about authority. It’s about building credible influence with others.

During my two tours in Vietnam, where I was responsible for leading a group of Marines who had very different backgrounds, perspectives, and life experiences than my own, I had the opportunity to apply every leadership principle the Corps taught me (principles I can still recite from memory to this day). These principles were very effective at helping me create a team in a highly volatile, demanding environment.

Though I took off the uniform nearly fifty years ago, there’s no doubt the Corps left its mark on my life. My experience as a Marine imbued me with the confidence to revisit an idea I had envisioned during college—a business concept centered on an integrated air and ground delivery system. From there, FedEx was born.

Being an entrepreneur and getting an innovative venture off the ground certainly involves risk. But I was fortunate because the military had given me perspective on risk, which allowed me to have a high tolerance for ambiguity in those early days.

My experience as a Marine officer also allowed me to recognize that FedEx had the potential to exceed my expectations if we invested in our team’s leadership development. Whether it was equipping our managers with the right skill sets or succession planning to ensure future managers would be ready to lead, we intentionally built a people-oriented culture. We believe that when people are placed first, they are positioned to provide the highest possible level of service. Profits are sure to follow.

Indeed, diligently building our team members’ leadership skills has prepared us to be able to respond rapidly to changing market conditions, demonstrate agility amid uncertainty, and weather critical organizational change.

There is no doubt in my mind that if you were to visit FedEx’s Leadership Institute, you’d see the Marine Corps DNA in our culture. And I believe more businesses today could benefit by sharing proven leadership principles with professionals for use at all stages of their career. Leadership development efforts tap into every single team member’s discretionary effort —the level of effort people could give if they wanted to. Unfortunately, too many organizations manage people in a way that ensures they do only what they must to get by. And the difference between these two performance levels is potentially millions of dollars.

The concept of leadership is not a difficult one to understand. It’s simply about taking care of others and treating them fairly, communicating in a way that lets others know what they must do to be successful, and passing along praise for a job well done. It’s that straightforward, but it’s by no means intuitive. It must be learned and practiced.

Spark will help you do just that. The following pages detail the leadership behaviors that any professional, at any level, in any organization, can adopt to be a stronger leader. The authors, all military Veterans, share their personal experiences here in learning and applying the same leadership principles I was taught in 1966—enduring principles that are still being taught today. These principles have been tried in the most chaotic of environments—with your commitment, you can test them in yours. Your ability to lead—whether that’s yourself, your team, or your organization—will make the difference in the results you experience for years to come.

 

Frederick W. Smith

Chairman and CEO

FedEx Corporation


Introduction: Defining a Spark

A SPARK IS ALL ABOUT CHANGE.

Sparks are people who recognize that they don’t have to accept what’s given to them. They can do things differently to create the change they’d like to see. Their actions can directly shape their future, and they can make things better.

A Spark is also a moment when you realize that you have the ability to be a part of the solution you seek. You don’t have to wait around for someone to create opportunities for you. You can create them yourself.

When Sparks are ignited, they’re a catalyst for personal and organizational change. They’re the individuals who have the courage to stand up and say, “We don’t have to do things like we’ve always done them. We can do things better.” They then cultivate the fortitude and temperament to lead themselves and others toward the results they seek.

Sparks aren’t defined by the place they hold on an organizational chart; in fact, they exist throughout organizations. They’re defined by their actions, commitment, and will, not by job titles. They’re the ones who say, “I’ll lead this,” “I’ll take responsibility,” or, “This is tough, but we’ll get it done.” And then they follow through.

Sparks are hard to pinpoint during job interviews; their résumés might not convey their ingenuity and perseverance. They also don’t always stand out in organizations. They may not fit into the right mold or have the right pedigree to be identified as “talent,” yet their efforts are the reason great ideas get implemented, organizational change efforts take hold, and employee retention is strong.

Our world needs Sparks now more than ever.

The workplace reality is that the rate of change, the emergence of technology, shifting workforce demographics, and industry disruptions have created a VUCA environment: Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambiguous. All three of us heard this acronym when we served in the military, and now we are fascinated by how often business professionals use the same term to describe their working experience.

The military helped us confront VUCA by investing thousands of hours in building our leadership skills; that training transformed us into Sparks and helped us develop the inner confidence, commitment, and drive to see results through at all costs. Most professionals don’t get access to this type of leadership development, however, and are left at a disadvantage when faced with challenge and change.

Many businesses seek to develop their teams by starting with hard skills and competencies, while reserving leadership skills for the management ranks. When they turn to leadership development, they typically use a curriculum that consists of coaching, communication, and project management skills in one- or two-day courses. These topics are important, but they are events—not processes—and they fail to develop individuals’ capacity to learn and apply the behaviors that grant influence, inspire others, and drive results.

Furthermore, what gets lost in this approach is the opportunity to create organizational agility. Long gone are the days when one leader—or a select few leaders—called all the shots. As businesses become more global and matrices change reporting relationships, organizations need to decentralize decision-making and depend on individual contributors to get the job done. Without the proper development, these individuals can be stymied and initiatives can get stalled.

Organizations need leaders at all levels who will ensure that Sparks—and those with Spark potential—have the ability to create impact.

Our society values leadership—craves it, for that matter. Yet we don’t teach it in formal education. Some of the most prestigious colleges and universities guarantee that their programs will make students into leaders, but the reality is that they don’t offer leadership courses or even the experiences to make leadership development possible. A certificate or degree doesn’t make you a leader. You make you a leader. And when you demonstrate leadership behaviors, you become a Spark.

If you are determined to take charge of your career and lead yourself and others to a better place, this book is for you. This book is also for business managers who want to drive performance in their organization by rethinking their approach to talent. Rather than identifying select individuals for development, they want to see all individuals working to their fullest ability.

Spark details behavior-based leadership practices that give any professional, at any level, the opportunity to flourish. In Spark, you’ll learn about the key elements of leadership—character, credibility, accountability, vision, service, and confidence—and how to express them consistently.

Sparks are essential to the growth of any organization; once identified, they can be encouraged and positioned for success. If given the right setting and opportunities, Sparks can truly make all the difference in your organization. And if you’re a Spark and have the courage to forge ahead, you will find yourself on a very fast track.

Becoming a Spark is a choice, and one that begins with rethinking how you respond to the most pressing challenges you’re facing. Do you submit to them, assuming that you can’t possibly do anything about them? Do you approach them the same way you always have, expecting to get a different result? Or do you take a stance and lead? Think carefully before you answer these questions, because your response could change everything—for you, for the people who depend on you, and for your organization.


LEADERSHIP INDOCTRINATION

Sean’s Story

I learned how to lead right after I made some of the most important, but difficult, decisions of my life: dropping out of engineering school at Yale, switching my major to philosophy, and joining the Air Force after graduation.

My parents were outraged. “We’re spending all this money on an Ivy League education and you’re studying philosophy and going into the military?” My friends thought I was nuts: “We’re going to get rich on Wall Street while you’re going to be training in some desert? What’s wrong with you, Sean?”

In other words, I was getting zero affirmation from my environment that my decisions were good ones, but they felt right to me. For the first time in my life, I was pursuing goals that were aligned with my passions. And I was going to realize my childhood dream of becoming a fighter pilot.

After I graduated from college, I was shipped off to Officer Candidate School (OCS), where I was immediately indoctrinated into the Air Force culture. I kept hearing the phrase “leadership development” in the classroom, along with the words “accountability” and “integrity.” These were obviously important concepts to the Air Force, but ones I had never really thought much about. It was now becoming clear on a daily basis, however, that “accountability” and “integrity” were expectations that the Air Force fully embraced and that I had to meet. I still didn’t understand what being a leader meant, though I soon would.

After I graduated from OCS, I was sent to flight school. I finally felt like I had arrived! One of the very first things I did in training was get in the backseat of an F-16 so I could become familiar with the Viper and learn more about piloting an aircraft. There are truly no words to describe the pure excitement I felt that morning as I was putting on my flight suit.

When I arrived at the hangar, I met with the pilot who would be flying the jet. He was a crusty old major who was also going to serve as my teacher for the day. I could tell that he took his job seriously just by his direct way of speaking to me, while giving me plenty of details about the sortie we were going out on. His instruction was interesting, but I have to admit that my focus was really more on the joy ride coming up.

When we took off, the speed took my breath away. And then there was turning, burning, airplanes whizzing by, and constant radio traffic. The squadron was simulating an attack on an airfield, and man, it was awesome. I was hanging on to the tail of the airplane for the entire ninety-minute flight!

When we landed, all the pilots, including the major and me, went into the “ready room”—a debriefing room where we discussed every detail of the sortie and pinpointed all of the lessons learned. Everyone was re-creating the event on whiteboards, and we were watching videos of each pilot’s performance. I was lost during this discussion, which consisted mostly of acronyms that made sense to others but sounded like alphabet soup to me. But what captured my attention was the level of candor among the pilots.

Junior officers pointed out where their bosses made mistakes, and senior officers were open to their input and even asked for additional constructive criticism. I wasn’t expecting this type of candid feedback in a rank-oriented culture. But it was clear that everyone in the squadron—not just the major, the highest-ranking officer in the room—felt compelled to address the squadron’s performance and where it had fallen short.

At the end of the debriefing, when everyone started walking out, the major singled me out and asked me to stay. Surprised, I stopped in my tracks. He pointed his finger at me and then let me have it. “Hey, Lieutenant, how come you had nothing to add to that conversation? I didn’t hear one word from you. You were out there. You saw what happened. Why didn’t you speak up?” When I tried to jump in to defend myself and say that I was new, that I didn’t know, that I was simply trying to learn, he quickly silenced me by saying, “The Air Force doesn’t owe you anything, Lieutenant! Stop with the excuses, start contributing. You’re new, but you’re not dumb. Now, get out of here . . . and get a haircut!”

As I left the hangar, I could feel my face getting red from embarrassment. And when I got into my car, those emotions were suddenly replaced with anger. What’s wrong with the Air Force? Don’t they know what I gave up to be here? I left a safe career path that was sure to lead to tremendous wealth. And now I’m stuck here in this stupid organization that treats its newest members like dirt. What’s up with that major? Who does he think he is? He can’t possibly believe he’s teaching anyone by ranting and raving like he just did. What a poor excuse for an officer.

But on my drive home, as my anger cooled, I started to turn on myself. Maybe it wasn’t the Air Force. Maybe it wasn’t the major. Maybe it was me. Everyone in the debriefing room had seemed comfortable during the heated exchanges. Why couldn’t I accept criticism? Why didn’t I ask questions? Why didn’t I contribute during the debriefing? The major was right—I might have been new, but I wasn’t dumb. Maybe I didn’t have what it took to succeed here. Maybe I did make the wrong choice.

I spent the better portion of the day cycling through the emotions of indignation, humiliation, shame, and despair. But by that night I had arrived at clarity. I had a choice: I could take the feedback I’d just heard and learn from it, or I could ignore it. If I chose to ignore it, I could envision a very frustrating future in the Air Force ahead of me. I had signed a six-year contract to serve, so I couldn’t quit.

This was the moment when I realized that I needed to do something differently, something that I’d never done before, to overcome the situation I found myself in. In short, this was my Spark moment.

Up until this point in my career, if I came across a problem, simple hard work solved it. Difficult class? Study more. Preparing for a swim meet? Train more. Need money for college? Get a part-time job. But my old-fashioned work ethic wasn’t going to solve this problem. I needed to figure out how to lead, starting with myself.

I knew I didn’t want to waste time fighting the Air Force culture, but I could change my response to it. This was my time to make a conscious effort to override my reaction to the situation and apply the leadership lessons my trainers at OCS had talked about. Accountability and integrity? Yeah, I needed those. Several weeks earlier, in the sterile classroom environment, leadership hadn’t sounded too complicated. But during this moment of insecurity, being a leader was suddenly incredibly challenging. I had to be better than my instincts, all of which were directing me toward negative, self-defeating, irresponsible actions that might protect my ego but weren’t going to help me succeed in the Air Force.

In this moment, I had to come to grips with my reality. The major was right. I had just been presented with a learning opportunity, but I was disengaged from the lesson. My focus had been on the thrill of the jet ride, but it should have been on my responsibility to contribute to the team. Moving forward, I would make a point of speaking up, even if I felt afraid of asking a stupid question.

I also knew that I was going to have to learn how to take professional criticism. I’d just sat through a debriefing with talented fighter pilots at the peak of their game. When they received feedback, they didn’t get defensive or offer excuses, as I’d done. They welcomed criticism and appreciated it—something that I was going to have to be able to do.

The major’s criticism couldn’t have come at a better time in my career. When I was able to separate my emotions from his message and apply the leadership lessons I learned at OCS, I grew as a professional. This unexpected and painful experience prepared me for the inevitable feedback I faced later on in flight school, in the squadrons where I served, in my career at Delta Airlines, and now at Lead Star. I also learned how to deliver feedback to others in a way that helped improve the teams and organizations I’ve been a part of. Excellence and high performance happen only when everyone on the team—not just a select few—chooses to lead.

That’s the value of Spark behavior. It doesn’t matter whether you’re a major or a lieutenant, a CEO or an administrative assistant. You only need one Spark to ignite a high-impact change in an organization, even if the first person to change is yourself. That may be all your company needs to achieve significant and noticeable improvement.



IT’S NOT ABOUT THE JOB TITLE

Angie’s Story

We recognize that when you, like many professionals, experience challenges in your work environment, such as conflict with a colleague or a lost sales opportunity, you might not think immediately, How am I going to be a leader in this situation? That’s because most people think of leadership as a title, not as a set of behaviors, so they don’t see themselves as leaders capable of applying leadership to their challenges. At Lead Star, we define a leader as someone who influences outcomes and inspires others. You can be a manager without being a leader. The reverse is also true. You can be a leader without being a manager.

Sean, Courtney, and I all learned about leadership during our time in the military. Whereas Sean learned in the Air Force, Courtney and I learned about leadership in the Marine Corps. There are many differences between the services, which we joke about all the time, but there are also many strong similarities in how they go about developing leaders.

Courtney and I acquired hundreds of hours of experiential leadership training during our six-month infantry course, The Basic School (TBS). Here we were assigned roles in which we were responsible for leading our peers, but without rank. In other words, we couldn’t say, “Do this because I’m the boss,” when working with our colleagues.

Peer leadership, as you probably know, is one of the most challenging types of leadership because your peers can and will push back without fear of repercussion. If they don’t agree with a decision you make, there is no silent protest—you’ll hear about it immediately. When you screw up, the jokes that would typically be told behind your back are told right to your face. In short, learning peer leadership skills certainly kept us on our toes, but afterward we had a clear view of our strengths and weaknesses.

This training had a specific purpose: to ensure that when we got to the “real” Marine Corps to lead a platoon, we wouldn’t have to rely on our rank or position to be effective but would have learned how to lead through influence.

Once we were in the Corps, it was apparent that everyone, from the junior-most Marine to the most senior, learned the exact same leadership skills. We also all viewed ourselves as leaders and were expected to apply these skills to our role, regardless of whether that was leading ourselves, a fire team of four, or many more. The leadership concepts never changed—only the application of these concepts as responsibilities increased.

While in the military, Courtney, Sean, and I lived and breathed leadership every day. So you can imagine our surprise when we left active duty and started working in the private sector. We met great people, but so many of them had not been introduced to leadership in a practical way. This was evident in the little things, like the prevalence of placing blame, not following through on commitments, and saying one thing but doing another. These behaviors were tolerated in the private sector, and in some circumstances socially acceptable, but in the military such behaviors inevitably cost lives. Another surprise for us was working with managers who were expected to be leaders but had never been prepared for that responsibility. They were solid individual contributors, but they struggled with figuring out how to let go of doing everything themselves and start leading their teams.


The bottom line is twofold: Leadership is probably one of the most misunderstood concepts in our society. And to many people, leadership is only about bosses or supervisors—about people in power.

I remember working with a colleague on my sales team in the pharmaceutical industry who was a great communicator, had amazing educational credentials, and knocked her sales quota out of the park every quarter. Our clients loved her, our team valued her, and new hires wanted to be like her. I once shared my respect with her: “I’m so glad you’re on my team. You do a great job leading us.” She corrected me quickly. “Well, I’m not the leader, I’m just your colleague,” she said. “But I hope to be a leader one day.”

In other words, she was a Spark. But she didn’t recognize it.

Courtney was having similar experiences working as an attorney in Washington, DC. She met so many talented lawyers who didn’t consider themselves leaders, even though they were bringing in millions of dollars of revenue for their firm, delegating responsibilities to associates, mentoring junior attorneys new to their firm, creating networking events for current and prospective clients, and serving on nonprofit boards in their communities.

Why did they not realize they were leaders? It was puzzling. In our eyes, these men and women were Sparks! They were the ones initiating action and creating conditions for success, both their own and that of others. Why were they not making that connection? We concluded that many professionals believe that if they aren’t in the very top position on the organizational chart or haven’t been named the head of their team, they don’t see themselves as leaders.

To us, this belief clearly represented a missed opportunity for everyone—for individuals as well as for their organization.




INSPIRING MORE SPARKS

These observations inspired Courtney and me to create our company Lead Star in 2004 and to coauthor our first book, Leading from the Front, which translates hard-core Marine Corps principles into leadership lessons for use by business professionals. We began with a simple goal: to help top-level professionals understand leadership fundamentals that work. But as our firm grew, our work evolved toward helping organizations design programs to inspire Sparks at all levels of their organization—from the frontline leaders all the way up to C-suite personnel.

Our work has brought us inside many well-known organizations, including Facebook, Accenture, Marathon Oil, Boston Scientific, Best Buy, and the United Way, as well as lesser-known—but equally as impressive—smaller businesses, nonprofits, and government agencies. And we’ve witnessed what happens when individuals start to view themselves as leaders. They Spark! Suddenly they don’t feel hemmed in by their place in the corporate hierarchy as they realize that they can have greater influence over their circumstances. They start to understand that they can take the initiative to navigate through some of the complex challenges they are experiencing. They also choose to stop waiting around for someone else to direct them; instead, they start taking action where action is needed.

Spark is the culmination of our collective years in business. It’s all about the active change you can take to be a leader, no matter what your title or position. In this book, we’re going to provide you with behavior-based leadership practices steeped in research so that you can Spark too. We’re also going to share with you plenty of stories of other Sparks so that you can gain encouragement and inspiration from their actions and results.




THE TIME IS NOW

Our world isn’t slowing down. We work in a knowledge economy, and there’s a premium for leaders who can rise above the noise to take on new challenges and drive results. Although no one can slow the universe down so that everyone can catch up, there is one thing that all of us can do—in fact, must do—to gain control of our circumstances. We must lead.

Many organizations are now facing the reality that to thrive in the face of workplace challenges they need leadership from their entire team—top-down, side-to-side, and bottom-up. Only with Sparks throughout the organization can they keep pace with the many changes they are implementing to be competitive.

We’ve observed businesses updating their facilities, implementing lean processes, and working diligently on their global supply chains, but overlooking the most critical variable: their people. By providing out-of-date incentives, failing to offer competitive wages, and not providing sufficient training and development, they’re effectively cultivating an antiquated workforce for their innovative product. Sure, these businesses lower costs, but in the end they’re shortchanging their talent. The workforce practices of a bygone era cannot meet twenty-first-century demands.

As organizations become less title-centric and more focused on identifying and developing Sparks at every level, the results they experience are immediate. We’ve witnessed it. Thanks to Sparks within their ranks, companies respond more rapidly to changing market conditions because they’ve become more nimble, and their employees become more engaged because they’ve realized that they can effect change. Moreover, these companies attract the talented people who are seeking out workplace cultures that encourage employees to thrive.



THE COURAGE TO LEAD

Our goal with Spark is to share with you those actions you need to take to become a leader in your environment. And because we firmly believe that a leader has a responsibility to develop those around him or her, we conclude each chapter with precise suggestions and ideas on how you can inspire others to begin their Spark journeys too. We’ll also share with you some common blind spots that leaders have, so that you can become aware of what you might be doing that is unintentionally affecting your ability to influence and inspire.

Leadership skills, like all skills, take time to develop. They are not innate. None of us are born leaders; we’re made into leaders. Your self-development begins with developing the courage to lead. What we learned in the military is that courage isn’t the absence of fear—it’s the ability to take action in the face of fear.

One of your first acts of courage might be to recognize that leadership development is going to make you uncomfortable. We’re going to be asking you to build new habits, which can be hard to do. The results, though, are worth your efforts.



1

Confronting the Myths of Leadership

To be a Spark, you have to recognize yourself as a leader. Know the pathway to leadership development and commit yourself to it. You’re not chosen to be a leader. You choose to lead.

 

BECOMING A SPARK REQUIRES first recognizing that you, like anyone else, have the potential to be a leader. Unfortunately, however, many would-be leaders are held back by myths about who and what a leader is. You’re limiting your leadership potential if you buy into one or all of these three commonly held—but erroneous—notions of leadership:


	Leaders are born.


	Leaders trust their instincts.


	A title makes you a leader.




These ideas are perpetuated in our society and have been adopted in some of the world’s best-known organizations. Many people believe that leadership is somehow a birthright, or that leadership is a gut feeling, or that you become a leader when you finally get that promotion.

These beliefs are flat-out wrong.

The best way to challenge the myths around leadership is to follow the science and see where it leads us. You’ll realize quickly that leadership isn’t an exclusive designation reserved for the exceptional and privileged few. Being a Spark is an act of free will, and when you start to make the behavioral choices consistent with being a Spark, you will see what you can do (versus what you can’t do) in your environment. You’ll also gain the influence necessary to create the change you’d like to see and become the person with whom everyone wants to work. More importantly, you’ll be leading through influence, not through title, and that makes a big, big difference.


LEADERS AREN’T BORN—THEY’RE MADE

Courtney’s Story

I’m 100 percent proof positive that leaders aren’t born. Sure, my parents gave me some quality DNA, but my journey to becoming a Spark began when I sensed that something was missing from my life. I wasn’t sure what it was, but I realized that I needed to turn inward to find it.

I was an entrepreneur long before I started my first company, Lead Star. I just had a gift for making things happen. Some of my initiatives were good, and some . . . well, not so much. For example, as a kid I once devised a moneymaking scheme that involved selling tickets to a prizeless raffle. I may not have always demonstrated the best integrity in my youth, but I guess you could at least say I had a knack for ingenuity and inventiveness.

As I grew older I found that I had a developing sense of confidence in my ability to create opportunities. From succeeding in college and getting exciting internships to landing competitive jobs in journalism, I found myself experiencing success at a pretty fast rate. But despite these accomplishments, something about my success just didn’t feel right. Shortly after college, when I was working in television news, I found myself at a personal crossroads.

My achievements weren’t fulfilling, and I was searching for something














LEADERS CHALLENGE THEIR INSTINCTS



















IT’S YOUR CHOICE TO BE A LEADER






 






	

	




	

	






 









THE IMPORTANCE OF ONE’S MINDSET

Angie’s Story














SPARK ACTIONS



	

	

	

	

	





CHARGING AHEAD
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