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GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF BOOK

Dr. Bennis describes a leader as one “whose actions have the most profound consequences on other people’s lives, for better or worse, sometimes forever and ever.”

This book is a collection of methodically researched landmark essays on leadership created over a 30-year period.  Set in roughly chronological order, they form a running history of Dr. Bennis’ lifetime study of leadership.  The tone is set in the preface, where he describes his first thoughts about leadership as a function of character as well as behavior, an idea catalyzed by observing his twin brothers, one a natural leader, the other “an innate follower without power, or even voice within [a] group.”  There are also essays on organizational ethics and societal obligations.  The author uses anecdotes and stories, snapshots of events that crystallize crucial ideas, to make his points.

His advice to leaders: stay nimble.  Prepare for what has not yet been imagined.

BY THE NUMBERS

Chapter 1: An Invented Life: Shoe Polish, Milli Vanilli, and Sapiential Circles

An autobigoraphical story of sorts, this chapter discusses Dr. Bennis’ early years, events that shaped him, his growth into a young man, his stint in the Army (and what that taught him about leadership), his time at Antioch and MIT, his summer experiences at the National Training Laboratories, his experiences as Provost at SUNY Buffalo and as president of the University of Cincinnati, and his current (1993) experience as a Professor at USC.  

Some key points made during the discourses above include:


The Army taught him the value of organization and of leaders who protected the troops.


  - and the value of patience, especially in leaders.


Antioch taught him the value of personal opinions, and their power.


As an MIT undergrad, he learned that good ideas have immense power


  - and the value of splicing classroom experience and real-world work together.


  - He also observed superb examples of how change is facilitated.


As an MIT graduate student, he learned to “Milli Vanilli”


  - i.e., to lip-synch and regurgitate things he felt he didn’t really understand


  - But he also learned from Nobel Laureates and paragons in business and government


At Bethel, he learned that groups are real, and participated in some of the first T-groups


  - He learned that value of free, open, and honest communications and trust: democracy


  - He learned the thrill of being part of a motivated team & the value of collaboration


  - He learned the value of the Rolodex


  - He learned that leaders styles and actions must be consistent with their words


  - And he learned the value of organizational history, especially for newcomers

At Cincinnati, he learned that routine works smothers all creative planning and all
fundamental change, his First Law of Academic Pseudodynamics


  - He learned that many [organizations] are well-managed, but poorly led


  - He learned that no one can be everything to everyone: burnout results


  - He learned that everyone with power is a hostage to how others perceive them


  - He began to work out the relationship between leader/self & the organization


  - And he realized the difference between positional power and personal power


At USC, as he nears the end of a long and distinguished career, Dr. Bennis feels that he has entered Erikson’s seventh stage – the generative one – in which self-absorption gives way to altruistic surrender to the next generation.  He takes enormous pleasure in watching people grow and bloom, in mentoring others as he was mentored.  His work in establishing the Leadership Institute at USC is noteworthy.

Chapter 2: Is Democracy Inevitable?

Written in 1964, this landmark essay co-written with Philip Slater predicted that democracy would prevail, not necessarily a widely-held opinion in the heat of the cold war.  Speaking of organizations/business as well as governments, the paper holds that “adaptability would become the most important determinant of an organization’s survival and that information would drive the organization of the future.”  These two requirements are best met in a democratic organization.  

Speaking only of organizations/business, the authors state that the “Great Man” or “ Great Woman” organization of industrial-era America is rarely seen today; rather, broad participation in the decision making process at all organizational levels is the norm.  Experience has shown that the broader the range of dissent in a group at its outset, the better the final decision will be.  Self-managed work groups are commonplace.  In short, democratic management techniques have replaced autocratic ones.

What characteristics of a democratic organization make it superior?


-  Its systems of values:



> Full and free communication, regardless of rank or power



> Reliance on consensus v. coercion



> Influence due to technical competence and knowledge v. prerogatives of power



> An atmosphere that promotes/encourages expression



> A human bias that recognizes that conflicts are inevitable, but resolvable

Bennis’and Slater’s assertion: “democracy becomes a functional necessity whenever a social system is competing for survival under conditions of chronic change.”
Key concepts: 

-  If change has become a permanent and accelerating factor in American life, 
    then adaptability becomes the most important determinant to survival.  

-  Autocracies work better for simple tasks under static conditions.  A decentralized
    system works better under changeable conditions.  

-  The military-bureaucratic model is inadequate in (1964) and for the future.  In its place
    will emerge management by science, based on knowledge gathering.  They assert that
    science is the only institution based on and geared for change.  

-  Their main point: the spirit of inquiry can flourish only in a democratic 
    environment.  Any other environment kills it.  

-  Their conclusion: only democracy is compatible with perpetual change.

Attributes of people and organizations in a democratic environment characterized by continual rapid changes include:


-  Individual knowledge rapidly becomes obsolete; recent education is most valuable



> Task/project-oriented professional specialists are becoming commonplace


-  Predicting where the next business threat will come from is often impossible



> Often, from a completely different market sector

Chapter 3: The Wallenda Factor

A short essay based on a study of 90 leaders, the title is based on the question that the  famed tightrope walker Karl Wallenda asked: “When do I feel most alive?”
One characteristic of leaders is that the word “failure” is not in the vocabulary.  Synonyms like glitch, bungle, false start or others are used.  In fact, mistakes are just seen as “another way of doing things” or a way to learn what doesn’t work.  Bennis discusses the tightrope walked when Wallenda died: his wife said it was the first time Karl had ever thought about falling.  Bennis asserts that thinking about failure almost predetermines it.  Rather, we should focus on the positive outcome we wish to occur.  Others use terms like positive thinking, visualizing, etc., but they are all talking about the same thing – pouring your energies into accomplishing the task successfully rather than worrying about failure.  

From a leadership perspective, this approach builds confidence that is contagious.  Leaders with confidence, commitment, and vision inspire others to follow.  This combination is essential, and provides the leader with intrinsic rewards highly valued by those Bennis studied: a sense of adventure, play, and fun.  To Bennis, this fusion of work and play is characteristic of leaders.

Chapter 4: The Coming Death of Bureaucracy (1966)

Bennis cites historical examples of what he calls an American obsession with change.  He notes the accelerating pace of change and discusses how this trend will impact our society and business environment.

Bureaucracy is defined as the “classic pyramid” and characterized by :


-  A well-defined chain of command


-  A system of procedures and rules for all work activities


-  A division of labor based on specialization


-  Promotion and selection based on technical competence


-  Impersonality in human relations

He states that there are four threats to bureaucracy:


-  Rapid and unexpected change


-  Growth where the volume of traditional activities is insufficient to sustain that growth


-  Complexity requiring integration of very diverse, highly specialized competencies


-  A psychological threat derived from a change in managerial behavior

He cites five core problems confronting any organization:


-  Integration (of individual needs and management goals)


-  Social influence (how power is distributed)


-  Collaboration (i.e., managing and resolving conflicts)


-  Adaptation (to the turbulent environment)


-  Revitalization (which combines both growth and decay)

What trends does he glean from these facts?  That education is growing more and more important in today's increasingly technological world.  Lifelong education will be required to stay current/proficient in any area.  Specialists will be more in demand, thus more mobile.  Work values will change (i.e., what drives employees will change).  Tasks at all levels will be more technical, complicated, and unplanned; they will require less brawn and more intellect.  And adapative problem-solving will become prevalent, with temporary teams forming/unforming as the task requires.  His conclusion: this organic-adaptive structure will replace the bureaucracy.

He ends by saying that this future will not necessarily be a “happy” one.  “Coping with rapid change, living in temporary work systems, developing meaningful relations and then breaking them – all augur social strains and psychological tensions.”  Key skills we will all need in this environment include learning “how to live with ambiguity, to make a virtue out of contingency, and to be self-directing.”

Chapter 5: The Four Competencies of Leadership (1984)
“The standard criteria for choosing top-levels managers are technical competence, people skills, conceptual skills, judgment, and character.  And yet effective leadership is overwhelmingly the function of only one of these – character.  (Judgment is an important secondary criterion).”

Bennis spent many hours interviewing 90 successful effective leaders (60 corporate and 30 public sector) over a period of five years.  His goal was to find their common traits.  Along the way, he found a wide range of diverse characteristics in addition to their commonalities.  Despite the diversity, he did manage to identify four competencies common to all 90.

To establish context, Bennis describes conditions in America during his research (1977 – 1984): a period of malaise, self-doubt, bad economy, a falling standard of living, a “commitment gap” (defined as employees not working as hard as they should/could for their employers), and a general feeling that leadership was absent.  And before delving into the four characteristics, Bennis strongly emphasizes that leadership and management are not one and the same.  The quote we all know -- “Leaders are people who do the right thing; managers are people who do things right” – comes from this essay.  He goes on to say that one of the key problems facing American organizations are that they are overmanaged and underled.

The Four Competencies are:


-  Management of attention (cf, The Attention Economy)


-  Management of meaning


-  Management of trust


-  Management of self

Management of attention: the first leadership competency

Leaders manage attention through a compelling vision that brings others to a place they haven’t been before.  The ability to draw others to them is because they have a vision, a dream, a set of intentions, an agenda, and a frame of reference.  Bennis defines this as management of attention through a set of intentions or a vision in the sense of outcome, goal, or direction.

Management of meaning

“To make dreams apparent to others, and to align people with them leaders must communicate their vision.  Communication and Alignment work together” (cf, The Power of Alignment).  Leaders make ideas tangible and real, so that others can relate to and support them.  The leader doesn’t merely explain or clarify, but actually creates meaning.  Effective leaders create meaning through multiple organizational layers, across great distances, even through distractions created by special interest groups and opponents.

A well-worn management saw is that delegation is the way to go.  Bennis cites personal experience where it doesn’t work.  More importantly, he discusses why it didn’t work: inadequate communication.  He calls this the Pinocchio Effect: when results don’t resemble our expectation due to poor communications.  He goes on to say that good communication is more than passing information, is it ensuring that the meaning of the information also is understood.

Management of trust

“Trust is essential to all organizations.  The main determinant of trust is reliability, what [Bennis calls] constancy.”  He cites studies that show that individuals would rather follow someone they can count on – even when they disagree with their viewpoint – than follow people who shift positions frequently.  He says that he “cannot emphasize enough the significance of constancy and focus.”

Management of self

Bennis defines this as “knowing one’s skills and deploying them effectively.”  Without this ability, leaders can do more harm than good.  Incompetent managers can make life worse, not better.  Some will give themselves breakdowns or heart attacks in the process.  Good leaders know themselves – both strengths and weaknesses -- and nurture their strengths.

Bennis states that effective leadership results in empowerment, and is evidenced in four themes:


-  People feel significant


-  Learning and competence matter


-  People are part of a community (a team, a family, a unity)


-  Work is exciting

Chapter 6: Managing the Dream

Bennis is increasingly convinced that good leadership is essentially the same regardless of the scale – from a small local company to a global enterprise.  This chapter is about leadership in a constantly-changing environment.  It is important to note that he cites the role of leadership, as distinct from management.  In fact, he says “To survive in the 21st century, we’re going to need a new generation of leaders – leaders, not managers.”  He shows differences between a leader and a manager:


A Leader



A Manager


Innovates



Administers


Is an original



Is a copy


Develops



Maintains


Focuses on people


Focuses on systems and structure


Inspires trust



Relies on control


Has a long-range perspective

Has a short-range view


Asks what and why


Asks how and when


Has eye on the horizon

Has eye on the bottom line


Challenges the status quo

Accepts the status quo


Is own person



Is the classic good soldier


Does the right thing


Does things right

Quoting Field Marshall Sir William Slim: “Managers are necessary; leaders are essential … Leadership is of the spirit, compounded of personality and vision …”  Bennis states that “while leaders come in every size, shape, and disposition, every one shared at least one common characteristic: a concern with a guiding purpose, an overarching vision.”  Leaders have both a clear vision of what they want to do, and the strength of purpose to accomplish their goals, even in the face of setbacks or failures.

“Leaders manage the dream” (emphasis original).  Managing the dream consists of five parts:


-  Communicating the vision


-  Recruiting meticulously


-  Rewarding


-  Retraining


-  Reorganizing

Chapter 7: False Grit

This chapter argues that assertiveness training is not enough, that if women are to succeed, they must master the social etiquette of bureaucracy.  He confronts the idea that the way for a woman to succeed is to act like a man.  He disagrees with the notions of dressing properly and talking tough as the only requirements for success.  He also disagrees with the approach – taught at many seminars – of women becoming “macho.”  In fact, he points out the nonsensical nature of teaching women this approach while simultaneously teaching men that “it’s OK to cry, to be more sensitive, …”  Role reversal isn’t the answer.

What, then, does Bennis suggest?  He suggests that we “face up to the organization as a culture – as a system which governs behavior.”  He asserts that many training programs take the easy route – getting an individual to change – while the tough job of changing the system is what is required.  He cites a comprehensive American Management Association study of 1800 successful managers.  The characteristics identified are gender-neutral.  Here are the attributes:


-  Social initiators (anticipate problems and potential solutions)


-  Build alliances, bring people together, develop networks


-  Social-emotional maturity



> self-control, spontaneity, perceptual objectivity, accurate self-assessment,
                           stamina, and adaptability


-  Entrepeneurial capabilities (efficiency, productivity)

-  Intellectual abilities 

> logical thought, conceptual ability, the diagnostic use of ideas and memory


-  Interpersonal abilities



> self-presentation, interest in others’ development, concern with impact, 

   oral communication skills, use of socialized power, and 

   concern with relationships

Bennis quotes other observers of leaders who focus on communication skills (two-way, perceptive), the ability to understand ideas and clearly convey them to others, flexibility, sensitivity, and the ability to synthesize information and put together optimal solutions quickly.  Communication skill enables the leader to persuade, explain and convince others why one solution is more sensible than another.  He quotes Yavitz:“a high sense of responsibility and commitment, [an] ability to cope with ambiguity, and a continuing sense of curiosity and willingness to learn are critical attributes for the successful manager.”

Bennis then states, based on the AMA study and his own observations, that individuals placed favorably in an organization are more likely to be successful, regardless of gender.  “Favorably placed” is defined as have three parts: (1) having the support of one’s subordinates, (2) having clear goals and a clear path to them, and (3) being empowered with the appropriate means to reward and punish one’s subordinates.  He then says “Success depends greatly on being able to diagnose the particular organizational culture within which one is embedded and to develop the flexibility to respond and initiate within that structure.”  Three different cultural types are identified: Formalistic, Collegial, and Personalistic.  The reader is referred to page 100, a table of attributes of each.

Chapter 8: On the Leading Edge of Change

The basic concept of this chapter is that a key to competitive advantage [in the 1990s] will be a leader’s ability to create an environment that generates intellectual capital.  Although the statement was made in the 1980s and looks forward to the 1990s, it is still true today and will be for the foreseeable future.

Bennis identifies recurring themes for leaders and managers:


-  Management is getting people to do what needs to be done.  Leadership is getting people to want to do what needs to be done.  Managers push; leaders pull.  Managers command; leaders communicate.

Future organizations “will be networks, clusters, cross-functional teams, temporary systems, ad hoc task forces, lattices, modules, matrices – almost anything but pyramids.”  It is also likely, per Bennis, that successful organizations will embody Rosabeth Kanter’s “5 F’s: fast, focused, flexible, friendly, and fun.”  Transforming present-day organizations into this type of organization requires leadership, and has three components: Align, Create, and Empower (ACE).

Align resources, especially human resources.  Create a sense of shared objectives worthy of people’s attention and support.  Create a shared vision to uplift people’s aspirations.

Create a culture where ideas flourish.  Embrace well-intentioned attempts.  Flush out fear. Find problems, and solve them.

Empower people by placing them at the center of the action, involving them in decisions, making them feel significant.

“Whatever shape the future ultimately takes, the organizations that will succeed are those that take seriously – and sustain through action – the belief that their competitive advantage is based on the development and growth of the people in them.  And the men and women who guide those organizations will be a different kind of leader than we’ve been used to.  They will be maestros, not masters, coaches, not commanders.”

Chapter 9: Searching for the Perfect University President (1971)

This chapter details an important event in Bennis’ life: when he was not chosen as President of Northwestern University.  Perhaps the value of this chapter is in identifying a bad system – the executive search committee – and its foibles.

Chapter 10: When to Resign

As noted at the outset of this synopsis, some chapters are devoted to ethical, vice leadership issues, although I would argue that the two are inextricably linked.  Detailed here is the gut-wrenching decision Bennis had to make as to whether to leave SUNY Buffalo or to stay on – of evaluating “the high cost of quitting and the higher cost staying in a role in which you are no longer effective.”

Chapter 11: Followership

This short piece is about doing the right thing, paying a price for candor, and realizing that the price doesn’t relieve the subordinate of the obligation to tell their leaders what they may not want to hear.  Bennis reminds the reader that morality is not solely an executive function.

Leaders aren’t leaders without followers.  What makes a good followers?  Bennis asserts that the “single most important characteristic may well be a willingness to tell the truth.”  He says that followers who tell the truth – and leaders who listen to it – are an unbeatable combination.  He asserts that organizations that encourage thoughtful dissent make better decisions (emphasis not original).  It is the good follower’s obligation to share their best counsel with the person in charge.  Effective leaders reward thoughtful dissent, as well as encourage it.

Chapter 12: Ethics Aren’t Optional

As noted earlier, character is the single most important criterion of leadership.  Ethics questions are, by definition, questions of character.  There is no way to synopsize this powerful essay.  Rather, the reader should go straight to page 161 and read the three-pager in its entirety.

Chapter 13: Change: The New Metaphysics

Bennis describes the modern-day workplace as undergoing a middle-class revolution, driven by the relentless pace of change.  He discusses ways in which change occurs (some of which work well and some of which don’t):

Dissent and Conflict: doesn’t work.  People become combative and angry.

Trust and truth: works, but isn’t often seen.

Cliques and cabals: may work, but is messy.  Results can be stalemate or cabal victory.

External event: government or society forces the change.  Works, has a cost.

Cultural, or paradigm, shift: works, and is the most powerful change agent.

Bennis cites 10 ways to avoid disaster during periods of change (except in those organizations that are dying or already dead):


-  Recruit with scrupulous honesty


-  Guard against the crazies (watch out for agitators v. innovators)


-  Build support among like-minded people


-  Plan for change from a solid conceptual base


-  Don’t settle for rhetorical change


-  Don’t allow opposition to appropriate basic issues


-  Know the territory


-  Appreciate environmental factors


-  Avoid future shock (don’t forget past and present; that’s where employees live)



>  If the boss’ eye is always on tomorrow, employees aren’t getting the attention
                            and support they need today


- Change is most successful when those affected are involved in the planning

Chapter 14: Meet Me in Macy’s Window (1975)

This piece argues that complete candor is a false solution to a real problem – that of trust.  The time period is one in which Americans were distrustful of their leaders – post-Watergate, post-Vietnam.  The essay addresses a tough subject: balancing the legitimate needs for openness and confidentiality in the interest of effectiveness.

He believes that “there are times when confidentiality is a necessary prerequisite for public decision for the public benefit.  But when one asks, or is asked, where this desirable good blends into the undesirable evil of secrecy – for secrecy’s own sake, or for concealing mistakes – it is hard to set any very clear or definitive standards or rules of thumb” (emphasis original).  He goes on to say that “One almost has to come back always to the character, the integrity, of the individuals concerned.”  He cites specific examples, and their results.  The chapter title reflects the circa-1975 public demand to put all public information out in the bright light, in Macy’s window, as it were.  Bennis argues for a more restrained approach, realizing that some level of protection is required.  He notes that public servants spending all their time processing requests for past information cost the taxpayers money, and that this prevents them from doing what is required for today and tomorrow.  He quotes Edward Levi as cutting to the heart of the dilemma:

“A right of complete confidentiality in government could not only produce a dangerous public ignorance but also destroy the basic representative function of government.  But a duty of complete disclosure would render impossible the effective operation of government.”  

When all is said and done in this chapter, the dilemma still exists, and we are no closer to a suggested approach than before we started.

Chapter 15: Corporate Boards

If one is a corporate board member, this is old news.  If not, it doesn’t matter.

Chapter 16: Information Overload Anxiety (and how to overcome it)

This chapter is a one-minute guide to dismantling your guilt shelf (that spot where everything you should read, but don’t, accumulates).  Basically, this is a time-management chapter (or, as Kriegal would put it, an attention management chapter).

The driver: the belief that information = power.  The result: Information Overload Anxiety, or IOA, characterized by an obsessive-compulsive tendency to read everything about everything.  Bennis presents the Fat-Free Daily Reading Diet (FFDRD), a reading plan to follow the rest of your life.


Group 1: Newspapers.  One daily (a good one)



-  Suggests Wall Street Journal, NY times, Washington Post, or LA Times


Group 2: News magazines (choose one)



-  Suggests Newsweek, Time, or US News and World Report

Group 3: General Culture and Ideas



- “Needed is [a] streamlined packet that reviews” movies, books, dance, theater,

   music, TV, performing arts, architecture, …  

-  No such magazine exists.  Do your best.


Group 4: Reference Books 



- Suggests Random House Dictionary of the English Language – Unabridged



- Consider adding National Directory of Addresses and Telephone Numbers 

> note: equivalent information available today on www.whowhere.com


Group 5: Management and Business (choose from …)



- Business Week (Bennis’ favorite)



- Fortune


- Forbes


- Barron’s

Group 6: Science and Technology



-  Suggests The New Scientist (from UK)

Chapter 17: Our Federalist Future: The Leadership Imperative

Written with James O’Toole, this essay postulates the inevitability of federalism (similar to the c. 1964 prediction about the inevitability of democracy).  
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