





Bennis

Wways an organization can
feed an appetite for learning

Organizations need to rec-
ognize that people learn
through different methods.

Organizations should try
to find out if their learning
programs actually work.

Organizations have to
come to grips with the
fact that tests of adaptive
capability aren't always
pleasant.

BENNIS: As Faulkner once said, “No surprises for the author,
no surprises for the reader.” Bob and I had lot of them but we
did not expect to discover any universal principles. But to our
surprise and delight, that’s what happened. Despite significant
differences between and amongthem in terms of age, childhood
circumstances, formal education, and current activities, we dis-
covered that all of these leaders evidence four basic qualities
that are central to their ability to lead: adaptive capacity, the
ability to engage others through shared meaning, a distinctive
voice, and unshakeable integrity. We are now convinced that
these four qualities mark all exemplary leaders, whatever their
age, gender, ethnicity, or race.

One of the qualities that all the leaders have is a voracious ap-
petite tolearn whatever they donot asyet know and understand,
coupled with an openness to new experiences. We came to think
of thislove of learning, of embracing the new, as a working defi-
nition of adaptive capacity. Such people constantly seek new
information and new ways of thinking. By the way, we borrowed
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agreat phrase from Saul Bellow to de-
scribe such an individual: he or she is
a “first-class noticer.”

KL@TG: What can an organization
do to feed an appetite for learning, to
actually achieve the utopian vision of

becoming a “learning organization”?

BENNIS: For one thing, they need

to recognize several basic facts.

First, people vary enormously

in how they learn. Some learn

through their eyes - by reading

but also by responding to all kinds

ofvisual information. Otherslearn

mostly through their ears or touch
or other senses.

Second, organizations should
try to find out if their learning
programs actually work. A re-
cent Conference Board study
found, for example, that while

nearly 90% of Fortune 500 com-
panies routinely rotate leaders
through functional, geographic,
and other kinds of assignments, less
than 10% actively monitor whether
candidates are learning what they
were sent to learn.
Third, organizations have tocome
to grips with the fact that tests of
adaptive capability aren’t always
pleasant. Learning can be a pow-
erful emotional event, and orga-
nizations have to be cognizant of
that. They must understand that
those who complete high-quality
executive education programs
are going to see the organization
with fresh eyes after they return.
Those who re-enter the workplace
filled with new enthusiasm and new ideas often find a chilly
response on the part of their supervisors. Rejecting every pro-
posal the returnee makes, without respectful consideration, is
bad for the organization as well as for the returnee.

KL@TG: Much of your attention in the book is devoted to dis-
cussion of what you and Thomas characterize as a “crucible.”

BENNIS: Quite true. We found that every leader in our study,
young or old, had undergone at least one intense, transforma-
tional experience. That transformational experience was at the
very heart of becomingaleader. The American Heritage Diction-
ary defines crucible as “a place, time, or situation characterized
by the confluence of powerful intellectual, social, economic, or
political forces; a severe test of patience or belief; a vessel for
melting material at high temperatures.” A crucible was the ves-
selin which medieval alchemists attempted to turn base metals
into gold. That the alchemists inevitably failed in their auda-
cious attempts doesn’t denigrate the power of the crucible as a



metaphor for the circumstances that cause an individual to be
utterly transformed.

KL@TG: And each of those interviewed had already expe-
rienced at least one crucible in her or his life?

BENNIS: Yes, and when pressed about what happened in
the crucible, each of those interviewed explained that she or
he acquired new insights, new skills, new qualities of mind or
character that make it possible to function on a new, higher
level - “to jump to a higher plateau.” We include all of those
experiences in the book.

Think of a crucible as an occasion for real magic, the cre-
ation of something more valuable than an alchemist could pos-
sibly imagine. In it, the individual is transformed, changed,
created anew. He or she grows in ways that change his or her
definition of self. The crucible is a dividing line, a turning
point, and those who have gone through it feel they are very
different from the way they were before. Believing that they
have been transformed or have transformed themselves, those
who survive the crucible (and many don’t) are more confident,
more willing to take future risks. That new self-confidence is
grounded in the belief that he or she has done something hard
and done it well.

KL@TG:Another important concept examined in your book
is neotony.

BENNIS: Indeed it is. We discovered that every one of the
geezers who continues to play aleadership role has one quality
of overriding importance: neotony. The dictionary definition
is that neotony, a zoological term, involves “the retention of
youthful qualities throughout old age.” It is more than merely
retaining a youthful appearance, although that is often part
of it. Neotony is the retention of all those wonderful qualities
that we associate with youth: curiosity, playfulness, eagerness,
fearlessness, warmth, energy. As one who was born in 1925, T
am especially appreciative of these qualities in others of my
generation and I hope that I still possess them myself!

Neotony is a metaphor for the quality of life — the gift - that
keeps the fortunate of whatever age focused on all the marvel-
ous undiscovered things to come. Frank Gehry designs build-
ings that make other architects half his age (he’s 78) gasp with
envy. Neotony is what makes him lace up his skates and whirl
around the ice rink, while visionary buildings come to life and
dance in his head.

Walt Disney, of all people, did a good job of describing his
own netony. “People who have worked with me say I am ‘in-
nocence in action,” he wrote. “They say I have the innocence
and unselfconsciousness of a child. Maybe I have. I still look at
the world with uncontaminated wonder.”

The capacity for “uncontaminated wonder,” ultimately, is
what distinguishes the successful from the ordinary, the hap-
pily engaged players of whatever era from the chronically disap-
pointed and malcontent. Therein lies alesson for geeks, geezers,
and the sea of people who fall in between.

KL@TG: In Judgment, your most recent book co-authored
with Noel Tichy, you assert that “the single most important
thing that leaders do is make good judgment calls.”

BENNIS: We are convinced that that is true. Why? Because,

in the face of ambiguity, uncertainty, and conflicting demands,
often under great time pressure, leaders must make decisions
and take effective actions to assure the survival and success
of their organizations. This is how leaders add value to their
organizations. They lead them to success by exercising good
judgment, by making smart calls when especially difficult and
complicated decisions simply must be made, and then ensuring
that they are well executed.

KL@TG: Highly intelligent people with a superb for-
mal education and sharp analytical skills still make bad
decisions. Why?

BENNIS: No question, those skills can be very important but
making good judgment calls also requires character. Leading
with character gives the wise leader clear-cut advantages.
They are easier to trust and fol-
low; they honor commitments
and promises; their words and
behavior match; they are al-
ways engaged in and by the
world; they are open to “reflec-
tive backtalk”: they can speak
with conviction because they
believe in what they are say-
ing...and everyone else knows
that. They are comfortable in
their own skin. They feel at ease
in the spotlight and they enjoy it
there. They tend to be more re-
ceptive to opportunity and risk.
Bill George correctly character-
izes them as “authenticleaders.”
Judgment without character is
expediency...or worse.

Noel and | focus
on four types:
self-knowledge,
social network
knowledge,
organizational
knowledge, and
stakeholder
knowledge. Al

four are impor

KL@TG: Please share your
thoughts about knowledge cre-
ation and the role that leaders
have during such initiatives.

BENNIS: Noel and I focus on
four types: self-knowledge, so-
cial network knowledge, organi-
zational knowledge, and stake-
holder knowledge. All four are
important when making ajudgment call. We’re convinced that
effective leaders make a full commitment to be a learner, and
to keep increasing and nourishing their knowledge and wis-
dom. They have two imperatives when it comes to knowledge
creation. First and foremost, they must continuously strive to
make themselves smarter and better at making judgments by
the kind of transformational journey of self-improvement that
CEOs such as Jeff Immelt and A.G. Lafley and others profiled
in our book have taken. In addition, leaders must earn the
trust of their teams, their organizations, and their stakeholders
before attempting to engage their support. Without character,
there is no credibility; and without credibility, there isno trust.
This duality, making yourself better while teaching and devel-
oping others’ judgment capabilities, is the key to leadership
that is both productive and principled.

tant when making
a judgment call.
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