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Each stage of leadership brings new crises and challenges. They’re 

wrenching—but knowing what to expect can help you get through 

them.

 

My initial plunge into leadership came during
World War II. I was a lieutenant in the infan-
try, 19 years old, and scared out of my wits. My
orders were to assume command of a platoon
on the front lines in Belgium. I arrived in the
middle of the night, when most of the men
were asleep. The platoon had taken up resi-
dence in a bombed-out shell of a house. I was
led into the kitchen by the platoon’s runner,
and he offered me a bench to sleep on. In-
stead, I put my sleeping bag on the floor, next
to the rest of the men. Not that I slept. I lay
awake all night, listening to the bombs ex-
plode. I was as green as can be and knew little
about command—or the world, for that mat-
ter. When the others in the house began to
stir, I heard one sergeant ask another, “Who’s
that?” “That’s our new platoon leader,” the
man answered. And the sergeant said, “Good.
We can use him.”

Without realizing it, without having any
idea what was the right thing to do, I had
made a good first move. My entry had been
low-key. I hadn’t come in with my new com-

mission blazing. In fact, I pretended to go to
sleep on the floor. As a result, without drawing
attention to myself, I learned something im-
portant about the men I would be leading. I
learned that they needed me—or, at least, they
needed the person they would subsequently
teach me to be. And teach me they did. Over
the next few weeks in Belgium, my men, who
had already seen combat, kept me alive. They
also taught me how to lead, often by example.
The sergeant who had greeted my arrival with
approval became my lifeline, quite literally,
teaching me such essential skills as how to ride
through a war zone without getting blown up.

While few business leaders need worry
about being blown up, my experience in Bel-
gium was in many ways typical of first leader-
ship experiences anywhere. I was coming into
an existing organization where emotions ran
high, relationships had been established, and
the members of the organization harbored ex-
pectations of me that I was not yet fully aware
of. My new followers were watching me, to see
if and how I would measure up. Every new
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leader faces the misgivings, misperceptions,
and the personal needs and agendas of those
who are to be led. To underestimate the im-
portance of your first moves is to invite disas-
ter. The critical entry is one of a number of
passages—each of which has an element of
personal crisis—that every leader must go
through at some point in the course of a ca-
reer. Business school doesn’t prepare you for
these crises, and they can be utterly wrench-
ing. But they offer powerful lessons as well.

Shakespeare, who seems to have learned
more every time I read him, spoke of the seven
ages of man. A leader’s life has seven ages as
well, and, in many ways, they parallel those
Shakespeare describes in 

 

As You Like It

 

. To
paraphrase, these stages can be described as in-
fant, schoolboy, lover, soldier, general, states-
man, and sage. One way to learn about leader-
ship is to look at each of these developmental
stages and consider the issues and crises that
are typical of each.

I can’t offer advice on how to avoid these
crises because many are inevitable. Nor would
I necessarily recommend that you avoid them,
since dealing with the challenges of each stage
prepares you for the next. But knowing what
to expect can help the leader survive and, with
luck, come through stronger and more confi-
dent. And so first to the leader on the verge—
Shakespeare’s infant, “mewling…in the nurse’s
arms.”

 

The Infant Executive

 

For the young man or woman on the brink of
becoming a leader, the world that lies ahead is
a mysterious, even frightening place. Few re-
sort to mewling, but many wish they had the
corporate equivalent of a nurse, someone to
help them solve problems and ease the painful
transition. Instead, the fortunate neophyte
leader has a mentor, a concept that has its ori-
gins in Greek mythology. When Odysseus was
about to go off to war, the goddess Athena cre-
ated Mentor to watch over the hero’s beloved
son, Telemachus. The fact that Mentor had
the attributes of both man and woman hints
at the richness and complexity of the relation-
ship, suggesting a deeper bond than that of
teacher and student. In the real world, unfor-
tunately, goddesses don’t intervene and men-
tors seldom materialize on their own. While
the popular view of mentors is that they seek
out younger people to encourage and cham-

pion, in fact the reverse is more often true.
The best mentors are usually recruited, and
one mark of a future leader is the ability to
identify, woo, and win the mentors who will
change his or her life.

When Robert Thomas and I interviewed
two generations of leaders for our book, 

 

Geeks
and Geezers,

 

 we met a remarkable young real-
estate and Internet entrepreneur, Michael
Klein, who had recruited his first mentor when
he was only four or five years old, as Robert
and I wrote in our 

 

Harvard Business Review

 

 ar-
ticle, “Crucibles of Leadership.” His guide was
his grandfather, Max Klein, who was responsi-
ble for the paint-by-numbers craze that swept
America in the 1950s and 1960s. The fad made
Klein rich, but none of his children had the
least interest in that business or any other. But
little Michael did, and Max jumped at the
chance to coach and counsel him, often in the
course of long telephone conversations that
continued until a few weeks before Max died.
In effect, the older man served as a first-rate
business school of one for his grandson, who
became a multimillionaire while still in his
teens.

It may feel strange to seek a mentor even
before you have the job, but it’s a good habit
to develop early on. I was recruited as a men-
tor years ago while in the hospital for several
weeks following a “coronary event.” There, I
had a remarkable nurse who seemed to antici-
pate my every need. We spent hours together,
often talking late into the night. He told me of
his ambition to become a doctor, although no
one in his family in South Central Los Angeles
had ever been to college. I was won over by his
character and drive, as well as by the superb
care he gave me. When he was ready to go to
medical school, I did all I could to help, from
putting him in touch with appropriate admin-
istrators to giving him a glowing recommenda-
tion. He had recruited me as skillfully as any
executive headhunter and made me one of the
first members of the team he needed to
change his life. The message for the “infant ex-
ecutive”? Recruit a team to back you up; you
may feel lonely in your first top job, but you
won’t be totally unsupported.

 

The Schoolboy, with Shining Face

 

The first leadership experience is an agonizing
education. It’s like parenting, in that nothing
else in life fully prepares you to be responsi-
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ble, to a greater or lesser degree, for other peo-
ple’s well-being. Worse, you have to learn how
to do the job in public, subjected to unsettling
scrutiny of your every word and act, a situa-
tion that’s profoundly unnerving for all but
that minority of people who truly crave the
spotlight. Like it or not, as a new leader you
are always onstage, and everything about you
is fair game for comment, criticism, and inter-
pretation (or misinterpretation). Your dress,
your spouse, your table manners, your diction,
your wit, your friends, your children, your
children’s table manners—all will be in-
spected, dissected, and judged.

And nothing is more intense than the atten-
tion paid to your initial words and deeds, as
any first-time presidential candidate can tell
you. It’s said of psychotherapy that the first ten
minutes between doctor and patient are the
most critical, and studies show that friendships
formed by college students during orientation
are the most enduring. Social psychologists
have found that we base our judgments of peo-
ple on extremely thin slices of behavior. We
decide whether we are in sync or out of tune
with another person in as little as two seconds.

So it is with leaders and organizations. Your
first acts will win people over or they will turn
people against you, sometimes permanently.
And those initial acts may have a long-lasting
effect on how the group performs. It is, there-
fore, almost always best for the novice to make
a low-key entry. This buys you time to gather
information and to develop relationships
wisely. It gives you an opportunity to learn the
culture of the organization and to benefit from
the wisdom of those who are already there. A
quiet entry allows the others in the group to
demonstrate what they know. And it allows
you to establish that you are open to the con-
tributions of others. It shows them that you
are a leader, not a dictator.

In retrospect, I realize that officer-candidate
school had prepared me for my small triumph
in that roofless house in Belgium. Even as the
officers tried to cram all the survival skills we
would need into four months of training, they
told us again and again that the combat-sea-
soned men under our command would be our
real teachers, at least at first. The same holds
true in any organization. In the beginning, es-
pecially, your most talented, most seasoned,
most decent followers will be the ones that
keep you alive.

When Steve Sample became president of
the University of Southern California in the
early 1990s, he did a masterful job of easing in.
He went to the campus incognito at least
twice, and during one of those visits he at-
tended a football game and spoke to faculty
members and students who didn’t know who
he was. Those visits gave him a feel for the
campus as it really was, not how the most as-
sertive of his constituents wanted him to see it.
And during his first six months, he did not
make a single high-profile decision. He knew
that the important things to be done could be
deferred until the faculty, staff, and students
were more comfortable with him and their re-
lationships were more stable. Major changes in
the first six months will inevitably be per-
ceived as arbitrary, autocratic, and unfair, as
much for their timing as for their content.

However, it is worth noting that, no matter
what your first actions are, you can influence
other people’s image of you only to a limited
extent. The people who will be working under
your leadership will have formed an opinion
about you by the time you walk into the office,
even if they have never met you. They may
love you, they may hate you, they may trust
you or distrust you, but they’ve probably taken
a stand, and their position may have very little
to do with who you actually are. The leader
often becomes a screen onto which followers
project their own fantasies about power and
relationships. To some degree, all leaders are
created out of the needs, wants, fears, and
longings of those who follow them. Events that
predate your arrival will also shape followers’
view of you. In an organization that’s been
through a crisis—several rounds of layoffs,
say—people are liable to assume that you’re
there to clean house again and may respond
with either open hostility or flattery in the
hopes of keeping their jobs. Others may see
you as their savior because of the bad leader-
ship of your predecessor. Your first challenge is
to try not to take your new followers’ assess-
ments too personally. The second—and far
trickier—challenge is to embrace the fact that
certain elements of their assessments may be
accurate, even if they put you in an unflatter-
ing light.

 

The Lover, with a Woeful Ballad

 

Shakespeare described man in his third age
“sighing like furnace,” something many lead-
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ers find themselves doing as they struggle with
the tsunami of problems every organization
presents. For the leader who has come up
through the ranks, one of the toughest is how
to relate to former peers who now report to
you.

Shakespeare painted a compelling portrait
of the problem in 

 

Henry IV, Part II

 

. Before
Prince Hal becomes Henry V, his relationship
with the aging rogue Falstaff is that of student
and fellow hell-raiser. For all Falstaff’s ex-
cesses, he is often Hal’s wise teacher, helping
the future king see beyond the cloistered, nar-
row education traditionally afforded a prince
to glimpse what his future subjects feel, think,
and need. But when it comes time for Hal to
assume his royal responsibilities, he rejects Fal-
staff, despite their having shared a sea of ale
and the sound of “the chimes at midnight.”
Henry doesn’t invite Falstaff to his coronation,
and he pointedly tells the ribald knight, “I
know thee not, old man.”

Today’s leaders would instantly recognize
the young king’s predicament. It’s difficult to
set boundaries and fine-tune your working re-
lationships with former cronies. Most organi-
zations, with the exception of the military,
maintain the fiction that they are at least semi-
democracies, however autocratic they are in
fact. As a modern leader, you don’t have the
option of telling the person with whom you
once shared a pod and lunchtime confidences
that you know her not. But relationships inevi-
tably change when a person is promoted from
within the ranks. You may no longer be able to
speak openly as you once did, and your friends
may feel awkward around you or resent you.
They may perceive you as lording your posi-
tion over them when you’re just behaving as a
leader should.

I know of a young executive, let’s call her
Marjorie, who was recently promoted from
middle management to head of the marketing
department at a pharmaceutical company.
One of three internal candidates for the job,
she was close friends with the other two. Mar-
jorie had already distinguished herself within
the company, so it was no surprise that she got
the promotion, even though she was the
youngest and least experienced of the three.
But the transition was much more difficult
than she had anticipated. Her friends were en-
vious. She would sometimes find herself in the
awkward situation of attending an executive

meeting at which one of her friends was criti-
cized and then going straight to lunch with
her. The new executive missed being able to
share what she knew with her friends, and she
missed their support. Her fellow executives
had a more authoritarian style than she did,
and some even advised her to drop her old
friends, which she had no intention of doing.
Her compromise was to try to divide her time
between her new peers and her old. The transi-
tion was still hard, but she made a good early
move: She had frank conversations with her
friends, during which she asked them how
they were feeling and assured them their
friendships were important to her and would
continue.

However tough it was for Marjorie, she had
the advantage of knowing the organization
and its players. The challenge for the new-
comer is knowing who to listen to and who to
trust. Leaders new to an organization are
swamped with claims on their time and atten-
tion. Often, the person who makes the most
noise is the neediest person in the group and
the one you have to be most wary of, a lesson I
learned more than 50 years ago from the re-
nowned psychiatrist Wilfred Bion. At the time,
Bion was doing pioneering work in the new
practice of group psychotherapy. He warned
his students: Focusing your attention on the
most clamorous of your followers will not only
anger and alienate the healthier among them.
It will distract you from working with the en-
tire group on what actually matters, accom-
plishing a common mission.

Knowing 

 

what

 

 to pay attention to is just as
important—and just as difficult. In their ef-
forts to effect change, leaders coming into new
organizations are often thwarted by an uncon-
scious conspiracy to preserve the status quo.
Problem after problem will be dumped in your
lap—plenty of new ones and a bulging archive
of issues left unresolved by previous adminis-
trations—and responding to them all ensures
that you will never have time to pursue your
own agenda. When I arrived at the University
of Cincinnati as president I was totally unpre-
pared for the volume of issues that found their
way to my desk, starting with the 150 pieces of
mail I typically had to respond to each day.
The cumulative effect of handling each of
these small matters was to keep me from ad-
dressing what was truly important: articulating
a vision for the university and persuading the

One mark of a future 

leader is the ability to 

identify, woo, and win 

the mentors who will 

change his or her life.



 

The Seven Ages of the Leader

 

harvard business review • january 2004 page 5

 

rest of the community to embrace it as their
own. It is at this stage that an inability to dele-
gate effectively can be disastrous.

Newcomer or not, almost all leaders find
themselves at some point in the position of
having to ask others to leave the organiza-
tion—firing them, to put it bluntly. This is al-
ways a painful task, if only because it usually
devastates the person being let go and because
the timing is never opportune. Facing you
across the desk always seems to be the em-
ployee who’s just delivered triplets or bought
an expensive house. There’s little available to
guide leaders on how to do this awful business
in a humane way; only remember that you
have people’s emotional lives in your hands in
such circumstances as surely as any surgeon or
lover does.

 

The Bearded Soldier

 

Over time, leaders grow comfortable with the
role. This comfort brings confidence and con-
viction, but it also can snap the connection be-
tween leader and followers. Two things can
happen as a result: Leaders may forget the
true impact of their words and actions, and
they may assume that what they are hearing
from followers is what needs to be heard.

While the first words and actions of leaders
are the most closely attended to, the scrutiny
never really ends. Followers continue to pay
close attention to even the most offhand re-
mark, and the more effective the leader is the
more careful he or she must be, because fol-
lowers may implement an idea that was little
more than a passing thought. Forget this and
you may find yourself in some less dramatic
version of the situation King Henry II did
when he muttered, of Thomas à Becket, “Will
no one rid me of this meddlesome priest?” and
four of his nobles promptly went out and mur-
dered the cleric. Many modern-day Henrys
have mused along the lines of, “We should be
looking at our technology strategy,” only to be
confronted a few months later with thick
PowerPoint presentations and a hefty consult-
ing bill.

Followers don’t tell leaders everything. I
know of an executive I’ll call Christine who
had a close working relationship with the rest
of her group. The department hummed along
productively until the day one of her top per-
formers, Joseph, showed up at her door, look-
ing uncomfortable. He told her he’d been of-

fered a job at another company and was
planning to take it. The timing was terrible;
the group was headed toward a major product
launch. And Christine was stunned, because
she and Joseph were friends and he had never
expressed dissatisfaction with his position or
the company. Why hadn’t he told her he
wanted a new opportunity? She would have
created a job especially for him, and she told
him as much. Unfortunately, it was too late.
The fact is, however close Christine and Joseph
were, she was still in charge, and few employ-
ees tell their bosses when they’ve talked to a
headhunter. And because Christine and Joseph
liked each other and had fun working to-
gether, she’d assumed he was satisfied.

A second challenge for leaders in their as-
cendancy is to nurture those people whose
stars may shine as brightly as—or even
brighter than—the leaders’ own. In many
ways, this is the real test of character for a
leader. Many people cannot resist using a lead-
ership position to thwart competition. I heard
recently about an executive who had been well
liked by his bosses and peers until he was pro-
moted to head a division. Then those under
him began to grumble about his management
style, and it wasn’t just sour grapes. His latest
promotion had been a stretch, and he may
have felt, for the first time in his career, vul-
nerable. Shortly thereafter, his employees
began to notice that he was taking credit for
their ideas and was bad-mouthing some of
them behind their backs. When confronted
about his behavior, he seemed genuinely sur-
prised and protested that he was doing no such
thing. Perhaps he was unconsciously trying to
sabotage those under him to prop himself up.
But those who reported to him began to leave,
one by one. After a year, his reputation was
such that nobody wanted to work with him,
and he was asked to leave.

In contrast, authentic leaders are generous.
They’re human and may experience the occa-
sional pang at watching someone accomplish
something they cannot. But they are always
willing—even anxious—to hire people who
are better than they are, in part because they
know that highly talented underlings can help
them shine. Many of the greatest leaders of
our times, including the Manhattan Project’s J.
Robert Oppenheimer, Xerox PARC’s Bob Tay-
lor, and even Walt Disney, had healthy enough
egos to surround themselves with people who
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had the potential to steal their jobs.

 

The General, Full of Wise Saws

 

One of the greatest challenges a leader faces at
the height of his or her career is not simply al-
lowing people to speak the truth but actually
being able to hear it. Once again, Shakespeare
proves instructive. In 

 

Julius Caesar,

 

 that bril-
liant study of failed management, Caesar goes
to the forum on the ides of March apparently
unaware that he will die there. How could he
not have known that something dreadful was
going to happen on that inauspicious day?
The soothsayer warns him to “beware the ides
of March.” There are signs of impending evil
that any superstitious Roman would have
been able to read, including an owl hooting
during the day and a lion running through the
streets. And then there is the awful dream that
makes Calpurnia, Caesar’s loving wife, beg
him to stay home. She dreams that his statue
gushed blood like a fountain with a hundred
spouts. Shouldn’t that have been clear enough
for a military genius used to amassing and
evaluating intelligence? If not, consider that
Artemidorus, a teacher in Rome, actually
writes down the names of the conspirators
and tries three times to thrust the note of
alarm into Caesar’s hand, the last time sec-
onds before Brutus and the gang fall upon
him.

Caesar’s deafness is caused as much by arro-
gance as anything else, and he is hardly the
only leader to be so afflicted. Like many CEOs
and other leaders, movie mogul Darryl F. Za-
nuck was notorious for his unwillingness to
hear unpleasant truths. He was said to bark,
“Don’t say yes until I finish talking!” which no
doubt stifled many a difference of opinion. A
more current example can be seen in Howell
Raines, the deposed executive editor of the

 

New York Times

 

. Among the many ways he
blocked the flow of information upward was to
limit the pool of people he championed and,
thus, the number of people he listened to.
Raines was notorious for having a small A-list
of stars and a large B-list made up of everyone
else. Even if Raines’s division of the staff had
been fair, which it certainly was not in the case
of now-disgraced reporter Jayson Blair, the
two-tier system was unwise and ultimately a
career ender for Raines. He had so alienated
the vast majority of people in the newsroom
who knew what Blair was up to that they

didn’t even bother to warn him of the train
wreck ahead, and he refused to believe the few
who did speak up. The attitude of Raines and
his managing editor, Gerald Boyd, was that
their way was the only way. When a distin-
guished reporter dared to point out an error
Boyd had made, Boyd literally handed him a
coin and told him to call the 

 

Los Angeles Times

 

about a job. The reporter promptly did, quit-
ting the 

 

New York Times

 

 for the West Coast pa-
per.

But the episode most clearly recalls Caesar’s
situation in that Raines seemed genuinely sur-
prised when he was forced out in the summer
of 2003. He had no doubt read Ken Auletta’s
lengthy profile of him that ran in the 

 

New
Yorker

 

 in 2002, showing that Raines was
widely perceived as arrogant. And he should
have been a good enough newsman to be able
to tell the difference between acceptance and
angry silence on the part of those who worked
for him. Arrogance kept Raines from building
the alliances and coalitions that every leader
needs. When Blair’s journalistic crimes and
misdemeanors came to light, there weren’t
enough people on the A-list to save Raines’s
professional life. Authentic leaders, by con-
trast, don’t have what people in the Middle
East called “tired ears.” Their egos are not so
fragile that they are unable to bear the truth,
however harsh—not because they are saints
but because it is the surest way to succeed and
survive.

I’ve mentioned the wisdom of avoiding
major change in the early months in a new po-
sition. At this stage, the challenge is different,
because leaders further along in their careers
are frequently brought in with a specific man-
date to bring about change, and their actions
have a direct and immediate impact on an or-
ganization’s long-term fortunes. Hesitation
can be disastrous. However, you still need to
understand the mood and motivations of the
people already in the company before taking
action.

I wish I’d understood that when I arrived at
the University of Cincinnati in 1971 with a
mandate to transform the university from a
local institution into a state one—a goal that
was by no means widely shared among the fac-
ulty or, for that matter, the citizens of Cincin-
nati. One longtime university board member
had warned me to keep a low profile until I
had a better grasp of the conservative commu-
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nity and the people in it were more comfort-
able with me. I chose to ignore his wise coun-
sel, believing that broad exposure of the
university and, by extension, myself would
benefit my cause. As a result, I accepted an in-
vitation to host a weekly television show.
Worse, the title of the show was 

 

Bennis!

 

 The
exclamation point still makes me cringe. I
might have been perceived as an arrogant out-
sider come to save the provinces under any cir-
cumstances, but 

 

Bennis!

 

 guaranteed that I
would be viewed that way. That perception
(all but indelible, as early perceptions tend to
be) made it much harder to realize my vision
for the university.

The corporate world is filled with stories of
leaders who failed to achieve greatness be-
cause they failed to understand the context
they were working in or get the support of
their underlings. Look at Durk Jager, who
lasted less than a year and a half at Procter &
Gamble. Critics accused him of trying to
change the company too much, too fast. But
what Jager couldn’t do was sell his vision of a
transformed P&G to its staff and other stake-
holders. His very able successor, A.G. Lafley,
seemed at first to back off from Jager’s com-
mitment to “stretch and speed,” but in fact
Lafley has been able to bring about change
every bit as radical as any Jager spoke of, in-
cluding going outside the company for new
ideas, a reversal of P&G’s traditional “invented
here” philosophy. How did Lafley manage? “I
didn’t attack,“ he told 

 

BusinessWeek

 

. “I avoided
saying P&G people are bad…I preserved the
core of the culture and pulled people where I
wanted to go. I enrolled them in change. I
didn’t tell them.”

Another model for doing it right is Carly
Fiorina. She took over Hewlett-Packard with
at least three strikes against her—she was a
woman, she was an outsider, and she wasn’t an
engineer. And the person who chose to battle
her was none other than the son of a company
founder and thus tradition incarnate—Walter
Hewlett. But Fiorina cleverly honored the
company’s illustrious past, even as she pre-
pared for change, including the merger with
Compaq. Her first annual report included a vi-
sion statement that starts with the word “In-
vent,” paying homage to the pioneering spirit
that created HP while simultaneously rewrit-
ing the “rules of the garage.” She also appreci-
ated the gravity of the threat presented by

Walter Hewlett and systematically buttressed
her support among the other members of her
board. When the moment came, the majority
of the members took action and removed
Hewlett from the HP board. Time will tell how
successful the Compaq deal will be, but Dr.
Bion would have given Fiorina an A. She
didn’t overreact to Walter Hewlett—she didn’t
attack him, nor did she spend too much time
trying to address his concerns. Instead, she
stayed her course and kept the focus of all her
stakeholders on what was truly important.

 

The Statesman, with Spectacles on 
Nose

 

Shakespeare’s sixth age covers the years in
which a leader’s power begins to wane. But far
from being the buffoon suggested by Shakes-
peare’s description of a “lean and slippered
pantaloon,” the leader in this stage is often
hard at work preparing to pass on his or her
wisdom in the interest of the organization.
The leader may also be called upon to play im-
portant interim roles, bolstered by the knowl-
edge and perception that come with age and
experience and without the sometimes dis-
tracting ambition that characterizes early ca-
reer.

One of the gratifying roles that people in
late career can play is the leadership equiva-
lent of a pinch hitter. When 

 

New York Times

 

publisher Arthur Sulzberger, Jr., needed some-
one to stop the bleeding at the newspaper
after the Blair debacle, he invited Howell
Raines’s predecessor, Joseph Lelyveld, to serve
as interim editor. The widely respected jour-
nalist was an ideal choice, one who was imme-
diately able to apply a career’s worth of experi-
ence to the newspaper’s crisis and whose
tenure was unsullied by any desire to keep the
job for the long term.

Consider, too, the head of a government
agency who had chosen to retire from his lead-
ership position because he had accomplished
all his goals and was tired of the politics associ-
ated with his job. When an overseas office
needed an interim leader, he was willing to
step into the job and postpone retirement. He
was able to perform an even better job than a
younger person might have, not only because
he brought a lifetime’s worth of knowledge
and experience but also because he didn’t have
to waste time engaging in the political machi-
nations often needed to advance a career.
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The Sage, Second Childishness

 

As I’ve pointed out, mentoring has tremen-
dous value to a young executive. The value ac-
crues to the mentor as well. Mentoring is one
of the great joys of a mature career, the profes-
sional equivalent of having grandchildren. It is
at this time that the drive to prepare the next
generation for leadership becomes a palpable
ache. I wrote earlier of my relationship with a
young nurse who had ambitions to become a
doctor. Clearly, the young man benefited
from our relationship, but so did I. I learned
about the true nature of mentoring, about its
inevitable reciprocity and the fact that finding
and cementing a relationship with a mentor is
not a form of fawning but the initiation of a
valuable relationship for both individuals. My
respect for my former nurse only grew over
the years. When he graduated near the top of
his class from the University of Southern Cali-
fornia Medical School, I was there to watch.

When you mentor, you know that what you
have achieved will not be lost, that you are
leaving a professional legacy for future genera-
tions. Just as my nurse clearly stood to benefit
from our relationship, entrepreneur Michael
Klein was indebted to his grandfather, Max.
But imagine the joy Max must have felt at
being able to share the wisdom he acquired
over a lifetime as a creative businessman. The
reciprocal benefits of such bonds are pro-
found, amounting to much more than warm
feelings on both sides. Mentoring isn’t a simple
exchange of information. Neuroscientist Rob-
ert Sapolsky lived among wild baboons and

found that alliances between old and young
apes were an effective strategy for survival.
Older males that affiliated with younger males
lived longer, healthier lives than their unallied
peers. Whether ape or human, individuals in a
mentoring relationship exchange invaluable,
often subtle information. The elder partner
stays plugged into an ever-changing world,
while the younger partner can observe what
does and doesn’t work as the elder partner ne-
gotiates the tricky terrain of aging.

When we compared older and younger
leaders for 

 

Geeks and Geezers,

 

 we found that
the ruling quality of leaders, adaptive capacity,
is what allows true leaders to make the nimble
decisions that bring success. Adaptive capacity
is also what allows some people to transcend
the setbacks and losses that come with age and
to reinvent themselves again and again.
Shakespeare called the final age of man “sec-
ond childishness.” But for those fortunate
enough to keep their health, and even for
those not as fortunate, age today is neither end
nor oblivion. Rather, it is the joyous rediscov-
ery of childhood at its best. It is waking up
each morning ready to devour the world, full
of hope and promise. It lacks nothing but the
tawdrier forms of ambition that make less
sense as each day passes.
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