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Dear Marshall,

I have recently finished reading this excellent book and, consistent with one of the many pieces of advice lurking therein, am writing a public thank-you note. You point out many times that saying “thank you” is a terribly neglected attribute of successful leaders, to the extent that you devoted a whole chapter to this topic, called “Thanking.” For the benefit of our readers, I’ll note that part of your advice in that chapter is to make a list of the 25 most influential people in your life, past and present, and to write them each a thank-you note. I believe that you might indeed make my list, even with the limited interaction we have had.

I have known you since you first came to work with us at BellSouth around 1986 to help us create a Leadership Institute and, in the process, also create a 360 degree feedback process for our company (which we described as “1 year old with a 100 year history”). Our paths have crossed far too infrequently since then, but I still cite that experience as being very influential in shaping my career. Since that time, you have continuously been exceedingly generous in sharing your experiences and perspectives with the business and professional communities, so I thank you for those things as well.

Now here is this wonderful book that is largely a compendium of your experiences gathered from your years of interacting with and coaching leaders at all levels and from all walks of life. For the benefit of our readers, I will describe the general content of the book and, of course, make some comments that they, and maybe you, will find useful. 

Probably most of us would agree that the “meat” of this book consists of your description of “The Twenty Habits That Hold You Back from the Top.” I love your tagline, “In which we identify the most annoying interpersonal issues in the workplace and help you figure out which ones apply to you” (p. 33). But prior to that, you set the stage by sharing the reasons that we resist change and why those are particularly salient for executives, that is, because they are successful. Success makes us superstitious, you point out, much like it does at the casino, or did to Skinner’s pigeons.We attribute our success to things we have done, which often is going beyond rational fact. And it gets in the way of change.

But let’s get back to your 20 habits. I am wondering if you see them in the same light as the Center for Creative Leadership’s derailers (McCall, Lombardo, & Morrison, 1988). They feel like derailers, and I have been sharing them with my clients as such. For the benefit of our readers, I will list them here:

• Winning too much 

• Claiming credit we don’t deserve

• Adding too much value 

• Making excuses

• Passing judgment 

• Clinging to the past

• Making destructive comments 

• Playing favorites

• Starting with “no,” “but,” or “however” 

• Refusing to express regret

• Not listening

• Telling the world how smart we are 

• Failing to express gratitude

• Speaking when angry 

• Punishing the messenger

• Negativity, or “Let me explain why that won’t work” 

• Passing the buck

• An excessive need to be “Me”

• Withholding information

• Failing to give proper recognition

I took the time (and space) to list these partly in the hope that many of us will see ourselves in this list (probably in multiple places) and be motivated to delve into your insights. Each of these habits, a list of things to stop doing, is brought to life by anecdotes and personal experiences of yours. But, as you point out, acknowledging our faults is a long, long way from actually changing.

The 21st habit is Goal Obsession, which you describe as “misunderstanding what we want in our lives” (p. 99). You characterize it not as a flaw but as a creator of flaws. I have heard you use the example of Colonel Nicholson in The Bridge on the River Kwai as such a person, and you repeat it here with the hope that we don’t all look back at our lives and ask, “What have I done?”

Thank you for not leaving us with that somewhat depressing view of ourselves and creating hope in the last section of the book, “How We Can Change for the Better.” This section begins with a treatise on feedback, and of course I particularly enjoyed your characterization of 360 degree feedback as “the best way for successful people to identify what they need to improve in their relationships at work” (p. 111). But this endorsement of 360 degree feedback is then followed with some of your key learnings as to how to make it work because it certainly doesn’t just happen. As a coach “in learning” (which hopefully goes on forever), I found many gems that I have incorporated into my feedback and coaching sessions.

Thank you.

Other methods that you offer to drive our own personal change include apologizing, advertising yourself, listening, thanking (which I mentioned earlier), and following up. Again, each of these practices is supported with tangible examples and suggestions. Perhaps most striking for me is something you describe in the “Follow Up” chapter, a page out of your own life where you provide us with insight into the daily conversation you have with your own personal coach. It’s a dozen questions that Jim Moore asks you every day, no matter where you are, that seem, as you say, “petty” (e.g., “how many push-ups did you do”) but that create accountability in your life by involving someone else. And then, of course, you ask Jim his list. I had also heard you refer to “Feedforward” before, but this chapter helped me understand the concept much more clearly. This, too, I have incorporated into my coaching. You describe it succinctly as asking for two ideas about future behavior, listening, saying thank you, and going to ask someone else. It has a much more positive feeling than traditional feedback and therefore makes it easier for others to offer it to us because we don’t take it so personally. Thank you!

You finish with “The Rules” for changing. This section of the book gives us some general guidelines that help us get through change, including picking the right things, being realistic about their difficulty, measuring them, not running from the truth, and most importantly, not delaying; the time to start is now.

In the Appendix, you generously share your global leadership inventory, the instrument you often use to collect 360 degree feedback on your clients. This was derived from a research study on which you partnered with Accenture. It doesn’t appear to directly parallel the other content of the book but certainly has consistent themes.

I knew that when I volunteered to read and review your book it would be one of my more enjoyable assignments. I would say it was my most enjoyable. Your audience is almost limitless. All of us could be better people by following your advice. And, in fact, many of your stories are set outside business settings. I will be sending copies to my two daughters who are experiencing leadership challenges in their adult lives but hopefully also see the applicability to their personal and family relationships.

I started out this review relating to the power of “thank you.” In many ways, I think it is your most powerful message, namely the infinite cost/benefit ratio that is created because thank-you costs nothing, and the potential benefits are infinite and everlasting. So once again, thank you, Marshall.

Yours,

Dave
