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Practical and straightforward, Inside the 
Leader’s Mind will show you how to think 
diff erently so you can become a world-
class leader. 

Based on extensive global research, case 
studies and interviews with great leaders, 
such as Dennis Nally, Chairman of the 
PricewaterhouseCoopers International 
Network; Sir John Tusa, Chairman of 
the University of the Arts, London; Tom 
Albanese, CEO of Rio Tinto; Irene Dorner, 
President and CEO of HSBC Bank USA 
and Sim Tshabalala, Deputy CEO of 
the Standard Bank Group, Inside the 
Leader’s Mind identifi es the fi ve key 
ways of thinking you need to develop to 
accelerate your own leadership journey: 

• Learn to live with loneliness and face 
the unknown without fear

• Embrace uncertainty and ambiguity, 
and develop the power of surprise

• Sharpen your inner compass so it guides 
you to do the right thing

• Juggle living in three timezones – past, 
present and future – without jetlag

• Love your work and represent your 
whole enterprise

A self-assessment guide will also help
you work out how closely your thinking 
is like those leaders who are at the top of 
their game. It will aid you in crafting the 
next steps of your leadership journey. 
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A leading business educator, Liz Mellon works 
with many of the FTSE 100 CEOs. Considered 
one of the world’s foremost authorities 
on leadership development, she has also 
contributed to the development of public 
service leadership through her early research 
and teaching interests. 

Some notable clients include the New York 
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Paribas, Unilever, United Business Media, Rolls 
Royce, Atlas Copco and the Standard Bank 
Group.

Real advice to help you become
a skilled and authentic leader.’
Ian Powell, Chairman and Senior Partner, 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, UK

‘

High-performing leaders, irrespective of race, age 
or gender, think in remarkably similar ways. For 
some, these ways of thinking come naturally, for 
others they need to be cultivated.

Inside the Leader’s Mind reveals the fi ve common 
ways eff ective leaders think and gives you the 
tools you need to evolve your thinking and 
become a better leader. Drawn from the collective 
wisdom of 20 world-class leaders, Inside the 
Leader’s Mind shows you how to think your way 
to the very top. 

These fi ve ways of thinking like a leader are 
so obvious it is a wonder someone hasn’t 
thought of them before. Follow this advice 
and you will become a better leader.’

Maurice Duff y, CEO, blackswan

‘

THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO 
EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP
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Praise for  
Inside the Leader’s Mind

‘I believe in leadership books that offer practical advice. Inside 
the Leader’s Mind achieves this in three ways. It allows aspiring 
leaders to share the real experiences of successful CEOs and 
chairmen and women. It also raises awareness of the issues 
that new leaders will face, and it’s always better to go into new 
situations with your eyes wide open. And finally, and most 
importantly, it offers real advice on how to build your own 
authenticity as a leader. This book doesn’t tell you how to be like 
someone else, who is already a famous leader. It helps you to 
become a skilled and authentic leader in your own right. For me, 
this ranks alongside Goffee and Jones’ book Why Should Anyone 
Be Led by You? in its capacity to offer helpful guidance to leaders.’

Ian Powell, Chairman and Senior Partner, 
PricewaterhouseCoopers, UK

‘At blackswan, we believe in business transformation through 
innovation. This fresh look at how a leader thinks hits squarely 
into our own belief system. Unless business leaders are 
comfortable with the uncertainty and risk taking that underpin 
successful innovation, nothing changes. Inside the Leader’s Mind 
addresses this head on. These five ways of thinking like a leader 
are so obvious it is a wonder someone hasn’t thought of them 
before. Follow this advice and you will become a better leader.’

Maurice Duffy, CEO, blackswan

‘Leadership matters in all walks of life, from companies to 
NGOs to nations. It makes a difference. For me, the most 
important message in Inside the Leader’s Mind is that leaders 
need a solid core; a reserve of instinct, experience and integrity 
that lead them to do the right thing.’

Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, Former Deputy President of 
South Africa
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In an increasingly competitive world, we believe it’s quality of 
thinking that gives you the edge – an idea that opens new  

doors, a technique that solves a problem, or an insight that  
simply makes sense of it all. The more you know, the smarter  

and faster you can go.

That’s why we work with the best minds in business and finance  
to bring cutting-edge thinking and best learning practice to a 

global market.

Under a range of leading imprints, including Financial Times 
Prentice Hall, we create world-class print publications and 

electronic products bringing our readers knowledge, skills and 
understanding, which can be applied whether studying or at work. 

To find out more about Pearson Education publications, or tell us 
about the books you’d like to find, you can visit us at

www.pearsoned.co.uk
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Foreword

LIZ MELLON CHALLENGES a central orthodoxy in the field 
of leadership development. Construct a list of leadership 
behaviours that are universally admired and consistently 
measure individuals against that list. They will eventually 
become highly effective leaders. In believing that we have 
found the holy grail, we have overlooked one of the most 
critical sources of a leader’s competence – how they think. 
After all, how I think determines how I will act. So let’s put 
the horses in front of the cart. 

To help us understand how leaders think, Liz takes us into 
the minds of senior-most leaders who are succeeding in 
roles that are among the most demanding in today’s fast 
paced world. Using rich examples, she lays out each of 
the states of mind that are trademarks of these remarkable 
individuals. As a reader, it is a privilege to peer into the 
minds of these masters of leadership and to learn from 
them. You will get a textured picture of how they really 
do think differently from many managers. For many of us, 
these states of mind will be challenging even to entertain. 
Yet they are products of the reality that enterprise leaders 
face every day – worlds so complex, so dynamic that even 
the most rigorously composed bar and pie charts cannot 
provide clear answers. 

Two of the mind states deeply reflect the demands of our 
hyper-competitive global landscape – no safety net and 
being comfortable in discomfort. The first is a high wire 
act. As a senior leader, you have to have the courage to step 
out first on the high wire – the wire of change, the wire 
of future opportunity. It is a wire with no net to capture 
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you underneath. You could fail. The odds are good that 
at a minimum you will face significant setbacks. On the 
other hand, you realise that nothing will happen within 
your organisation unless you make that first move. Liz 
will powerfully remind you that you cannot delegate away 
change leadership to a group of middle management or front 
line leaders. It must start with you. As Liz importantly notes, 
this state of mind is not an impulsive one. It is a state where 
you have done your homework. You have listened to wise 
counsel. The second mind state – comfortable in discomfort 
– is a necessity in a world where you always have imperfect 
and incomplete information. Successful top leaders have 
learnt to love ambiguity rather than be frozen by it. You and 
I have to learn to move forward, to be decisive in a world 
where multiple solutions may work. These are not easy 
states of mind to cultivate. If you have been rewarded for 
rigorous analysis and meeting your ‘plan’ year after year 
with great precision, these mind states will seem foreign. 

The third state of mind – solid core – captures the fact 
that leaders must have character, integrity, and a sense of 
humility. If you are going to lead well, you must be grounded 
in a set of core values that ensure your decisions and actions 
are consistent and that they set standards that others aspire 
to. Liz makes a wonderful comment about the fact that 
when managers in the business world are asked to identify 
leaders they turn to societal leaders like Mandela or Gandhi, 
not business leaders. Why? It is because they are exemplars 
of a society’s greatest values. They live out in remarkable 
ways codes of conduct we hold dear. In an age where our 
images of business executives are shaped by cartoons such 
as Dilbert and TV shows like The Boss, you can begin to 
grasp why we hunger for the business leaders who possess 
genuine character and humility. Humility is one of a 
leader’s greatest allies. It keeps you open to learning and 
keeps the sycophants at bay. 
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The fourth and fifth states of mind – on my watch and 
I am the enterprise – are about institutional leadership. I 
love Liz’s notion that senior-most leaders have to think in 
terms of their organisation’s past, its present, and its future. 
These are the three ‘time zones’ you lead across. Given 
daily demands, it is all too easy to imagine yourself in the 
middle zone – the present. I see all too many executives lost 
in this zone. It is rare to find the executive who is thinking 
out five years to a decade. It is rare to see the executive who 
is courageous enough to make short-term sacrifices that in 
the longer run ensure a healthy future for their organisation. 
This mindset also depends on the fact that you recognise 
your own mortality. As a result, you start developing the 
next generation to replace yourself as soon as you step 
into the role. The I am the enterprise state of mind is a bit 
of a contradiction. While you need humility to lead, you 
also need a robust ego. In Buddhism, there is a story that 
captures the paradox. A young monk asks a very wise and 
enlightened monk about the path to enlightenment. The 
wise monk says simply that one needs ego to even believe 
one can make the journey to enlightenment. Ego not only 
gets you started on the road, it gives you the determination 
to persist. But just before you can achieve actual 
enlightenment, you must give up your ego. You need the 
self-confidence and resilience that comes with the I am the 
enterprise mind state to even assume you can lead a global 
enterprise. But to stay adaptive in that journey, you will 
also need humility to change course at critical junctures. 
The I am the enterprise mindset also pushes us to accept 
accountability for not only our own actions but those of the 
organisation. The ‘I’ also powerfully reminds us that we set 
the example, that our actions set the tone and the standards. 
After all, these will be the measuring sticks that our 
employees use to assess our leadership. At the same time, 
can you accept the fact that the enterprise is more important 
and more enduring than you are? This book highlights that 
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leading at the top is full of paradoxical states of mind. But 
exceptional leaders are able to keep these states in a healthy 
tension with one another. 

My hope is that Liz Mellon’s book will make you feel 
uncomfortable. That’s exactly what she is hoping too. If 
you can get accustomed to that state by the time you finish 
reading this provocative and inspiring book, you will have 
achieved at least one of the mind states you need to succeed 
as a leader.

Jay A. Conger

Kravis Chaired Professor of Leadership Studies, Claremont 
McKenna College, California

Visiting Professor, London Business School

Author of Boardroom Realities and The Practice 
of Leadership
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Introduction

Inever thought I would write another book on leadership. 
So why was I compelled to do so? 

After all, a reservoir of ink has been spilt on the subject. 
Everyone has an opinion about what leadership is. We may 
not be able to agree on a description, but, like fine art, we 
all know a good leader when we see one. If you are in the 
spotlight as a leader, everything you do is dissected. And in 
today’s globally wired world, we don’t miss a thing. 

And let’s be clear – leadership is universal, whether you 
are the chief executive officer of a global company or the 
director of a local volunteer charity organisation. It makes a 
difference to lives and to organisations.

Leaders, would-be leaders and researchers have mulled 
this over for years. We’ve thought about the personality 
of a leader and we have concluded that personality alone 
can’t explain why one person is a leader and another 
person is more likely to be a follower. We’ve spent a lot of 
time thinking about how a leader behaves, too. There is a 
profession that is dedicated to producing lists of leadership 
behaviours, so that we can literally measure effective 
leaders by watching them in action. 

What is missing?

Yet, after 25 years devoted to leadership development, 
working throughout the world, I had a nagging feeling 
that something was missing. Somehow, I thought, we still 
haven’t captured the essence of leadership.
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I wasn’t alone. Many leaders shared my views. In classroom 
session after classroom session, as I debated leadership with 
highly skilled, thoughtful and effective executives – all 
practising leaders – we constantly returned to a handful of 
important questions: 

[[ Aren’t some leaders naturally born to the task with  
innate qualities, which work and life experiences bring to 
the fore? 

[[ If leaders can be developed, and we think we know 
which behaviours they should demonstrate, don’t we risk 
producing clones? 

[[ How does being developed to a menu of behaviours fit 
with authenticity? Isn’t being true to yourself, the real 
you, a vital characteristic for every leader? 

[[ Why do about 60 per cent of leaders derail? 

[[ Where do morals, ethics and good character fit into all  
of this?

For all the books and all the analysis, the questions 
surrounding leadership are substantial and important. As 
I have tried out these questions and discussed them with 
leaders all over the world, I have, slowly but surely, seen a 
new idea emerge.

We have overlooked how leaders think. Yet it is how we 
think that determines if and how we act. And I have found 
that effective leaders, irrespective of race, age or gender, 
think in remarkably similar ways. 

Inside the Leader’s Mind is your guide to my global journey, 
my restless questioning of leaders and the resulting ideas 
which, I hope, will accelerate your own leadership journey. 

Liz Mellon, London, November 2010
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 Dr Arthur Jensen is a Professor Emeritus of educational 
psychology at the University of California, Berkeley. You 
become an Emeritus Professor if you have contributed 

so much intellectual capital to your research area that they 
never want you to retire. It’s like having a permanent key to 
the boardroom. Dr Jensen is a somewhat controversial figure 
(he believes that genetics trump nurture in how we end up as 
human beings) and has published over 400 scientific papers. In 
1981, he published a book setting out his research showing that 
executives tend to have an IQ of 125 or above, putting them in 
the top 3 per cent of the population.14 

You are in this band.

You are decisive. You have a capacity for data and synthesis. 
You can hold a lot of information in your head and analyse it 
to draw conclusions. You may even have an MBA degree, in 
which case you have certainly learnt the black art of ‘scientific’ 
analysis. You can crunch the data, find the flaws and make the 
call. And if there isn’t enough data, you have learnt the hard 
way to hold out for more. Sometimes, you feel it’s too early 
to decide and so you set about gathering more information for 
dissection. You are looking for patterns and trends that give a 
hint to the future and you are good at it. Not everyone can see 
‘the matrix’, the themes inside the data, but you can. You have 
the horsepower. 
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This chapter introduces the second way of thinking, a new 
trick. To have the courage to take the decision when you don’t 
have all the information, when you are struggling to find the 
answer but you know that you have to move – now. And to live 
with the discomfort it brings, the uncertainty, the nervousness, 
the tension. And not to mind. Think comfortable in discomfort. 
This story describes it.

Meeting the CEO

The room is packed and it’s hot. People at the back open 
the door to let in the cool night air and the exotic sounds of 
the African evening seep in alongside. Nothing breaks the 
concentration in the room. For some, it’s the first time that they 
have met their CEO and they are intent on understanding more 
about the strategy and their role in it. 

They are also intent on understanding more about him. The 
company has global ambitions and has been expanding 
internationally through acquisitions, throughout Africa, but 
also as far afield as Argentina. These executives want to see if 
their CEO has the mettle to lead them. You can hear it in their 
questions. Some are thinking ‘what does a South African know 
about Argentina?’ 

Ambitions for expansion

Jacko Maree, the Group CEO of Standard Bank, has been CEO 
for over 10 years and is highly regarded in South Africa, both 
within and outside the bank. Why? Because he takes his role 
in helping to build South Africa as a nation seriously and he is 
successfully taking Standard Bank global. Both of these help to 
put South Africa on the map. 

Jacko’s current strategy is to move from a comfortable 
and successful South African bank, to leading a complex 
organisation that spans the Urals to the Andes. As we heard 
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briefly in Chapter 2, his bank is also one of the early adopters 
of the accelerating South–South connection. This is the 
growing trade and partnership between companies based in the 
Southern Hemisphere, for example between Africa and China. 
The largest deal in South Africa was when the Industrial and 
Commercial Bank of China (ICBC) paid 5.5 billion Rand for a  
20 per cent stake in Standard Bank in 2008. 

The deals being struck are big. In June 2010 the Chinese 
state firm Jinchuan invested almost 900 million Rand in the 
platinum industry through a 51 per cent stake in Wesizwe. 
Standard Bank, South Africa’s largest bank by assets in 2010, is 
at the head of this wave and reaping the commercial benefits. 
In August 2010, the bank signed two agreements to be financial 
advisor to two giant Chinese companies, the China Railway 
Group and Guangdong Power Company. Jacko says: ‘There 
has been no question that we have now a completely different 
interface with China than we had before. For us, the immediate 
short-term opportunity is to help Chinese companies, most of 
whom are developing some kind of Africa strategy.’15

This series of ‘firsts’ has taken Jacko Maree well into the 
discomfort zone.

Like many other CEOs, his intellect distinguishes him, but more 
than that, he is quite simply a happy man. He has a healthy, 
rosy complexion and he smiles most of the time. He loves 
engaging in debate and he has a clear and certain view of the 
world that he communicates easily. He is dedicated to Standard 
Bank and employees respect him. Jacko answers question after 
question; he is relaxed, warm and affable, but you can hear the 
sharp intellect that whirrs just underneath. Over 10 years as 
CEO has given him plenty of practice with these events. 

The diversity in the room is unexpected at this senior level, 
where often organisations find the room full of executives that 
represent only the country of origin.16 Here we have South 
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Africans, Argentinians, Russians, English and Nigerians among 
others. The questions probe thick and fast: why this investment, 
why that move, what did that decision mean? It’s not just that 
he’s comfortable under this quickfire onslaught; this is how he 
thinks about the business.

I recall his words from one of our many conversations over 
three years of working together. ‘Often I don’t know where I am 
going. Being comfortable in discomfort is a critical dimension 
for a leader. There is lots of grey, lots of ways to solve a 
problem, often no one way is right. You live with the problem 
for a while. Most people can’t deal with this, they are always 
looking for THE answer. You are checking your gut feel, if it 
fits with the company, getting other inputs. You need self-
confidence to be comfortable here. I was a mathematician. This 
has come to me with maturity.’ 

What is comfortable in discomfort?

Let’s unpeel some of the layers here. Jacko thinks being 
comfortable in discomfort is a critical dimension for a leader, so 
that’s a big tick for the concept itself. He is also, unknowingly, 
laying out some of its foundations that are found in more detail 
in this chapter. He tells us that he doesn’t always know where 
he is going and he has to live with the uncertainty. How does 
that sit with the leader’s job of having a vision and giving the 
organisation direction? Especially if he’s right and most people 
can’t live with the uncertainty, they need to hear the answer 
(from him) straight away. He thinks that there’s lots of grey and 
not one right answer. 

Jacko’s first degree was in economics, accountancy and 
mathematics. So he explains that he has grown into this way 
of thinking over the years. You can imagine that a young 
mathematician might not have been so comfortable with the 
possibility of multiple potential answers. That’s a big shift 
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in thinking. And what’s he doing while he’s living with the 
uncertainty? He’s checking out the feel of the thing. Not the facts, 
not the data, but the feel. How well does it sit with his instincts? 
What do others think? Does it work with the way the organisation 
does business now, or should it change its approach?

The metaphor is a traveller

If you think about it, it’s a bit like being a traveller. You have a 
destination in mind, but you’re not quite sure what it is like or 
how the journey will be. Sometimes the bed (or the campsite, or 
plane) isn’t as comfortable as you might have expected – but it’s 
an adventure, so you live with it. And the more you travel, just 
like Jacko, the more comfortable you get with the unexpected. 

Books on management will tell you that managers are paid to 
take decisions.17 Early in their careers, they are rewarded for 
crunching the data, analysing the pros and cons, presenting 
the case and making the call. Yes or no. In fact, most MBA 
courses emphasise the importance of decisiveness (they even 
have courses on decision theory). If you can’t decide, you are 
deemed to suffer from ‘analysis paralysis’ – and that is seen as a 
disadvantage. 

What we hear from Jacko is that leaders are sometimes paid for 
the opposite; not deciding immediately, so they may delay a 
decision even though, on the face of it, there is enough data to 
decide. It’s not analysis paralysis – they could call it, but they 
consciously take the decision to delay. Something about the 
timing just doesn’t feel right, or maybe stakeholders haven’t 
had a chance to buy in, or they sense something else in the 
wind that has to be allowed to play itself out first. And they can 
withstand the pressure to move to a conclusion.

Interestingly, this way of thinking is also about the opposite. It’s 
also about being able to decide despite there being insufficient 
data to make the decision clear cut. 
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As executives become more senior the decisions get bigger and 
more complex. Sometimes there is insufficient information, but 
if you wait until you have all the data the decision will never 
be made. Globalisation has brought with it giant organisations 
that outrank small and medium-sized national governments 
in revenue and power. The way forwards is often unclear and 
strategic thinking, which we should re-title ‘the ability to peer 
through fog’, has replaced strategic planning, because there are 
just too many variables in play. 

 if you wait until you have all the data the decision 
will never be made

Leaders are paid to make judgements

Managers are paid to take decisions. Leaders are paid to make 
judgements. Can you hold the tension?

There are five aspects to comfortable in discomfort. 

The first is that, as a leader, sometimes you will have to operate 
in a grey area, where you may not have all the data you need to 
take a decision. It’s about instinct and speed – but it’s not about 
assuming that the future will be the same as the past. 

Second, you need to learn to love ambiguity – today we live in 
a ‘yes, and’ world, rather than an ‘either-or’ world. 

The third idea is that, paradoxically, sometimes it’s about 
delaying a decision – keeping an open mind. Whether you have 
enough data or not, the timing of the decision has to be right 
and sometimes this means keeping a decision open, even when 
others are urging you to decide. 

Fourth, you need to be comfortable with surprising people from 
time to time – you won’t always be predictable. 
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And lastly, despite all the uncertainty, you have to be able to 
explain your decisions in a way that makes sense to others, 
even though the logic may not even be clear to you. Your 
followers need a sense of direction and purpose.

Let’s start with what it feels like to take decisions when you 
know you don’t have as many facts as you would like.

Living with grey 

Let’s check back in with our former CEO and now seasoned 
Chairman, Dennis Nally, from Chapter 1. What does he think 
about the role of facts in decision-making at the top? ‘Today, 
you make a left turn, a right turn, you don’t know the route, but 
I have to take a decision or I will fall behind. I am not 100 per 
cent right all the time. Often you can’t take the time to do all 
the analysis. You can be informed and thoughtful but you don’t 
have all the facts. This puts risk into the thought process. You 
can analyse nine ways to Sunday, but you don’t have time and 
the world is too complicated.’ 

You may not have all the facts

Think about what Dennis just said. The first proposition is that 
you may not have all the facts. Imagine the situation where 
you decide to set up in, well, let’s stick with China, for the 
first time. You can scope the decision so that you reduce the 
uncertainty as much as possible. You can buy market data 
reports, you can hire locals with special insight, you can run 
trials, but you will never have all the information you need. 
Let’s take a real example. More than one company trying to 
enter China has found that litigation becomes part of doing 
business there – but if you win the court battle you can lose 
the market war. What does this mean? If the court finds in your 
favour, the government is then, paradoxically for a Western 
mind, likely to be even stricter in its dealings with you to 
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avoid any stigma of favouritism. This is not something you can 
predict or build into a decision tree. It’s unexpected, counter-
intuitive and real in its impact.

The Rio Tinto story

Tom Albanese became CEO of the mining giant Rio Tinto in 
May 2007. In his short, but turbulent, time as CEO, he has 
often found himself in a situation where he did not have all 
the facts. Founded in 1873, Rio Tinto is now one of the four 
largest mining companies in the world. Tom’s first three years 
as CEO were eventful, to say the least. Within a month of taking 
the job, he started the process of acquiring Alcan, the Canadian 
aluminium company as big as Rio Tinto itself at that time. As 
the world moved into recession, streamlining the assets of the 
co-joined companies to reduce debt became a priority. (In the 
commodities business, any downturn has immediate impact – 
business falls off the cliff.) BHP Billiton then launched a hostile 
takeover, a campaign that would last an exhausting year before 
being dropped towards the end of 2008. In 2009, the Chinese 
government-owned resources group Chinalco (already a major 
shareholder in Rio Tinto) started talks to take a bigger stake. 
In the same year, four Rio Tinto employees were arrested in 
Shanghai accused of corruption and espionage. In terms of CEO 
induction, this has to rank as one of the most challenging series 
of events – a CEO boot camp.

As we build up a picture of the character of the leader, it is 
unsurprising to note that Tom is dedicated to Rio Tinto and, 
luckily for him, an optimist with a sound constitution. How 
else would he deal with such enormous levels of uncertainty 
with equanimity? He comments: ‘The toughest decisions are 
where you have the least amount of data. For example, the 
decision to get closer to China as a strategic relationship – you 
can’t put that on a spreadsheet.’ So he makes the point that, in 
big strategic decisions, there are some investments to be made 
that are unquantifiable. 
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Tom continues: ‘We muddle accuracy and precision; accuracy 

is getting the right answer, precision is getting the numbers in 

the cash flow model right, to the decimal point. The system 

drives towards precision, but from the CEO perspective, the 

information only gets you to solve one part of the puzzle.’ This 

is a very helpful distinction. Don’t confuse figures (which can 

be calculated with apparent accuracy) with the right answer. 

There is broader information to be taken into account. If you let 

the data that you can collect drive the decision, you may end 

up driving in the wrong direction.

You can’t wait

Back to Dennis Nally. His second proposition is that, even if 

you could get hold of all the data, you just don’t have the time. 

The world is moving too fast to wait for you to get comfortable. 

Don’t sit and wait while others overtake you, live with the 

discomfort and make the call.

Sometimes executives cling to the data because it gives them 

comfort. In an uncertain world, it adds up, when nothing else 

may do. Here’s an example. In a meeting with the executive 

group of a multinational company in the late 1990s, I heard 

that their economic performance compared with their global 

competition was dire. Their return on investment was running 

at about 19 per cent compared with the competition’s 30 to 35 

per cent range. We were trying to help them see the disparity, to 

create the legendary ‘burning platform for change’. They didn’t 

even believe that the platform was smouldering. The executives 

fixated on the analysis of 19 per cent and spent a large part 

of the meeting arguing about whether, in fact, it should be 20 

per cent. They were clinging myopically to unreality and were 

frozen into inaction. The following year, their industry ranking 

plummeted – it was a dramatic fall. Only in crisis were they 

goaded into action.
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Dennis’s third proposition echoes Jacko Maree’s. You may not 
know where you are going, or even if you do know where you 
are going, you don’t know how to get there. You don’t know 
where and you don’t know how, but you have an instinct 
around ‘what’. This was a theme that was repeated by the 
leaders over and over again. 

It’s about instinct

One leader had a particularly forthright view about the 
usefulness of facts in big, complex, strategic decisions. For 
this individual, while it’s about balanced risk, it’s also about 
instinct – and instinct that builds the business for the long run, 
not the short haul. ‘It’s not about a 22 per cent internal rate of 
return, that may get you through to the next quarter, or even 
the quarter after, but then you are gone. You have to build the 
business for the longer term, not just rely on measuring short-
term results, or you will be caught out by the business cycle. 
You have to recognise that there is no truth or objectivity in 
what you do as a manager. Sometimes if the data tells you it’s 
49/51, screw it, we’ll take the 49!’

The past is not a good predictor of the future

It’s time to meet another leader. We came across Paul Thurston 
briefly in Chapter 2. Paul is a Group Managing Director with 
the HSBC banking Group, and Chief Executive, HSBC Retail 
Banking and Wealth Management. Paul has responsibility for 
HSBC’s consumer and commercial banking businesses in the 
UK. He has 35 years’ experience in the banking industry with 
the HSBC Group, both in the UK and around the world. He is 
known for three things: strategic leadership; getting (big) stuff 
done; and a passion for developing people. He has absolute 
strategic clarity. He can step back and look at the business and 
know what it needs. And for him, developing people to enable 
them to move the business forward is top and centre of his 
agenda. He is masterful at gaining buy-in through the way he 
engages with people. 
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‘You have to be comfortable operating in discomfort. Most of 
the decisions that I make are in areas of uncertainty that don’t 
have easily discernible, guaranteed, right or wrong answers. 
You won’t find answers in policies or rule books. If it were that 
easy someone else would already have made the decision. And 
in a changing world, the past is not always a good predictor of 
the future, so you can’t simply rely on historical evidence.’ 

We hear a similar but different theme. Paul is counselling 

against building a picture of the future based on what has 

happened in the past. He almost seems to be telling us to expect 

the unexpected. So in the absence of data, don’t be tempted to 

expect a straight line move from where you are today. It might 

make you comfortable, but it’s unlikely to keep you successful. 

And again there is that refrain about not necessarily knowing 

where you are going, uncertainty about how you are going to get 

there – but knowing what the enterprise needs to be. 

 don’t be tempted to expect a straight line move 
from where you are today

Think about your own leadership for a moment. Do you find 

yourself extrapolating next year’s revenue from this year’s 

figures? Is what you call strategic planning more like budgeting 

in reality? Do you spend time thinking about what your 

organisation needs to become, rather than extending current 

reality into the future? Can you learn to love ambiguity?

Learn to love ambiguity 

‘We are good at execution, but we are not good enough in 
dealing with super flux.’ This quote from a Group Head of 
Human Resources says it all. She was commenting on the need 
to develop the talent in her organisation to be better at dealing 
with the huge amounts of change hitting the business. Today’s 
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world is about major and unexpected shifts in the tectonic 
plates of business. We need to be able to keep our balance and 
to stay upright.

In the previous section we talked about letting go of the 
spurious comfort that data can provide. Data can lock you 
into complacency – ‘we’re no worse than anyone else’. Facts 
can give you a false sense of security. While the game changes 
around you, if you continue to measure your success by looking 
at the old way of doing business, you will eventually fail. There 
is also a personal side to this. You personally need to be able to 
live with the ambiguity.

One CEO talked about living not just with grey, but with shades 
of grey. In addition, he offered this advice. ‘Live with shades of 
grey successfully and you move up higher than those who can’t. 
There is greater ambiguity the higher up the chain you go, it can 
be 51/49, so data alone doesn’t decide. You take the decision 
and there is tension in it that you have to absorb and can’t pass 
on. Eat the uncertainty.’

The discomfort stops with you

What does this advice tell us? We hear the familiar theme of 
insufficient facts, but we also hear the idea that personal success 
can depend upon how well we can live with the discomfort that 
uncertainty brings. And there’s more. The counsel is to ‘eat the 
uncertainty’. That means that the ambiguity and uncertainty sit 
inside you and that you don’t pass them on. You live with the 
ambiguity and any tension you feel doesn’t transmit itself to 
others. For the people who follow you, you look comfortable in 
the situation and so they in turn feel comfortable to follow you. 
Coping with the ambiguity is one thing, but wouldn’t it be great if 
you could actually relish and enjoy it?
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It’s worth pausing here to ask yourself a few more questions. 

[[ How well do you cope with ambiguous situations? 

[[ Can you tolerate the tension and uncertainty that comes with 
situations that span shades of grey? 

[[ Do you value control too much to be able to be flexible? 

[[ Can you see that, as a leader of leaders, you are out of control, 
while in command? 

It’s a ‘yes, and’ world

It has been unfashionable recently to talk about the intellectual 
horsepower it takes to lead an enterprise, but it is clear that 
you have to be pretty smart to handle the complexity of the 
job, especially in a global context. Recall from the start of this 
chapter that executives in general have well above average IQs 
(getting up to around 135 for the chief executive) and so have a 
huge capacity for analysis. You need to deal with large amounts 
of data and competing concepts. You have to be able to hold 
two opposing ideas in your head at the same time. Gone are 
the days where you could solve a problem for a single ‘answer’ 
– as a leader, you are continually faced with ‘and’ issues that 
you have to work through. You know many of these well, for 
example, profit and growth; short-term quarterly results and 
long-term investment. The simple truth is that you have to 
handle an increasing amount of cognitive complexity. 

As the leader, you execute very little; others do that for you. 
You can only guide and hope to do so in a way that makes it 
work. And you have to live with the resulting ambiguity.

 as the leader, you execute very little; others do 
that for you 
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Encourage from the sidelines

One CEO, who has run countries and territories for a technology 
company all over the world, explained how he settled the 
question for himself. ‘I am more strategic myself now and 
coach my people to execute like I used to. The paradox is that 
the more senior I become, the more I step out rather than step 
in. If I step in I will be a block; operating from the edge I am a 
catalyst and must ask the right questions.’ 

Let’s be clear about what he is saying. The more senior you 
become, the more you rely on others to execute. This is a big 
step into uncertainty. Rather than acting yourself (and your 
track record shows that you are good at getting stuff done), you 
have to make space for others to execute on your behalf. Your 
role moves from the comfort of doing a good job yourself, to 
encouraging and steering the action from the sidelines. You are 
accountable for more, but in control of less. It’s a bit like being a 
basketball coach. You are committed to winning and you give it 
your all – but you don’t get to touch the ball once.

Can you learn it?

Suppose you are high on control and like structure more 
than free flow. Can you change and learn to become more 
comfortable with ambiguity? Jasmine Whitbread from Save the 
Children thinks so. ‘I talk of the years I spent at Thompson as 
formative in my career. My boss was like that; in technology, 
we made it up as we went along. I feel fortunate because I 
am comfortable in uncertainty and was allowed to welcome 
ambiguity – this can be taught and facilitated.’

The point she’s making is that you can learn to be more 
comfortable with ambiguity and that a good boss, who gives 
you leeway, can help.18 So if you don’t feel so comfortable here, 
think how you can develop this further. Can your boss help? 
And as a boss yourself, how can you help others to be more at 
ease with uncertainty?
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Don’t close down too early 

So far the idea has been about reaching a judgement without 
definitive support from the data and then living with the 
uncertainty this creates. As one Chairman put it, ‘If the data is 
so smart, it can have the seat on the Board!’ 

But sometimes it’s about NOT deciding. Let’s reflect on 
something that Jacko Maree said earlier. ‘You live with the 
problem for a while. Most people can’t deal with this, they are 
always looking for THE answer.’

One refrain over the years, in hours and hours of classroom 
discussion, has been about this tension. Mid-level executives 
will exclaim ‘Why can’t they just tell us where we are going 
and what we need to do! Then we would be able to get on and 
execute against it.’ ‘They’ in this sentence means the CEO and 
the Executive Committee. Very senior executives have a slightly 
different refrain, about the same ‘they’. ‘Why can’t they just be 
clearer about the strategy?’ Why, indeed?

It’s very complicated

Imagine yourself in the following situation. This is a real, but 
disguised situation (and it’s not the Standard Bank story). As 
business moves east, you have decided to invest in China. 
This is the coming trend. Before the 2008 global recession, 
the emerging economies were growing much faster than the 
developed ones and in 2010, they were recovering faster. 
The business proposition is attractive. Your executives now 
understand that investing in China is part of the company’s core 
strategy. It will not be clear to them exactly what this means or 
how it will be achieved. 

You have decided that the best way to be welcomed into 
the market is to accept a large shareholding from a Chinese 
company. This will give you superior access to limited local 
resources in China and access to opportunities not afforded 

M03_MELL4184_01_SE_C03.indd   65 15/03/2011   15:07



IN
SI

D
E 

TH
E 

LE
A

D
ER

’S
 M

IN
D

66

to other foreign companies. Your Western shareholders are 
anxious about this investment, because they see it diluting the 
value of their shareholding and are also worried about what it 
means for how the company will be run in the future. 

You have the opportunity to invest in a big project jointly with 
your Chinese investor, but you are uncertain whether this is 
a good idea. This has to be handled delicately, because the 
Chinese do not want to lose face. Meanwhile, the government 
in your home country starts threatening to pass legislation, 
because they don’t want to ‘lose’ you to China. At the same 
time, you can see parallel opportunities for a big joint deal with 
one of your biggest competitors. You can probably handle the 
complexity of one complicated deal, but maybe not both at the 
same time. What should you do?

The timing has to be right

Well, what you shouldn’t do is rush to close any decision! 
Maybe the deals can be achieved in parallel, or maybe one 
has to be chosen over another. There are big stakes for both 
governments involved and you have to work out how they 
might react to either or both deals. You also know that your 
phone is being tapped and so you have to be very cautious. 
There are delicate private and public negotiations to be done. 
This is the real world of uncertainty that CEOs inhabit. Being 
decisive is still a good thing – just not always immediately. You 
have to get the timing right.

People decisions are the hardest

Let’s take another example where the stakes are equally high, 
but it’s a people decision that is at stake. These are some of the 
most difficult decisions19 that CEOs grapple with – who to keep 
on the team, who doesn’t fit, the most likely successors and 
how to develop them. It’s not just a question of scarce talent, 
although that features prominently. It’s also that the talent 
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may or may not be loyal, may have specific foibles that need 
attention, and will almost certainly have strong views about 
what they will and won’t do. 

In conversation with one leader, it was apparent that he had 
in mind a slot that he considered a promotion and a big signal 
to the organisation. The individual he wanted to move had a 
different view – he had to be persuaded to take it. It’s a difficult 
juggling act.

In this new scenario, as CEO you want to undertake a major 
restructuring of the business. This will not only signal to the 
markets and to your employees that you are moving from a 
regional to a global player, it will also turn the business model 
on its head. You need to persuade one very senior executive to 
take on a new global role. The challenge is that your executive 
is suspicious about the move. He sees it as a lateral move, 
while you believe that it is a step up. It puts him in a different 
relationship with his peers, who also have to be persuaded to 
see this as an important move, not a sideways step. The reality 
is that, if this executive performs well in the global role, he will 
slowly rise to become more important than his regional peers. 
A further complication is that his successor is not completely 
ready to take over. More than that, the Group CEO needs to buy 
into the restructuring and a whole slew of company policies 
need to change to match the emerging global model.

There are lots of stakeholders

What does our executive say? ‘I go into it with a bit of angst. 
This is a game-changing move for us.’ It’s also one that doesn’t 
happen fast. Many stakeholders need to buy into the decision in 
parallel. Although the CEO may have a plan, he is ready to flex 
it if something unexpected happens. He is not closing down 
or announcing the central decision until he has positioned the 
move for success.
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Can you think about what this means for you? You have a 
favoured route you see ahead, but you can’t close down on the 
options. If you do, you could offend key stakeholders or lose 
key constituents. It’s like a good game of chess – you can’t move 
too early. Can you live with an open-ended situation, or do you 
find yourself moving to close down the uncertainty? As Jacko 
challenges us, can you live with the problem for a while?

 can you live with the problem for a while?

So far, we have looked at three aspects of comfortable in 
discomfort. As a leader, you need to live with grey and shades 
of grey, because in big, complex decisions, it’s highly unlikely 
that you will be able to get hold of all the information that you 
need. You need to be comfortable with ambiguity because it’s a 
mistake to pass on any of the tension you may be feeling while 
you delay. Followers need to feel sure that you are delaying 
for a reason, not prevaricating. And you have to get the timing 
right. Sometimes you don’t want to decide, even if you have all 
the information that you need, because you sense that it’s the 
wrong time to make a move.

The next section is very new. Leaders get a lot of advice about 
being clear and over-communicating to get their point across. 
Sometimes, it’s about the opposite – it’s about surprising 
people. It’s about not being predictable.

The power of surprise

Let’s pause and think about how this must feel to followers. 
Few people have the confidence to ‘eat the uncertainty’ and not 
to pass the tension on to others. The leaders we admire seem to 
be at ease with the job, however big and challenging. When we 
are uncertain, they are available for a conversation, or to take 
part in a town hall meeting or a video conference to reassure us. 
We follow them because they seem to know what they are doing 
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and we think they are good at the job. We listen carefully to 
their messages, watch their behaviour and gain assurance from 
this. We form a view of where we are headed next. So a big part 
of their job is about reassurance and giving followers certainty.

But that’s only part of the story.

Be unexpected

Paul Thurston has a view on this. ‘Part of leadership is being 
consistent but retaining the ability to come out with the 
unexpected at the same time. It’s about the power of surprise. 
True leaders will take the conversation in a different direction 
– to take us to a new level – we got here, so now we are moving 
on. They constantly take you forwards. They are never satisfied 
with themselves – you can’t read or anticipate them.’

So being comfortable with discomfort also means being ready 
to make the unexpected move, a lateral arabesque that no-one 
expects. 

As you hold the tension and live with the grey, as you pause 
before you decide – suddenly a new opportunity presents itself. 
Or you see a different combination of events that could move 
you in an unexpected direction. And you are happy to go there. 
To the rest of the world, it can feel like a surprise. The whole 
idea of a strategy that gets you from A to B is turned on its head, 
as the strategy may get you from A to L instead, with a curve 
back to D.

A lateral arabesque20

In Chapter 6 we will hear Richard Fleck’s story – this is by way 
of a prequel. Richard was, until 2005, a lead partner at Herbert 
Smith, the law firm. He is widely credited with taking Herbert 
Smith international, from a strong UK base. He has surprised 
people throughout his career, from proposing counter-intuitive 
strategic moves (going into Russia in 1998, just as everyone 
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else was leaving) to unexpected manoeuvres in litigation. One 
partner practically exploded with frustration when he pulled 
off a coup that she had not foreseen despite many hours of 
preparation. On another occasion, his whole litigation team 
(including Counsel) signed a letter advising him that it would be 
negligent if he didn’t adopt a particular legal tactic – he didn’t 
and the result was an amazing legal victory. People don’t get so 
surprised or indignant today when Richard makes a counter-
intuitive move, because they know it is likely to be successful.

Richard says: ‘This comes from totally immersing yourself 
in a situation, so that your antennae can pick up things that 
logical analysis doesn’t expose. I will never do an important 
negotiation by video, because I want to be able to pick up 
intangible facets through the dynamics in the room.’ 

‘If you are genuinely leading, you are by definition on an 
uncertain journey. As a leader you cannot worry about doing 
what everybody else is doing. That is not leadership, that is a 
herd mentality.’ 

Richard is attributing his capacity to surprise people, to take 
the unexpected direction, to a deep intuition grounded in 
immersion – essentially doing lots of homework and then 
carefully observing the dynamics in the room. And to not 
worrying about adopting a different point of view – as a leader, 
his view is that you should expect your ideas to be different 
and unusual.

It’s not about poor communications

The lateral arabesque has to be intentional. The power of 
surprise should feel to followers like an unexpected yet 
interesting proposition that they had not foreseen. A creative 
opportunity that they had not spotted. It should not be the result 
of poor communication. One CEO said: ‘I was warned that I am 
cleverer than most people and I go straight to the conclusion 
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without walking people through it stepwise, so I come across as 
arrogant.’ There then followed a story about how you can’t act in 
this way even with your peers, because they also need to follow 
you and support you as you take on the unknown.

But the point is clear. This is not about being a poor 
communicator – after all, you need them to come with you. 
Instead, it’s a bit like reading the tea leaves in the bottom of 
a cup (or maybe the grounds of coffee) and seeing a different 
picture than most others can see. And it’s about doing this on a 
regular basis. As Paul says, good leaders constantly move you 
forwards. Just at the point when everyone else is just getting to 
grips with something new, they are ready to move on again.

 good leaders see a different picture than most 
others can see

Are we talking about creativity here? Maybe. Or perhaps it’s 
experience, or the ability to see emergent themes or read weak 
signals. Maybe it’s a combination of all of them. What we 
know is that the underpinning is how you think. If you are 
comfortable in discomfort, you will not always be predictable, 
because you will be comfortable in embracing the unexpected.

The final aspect to this way of thinking is about trying to signal 
the future direction, even when it is grey and unclear.

The vision thing 

This wouldn’t be a book on leadership if it didn’t contain this 
word, would it? 

We know that leaders hold up a vision to give a sense of 
direction, to seek alignment and to stop daily squabbles by 
providing a goal that is bigger than individual concerns. The 
paradox here is that you still have to hold up a vision, even if 
you don’t know exactly where you’re going. But think about it. 
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Isn’t one of the reasons that executives complain about lack of 
clarity in the strategy that the CEO is not always sure what is 
coming next? And only the good ones can make apparent order 
appear out of chaos. 

Let’s take an example. Here is Paul Thurston again: ‘You have 
to be comfortable dealing with a lot of the unknown yourself 
and at the same time be able to provide coherent leadership to 
your business and all of its stakeholders. Having a clear vision 
enables you to engage your stakeholders in that vision and 
helps you to gain support for the decisions you make along the 
way. You have to have clarity of vision for the enterprise.’ 

This is complicated, so let’s be clear what Paul is saying. As a 
leader, you face a lot of uncertainty. You also have to manage 
the many and divergent views of a variety of stakeholders. A 
stakeholder is literally anyone who has a stake, or interest, in 
the outcome of your work. For a business, typical stakeholders 
among others would be shareholders, employees and local 
communities where you are based.21 For a charity, they might 
be volunteers, the individuals or organisations that the charity 
supports and employees. These stakeholders will all have an 
opinion about how you are organised and what you do. And it 
is unlikely that they will agree amongst themselves what this 
should look like.

Despite the fact that you are trying to move forwards, but 
not always sure exactly where, and despite the fact that your 
stakeholders want different things from you, you still need to 
compile a credible and coherent story about where you are 
headed. You need to hold up an exciting picture of the future to 
engage others along the way.

A 102-year vision

The Alibaba Group, an e-commerce company that has its own 
version of an online payment system, is now larger than PayPal 
in terms of global users. It was started in 1999, established by 
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18 founders, led by Jack Ma (now Chairman and CEO) working 
out of an apartment in Hangzhou, in the Yangtze River Delta 
and just over 100 miles from Shanghai. It now has 18,000 
employees in more than 50 cities throughout the world. 

Alibaba’s operations include Taobao, the largest online retail 
site in China with 82 per cent of the domestic online consumer 
market; Alipay, China’s leading online payment platform; 
Alibaba Cloud Computing; and China Yahoo, acquired in 
October 2005 in a strategic deal with Yahoo!.

Alibaba.com remains the founding star of the Alibaba Group. It 
is built around three marketplaces: a global trade marketplace 
for importers and exporters, a marketplace for domestic trade 
in China and a Japanese marketplace. These marketplaces have 
more than 47 million registered users drawn from over 240 
countries. Alibaba.com was floated on the Hong Kong Stock 
Exchange in 2007. Its initial public offering was worth $1.7 
billion and it was the biggest Internet IPO since Google’s arrival 
on the NASDAQ in 2004. 

David Wei became Alibaba.com’s chief executive in October 
2007 after joining the Alibaba Group a year earlier. He is robust 
about the importance of holding up a 102-year vision for the 
Group. ‘We really truly believe [in the timeline], and we count 
how many years we have to survive,’ he says. ‘For Alibaba, it’s 
a vision-driven strategy. It’s what happens in 5 years’ time or 10 
years’ time. That’s all we think about.’

Leadership is full of paradoxes. This one requires the leader to 
hold up a coherent picture of the future, when it isn’t clear at all.

Imposter syndrome

Another paradox is that you need to look confident – that’s 
why we follow you – but at the same time you have to live with 
all this uncertainty. Let’s think about what this means. Your 
ambition got you the job, but now that you’ve arrived, it’s all a 
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lot more difficult than it looked from the outside. And you are 
still just you, but having to handle a whole lot more complexity 
than you have before. As you reach inside yourself to find the 
resources, it’s not surprising that you feel more vulnerable than 
you ever have in the past. You feel like an imposter,22 playing 
in the leader’s role. 

Blair Sheppard is the Dean of Duke University’s Fuqua School 
of Business. He is also the former CEO and current Chairman of 
Duke Corporate Education. Blair is an innovator and a constant 
source of surprise. He always has a smile on his face and takes 
time for a conversation with everyone, from the janitor to the 
CEO. He cares genuinely for people and they love to follow 
him because he takes time to ask each individual how they are 
doing and to try and make their job a little better through each 
conversation. 

Blair’s reflection on leadership is ‘you drove like crazy to get 
here and then you feel like the emperor with no clothes’. Because 
it’s still just you, only now you are wearing the leader’s suit. 
If you’ve seen the 2010 film The Special Relationship, which 
dramatises former UK Prime Minister Tony Blair’s term in 
office from 1997 to 2007, you may recall the advice that former 
US President Bill Clinton is supposed to have given to Blair. He 
effectively told Blair that he should expect to feel completely 
overwhelmed by achieving the position of Prime Minister.  
However many years he has spent in preparation will not 
actually help him once he arrives. All the briefing and advice 
will have been about how to land the job – not about how to 
execute the job. 

It’s just the same for the leader. Getting the job and doing the 
job are two different things. It’s common to feel uncertain once 
you are in place.
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There is no ‘right’ answer

Leaders feel vulnerable. So if, inside, you sometimes find 
yourself thinking ‘it’s only me, I’ll be found out soon enough’ – 
don’t worry, you are in good company. Remember what Ronnie 
Leten, the CEO of Atlas Copco, told us in Chapter 2? ‘If the 
business isn’t going well, you question yourself – is it me, or us?’ 

You need to accept that you will make the wrong decision from 
time to time and that you need to look confident despite this. 
In reality, in the complexity of today’s global jungle, there is 
no one right way. There is a multiplicity of routes you could 
choose. The important thing is that whatever route you choose, 
when you set off, as you look over your shoulder, you see that 
people are actually following you. Many a ‘right’ decision has 
failed because no-one wanted to follow the leader.

 it’s your job to be a convincing leader, whatever 
you feel like inside

It’s not your job to be right all the time. It’s your job to be a 
convincing leader, whatever you feel like inside.

By the way, if you are trying to manage upwards23 with your 
CEO, it’s a good idea to remember how vulnerable he or she 
might really be feeling. Be kind – and supportive. Understand 
that they don’t have all the answers. When we put the leader on 
a pedestal, we aren’t helping them to be as effective as we need 
them to be.

What if you don’t think like this?

On a personal level, if you feel the tension and can’t contain 
it, you will lose the loyalty of followers. Either they will try to 
avoid you, because of the tension you create, or they will lack 
confidence in your ability to steward them.
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But there are bigger governance issues. If the Board to which 
the CEO reports is not comfortable in discomfort then there is 
the possibility for a dispute. If the Board needs facts, data and 
all the analysis before it will approve any decision, then its 
members are unlikely to approve a decision taken by the CEO 
based on this way of thinking. They will be looking for data and 
the CEO will tell them that there is insufficient. The CEO may 
push for a decision now, because to delay would mean falling 
behind, but they will want to wait until more facts are available. 
They will think that the CEO is ill-prepared. The CEO will 
think that they are moving too slowly and the enterprise may 
miss the moment of opportunity. 

I wonder how many CEOs have lost their job through a dispute 
like this? (Or maybe it was the chair of the Board who lost out.) 
It would be interesting to re-visit some boardroom battles with 
this lens.

A final thought

Let’s give the last word to an executive. A global world means that 
negotiations or important deals often take place by video or phone 
conference during the night. One leader, on one such call at 3 a.m., told 
the other side that, unless they hung up and called back at 3.45 a.m. 
with an agreed way forward, he was going to court to put the company 
into liquidation at 7 a.m. After much consternation and bluster (‘that’s 
a bit strong, isn’t it?’), they called back at 3.45 a.m., in agreement. 
This leader’s comment was: ‘I can’t remember the last time I wasn’t 
“discomfortable”.’
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Developing comfortable in discomfort thinking:
self assessment

As you reflect back on the ideas in this chapter, consider the 
following questions honestly for yourself:

[[ Can you live with grey, rather than the immediate certainty of a 
black and white answer? Can you call it even when the data  
isn’t there?

[[ Can you learn to love ambiguity? Can you move forward 
effectively in ambiguity and not become frozen by uncertainty or 
driven to repeat earlier routines?

[[ Can you resist the temptation to close down the debate and 
decide? Can you hold back and stop yourself from driving to a 
conclusion? Can you create and hold the tension to reach a  
better answer? 

[[ Can you retain the power of surprise? Can you hold your mind 
open to new ideas and change direction in a way that creates 
more value?

[[ Can you hold up and speak to an exciting future vision, even if the 
way forward isn’t crystal clear? Can you hold your own vulnerability 
in check so that others have the courage to follow you?

As a leader, there will never be enough clarity, you often won’t know 
the exact right next step for the enterprise, your decisions may be 
flawed and you will make mistakes. Yet, if you can think in this way, 
you will be able to make a good decision in the moment, without all 
the data. Or you will be able to delay taking a decision, even with all 
the information available to you, to get the timing right. 

You won’t be driven by the data. You will be in the driving seat.
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