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Martin Barraud/Getty ImagesWhen people describe a good communicator at work, theyre usually talking about a great presenter not a great listener. In fact, few business school courses focus on building listening skills and most employee education and training sessions dont either.Page 2 (No reviews yet) Write a Review MSRP: Was: Now: $11.95
(USD) Quantity price applied Format information (No reviews yet) Write a Review Item: #H08IM]J-PDF-ENG Publication Date: December 16, 2024 Publication Date: December 16, 2024 Excellent listeners foster cultures in which employees feel heard, valued, and engaged. Related Topics: Summaries and excerpts of the latest books, special offers, and
more from Harvard Business Review Press. Loading shopping cart, please wait... Illustration by Niyi AdeogunWe all know that great leaders tend to be great communicators. Think Winston Churchill, Nelson Mandela, Oprah Winfrey, Steve Jobs. But what, exactly, do followers find so compelling about the way these people speak?Page 2 (No reviews
yet) Write a Review MSRP: Was: Now: $11.95 (USD) Quantity price applied Format information (No reviews yet) Write a Review Item: #H08TT4-PDF-ENG Publication Date: July 16, 2025 Publication Date: July 16, 2025 An often overlooked aspect of successful leadership communication is speakers ability to convey power through their diction,
phrasing, topics, and patterns. Research points to five techniques anyone can use to enhance their standing with followers. First, focus on action; yes, leaders deliberate but when explaining their decisions they should focus on execution. Second, replace concrete details with more abstract descriptions to show that you are looking at the big picture.
Third, take responsibility for mistakes; owning problems is a sign of your ability to fix them and lead everyone to a brighter future. Fourth, assess others; powerful people are curious evaluators who dont need to prove themselves. Finally, direct the spotlight; you communicate strength not by talking the most but by steering the conversation. Related
Topics: Summaries and excerpts of the latest books, special offers, and more from Harvard Business Review Press. Loading shopping cart, please wait... HBR Staff; Anna Blazhuk/fatido/Getty ImageslLeaders today are facing a crisis of employee engagement and trust in company leadership. According to Gallup, U.S. employee engagement dropped to
31% in 2024, the lowest level in a decade, with 17% of employees actively disengaged. The 2025 Edelman Trust Barometer found that only 75% of employees worldwide trust their employers to act with integritya three-point decline from previous years. HANNAH BATES: Welcome to HBR On Leadership, case studies and conversations with the worlds
top business and management expertshand-selected to help you unlock the best in those around you.Historically, executives were told to be decisive and hierarchical. Today, the advice has shifted away from thattowards being nimble and collaborative. But great leaders, according to IMD professor and social psychologist Jennifer Jordan, understand
theres a time and place for both traditional and new leadership styles. In this episode, Jordan breaks down leadership into seven key tensionssuch as power-holding vs. power-sharing and tactical focus vs. big-picture visionand she explains when to lean into each style to lead more effectively.JENNIFER JORDAN: Originally, my goal as a researcher was
to figure out what are the competencies that leaders in this new world really need to be successful? And our research identified seven competencies. Being a power sharer, a visionary, being an adapter, being an accelerator, an analyst, a prospector, being a great listener. That said, as we work more and more with leaders in this VUCA disrupted
world, we see that the best ones, they still dabble and they still have one foot in that more traditional leadership space and that more traditional leadership style. Sometimes they are more command and control. Theyre tellers, theyre power holders. Yes, these new worlds or these emerging traits are important, but sometimes we still need to be
traditional, and thats where these seven tensions were born.I call them the seven tensions of the digital age. Its a tension between the traditional and the emerging world. Power holder is somebody who holds power in a way that provides reassurance and security. So, when there is a lot changing, when people are feeling maybe insecure or unstable,
a power holder really holds that authority in a way that creates security. Power share is somebody who shares power in a way that helps to develop others. They also see power-sharing as a way to free up their time for more strategic pursuits. So, what can I take off the table so I can really focus on what I need to focus on or what Im good at?Tactician
is somebody whos much more short-term focused. What are the next steps and can they break down that vision for how its relevant for the different roles in the organization, the different levels? Visionary is somebody who sees the big picture, are able to create a vision that inspires. But on top of that, they can influence and persuade people to adopt
that vision.Constant is somebody who has a very clear North Star. They say this is the non-negotiables. They are clear on their messaging, and that messaging is quite stable. And an adapter is somebody that understands that change is constant and sees adapting their message when new information becomes available as a strength rather than a
weakness. A perfectionist is somebody who really is detail-oriented, ensures that a perfect finished product is delivered. An accelerator is somebody who sacrifices perfection for speed, says that we can satisfy sometimes, good is good enough, we need to move at speed. So, an intuitionist is someone who makes decisions from the gut. [inaudible
00:02:23] an analyst is somebody who brings in data and evidence to make their decisions.So, a miner is someone who goes deep. Really wants to understand a specific technology, a specific part of the market, et cetera. And a prospectors someone who goes more broad, understanding and is hyper aware of the opportunities and the threats in the
environment around them. A teller is much more somebody who gives direction, they have the answer, maybe theyre the expert, and so it is their responsibility as well to give the answer. A listener is somebody who listens to understand. Theyre curious. They have a learning mindset, so they are learners.A good leader is never standing fully on one
side of that tension or fully on the other. Maybe at a moment when theyre speaking or when theyre in a meeting, they are, but then when they leave that context, they need to think, okay, is this still the right style that I need? And that requires a lot of emotional intelligence.I would never tell a leader, Aim for a great balance in all seven. I think thats
too much. Pick out the three or four that they think are really important for them to be able to move between and to focus on [inaudible 00:03:31]. If you rely on one side exclusively, the downsides of that side are going to become apparent.So, lets take the first tension we talk about, the listener and the teller. If Im only a teller, what are the downsides
of being a teller? Well, other people feel disengaged. Other people dont feel their voices heard. The expertise you bring in is going to be very narrowly focused on your expertise. The same with being a listener. If youre only a listener and you never speak, what are the downsides to being a listener? Well, you probably dont have your voice heard. You
probably dont get to have a lot of say in the direction. You might indeed need to be a great listener. Add in that situation, you might also need to be able to hold power. Meaning, I listen to the people around me and Im giving a clear frame, Im giving them feedback, so maybe being a little bit of a teller. Im giving them feedback, and Im also creating
that psychological safety where they can come back to me if they have questions. So Im being a listener, but Im also being a power holder in that situation.I have questions I ask. One is the situation, whats going on? So, what do I sense in the environment around me? Whats going on? It might be a context question. I need to accelerate because the
world is changing rapidly, so I need to accelerate. It might be a situational question and it can also be an emotional intelligent question. What am I sensing from the people around me? The people around me actually are feeling, I sense that they need to say something and I should shut up. Or Im sensing that theyre frustrated because Ive shared all
this power, but maybe theyre not ready for it. I need to hold a little bit of power.Ive certainly seen leaders who arent able to do that. They have a message that is very clear, it is well-thought-out, its smart, and yet the people below them are just not buying it. Theres no change being made, theres no behavioral shift. And yet, the message stays the
same. And theyre just not able to grasp that, yeah, Ive done all the work, Ive listened, Ive created a good strategy, but for some reason its just not working. What do I need to do differently? How do I need to adapt? And that questioning, I think is what leaders need as well.One of the people that stands out for me is Angela Renz. She was the former
CEO of Burberry and the head of retail at Apple. And for me, she balanced a listener and teller beautifully because she said, Im not a digital person. The world is changing. I know that my future, our future customer at Burberry is going to be billennials. I dont really get them. I need to listen to them. What are they looking for? How do they want to
shop? How do they think about fashion? And she was an incredibly curious person, and yet she also said, These are some things that are non-negotiables. This is the history of Burberry. These are the things that we want to hold onto. And so, this is the frame. This is a non-negotiable for us. Im here to help you. Im here to support you, and I also want
to learn from you. And I want to listen to the people that are at the bottom of the hierarchy, the next generation of leaders in this company so that I can bring this company to success.Another leader that I admire is Mathias Dopfner. He was the head of the German media company, Axel Springer. He was the perfect balance on miner and prospector
because advertising media, one of the most disrupted spaces when he came into the picture about 15, 20 years ago, really saying, I need to understand how this industry is changing, how our readers and our customers want to digest media differently. So, very much a prospector. He took his top team to Silicon Valley. They stayed six months there.
He took the next levels down with him and he said, Were going to live like start-ups. I know you are in your comfort zone of executive life. Were going to take you there. Youre going to fly economy class. Youre going to share rooms in a not-so-nice hotel so that you really feel like the world that were trying to adapt to, the startup world.And that was
his prospecting part of the leadership, but then saying, Okay, there are a few areas where we already have competency. Theres some that we dont. Were going to sell those off, but where we have competency, were going to dive into this and were going to invest and were going to be miners here. So, he was great at toggling between this prospector
and miner.I see normally when leaders are on one side, so they have a sweet spot on one side and their range is very short, very focused. One of two things are happening, either a lack of skill. So, theyre very much tacticians. They dont really know how to be visionaries. They dont know how to create a vision. They dont know how to influence people.
Or theyre very much power-sharers, they dont really know how to hold power, but more likely, I see they know how, but theres a fear that keeps them from going there.Let us say that they are an absolute power-sharer. What is their fear? Their fear is the downside to being, becoming a power-holder, being seen as authoritarian, being maybe too
assertive, being too aggressive, pushing down the voice of the people that work for them, thats their fear. And so exploring, are all power-holders this? Why do you have that view? Give me some examples of power-holders that you think do so in a way that helps the team.Working through and understanding where those fears come from can release
them to feel more emboldened, to explore that range. Same thing when I see the visionary versus tactician. Sometimes people are afraid to go onto the visionary side, to like, Oh, thats so fluffy and I dont know what exactly that would entail. And Im not a very good storyteller. Im not very inspiring. So, theyre afraid also of going there and failing, and
exploring that visionary side of them and saying, What does a vision look like? What do you think would be inspiring for your team? Why do you think vision is sometimes fluffy? How can we create a vision thats not fluffy? Challenging their fears or their misconceptions about what these other sides of the tensions might look like in a negative
way.Many leaders come into my classroom utterly terrified of this world. They wont say it. Yes, the world is changing. Theres no doubt about that. And yes, all of their expertise might not be so relevant anymore. And can they still be effective leaders if they share power and if they listen? Even with these younger generations that might have the
technical answers and might want to have their voice heard, sometimes theyre also looking for that leader to give them guidance and to provide security and to shelter them from the politics that are going above so that they can do their job. And those are very traditional qualities. And so, I think it does give some comfort to leaders. HANNAH BATES:
That was IMD professor Jennifer Jordan in an HBR Quick Study video. You can find that video, and more like it, on HBRs YouTube channel.Well be back next Wednesday with another hand-picked conversation about leadership from Harvard Business Review. If you found this episode helpful, share it with your friends and colleagues, and follow our
show on Apple Podcasts, Spotify, or wherever you get your podcasts. While youre there, be sure to leave us a review.When youre ready for more podcasts, articles, case studies, books, and videos with the worlds top business and management experts, find it all at HBR.org.This episode was produced Scott LaPierre and me, Hannah Bates. Curt
Nickisch is our editor. Music by Coma Media. Special thanks to Ian Fox, Maureen Hoch, Amanda Kersey, Rob Eckhardt, Erica Truxler, Ramsey Khabbaz, Nicole Smith, Anne Bartholomew,and you our listener. See you next week. twomeows/Getty ImagesLeadership is different from management, but not for the reasons most people think. Leadership
isnt mystical and mysterious. It has nothing to do with having charisma or other exotic personality traits. It is not the province of a chosen few. Nor is leadership necessarily better than management or a replacement for it.Page 2 (No reviews yet) Write a Review MSRP: Was: Now: $11.95 (USD) Quantity price applied Format information (No reviews
yet) Write a Review Item: #H07XMI-PDF-ENG Publication Date: December 13, 2023 Publication Date: December 13, 2023 And how to cultivate them. Related Topics: Summaries and excerpts of the latest books, special offers, and more from Harvard Business Review Press. Loading shopping cart, please wait... Mariola Grobelska/Unsplashin the face
of political, economic, and technological uncertainty, business leaders are often reluctant to take bold action. Some freeze, too overwhelmed to make decisions. Many hunker down, hoping to wait out the chaos. Others retrench, trying to protect their organizations future and their careers. However, research shows that the old adage is true: Fortune
favors the brave, not the cautious.Sean Justice/Getty ImagesLast year, I worked alongside a major airlines cleaning crew at a busy airport. In the airline business, turnaround time is everything. When you deplane, these workers begin sanitizing the bathrooms, seats, and floors. Theyre under constant pressure. The team I observed that day had some
of the highest cleanliness scores at the airline, and it didnt take me long to find out why. Latest A new study uncovers the different ways they approach costs, benefits, and goals. Its not just struggling companies that are making changes at the top. A curated list from one of HBRs most popular newsletters. How the century-old, family-owned company
pursues positive social impact, including ambitious climate-change targets, while continuing to grow profits. Four steps to shift from directing to designing systems. An HBR Executive Live conversation with Michael Fiddelke. Four guidelines for taking principled, decisive actioneven when it seems like there are no good options. The HBR Executive
Playbook on turning C-suite meetings from a box-checking exercise to a catalyst for decisive action. Acknowledging even your smallest achievements can help you stay anchored and motivated. Five ways leaders can close the trust gap. Many leaders follow a heros journey that leaves them with new skills, relationships, commitment to work, and desire
to improve systems for the next generation. Some of the best CEOs create systems and cultures that help everyone excel at getting work done. What to do when a program meant to help struggling employees may be simply pushing them out. AMANDA KERSEY: Welcome to HBR On Leadership, case studies and conversations with the worlds top
business and management expertshand-selected to help you unlock the best in those around you.Im HBR senior editor and producer Amanda Kersey, and Im succeeding Hannah Bates as your host.Do you work with people in power who have a hard time making decisions, whose only expertise seems to be office politics, or whose gossip demoralizes
team members? Those are the three listener dilemmas that Dear HBR: hosts Alison Beard and Dan McGinn talked through with executive coach Peter Bregman in the 2018 episode originally called Ineffective Leaders. Through their discussion, they dont just help the listeners who wrote in seeking their advice; they offer ideas that anyone can use
when theyre working with an ineffective leader. DAN MCGINN: Peter, thanks for being on the show.PETER BREGMAN: Thanks so much for having me. Its fun to be hereDAN MCGINN: Why are there so many ineffective leaders?PETER BREGMAN: Leadership is hard. I mean, its very hard, almost unnatural. Were not really trained to be leaders from a
young age. Were actually trained to be followers from a young age. Even when we look at what we do to train leaders, were often training people to follow a certain process, and to not actually lead, which is all about taking risks and moving forward in ambiguity and making hard choices and decisions. And thats on the one hand. And on the other
hand, I think we also often have unrealistic expectations of leaders. Meaning, we project a lot of ideal behavior and high expectations of what we expect leaders to do for us. And its a little bit of a setup for failure. ALISON BEARD: And generally, how hard is it to help people change or help people encourage their bosses to change?PETER BREGMAN:
You know, there are people who I have tried to help change, and I have failed. And ultimately, if someone wants to change, they almost invariably are able to. But if they dont want to change, they almost invariably will not. DAN MCGINN: Well, weve got three pretty common complaints from our listeners today, so lets get to it. ALISON BEARD: Dear
HBR: my boss was promoted to the top level position in my organization a few years ago. In his previous role, he was constantly asking questions. That behavior was an asset. But now that hes the leader, he has a hard time making decisions. Its hampering our ability to move forward. As his management team, were routinely asked to seek further
information. Worse, he sometimes flip-flops, changes his mind about one of his own decisions, or one we had made together. I truly believe hes trying to do a good job, but Im increasingly annoyed with him. Its also hurting other peoples perceptions about his competence and making us all less effective. Ive given him some private feedback on this,
and hes receptive to it. But I dont know that he can change. His indecisiveness seems way too deeply ingrained in his nature. Please help.PETER BREGMAN: You know, its interesting, because its not someone asking for advice about their own leadership, but its someone saying, help me help this other person be a better leader.DAN MCGINN: I agree
with you there, because its hard for a subordinate to speak truth to power and say, hey, youre doing a bad job at this. PETER BREGMAN: It often doesnt help to say, and here are all the things youre doing wrong, because they may or may not realize theyre doing it wrong, but Im better this leader is probably frustrated with his own indecisiveness. And
he probably struggles with it. And I would guess that its not a source of pride or a feeling that he is really on top of things. One idea is, rather than reinforce it, to offer some suggestions of things that he could do that would help him to be more decisive. So rather than point out your indecisiveness is hurting the team, to say, heres this decision that
we need made, and can we kind of talk it through and come to a decision that we know that we can keep. And frame it in a way that helps him with a decision that you need made, for your particular job, or the particular work that youre doing that you can help him make, in a way that will reinforce his own confidence, and his own ability to make
strong decisions and move forward. DAN MCGINN: Yeah, I think youre right. Process could really help this. Giving him a deadline, taking simple minutes of the meeting and distributing them so everybody knows what the decision was which makes it harder to roll it back or to flip-flop. Its almost like nudges. She can sort of nudge and frame things in
ways that make it a little less dysfunctional and move things a little bit closer to a firmer decision.PETER BREGMAN: Totally agree. I love what you just said about this. Publicizing the decision so its harder to flip on it. And I think thats a great idea. And it does seem from this writing that she has the kind of relationship with him where she can give
him this kind of feedback where he might appreciate it. ALISON BEARD: I definitely went to the question of is it better to just subtlety nudge him into better behavior or to have a conversation with him, more generally about how to change his leadership style. And it seems like Peter youre coming down the side of nudging and Dan you are too.PETER
BREGMAN: You know I dont, Im not sure I make such great, fast immediate decisions and the temptation to flip-flop is really strong. And I worry that sort of general feedback about his style, especially for someone who she says has a hard time changing. I feel like its too high a bar. I think someone whos really skilled at this stuff and something very,
very specific. By the way, youre not listening so much. It would be better if you just shut up in these meetings and listen more. Thats really sort of direct feedback and you could pull that off. But something like making decisions, thats hard. And theres so many reasons why it might be difficult for him that I would be afraid that the general feedback
wouldnt have so much impact.DAN MCGINN: I agree with you there because his virtue is really his vice in the sense that the other extreme, if he were making snap decisions, if he werent asking good questions, weve all seen bosses that are the other side of this continuum and theyre probably worse. If I had a choice between a boss thats a little too
deliberative, a little bit too open-minded, or somebody whos closed minded, wants a decision without collaboration. Doesnt really want to ask curious questions. Id rather take the deliberative person anytime.PETER BREGMAN: The other question that I had was how often do you dissuade him from a decision that hes already made because you dont
think its the right decision? So, if hes made a decision and then you come to him and you say, I dont know that that was such a right decision because it didnt particularly go your way. And then kind of push him to move towards another decision and is that, that might get him to make a better decision, but it also might reinforce this challenged and
his reputation that he has.DAN MCGINN: So, you suspect shes enabling the flip-flopping?PETER BREGMAN: Ive seen that happen a lot. And I think its just worth considering whether youre doing things to help him get better at this or whether youre doing things that might reinforce it. By the way, I dont know what were doing, but are we living in an
arena of ambiguity? Are you in a competitive marketplace in which the tides are changing really quickly? The competition is changing really quickly. That, are you in an agile kind of environment in which ultimately its hard to make a decision and maybe you need to change it at times. Ive seen that in organizations a lot where employees of a leader
are really frustrated with the decision making, and then you talk to the leader and you realize that the leader is engaged in a lot of challenging decisions, in a shifting field that requires some change, and the issue isnt decision making, its communication. The issue is Im making a, Im changing this decision for really good reasons, but Im not telling
people. Im not telling everybody. Im just telling one person and not the other people. And then theyre thinking Im flip-flopping and theyre not understanding the reasons why. So, part of it is, is there legitimacy to not making the decisions and is this a communication challenge as opposed to a decision making one?ALISON BEARD: Part of my
inclination was to tell our letter writer to take a step back and ask herself, should I give him more time to adjust to leadership? Is his style of questioning really that bad? Is it just my need for immediate action thats causing me to question his leadership? But he was promoted two years ago. And so, one would think that he would understand what his
team needs and sort of have gotten used to the role he needs to play by now. Is that an accurate assumption that Im making? That hes had enough time? He should have figured it out by now?DAN MCGINN: Thats the piece that troubled me the most too, was this, hes been in the job a few years. If he were a brand new boss you would expect he might
take some time to adjust to making these decisions. Is this just a piece of the job that hes never going to get very good at, or is there anything that she can do to try to accelerate his learning to give him a better sense of either confidence or get him the information more quickly? Is there anything she can do to, given the experience that he doesnt just
seem to be getting organically?PETER BREGMAN: Yeah, I think thats a great question for her to ask him. And I also, I agree with both of you. I think that if you havent gotten it after a couple of years, then its clearly the thing you need to get. Meaning if youre, if I was doing a performance review on him then I would drop everything else form the
performance review and I would say this decision-making thing is the thing we should focus on. Lets throw our resources there. Lets really look at whats getting in the way.ALISON BEARD: Unfortunately shes not in a position where she is giving him the performance review. So, how does she do that?PETER BREGMAN: Its, she cant. Youre right. And
she cant be the person to give him a performance review. It does sound like she has his ear when she sort of says shes given him some feedback personally. So, that might be where, I dont know the relationship she has with him, but it might be where theres an opportunity to say, you know, given my vantage point and totally in support of you, it
seems like youre amazing at all these other things. Heres the one thing that would make the biggest difference in our lives as your reports. One of the things I would do if shes overwhelmed with the amount of decisions that hes not making, is to really ask the question, what specifically do you need from him to do your work? So, rather than get
caught up in the general challenge of his inability to make decisions and the insufficiency, or ineffectiveness of his leadership, to really think about what you specifically need from him and ask for that and get that, and dont worry about the myriads of decisions that hes not making, that dont actually impact your ability to get your work done.DAN
MCGINN: Alison, what are we telling her?ALISON BEARD: So, first wed like her to step back and ask herself whether his indecisiveness might be a result of the context, whether theres value in his questions or leadership style given the industry, or business theyre operating in. And whether the problems really communication rather than decision
making. Is he just doing a poor job of letting the team know what his plan is? We do think that she should try to nudge him into more decisive behavior. Especially if its truly preventing the team from operating effectively. She can provide him with more information. She can, along with her team, suggest clear-cut solutions and sort of take the decision
making off his hands. And she can offer to try out options and report back to him. Last, she should consider having an honest conversation with him about the fact that she wants to be supportive of him as a leader and this is the one thing thats holding him back, and shed love to help him improve on it. DAN MCGINN: Dear HBR: I work in a technical
field. One of my colleagues clearly lacks technical ability. He tries to overcome this through networking and brown nosing. While most of us do our work, he spends his time trying to get one on one meetings with leaders around the company. Hes positioned himself to be the point of contact for our group. Hes quick to overlook our problems. Hes
always on the hunt for pretty slides of ours to show the higher-ups. He wants to be our boss. The entire team thinks this is a horrible idea. Hes all shine, no substance. The way he treats those above him versus those who cannot further his career is night and day. He tells leaders whatever they want to hear. The problem is that our leadership loves
him. Theyre quick to applaud him, minimize his mistakes and invite him to strategy and planning meetings. He does not share anything about these meetings with the team. I quite like my immediate team and my actual boss. But I question an organization and leadership that puts this charlatan on a pedestal. Whats the right thing to do here? Start
looking around for a new place to work? Wait until hes eventually found out?PETER BREGMAN: I have sort of an interesting reaction to this one and its a little counterintuitive. When I hear all of the criticism of this person. Heres a guy whos positioning himself. Leadership loves him. Theyre quick to applaud him. When I look at the hardest thing to do
in organizations, its influencing decisions and people who are not under your control. And so, heres a guy who seems to actually be pretty good at this. Hes able to influence senior leadership. Hes able to build really great relationships. And it pisses you off. And I, my thought is if you turn that around and said what do I have to learn from this guy that
could actually make me more effective as I grow? And I think leaving, finding another place to work is the biggest mistake you can make. Because I want to say you have something to learn here. ALISON BEARD: Peter, I do agree with you that he needs to learn how to play the game of office politics a little bit better. But I think thats very hard to do
against someone whos not playing the game of work too. His competitor in this situation is someone whos not doing the actual work and only doing the office politics, and that seems like a rigged system. So, I really understand his frustration.DAN MCGINN: So, youre saying hes a show horse, not a workhorse?ALISON BEARD: Yeah.DAN MCGINN:
And you want him to be both?ALISON BEARD: Exactly. PETER BREGMAN: Yeah, I want both of them to be both. So, its probably one of them is a show horse and not a workhorse. And the other one might be a workhorse and not a show horse. But imagine that you actually start to play the game and I dont even really think of it in this negative way of
playing the game. I think if youre going to work with a whole group of people its really useful to develop the ability to create real, substantive relationships with the people around you. Especially also, the people in power. And then what if you did that and actually brought him in? And didnt think of him as an opponent and didnt think of him as
someone youre working against, but thinking of someone that you could collaborate with in order to help him to be successful and you also to be successful?’ALISON BEARD: I dont think this guy needs any help being successful. PETER BREGMAN: He probably does need some help being successful, at least with his colleagues. So, it doesnt sound like
he needs help being successful with the higher-ups. But it does seem like theres a movement against him.DAN MCGINN: I do wonder whether this almost becomes a question of values for the person who wrote the letter. If this is an organization that really prizes and rewards glibness and polish and doesnt necessarily respect deep technical
expertise, I wonder whether this might be a situation where theres kind of a values mismatch?PETER BREGMAN: I would push back a little bit and say, is it that youre frustrated by this one person and its safer to say, well this culture will never appreciate whats really, really important anyway? Or, and is that true, or is it something you do to protect
yourself from the challenge that youre facing with this guy, and feeling like you dont have the skills to sort of operate in this environment, in a way that can both leverage your technical skills and also have you seen by leadership? And heres a feeling that I have also about people who want to leave a situation because they feel like they cant be
effective in it or change it. To me, thats the worst time to leave an organization because your risk of the consequences of failure is zero, because youre about to leave anyway. But if you choose to stay, you could take real risks with people. You could do what you believe is right. You could take risks to show up the way youve always wanted to show up
which is probably very, very scary, but the consequences of failure which would at worst be firing, are where you would have ended up anyway.ALISON BEARD: From my perspective, this guy could be unstoppable if he applies his technical expertise to his work as hes already doing and then he learns how to become more visible in the right way. So, I
think what I disagree with you on Peter is that he should learn from this colleague who seems to be doing it the wrong way. I think what he should do is build those skills that youre talking about, but in a way that feels honest and I think that thats not by ignoring the problems on your team and taking only the pretty slides to the higher-ups. Its by
taking those pretty slides, explaining exactly how the work was done and crediting everyone else on the team for it. PETER BREGMAN: I love that. And I, where we might disagree is I think he could still learn from this guy without learning the bad stuff with the good stuff. I think people arent all good or all bad. So, there are some things this guy does
where hes very skilled and theres some things where hes obnoxious and a value mismatch. And this might be, by the way, not a values mismatch with the organization, it might just be a values mismatch with this guy. And yet, even with someone whose values you totally disagree with, maybe hes all brownnosing, but he probably does some things that
are worth looking at and going, huh? Whats he doing to develop those relationships and how can I learn to develop those relationships in the same way, while also bringing the substance and the authenticity and everything that I believe is important to me and my values, and creating the kind of workplace I actually want to be in.ALISON BEARD: I
think we all probably agree that he should focus more on himself than on this peer.DAN MCGINN: Swim in your own lane?ALISON BEARD: Exactly. PETER BREGMAN: Yeah.ALISON BEARD: Dans favorite piece of advice. [LAUGHTER]DAN MCGINN: The piece of this that worries me is the brownnoser seems like hes on the fast track and it seems like
there is a reasonable chance that he will end up the boss of this department and our letter writer thinks hes a charlatan. Thats a really strong word to use. Thats a really strong position. If this person does become the boss, thats going to be a pretty tough situation.ALISON BEARD: I agree because they are swimming in the same lane, right? This
person does or doesnt do, but is supposed to do the same work he does. So, I think if the organization continues to reward him, even if our letter writer gets better at all the things were talking about thats a huge red flag.PETER BREGMAN: Yeah, and I think if he becomes the boss thats a total game changer. Because if suddenly youre reporting to
this person, and you have zero respect for them, thats harder to live with than if youre a colleague to this person, and youre watching them get an advantage that you believe has no foundation,too.DAN MCGINN: Weve published research that shows that among the traits or characteristics that an employee want in their boss, one of the most
important ones is the boss has to have the ability to actually do the job. We tend to be less happy if we think the person above us lacks the chops to actually do the substance of the work. And thats really what this situation is. This charlatan is not the boss yet, but that trajectory seems to be whats driving a lot of the angst for our letter writer. PETER
BREGMAN: You know Dan you made a really interesting point in the last question about being public. And I think that applies in this situation also, which is, lets say the person goes to a meeting and then doesnt share anything about it. You could always email this person and copy everybody on the team and say, how did the meeting go? Can you give
us any specifics? So, a way of publicizing the situation in a non-confrontational way, but in a way that makes it harder for him to not share what happened in that meeting. Rather than whisper it in the halls, publicly ask the question so that he would have a hard time not responding.ALISON BEARD: So, what are we telling the guy with the
brownnosing colleague?DAN MCGINN: So, first we recognize that where one person sees a brownnoser, another person sees a savvy political operator. As distasteful as our letter writer finds this persons behavior, clearly, this brownnosing, nontechnical employee has the ability to connect with people, hes persuasive, hes ambitious. Its going to be
uncomfortable to try to lean into these behaviors that a technical person who values technical skill above all else finds so distasteful. So, were not saying this is going to be easy, but we do think trying to find the learning opportunity here is really the first step. The thing that gives us the most pause is when he calls the colleague a charlatan. That
suggests theres a values conflict here and in the long term there is a chance this person will become the boss of the department and if that happens, thats a game changer and at that point, it probably would be time to look for a new job. But for now, we think staying in the organization and trying to learn what you can from this political operator is
probably the best course.ALISON BEARD: And now for our last ineffective leader. Dear HBR: A year ago, I joined a startup. My boss is brilliant at his job and a great mentor. Hes also extremely prone to office gossip and politics. Im not comfortable sharing my personal opinions about other people at the office. When he vents about members of the
leadership team, I find it demoralizing. Some of his comments suggest that our coworkers are unprofessional or incompetent. Other comments get personal. He might talk about someones style of dress or love life. I dont respond and try to stick to discussing the tasks at hand. I think he realizes why I withhold my opinion, but it hasnt deterred him.
Maybe he feels that as a professional I should be able to handle it. In fact, I sometimes get the impression that my lack of reaction frustrates him. When it comes to interacting with the team that reports to me, he prides himself on being transparent. But that translates to him sharing more information than I think is necessary. For example, he offers
his personal opinions on broader business decisions. This leads the group into an us-versus-them mentality, which Im unable to effectively steer them away from. Its hurting their morale. Im trying to set boundaries with him and my group. I know I can give him candid feedback on certain matters, but the way he gossips and denigrates others and gets
emotional in conversations, it makes it very difficult for me to trust or respect him. It also makes it hard for me to stay engaged in my work. What should I do?PETER BREGMAN: My reaction is theres, first of al,l this is hard. Theres a power dynamic. Theres, hes a man, hes the boss, hes, theres a role and rank and societal dynamic that I just want to
reference and say, its hard to work with. I mean this is a challenging situation and position.DAN MCGINN: I wonder if theres a way, especially given the gender dynamic here. She can take advantage of the fact that were living in a time when things that seemed like they might have been OK five or 10 years ago, in terms of a personal comment,
probably arent OK now. When the boss is talking about the way someone dresses or talking about their love life, theres really not a place for that in the office. And I wonder if alerting him to this in a caring and protective way might not only help solve her problem, but also protect the boss from saying something stupid that might come back to hurt
him.PETER BREGMAN: Im 100% in agreement with you. And its hard for me to tell the relationship that she has with her boss. One thing that I noticed that in the question she says Im not comfortable sharing her personal opinions or something like that. I kind of want her sharing her opinions with him a little more and rather than withhold her
opinion when she feels uncomfortable, I think there might be room here to be able to help him out. To be able to say, it kind of makes me uncomfortable when you share that, or I like that person, or I dont know exactly what the boss is saying and how she should respond, but especially with her team I would say, hey, Im trying to run my team a
certain way and I want them feeling really good about each other, so I want us to be really careful and Id love your help in being really careful about you say in front of them about each other. Because that to me kind of hurts the morale Im trying to create on my team. So, be willing to speak up, not in a way that shames him. Thats hard, but finding
your voice to create the boundaries without shame. Let him know what youre uncomfortable with. ALISON BEARD: Yeah, I mean I think theres a real opportunity for reverse mentoring here right?PETER BREGMAN: Yeah, yep.ALISON BEARD: By trying to shut him down or change the subject or walk away when hes trying to gossip, I feel like that
really misses the point. Hes trying to sort of establish more trusting, more intimate in an office setting relationship with her. And I think that her response to that should be to not gossip with him, or engage in what hes trying to do, but just sort of say hey, so help me understand the problem that youre having with this person. I didnt really see it that
way. Or, oh wow, OK. I see that underlying issue, maybe next time with him we can address it in this way. Specific comments like youre talking about to end love life, dress, et cetera. Maybe she should shut down in a friendly way, but I think there might also be real work conflicts that she can help him with in this context. PETER BREGMAN: I think
thats absolutely right and I think part of the question before she does that or as she thinks about doing that is to ask, why is he sharing with you? Whats he, is he looking for connection? Is he trying to build his own confidence? Whats the point? Now, I wouldnt necessarily talk to him about that, but to understand that because you could shift the
dynamic in part by giving him what he needs, but in a cleaner way.DAN MCGINN: Thats a fascinating idea. I tend to think the motivation for gossip is to kind of show off that youre in the know and enjoy information with another person. You saw it as a potential attempt at bonding and I think theres research that says people who use inappropriate
language in the workplace are sometimes doing it to try to bond with the other person because its a minor rule breaking kind of thing. Gossiping is something youre not supposed to do in a company. The boss might be doing it as an attempt to show hey, I want to be close to you. Its a misguided and its not the greatest behavior, but at least its a
benevolent kind of motivation to it. ALISON BEARD: Yeah, weve actually published articles about the fact that gossip can be good when its used to share information thats important and even spread it through back channels if it needs to be spread that way. And also, as I mentioned before to sort of indirectly surface conflicts. If its not done in a
negative way thats denigrating people. Unfortunatel,y it sounds like hes doing it in that sense. And so, what she needs to do is steer him away from that bad kind of gossip into the good kind of gossip. Because it is great to be able to share information with your boss and also to let him vent to you once in a while when hes really frustrated with
something because then you can problem solve with him.PETER BREGMAN: You just made me think Alison that when hes venting to you, one specific language that you can use is to say, hey, I get it and thats really frustrating, but just so you know, you should not share that with anybody except for me. And thats a subtle way of saying without shame,
to say I get that youre angry, but dont go talking, thats going to hurt you if you go talking around. Help begin to get the signals of whats OK to talk about and whats not. ALISON BEARD: She also doesnt want to be his confidant anymore. She is uncomfortable with it. So, while were encouraging her to push her comfort zone, at some point she doesnt
want to be having as intimate a relationship with him as he seems to want. So, how does she handle that?PETER BREGMAN: Thats right, so maybe what she could say is a version of well I completely understand that youre venting, definitely dont talk about this outside the room. It even makes me uncomfortable. So, youre able to still be ina
relationship with him, still not shame him. Say its really not something you ever want to share and I dont even like hearing it. And it signals really clearly this is something thats really out of boundary. ALISON BEARD: And it doesnt seem that she has clearly articulated that yet. She said shes senses that he understands her discomfort, but she hasnt
flat out told him shes really uncomfortable. PETER BREGMAN: I think she seems to be avoiding having that conversation and its a difficult conversation. And I think its one of those difficult conversations that she should just have. So, the absence of a conversation doesnt really communicate strongly enough especially when someone is in a blind spot.
And this sounds like its his blind spot. And so, this is a time not to be subtle and again, one of the things that I talk about in Leading with Emotional Courage is how to start a really hard conversation, which is lead with the punchline. So, one way to do it is to actually sit down, not during one of those comments, but to say hey, I want to talk to you
about some comments that Ive heard you say that make me uncomfortable. Boom. Youve opened up the conversation. Youve said it right at the beginning. And then to say I want to give you some examples, I know you dont mean it badly, but I dont know that you know the impact that it has and I think this might be a blind spot and I want to share it
with you. So, be super direct and be caring as youre super direct. But dont make the assumption that when youre uncomfortable, he realizes it, because thats not happening.DAN MCGINN: Let me underline something here. She says in the first line, my boss is brilliant at his job and a great mentor. He has a weakness and its a weakness that on
somedays might be driving her crazy, but it seems like in the overall context here this one seems completely fixable. PETER BREGMAN: And if you think about the two other questions that weve had, both of them were much more difficult in that way. One, indecisiveness is, goodwill might be there, but its very, very hard to shift from indecisiveness to
clear decisiveness. And the other problem around being political and maneuvering and unsubstantive thats also a very difficult thing to resolve and solve. This is really clear and in terms of offering advice as to how to handle it, you could create some very clear and simple boundaries. DAN MCGINN: How big a problem is it when he makes clear that
he doesnt agree with business decisions that are made? Is the boss supposed to fall in line and sort of stay with the company line after a decisions made?PETER BREGMAN: Ultimately when youre making this business decision, you can disagree as much as you want to, but when the decision is made and you walk out of that room, you walk out of that
room as though you own the decision itself and its yours. And the worst thing that you can do in terms of productivity, in terms of collective and aligned action moving forward, in terms of the culture, is to walk out of that room and go well, I disagree with the decision, but were going to disagree and commit. That is building both tension and discord
between parts of the organization which is one of the things that gets in the way of organizations moving forward most profoundly. So, I would say thats a really serious issue and I would say when he walks out of the room, having made the decision with whomever he made the decision with, hes got to own it. DAN MCGINN: Peter, I think youre right
about that. Business is a team sport and I think for our letter writer if she can find a polite and respectful opportunity to say that she thinks her boss is hurting her team when he publicly voices his dissent, will take some courage, but I think its something she should raise. So, Alison, what are we telling the woman with the gossipy boss?ALISON
BEARD: So, we think she should understand why he wants to gossip with her. Is he trying to build a more trusting relationship? Is he trying to get her feedback on difficult situations? Does he really just want to vent? And figure out whether she can help him in a way that feels comfortable for her. We think the idea of walking away or refusing to
engage might be a mistake. Because its really an opportunity for reverse mentoring. She can push back, not in a way that shames him, but that does explain her position and her perspective. Also, tell him when hes making her uncomfortable and might make others uncomfortable. Really her ultimate goal should be to correct the bad kind of gossip and
steer him to more productive problem solving. DAN MCGINN: Peter, thanks for helping us find solutions for these people and finding a more effective way forward. PETER BREGMAN: It was really great. Really fun talking with you guys. Thank you. AMANDA KERSEY: That was Peter Bregman, the founder and CEO of the executive coaching firm
Bregman Partners. Hes the author of the 2018 book Leading with Emotional Courage, and hes the co-author of the 2021 book You Can Change Other People. He was speaking with Dear HBR: hosts Alison Beard and Dan McGinn.HBR On Leadership will be back next Wednesday with another hand-picked conversation from Harvard Business Review. If
this episode helped you, share it with your friends and colleagues, and follow the show on Apple Podcasts, Spotify, or wherever you listen to podcasts. While youre there, consider leaving us a review.When youre ready for more podcasts, articles, case studies, books, and videos with the worlds top business and management experts, find it all at
HBR.org.This episode was produced by Curt Nickisch and me, Amanda Kersey. On Leaderships team includes Maureen Hoch, Rob Eckhardt, Erica Truxler, Ramsey Khabbaz, Nicole Smith, and Anne Bartholomew. Music by Coma Media. Thanks for listening.
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