
Praise for The Dance of Leadership

“The Dance of Leadership frames the issue of leadership in a new
and insightful way. It’s a cliché to say that leadership is an art,
but the Denhardts actually demonstrate not only why it’s art,
but also how one can apply the principles of artistic performance
to improve individual and organizational leadership. This is pow-
erful and timely stuff.”

—Roger Hughes
Executive Director, St. Luke’s Health Initiatives

“Using concepts and experiences drawn from the arts, this book
makes an elegant and persuasive case for a new language of lead-
ership, one quite different from traditional command and control
models in favor of an art of leadership that engages and ener-
gizes people and causes them to act. Modern leaders will reso-
nate with the Denhardts’ description of leadership; those seeking
to become leaders would be well advised to do so as well.”

—Lattie F. Coor
President Emeritus, Arizona State University

“The Dance of Leadership shakes up conventional wisdom about
management. Just when you think nothing new can be said about
leadership, the Denhardts come along with an innovative inter-
pretation full of fresh ideas and valuable insights.”

—Jay Hakes
Executive Director, Jimmy Carter Presidential Library

“We can talk about leadership as an art and not a science, but
Bob and Janet Denhardt go beyond talk. They take us to the heart-
beat of leadership itself. The Dance of Leadership evokes the artist
within each of us in a way that makes leadership natural and
accessible to all.”

—James Keene
Executive Director,

California State Association of Counties
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“Bob and Janet Denhardt have added a new dimension to the
leadership ‘industry’. The Dance of Leadership provides energy to
all leaders who are brave enough to learn that leadership is most
of all an art that has to be discovered together with the people
they are leading.”

—Jan Sturesson
Global Leader, Big Cities Network,

and Partner, PricewaterhouseCoopers

“Leaders, like dancers, rely on their passion, intuition, and disci-
pline to refine their craft and connect with their followers. This
premise is the core of the highly original perspective on leaders
and leadership presented in The Dance of Leadership. Through con-
ceptual presentations and examples, Bob and Janet Denhardt en-
courage the novice to learn the craft from masters and the master
to refine and improve his or her art by exploring that of others.
The innovative perspective makes the book a ‘must read’ for all
aspiring and experienced leaders who want to touch deep-seated
emotions in their followers and energize them into action.”

—Afsaneh Nahavandi
Director, University College,

Arizona State University, West Campus
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Speak to the animal in us
And the animal will answer.

Speak to the human in us
And a voice in song will rise.

Alberto Rios
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PREFACE

The Dance of Leadership is about understanding leadership not as
a science but as an art. Here we bring together the experiences of
artists, musicians, and especially dancers, on the one hand, and
leaders in business, government, and society, on the other, to
clarify the artistic elements of leadership. The result is a new way
of thinking about leadership, a new language for describing the
act of leading. When leadership is exercised, groups and organi-
zations are given purpose and direction, and people are “ener-
gized”—their lives take on new emotional meaning and their
interpretation of the world shifts, sometimes imperceptibly, some-
times dramatically. And that is an art, not a science.

The lessons contained here can be employed by anyone who
aspires to lead, at any level. They apply to leadership in fami-
lies, in small groups, in clubs, in large organizations, even in
whole societies. For some these ideas will come naturally. For
others, more work will be required. In either case, these ideas
will provide a new focus on what leadership is about and will
enable all of us to work more consciously on building our lead-
ership skills. Like other arts, the art of leadership resists expla-
nation, but it can be made more clear and accessible to those
who wish to practice it.

In the development of these ideas, we have been helped and
supported by an important group of friends and colleagues. We
want to give special thanks to Vesna and Louie Ajic, Jess Alberts,
Maria Aristigueta, David Baker, Dick Bowers, Terri Brower, John
Bryson, John Byrne, Heather Campbell, Kelly Campbell, Russ
Cargo, Tom Catlaw, Linda Chapin, Howard and Marilyn Coble,
Don Coons, Bob Cunningham, Craig and Lisa Curtis, Cyndi and
Don Cutler, Mary Ellen Dalton, Peter and Linda deLeon, Michael
Denhardt, Michael Diamond, Tom Downs, Suzanne Fallender,
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Frieda Friedli, Mark Glaser, Guy Gordon, Mary Ellen Guy, Jay
Hakes, John Hall, Tom Hulst, John Jacko, Phil Jeffress, Ed Jennings,
Colleen Jennings-Roggensack, Jennifer Kaufman, Jim Keene, Brian
Marson, Barbara McCabe, Craig McGregor, Cynthia McSwain,
Tony Montoya, John Nalbandian, Sandra Parkes, Alex Pattakos,
Laura Peck, Phil Penland, Jack Pfister, Gerald and Marcia Pops,
Jeff Raffel, Jay Roundy, Frances Salas, Faye Schmidt, Anne
Schneider, Phil and Hannah Schorr, Ron Scott, Ed Sheridan, Billy
Siegenfeld, Jan Sturesson, Lisa Takata, Ed Twardy, Marty
Vanacour, Orion White, Bob Wingenroth, and Ann Zinn. Special
thanks go to our editor and friend Harry Briggs for his faith and
encouragement in this project from its beginning.

We also deeply appreciate the time we spent with those we
interviewed and those we have worked with in The Dance of Lead-
ership Workshop. By convention, we note without citation where
we have drawn quoted material from our interviews, and a list of
interviewees is contained here as an appendix. We have also
drawn on the experiences of many workshop participants, though
we have chosen to fictionalize their stories, which appear scat-
tered throughout the text. The wonderful insights that all these
people have provided are the raw material from which this book
has been constructed. We deeply appreciate their contribution to
the dance!

Bob and Janet Denhardt
Santa Barbara, California
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1

Exploring the

Art of Leadership

A corporate executive describes his job as finding the speed
to take his company around the corners just on the edge,

“right before we go off the cliff, not slower, not faster.”

A member of a work team waits until just the right
time to make her suggestion and, in capturing the

moment, activates and energizes the group.

A college basketball coach acknowledges that
he is doing his best coaching when all he has

to do is sit there and watch his team play.

A little girl on a playground skips and dances
and twirls from group to group. As she does so,

the rhythm of each group changes to match her own.

Each of these people, from the corporate executive to the little
girl on the playground, is leading. But they are also taking part in
a dance. They are moving expressively and rhythmically, leaping
into the future with confidence and imagination. They are acting
based on intuition and empathy, relying on their “feel” for the
situation. And they are fully in the moment, completely present
to what is happening here and now. Leaders like these excel be-
cause they can sense what is around them, because they have
practiced their craft, and because they trust themselves and oth-
ers enough to modify and improvise their steps as they go. They
are engaged in the dance of leadership.

If you listen to leaders talk about what they do, they will tell
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you that there is at least a significant part of leadership that relies
on forces that can’t be explained in rational or scientific terms.
That’s why so many leaders say, “Leadership is an art, not a sci-
ence.” There is an aspect of leadership that remains a mystery.
There is that “special something” that some people seem to have,
either innately or by training and experience, that sets them apart.
But no one seems to be able to tell us how to prepare for and
build this more “artistic” side of leadership.

In this book, we take seriously the notion that leadership is an
art and we explore some of the ways people in business, govern-
ment, nonprofits, and other organizations develop the artistic side
of their leadership. If leadership is an art, then one way to learn
about leadership and especially about how leadership might be
developed is to study the more traditional arts, to see how people
in those disciplines approach their work, and then to apply those
lessons to the art of leading.

That was our approach here. We began by first learning as
much as we could about art, music, and especially dance, then
conducting a series of in-depth interviews with some of this
country’s premier artists, especially dancers and choreogra-
phers—people such as David Parsons, whose Parsons Dance
Company is one of the leading exponents of modern dance; Liz
Lerman, whose Liz Lerman Dance Exchange has brought dance
together with civic dialogue for Americans of all ages, races,
and interests; and Septime Webre, artistic director of the Wash-
ington Ballet and one of the truly “cutting edge” choreographers
in contemporary ballet.

From these artists, and many others, we learned about some of
the elements that artists, musicians, and dancers consider as they
construct their art. We learned about the importance of space, time,
and energy in shaping the human experience, we learned about
the many and varying rhythms of human interaction, we learned
about the importance of images and symbols in communicating
human emotions, we learned about improvising with creativity
and spontaneity, and we learned about the importance of focus,
passion, and discipline in a performance and indeed a career.

Perhaps most important we learned that artists, musicians, and
dancers clearly believe that these artistic elements can be taught
or at least improved upon. While leaders might say that “timing
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is everything” or realize that much of their work is actually “im-
provised,” artists not only understand these ideas, but they have
developed approaches and strategies for learning the skills appli-
cable to these problems. Art, even the art of leadership, can be
developed, and those in the more traditional arts can provide
excellent advice on how to go about that.

Having learned some of the lessons that the arts hold for lead-
ership, we turned back to the world of actual leaders and asked
how these ideas might apply. In some ways the parallels were
obvious, as in the examples of “timing” and “improvisation.” But
beyond that, thinking of leading in terms of art gave us new in-
sight into what leaders do and how their skills might be improved.
In order to test these ideas, we conducted in-depth interviews
with a number of important and thoughtful leaders in business,
government, nonprofit organizations, the military, higher educa-
tion, and the world of sports. These interviews included people
such as George Fisher, who was chairman and CEO at Kodak
and previously CEO at Motorola; Jane Hull, the first woman to
serve as Speaker of the House of Representatives in Arizona and
later secretary of state and then governor; and Phil Fulmer, who
guided the Tennessee Volunteers football team to a national cham-
pionship in 1998 and was recognized by the Football Writer’s
Association as the national “Coach of the Year.” With these lead-
ers, and many others, we talked about the artistic side of leader-
ship and discovered that many of the ideas we had drawn from
the arts did indeed resonate with their experience and, in many
cases, caused them to understand that experience in new and more
textured ways. Most important, they helped us develop new ways
of thinking about how the skills of leadership might be taught
and learned more effectively. In this book, we will use the words
of these artists and leaders to convey some central ideas about
the art of leadership.

In the remainder of Chapter 1 we will explore more fully how
we see the connection between art, music, and especially dance,
on the one hand, and leadership, on the other. We will also out-
line a new way of viewing leadership, one drawn directly from
the arts. In Chapter 2, we examine some of the lessons that this
new perspective suggests, starting with the idea that artists see
the world in a way quite different from others, that they see the
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world in terms of an especially intense and textured interplay of
space, time, and energy that brings special context and dynamism
to the work they do. In the chapters that follow we explore the
more specific lessons we can draw about the dance of leadership,
ideas such as the rhythms of human interaction, including the
important notion of timing (Chapter 3), working with images,
symbols, and metaphors, especially in interpersonal communi-
cations (Chapter 4), improvising with creativity and spontaneity
(Chapter 5), and the importance of focus, passion, and discipline
in art and leadership (Chapter 6). In the final chapter (Chapter 7),
we consider how thinking of leadership as an art can assist in the
development of leadership skills.

What Is the Art of Leadership?

Consider the experience of Ron Bennett. Ron worked for many
years as an executive with a company making household appli-
ances, such as washers and dryers. He directed a research and de-
velopment unit, most recently working on computer-controlled
dispensing of detergent based on how dirty the clothes are. Ron
came to observe over the years that while some of the managers of
his division were more successful than others, the successful ones
didn’t always use the same style or approach. One of the most be-
loved and successful managers had been Chris Ramsey. Chris was
gregarious and warm, and made people in the whole division feel
a sense of camaraderie that had not existed before. He was enthu-
siastic and always ready to offer words of support, encouragement,
and congratulations for a job well done. Although Chris had been
promoted to the corporate office a year earlier, staff still talked about
what a genuinely caring person he was and how he somehow made
them feel important and want to do their very best.

But the new “boss,” someone who had been brought in from
the outside after Chris left, was quite different. From his first day
on the job, Phillip Hornback almost seemed to be the opposite of
Chris. He was more dignified than warm, and a bit of an intro-
vert. His reputation was as an honest and honorable man, and he
showed himself to be respectful of others’ ideas. But he was quiet
and tended to watch and listen rather than lead discussions at
staff meetings. Although he was never unkind, when he did speak
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he was matter-of-fact, task oriented, and focused on setting and
achieving short- and long-term goals.

Ron at first found this approach unsettling, and was concerned
about how other people were reacting to such a different leader-
ship style. He asked several of his longtime friends in the divi-
sion what they thought. Somewhat to his surprise, they were very
positive. Laura Evans, whom Ron considered one of the most
thoughtful people in the division, felt that it was “about time”
that someone came focused on accomplishing tasks and setting
and achieving ambitious goals. “Someone needs to focus on goal
setting and performance measures and make sure that we’re get-
ting the work done.” After all, she said, “If we can’t show a con-
sistent profit, we’re all going to be looking for jobs somewhere
else. And we’re all way too old for that!” More importantly, she
said, “he seems like a good, decent man. I trust him.”

Likewise, Jim Jacobs, Ron’s closest friend, seemed to have a
favorable impression of his new boss. “You know, Phillip’s style
is not what we are used to,” Jim told Ron, “but I completely re-
spect him. He really has some good ideas about how we can im-
prove the work we do here. And his technical expertise is just
superb. I’ve never seen a nonscientist that knows washing chem-
istry better. He’s helping me to be better at what I do. He’s going
to put us out front, you know.”

Ron mulled over his friends’ comments. How could two such
different leaders inspire trust and confidence among the same
people doing the same work?

Many people say that they don’t know anything about art, but
they know what they like. The same could be said of leadership.
Most people would be hard pressed to define good leadership,
but they know it when it’s there and they miss it when it’s not. In
the case of both art and leadership, different individuals react
differently. One person may respond quite enthusiastically to a
painting or a piece of music while another may find it atrocious.
A particular approach to leadership may deeply move one per-
son while it leaves another flat. To the untrained eye, it may seem
entirely subjective. But the more you know about either art or
leadership, the more you are able to discern differences between
good and bad, profound and trite, inspiring and boring.
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Good leadership, like art, touches us. It stimulates not just our
minds, but our emotions, and makes us come alive. Certainly we
expect that leadership will help us to accomplish things we might
not otherwise accomplish, and so we look for results. But leader-
ship also touches us in more personal ways. Good leadership ex-
cites and activates us. Good leadership inspires and encourages
us (that is, it gives us courage). Good leadership makes us feel
better about ourselves. It is this emotional side of leadership that
provides the energy to move and to change small groups, large
organizations, and even whole societies.

Leadership is about change, moving people in new directions,
realizing a new vision, or simply doing things differently and
better. Change, in turn, involves deeply rooted human values.
These are the ideas and commitments—about oneself, about oth-
ers, and about one’s work—that people cling to based on faith
and conviction. It is in large measure because of these values
that significant change is almost always accompanied by emo-
tional turmoil.

Put simply, people are attached to their values. When people
choose to follow another with energy and resolve, when they
commit to engage in a shared effort to transform a group, an
organization, a community, or a society, they do so based on an
emotional connection, a faith in something better, a belief that
the change is both well thought out but also consistent with their
own ideals and values. We may go along with monetary incen-
tives, management reports, and performance targets, but only
leadership that touches our emotions and is consistent with our
values will engage our full energy. Real leadership speaks to
matters that express deeply seated feelings, emotions, and in-
deed, basic human values.

Since the world of art speaks in the language of feeling and
intuition, it’s not surprising that many leaders have considered
leadership an art. For example, Max De Pree, chairman emeritus
of Herman Miller, Inc., draws an analogy between the leader of a
jazz group and a leader in industry. In this view, leaders are seen
as rarely able to write and conduct a “symphony” that others play.
More often, they are called on to be fully integrated into the per-
formance themselves, to play along with others, like the leader of
a jazz ensemble improvising: “By establishing the theme, the
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leader of the ensemble . . . can chart the basic pattern and direc-
tion in which the performance will move. By setting the tone and
the tempo, the leader gives focus to the spirit and energy of the
group. By modeling effective and responsible performance in their
own solos, leaders can energize and articulate the performance
of others. But it is the performance of others that is critical.”

Similarly, a number of writers on management have at least
alluded to the connection between leadership and art. For ex-
ample, management theorists James Kouzes and Barry Posner
write that “Leadership is a performing art . . . [in which leaders]
enact the meaning of the organization in every decision they make
and in every step they take toward the future they envision.” In
much the same way, professors Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal
argue that managers who would lead in the future will require
high levels of personal artistry to respond to the ambiguous and
paradoxical changes they will face: “Artists interpret experience
and express it in forms that can be felt and understood, and ap-
preciated by others. Art allows for emotion, subtlety, ambiguity.”

Though there are a few references to the parallels between art
and leadership in the management literature, even these are typi-
cally brief and passing metaphors, acknowledgments that some
leadership skills are difficult to describe in rational terms. And
while several writers examine certain approaches or behaviors
that are rightfully described as artful, at least in the sense that
they can’t be explained scientifically, the art of leadership has not
been developed in any detail. Moreover, these works fall short of
suggesting that leadership may share even more with art than
the simple metaphor of leadership as an art might suggest. Our
position, to the contrary, is that if leadership is an art, then there
may be much to be learned about leadership by asking how those
in the visual arts, music, and especially dance approach their dis-
ciplines, and then by translating that material back into the world
of leadership.

In addition, we want to focus specifically on leadership and
not management. We want to understand the act of leading wher-
ever it occurs, but since leadership and management are so easily
confused, we need to begin by distinguishing between the two.
Management, we would say, is concerned with rational processes
that largely operate within a given space and time, while leader-
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ship is concerned with more intuitive processes that move be-
yond the existing limits of space and time. Management works
within a world of order and regulation, while leadership works
within a world of openness and change.

But the matter is more than a little confusing because there is
some overlap between these terms. We want managers to lead.
And we recognize that leaders often engage in behaviors that
are more like management than leadership. It helps if we think
about leadership not as a particular role in a group or organiza-
tion but as a function or activity that many people engage in
from moment to moment and day to day. We tend to think of
leaders as those “at the top,” those in formal positions of power
and responsibility. But leadership can also be viewed as a spe-
cific type of action, so that we can distinguish between the act
of managing and the act of leading. What is it that people do
when they are leading? What is distinctive about leading as a
human activity? We think that the essential element of leading
is the effect this activity has on others, specifically the fact that
leadership energizes other people. (We’ll explore this definition
in more detail later.)

We find leadership of this type highly artistic. Leadership, like
art, rarely involves algebra, calculus, or analytic geometry. There’s
no scientific answer to the most difficult problems that leaders
face, and those problems are not amenable to solutions sought
through the application of rational analytic techniques. In both
art and leadership there is always incomplete information and,
indeed, that’s a central part of the problem. If there were com-
plete information, then perhaps we could apply scientific tech-
niques. But information is never complete. Leaders, like artists,
have to move from moment to moment, trying one thing and then
another until a path reveals itself and they can move on. The cub-
ist painter and poet Georges Braque once wrote, “In art there is
only one thing that counts: the thing you can’t explain.” One might
also say that the only thing that really counts in leadership is that
which you can’t explain.

The difference between management and leadership is quite
similar to the difference between science and art. Indeed, some
have said that the artistic dimension of leadership is exactly what
distinguishes it from management. When you draw up lists of
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personality traits of good leaders, such as honesty, credibility,
intellect, insight, strong communications skills, and so forth, you
find that those lists contain many items that apply to managers
as well as leaders (indeed, all that we just mentioned do). But if
you identify those tasks that leaders undertake and the skills
that they need beyond those of managers, these are the items
that associate most easily with art. They have to do with per-
spective, intuition, rhythm, timing, and developing a sense of
the situation. Business executive Chester Barnard put it well
many years ago when he wrote that, for executives, the essen-
tial skill is “the sensing of the organization as a whole and the
total situation relevant to it. It transcends the capacity of merely
intellectual methods, and the techniques of discriminating the
factors of the situation. The terms pertinent to it are ‘feeling,’
‘judgment,’ ‘sense,’ ‘proportion,’ ‘balance,’ ‘appropriateness.’ It
is a matter of art rather than science, and it is aesthetic rather
than logical.”

At its core, leadership is an art, not a science. Without art,
leadership is bound to only those solutions that rational analy-
sis and managerial control can provide. Without art, leadership
is merely management. Regardless of the context in which one
works, from church groups to small businesses, to nonprofit
organizations, to large corporations, to communities, to the mili-
tary, and to the top levels of government, more than manage-
ment is needed from our leaders. It’s not surprising, then, to
find the following definition of leadership from one of the most
significant public leaders of our time, former secretary of state
Colin Powell: “Leadership is the art of accomplishing more than the
science of management says is possible.”

Drawing Lessons from the Arts

Raul Martinez almost got it. Raul had served since the early eight-
ies as vice president for corporate giving for a major health care
products firm. He considered himself someone who was deeply
engaged in the community and he thoroughly enjoyed being able
to guide corporate investments so that community groups would
benefit. Consequently, he often found himself at cultural events,
ranging from community arts performances to the Pennsylvania
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Ballet. He also considered himself a student of leadership. After
all, he was in a position from which he could watch major corpo-
rate leaders interact not only with people inside the company,
but also with people at all levels in government, in nonprofits,
and in the business world.

One night, while watching a particularly outstanding perfor-
mance by a local jazz dance group, Raul suddenly recognized
that what the dancers were doing was the same thing he tried to
do at work. The dancers were trying to connect with the audi-
ence, to draw them into the music and the dance. They were try-
ing to build an emotional connection with people in the audience
that would energize and excite them. When the dancers suc-
ceeded, they seemed to then draw on that energy from the audi-
ence and build on it. And, Raul reflected, that’s exactly what
leaders do. He thought, “If only we could bottle the energy that’s
on that stage tonight and take it into the corporate world.” But it
was a passing thought, one that would have been considered a
little “on the edge” back at the office and one he didn’t even re-
call the next day.

What is it that the arts have to say that is really relevant to leader-
ship? This is the question we asked as we began this book. As we
have said, our thinking was that if leadership is an art, then it
only makes sense for those interested in leadership to draw upon
other artistic disciplines. There are many artistic fields in which
there is a long and substantial intellectual tradition and in which
devices for training those entering the field have been well worked
out. That’s why we have schools of art, schools of music, and
schools of dance. People in the world of art understand what art
is all about and they regularly develop the artistry of aspiring
painters, musicians, and dancers. Maybe they know something
that those of us interested in leadership don’t.

We began by learning as much as we could about art, music,
and especially dance, and by talking with some of the most no-
table figures in those fields. We wanted to learn how they ap-
proach their work and how their ideas and approaches might help
in studying and learning the skills of leadership. What we found
was striking. Not only are art and leadership closely parallel; in
many cases they seem indistinguishable. Take, for example, the
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following quotation: “We must be willing to take risks, commit-
ted to the experience, and ready to be vulnerable and open to the
self-discovery that is a natural product of the process. We must
be willing to listen to others and to be generous with them. An
active balance of self-fulfillment and response to others’ needs
has to be maintained. Basically we need the courage of our own
impulses and responses qualified only by a healthy concern for
the people we are working with.” While we might easily assume
that this quotation came from an important leader or a best-sell-
ing book on leadership, in fact the quotation comes from an in-
troductory text in dance!

The dramatic similarity of those lessons being taught in schools
of dance and those we find essential to leadership suggests that
the parallel between art and leadership is extraordinarily com-
pelling. This conclusion was reinforced as we talked with danc-
ers, choreographers, and artistic directors working with major
dance companies. While we draw lessons from all the arts here,
we focus in this book primarily on dance and choreography. Why
do we think these fields might prove particularly helpful in gen-
erating lessons about leadership?

First, dance takes place in a moment in time, then the moment
and the dance are gone forever. Unlike painting, in which the
artistic products are available for people to see at any time, dance,
like music, is fleeting. The performance occurs and then it’s over,
left resident only in your memory. Dance is, in many ways, an
illusion. It’s not something you can hold in your hand. It’s not
something that you can touch. It’s not something that you can
smell. It’s not something you can come back to and revisit the
next day or the one after. But, the irony is, as choreographers Lynne
Blom and Tarin Chaplin point out, “to create the illusion, you
need the reality of the articulate human body, sweating and
thumping along.”

Leadership is, of course, very much the same. The act of leading
is not something that can be captured and preserved, even in these
days of digital cameras and streaming video. Leadership occurs in
a moment and then it is gone. As Walter Sorrell puts it so eloquently
and in a way that speaks to leaders as well as dancers, “Life only
lasts the very moment of our awareness of it, and all that remains
is, as in the dance, the memory we can retain of it.” For the leader
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to touch someone’s emotions, something must happen in an in-
stant. For that moment, there must be some sort of connection, a
shared experience, a shared meaning, a shared emotion.

But then the moment is gone and another appears. So, like dance,
leadership is illusory, fleeting, momentary, fragile. And yet it needs
the physical actions of the leader to make it happen. There is some-
thing about the reality of the leader’s tone, the leader’s speaking,
the gesture, the inflection, or another of a million subtle cues that
“connects” with others and compels them to follow. And it has to
happen in a moment or it won’t happen at all.

Second, dancers and choreographers have to work within a
certain structure, the structure of a particular time and a particu-
lar place, and with the interaction of many people (which itself
imposes structure). There is a great deal of creativity that is in-
volved in dance, yet that creativity occurs within the context of
relatively specific structures. Septime Webre, artistic director of
the Washington Ballet, told us that because those in dance have
“to marry a high degree of structure and discipline with great
creativity, we [in dance] can view the world in ways that accept
structure. There’s a certain amount of structure that’s set and I
believe the world is healthier because of that. A society that has
structure and order provides for freedom. It provides for and fos-
ters creativity.” Note that other artistic disciplines are less con-
strained by structure than dance; for example, a visual artist who
works alone may be less concerned about the interaction of his
art with that of others. But note also that Webre’s comment was
that structure actually spurs creativity.

Obviously, leaders work within the limits of particular struc-
tures as well. For the leader, those structures include the groups
or organizations or communities within which the leader acts.
The leader is bound by the history of those involved, their estab-
lished patterns of interaction, and their expectations about ap-
propriate leadership behaviors. It makes a difference to the leader
whether people in the group or organization “go way back” to-
gether. It makes a difference what their values and beliefs are. It
makes a difference what they think about the person who would
lead, whether it is someone coming from the outside or someone
who has been there all along. These conditions structure what
leaders can do. And yet they also contain elements of freedom,



EXPLORING  THE  ART  OF  LEADERSHIP 15

little openings into which the leader can move to offer insight,
support, and direction.

Third, like the other arts, dance is, to a great extent, a skill-
based discipline, though, as we will see, one supported by sig-
nificant personal resources. Just as the painter needs to know the
proper brush stroke and the musician needs to be able to sustain
a smooth vibrato, the dancer must learn endless sequences of
positions and movements. Dance is not just an intellectual enter-
prise and it can’t be learned in more than a rudimentary way just
by reading books or watching other dancers. Dancers must ac-
quire specific skills through a combination of instruction, prac-
tice, and psychological discipline.

It’s more unusual to talk of leadership as a skill-based disci-
pline, but that’s exactly what it is. There are certain skills that
leaders employ. There are things that leaders do that cause others
to follow. Many who lead actually employ these skills without
conscious preparation, and indeed they often wonder why oth-
ers perceive them as leaders. A major corporate figure recently
told us, “people are always coming up to me and complimenting
me on my leadership. But I don’t really know what I’m doing. It’s
just natural to me.” This is probably one of those cases where
some of the skills of leadership are simply “built in.”

For others, leadership may not come so naturally. But the skills
of leadership, especially those associated with the art of leader-
ship, can be more clearly defined and developed over time. To do
so, of course, does not involve merely reading biographies of fa-
mous leaders or watching other leaders in action. Rather, just like
learning dance, learning the skills of leadership requires a combi-
nation of instruction, practice, and psychological discipline. But it
is clearly possible to improve one’s leadership skills. So in answer
to the classic question about whether leaders are born or made, we
would say “both”—that is, some skills seem natural to some people,
other skills have to be developed through learning and reflection,
and sometimes simply through time and experience.

There are a number of reasons to suggest that learning more
about how artists, musicians, and especially dancers approach their
work can aid in understanding the world of leadership. Both dance
and leadership combine deep personal commitment and insight
with specific skills to help us bring the future into focus. Both work
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within specific structures, but do so with an eye toward deriving
the greatest possible creativity from the context within which they
occur. Both ultimately aim at establishing a sense of moving for-
ward together. As one critic remarked, “When you boil it all down,
that is the social purpose of art: the creation of mutuality, the pas-
sage from feeling into shared meaning.” And, we would say, that’s
the purpose of leadership as well—achieving shared meaning.

A New Language for Leadership

People tend to think of universities as being a little more open
and responsive than other institutions, but they certainly have
their share of hierarchy and top-down leadership, just like other
places. That’s why Jeff Rich, a young faculty member in political
science, found his new dean, Mary Augustine, so remarkable. Not
only was Mary always open and engaging at a personal level,
but as a leader she seemed to be steps ahead of others. Mary just
seemed to have a special talent for engaging others and aiming
their work in the most positive directions.

While Mary had good ideas herself about modernizing the cur-
riculum and about how to attract more and better students, her
real skill was in bringing people together to discuss such topics
fully and completely, then guiding them to consensus. Her ap-
proach was not to plant ideas, and certainly not to manipulate
the group, but rather to try to discover what each person felt and
where the group would find common ground. “It’s amazing,”
she once told Jeff, “how these people come up with such good
ideas, ideas that are much better than any I might have come along
with. You just have to release the right energy and things go in
amazing directions.”

Jeff was especially impressed at how Mary had the capacity to
take a number of good and often very complex ideas and boil
them down to a few statements that seemed so simple but cap-
tured everything that the group had said. She had the capacity to
capture just the essential elements, but, in doing so, made the
ideas accessible to everyone in the group and to those outside.
Finally, Jeff observed, Mary was able to move the group to act, at
just the right time and with just the right momentum. As Jeff
watched her in action, Mary never seemed to be “in charge,” at
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least not in the old-fashioned top-down way, yet she was undoubt-
edly one of the very best leaders Jeff had ever seen.

As we noted earlier, we are interested in identifying exactly what
leaders do that causes other people to follow. For this reason, we
are interested in the act of leading as opposed to what those in
formal positions of leadership do. There are two reasons for this
view. First, we think that leading is something that people do at
all levels of society and in all areas of human endeavor. Some
lead more formally and more often than others, but all are ca-
pable of leading and in fact do so from time to time. Second, even
those in formal positions of leadership engage in a variety of ac-
tivities, some of which involve leading, some of which involve
management, some of which involve other things. We are inter-
ested in identifying some of the essential elements that distin-
guish the act of leading from other human activities.

We recently heard someone who had coached Olympic ath-
letes point out that while different basketball players or different
golfers seem to shoot the ball or swing the club in different ways,
those differences are largely differences of personality. An engi-
neer studying the basic human motions involved in the shot or
the swing would point out certain elements of speed, torque, and
acceleration that are indispensable to the success of the shot or
the swing. The essentials stay the same even though the person-
alities differ. Similarly, while leaders may appear to be different
based on their personalities and the situations they find them-
selves in, there are certain essentials that they share, often with-
out even knowing it. They do certain things that cause others to
think of them as leaders, and to follow. While the personalities of
leaders make different leaders seem quite different, there are es-
sential skills that all possess.

What is it, then, that is distinctive about the act of leading?
What is it that causes others to become vitalized and begin to
move in a new direction? Our answer is that the essence of lead-
ership its is capacity to “energize,” for the leader to touch and to
move people, to animate them in pursuit of a better future, one in
which problems are solved, one in which progress toward im-
portant goals is made, and one in which the human condition is
improved. In part, this can be done as the leader works with oth-
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ers to come up with good ideas about how things should be done
and then communicates in a way that people find objectively con-
vincing. (Note that while “coming up” with good ideas might be
something the leader does alone, it is increasingly more likely a
matter of the leader assimilating and integrating the good ideas
of many others.)

But even generating good ideas is rarely enough. In order to
energize others, even in the pursuit of objectively “good ideas,”
the leader must connect with them at a more personal level. As
we said earlier, people can get interested in explanations and jus-
tifications, but they are rarely “energized” without some kind of
an emotional commitment. For this to happen, the leader must
trigger, stimulate, or evoke an emotional response on the part of
potential followers so that those people will become engaged and
active. Only when people are “moved” emotionally will they be-
gin to “move” psychologically and physically.

The capacity to energize others through touching the emotions
is the key to the art of leadership. To the extent that we can learn
how leaders make that emotional connection, we will improve
our capacity to lead at whatever level we find ourselves. We can
enhance our understanding of the art of leadership by looking at
other artistic disciplines, because in all its variations, art aims at
arousing or inducing feelings such as pleasure, pain, joy, anger,
tenderness, elation, shock, fear, or wonder. By learning about the
artistry of emotional connection, we are able to identify the “es-
sentials” of leadership and to suggest ways in which individuals
at all levels can increase their capacity for leadership.

The act of leading involves shaping and giving direction to
the energy that individuals have and the energy that is constantly
exchanged between and among people. This energy is the “raw
material” of artistic leadership, and understanding and work-
ing with and through the rhythms of social energy is an essen-
tial leadership skill. The best leaders have a special sensitivity
to the shifting rhythms of human emotions. And they have a
special talent to touch and move people and groups at a very
basic level. The actions that these leaders take and the expres-
sions they make trigger a certain emotional response in others,
people who are then much more likely to be “energized” around
whatever issue they face. Leaders are in the business of shaping
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and giving direction to human energy as it flows through space
and time.

Obviously, such a view of leadership is quite different from
the traditional view of leadership as giving orders or creating
structures for control. Perhaps that is what leadership once was,
but no longer. Looking back, we can outline the traditional tasks
of leadership, the old “job description” of the leader, as follows:
the leader’s role is (1) to come up with good ideas about the di-
rection the group or organization or society should take, (2) to
decide on a course of action or a goal to be accomplished, and (3)
to exert his or her influence or control in moving the group in
that direction.

But this “job description” no longer works. While perhaps
suited to the formal leader of decades past, this view simply
doesn’t fit circumstances today. No one individual can be expected
to come up with all the best ideas about where the group or orga-
nization should be going. Moreover, having one individual de-
cide on a course of action not only limits the options available,
but also limits the commitment of the others to the course cho-
sen. And, if anything, asserting excessive power or control in try-
ing to move a group is likely to backfire over the long term. Most
people don’t want to be told what to do; they want to be a part of
what is being decided and undertaken.

In contrast to this traditional view of the leader’s role, leader-
ship today is exercised by one who: (1) helps the group or organi-
zation or society understand its needs and its potential, (2)
integrates and articulates the group’s vision, and (3) acts as a “trig-
ger” or stimulus for group action. This view recognizes that all
members of the group have aspirations not only for themselves
but for the groups and organizations and communities and soci-
eties of which they are a part. Involving many people in assess-
ing the potential of the group, then constructing an image of the
future together, is both more effective in the long run and mor-
ally the right thing to do. The leader’s role is to bring the group
together, to facilitate its discussion of future possibilities, and to
provide an initial “push” to get things moving.

The leader should aid in creating an open and visible process
through which members of the group can express their needs and
interests and in which the leader helps maintain the integrity of
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the group process and a dedication to the group’s vision. This is
not at all to say that the leader must just sit back and wait for the
group to act, for the process of bringing forward ideas, stating
them in terms that are meaningful to people, and communicating
them in a way that resonates with people throughout a group,
organization, or society is extremely hard work, indeed, much
harder work than simply trying to control people. But it’s also
much more likely to result in a clear direction and sustained en-
ergy on the part of the group.

Think, for example, of the way things happen when a small
group is brought together to address a problem or complete a
task. Often the conversation will swirl around inconclusively for
a while (sometimes a long time) until one person makes a sug-
gestion that others pick up on and begin to act upon. People’s
reactions may be based on the substance of what was said or on
the way in which it was presented or, most likely, some combina-
tion of both. But, in any case, we would say that where people
react with energy and enthusiasm, leadership has been exercised,
or, to say it in a different way, an act of leading has occurred. The
act of leading need not have been an act of the formal “leader” of
the group, even if there is one, but leadership has still occurred.
So you can think of leadership retrospectively: when you see that
a group has been energized, you can say that an act of leadership
is likely to have just occurred. In cases such as this, what’s critical
is not a scientific approach, but the artistry of the leader.

Reprise

So what is it that leaders do, consciously or unconsciously, that
causes others to follow? We think the answer lies not in the
leader’s providing explanations, but in the leader’s connecting
with people in a way that energizes them and causes them to
act. The leader must touch not only the “head” but also the
“heart.” The leader must address basic human values and do so
in terms of the future. What distinguishes the act of leading from
other human activities is that the leader makes an emotional
connection with others around issues of personal values and
energizes them to move in a new direction. As we said earlier,
leadership energizes.
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But leadership also provides meaning. The world of art is one
in which artists, musicians, and dancers help us sort out the com-
plexity and the meaning of our lives. The philosopher Suzanne
Langer writes, “A dance . . . expresses the nature of human feel-
ing—the rhythms and connections, crises and breaks, the com-
plexity and richness of what is sometimes called man’s ‘inner
life,’ the stream of direct experience, life as it feels to the living. . . .”
Certainly we should expect no less from leadership. We should
expect and in fact demand that leadership help us to confront
both our dreams and our demons, to comprehend our most ex-
alted moments and those in which we fail to live up to our best,
and to give us strength to express our inner being. To engage in
and to respond to this kind of leadership, we will suggest, is to
enter into the dance of leadership.
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The Interplay of

Space, Time, and Energy

An executive, sensing that where she sits in a crowded
meeting will make a difference in the way people respond

to her, moves instinctively toward the “head” of the table.

The chief of staff to a gubernatorial
candidate comments over and over that,

in politics, as in life, “timing is everything.”

A community arts activist recognizes the
difference between her style and that of a friend

by saying “I’m go, go, go and she’s oooooh so slow.”

The chief executive officer of a hospital walks through
the wards and senses the almost palpable shifts in energy

as he moves from one part of the hospital to another.

To oversimplify, there are two ways of relating to others, through
the head or through the heart. We can appeal to logic and reason,
explaining our ideas in the most precise and objective terms, hop-
ing that the other will understand our argument and find it per-
suasive. Or we can try to connect through the emotions, by sharing
a part of ourselves in a way that we hope will touch the other’s
feelings and trigger some hidden interest, perhaps even excite-
ment. Both are valuable.

Unfortunately, the modern world has steered a little too far in
the direction of the intellect. It has sought to rationalize and to
quantify what may be neither rational nor quantifiable. Consis-
tent with this general tendency, many have come to accept a rather



THE  INTERPLAY  OF  SPACE,  TIME,  AND  ENERGY 23

narrow “managerial” view of leadership, one that focuses our
attention on “plans,” “resources,” and “outputs,” as opposed to
questions of human emotions and human values. Leaders have
increasingly been defined as those who can move the organiza-
tion toward its stated goals and objectives, that is, leaders have
been seen as concerned with the details of managerial processes
affecting the bottom line.

In contrast, real and enduring leadership is an emotional, in-
tellectual, physical, and even aesthetic experience that involves
our heads, our hearts, our fundamental selves. Leadership is
not just a matter of “what we do,” but “who we are.” The world
of “what we do” is concerned with attaining given goals in the
most efficient way possible. In that realm, the old language of
“command and control” doesn’t seem completely out of place,
especially as it is expressed in more contemporary and more
subtle terms such as “motivation” and “empowerment.” The
world of “what we do” is concerned with getting people to do
what we think is necessary in order to accomplish what we want
to accomplish.

The world of “who we are” is different. It centers on develop-
ing our human potential, with our having the capacity and op-
portunity to be all that we can be. That, of course, involves
individual choice. People must have the chance to make deci-
sions about those things that are important to them and then to
choose how best to achieve their individual and very personal
goals. The world of “who we are” is played out in our relation-
ships with other individuals as we work together in small
groups, as we participate in social, civic, and religious organi-
zations, as we enter the world of work, and as we understand
our roles as citizens.

Dancers and choreographers, like other artists, speak to the
world of “who we are.” They are concerned with getting things
done efficiently, but they are more concerned with establishing
an emotional connection or bond with others. They don’t think
just in terms of objects or inputs, but in terms of symbols and
metaphors, the currency of the emotional world. When the dancer
looks at the “field” that is being presented, he or she thinks in
terms of space and time and energy, time being the sequence and
duration of events, space being their relation to one another, and
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energy being the motive force that provides the spark of power
and imagination, creativity and spontaneity, liveliness and imagi-
nation that causes people to respond.

These elements of the dancer’s world make considerable sense
for leaders as well. Though they would rarely use these words,
leaders also operate in a world of space, time, and energy. Think-
ing about leadership in these terms permits the leader or poten-
tial leader to see his or her “field” in a new and valuable way. In
this chapter, we explore the three categories suggested by the
world of dance: space, time, and energy. In each case, we say some-
thing about the dancer’s perspective, but also demonstrate the
implications of such a perspective for leadership. Following our
survey here of some perspectives that dancers and leaders might
share, we move in later chapters to a discussion of some specific
skills as well as certain inner resources that the world of dance sug-
gests for the world of leadership.

The Elements of Dance

At a recent workshop, we discussed the ways in which different
leaders think about and move through their days. Emily Scales
began the discussion by talking about her calendar and how tightly
her calendar bound her actions during the day. “If it’s not on my
calendar, I don’t do it,” she said. “I come into my office in the morn-
ing and I pretty much know what the day will be like. And there’s
not a lot of flexibility. I’m booked pretty tight so that if someone
wants to see me I just ask them to contact my assistant for an ap-
pointment.” Wayne Collins looked sympathetic. His day, he re-
ported, was not so much bound by appointments as by “things to
do.” He told us that he had attended a time management seminar
some years ago and now religiously keeps lists of “things to do”
and carefully programs each day so that the most important tasks
are sure to be completed. When we asked Emily and Wayne how
they felt about their days, both responded that everything seemed
programmed and mechanical. “Everything is so structured,” Wayne
said, “that I sometimes lose a sense of the importance of what I’m
doing, you know, why I’m doing it. I just move through the day
with no sense of what it’s all about. It’s like Mark Twain said about
history—it’s just one damn thing after the other!”
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Otis Taylor then joined in the discussion, saying that he under-
stood how much pressure people feel today to get things done as
quickly and efficiently as possible. But, he said, “You have to have
some ‘flow time’ as well.” When we asked what he meant by
“flow time,” he told us that he felt it was necessary to preserve
some time each day in which he could “flow” from place to place
and person to person, not just moving from appointment to ap-
pointment or from task to task, but allowing times and spaces for
genuine human interaction. “I have to stay in touch with my
people in a personal way. If I don’t, I start to lose them. In fact, I
also start to lose myself. Having a little cushion built into my day
so that I can occasionally just go with the flow is very important
to me. That’s the only way I can sense the energy and enthusiasm
of those I’m working with and the only way they can see mine.
It’s very important.” Most in the group thought Otis really had
hit on something, but when we talked about how to put the idea
into practice, most came up with dozens of reasons why finding
“flow time” in their organizations would be difficult. As we left
the room, Otis said quietly to one of us, “Don’t they know that’s
the most important thing leaders do?”

Artists generally are concerned with conveying emotional content
that resonates with their audiences, whether in the theater, in a gal-
lery, or on a street corner. Dancers and choreographers go about
that task by manipulating symbols and metaphors through pat-
terns of movement, often accompanied by music. In order to make
their work meaningful, in order for them to touch those who are
watching and engage their attention and appreciation, they must
work with staging, music, lighting, costumes, set design, and many
other aspects of the performance. But most important is the perspec-
tive that dancers and choreographers bring to their work. Artists see
the world differently from other people. Anna Deveare Smith, a theater
artist and playwright, commented, “The value of the artist is in the
mind that sees things differently from a civil rights lawyer.” It’s as
if there are different lenses for viewing the world and artists have a
lens at their disposal that is unfamiliar to many others.

Managers, for example, see the world from an “organiza-
tional” viewpoint, that is, in terms of the manipulation of re-
sources to produce goods or services. Lawyers see the world
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from a “juridical” viewpoint, that is, in terms of contested is-
sues waiting to be fought out in courtroom settings. Dancers
and choreographers see the world in terms of a different set of
elements, each absolutely critical to the expressing and commu-
nicating of human emotion. These elements are space, time, and
energy. These fundamental ideas or structures, highlighted by
the artistic “lens,” initially form the backdrop or “canvas” upon
which the dancer or choreographer pursues his or her art, but
they also become the tools the artist manipulates through imagi-
nation, through creativity, through abstraction, through design,
and through performance.

Human activity, whether dance or leadership, has to be orga-
nized so that it flows through time and through space with a
certain level of energy or intensity, but also with a certain de-
gree of freedom and release. Without attention to space, time,
and energy, creating that flow would be impossible. But with
the right combination of these elements, with everything com-
ing together in just the right way, people move through time
and space at an appropriate rhythm, expressing the energy they
feel and transferring that energy to others. We think that lead-
ers or potential leaders would benefit from thinking in similar
terms and, indeed, based on our interviews, we would say that
the best leaders already do so. They just use different words to
describe their experiences.

There’s really nothing mysterious about these elements. We are
all bound by them, but, for most of us, our attention is elsewhere.
Liz Lerman, founder of the Liz Lerman Dance Exchange, shared
with us the following example: “On the most simplistic level, I
think about how I choreograph my way out of the house in the
morning, especially when my husband and I each try to get out
of the house at the same time with the child ‘intact.’ I used to
laugh because it was much easier for me. It felt choreographic,
because you even sequenced what you put on your back. Then
you finally get out the door and you didn’t forget anything.” That’s
probably a familiar scene for many readers, but most probably
don’t think of it in terms of choreographic categories such as con-
tent or sequencing or time, as Liz Lerman does. Yet once you be-
gin to think in those categories, they help you better understand
what’s at play in that example.
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There are, of course, many other ways in which we move with
energy through space and time. We get out of bed and get dressed
in the morning, activities situated in certain spaces and taking a
certain amount of time, which by force of habit we can estimate
fairly well. If we work in a building downtown, we either drive
to work or take public transportation, now moving through much
larger measures of space and at a distinctly different and faster
pace. As we travel along, we may encounter traffic or experience
overcrowding on the bus or train, either of which may disrupt
our expectations about the time it will take to get downtown or
what we think of as our appropriate allocation of space, our “ter-
ritory.” We don’t want to be slowed down and we don’t want
people pressing too close. It throws off our sense of time and space.

We arrive at work and enter our office, a clearly defined space
in which we undertake various activities during the course of the
next several hours. We may also move to different spaces, such as
a conference room, and experience a different spatial or temporal
dynamic. Similarly, throughout the day, we may perform some
activities with strong passion and intensity, while at other times
we are fairly passive and reactive. We may also notice that our
level of activity or passivity may not be matched by others. Some
topics for which we have great enthusiasm seem to bore others.
And vice versa. We experience the world in terms of space, time,
and energy, but still we rarely think in those terms, especially
when we talk about leadership.

Not only artists, but also the best leaders, seem to have a better
sense of the flow of space, time, and energy than others, and those
who would like to improve their leadership skills can do so in
part by giving greater attention to these elements. For now we
should simply be reminded that groups, organizations, and soci-
eties move through time and space with greater or lesser degrees
of energy, just as individuals do. Think of a basketball team go-
ing through the course of a game. The players’ actions are bounded
by a specific space and a specific time—the court and the time-
clock—but these are merely backdrops against which the play-
ers, individually and as a squad, structure bursts of energy that
flow through the more specific time and space. One of the impor-
tant roles of the leader is to organize the flow of energy through
time and space so as to best achieve valued results.
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Consider the United States’s 1960s ambition to put a man on
the moon. In 1961, President John Kennedy told Congress, “I
believe that this nation should commit itself to achieving the
goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon
and returning him safely to the Earth.” President Kennedy’s
expression of that goal had the effect of restructuring the way
we thought about space and time, both in the sense of how we
understood distances and travel times between the earth and
the moon, and how we might structure our political and organi-
zational time over the next several years. Moreover, because
people responded to the emotional challenge that the president
presented, much greater social and political “energy” was fo-
cused on the space program. We would say that the primary
effect of the president’s leadership was to put in motion or to
“trigger” certain activities undertaken through a newly ener-
gized sense of time and space, and entered into by those in NASA
as well as people throughout the nation.

In the remainder of this chapter we will explore each of the
three elements of dance: space, time, and energy. In each case, we
will take a quick look at how dancers and choreographers ap-
proach that element, but focus on some of the ways that leaders
might benefit by greater attention to that way of thinking about
human action. Again, it may make most sense to think in terms
of lenses. Looking through one set of lenses we see certain things;
looking through another set of lenses we see different things. Our
question will ultimately be whether our skills in leadership can
be enhanced by at least occasionally adopting a set of lenses that
help us see space, time, and energy a little more clearly.

Working with Space

Anyone who occasionally watches sports recognizes that some play-
ers “see” the court or the field in an almost uncanny, but more com-
plete way than most. Basketball players like Michael Jordan, John
Stockton, or Allen Iverson have a special “feel” for what’s going on
all around them, not just what’s immediately in front of them. They
know where all their teammates are, they know where the opposi-
tion players are, and they know just where to position themselves
to best take advantage of that distribution of players on the court.



THE  INTERPLAY  OF  SPACE,  TIME,  AND  ENERGY 29

Sometimes it’s as if they are watching the movement or the “flow”
of the game from up above, able to see everything at once.

It’s certainly possible to draw sketches of the court on chalk-
board, and, of course, coaches do that all the time. You can see
where the X’s and the O’s are most likely to line up and where the
offensive players might be repositioned, for example, to take ad-
vantage of a particular defensive alignment. But the game, of
course, is never that static. The coach may anticipate some situa-
tions, but in the flow of the game, things always happen that are
completely unpredictable (in fact, that’s probably what we enjoy
about the game). Yet when that unpredictability comes into play,
the great players seem to understand just what is happening. They
see the whole “field” and they react accordingly. Leading a fast
break, they know when to drive, when to veer out, when to pass
off and then “spot up.” And sometimes, driving toward the bas-
ket, they flip the ball directly behind to a trailing player better
positioned to go to the basket. They couldn’t have seen the player
behind them, and, with the noise of the crowd, they probably
couldn’t have even heard the other. But because they could see
the whole “field,” they knew someone was there and that the
other player was in a better position to score.

Leaders, especially those who lead large and complex organiza-
tions, are perhaps most familiar with the concept of space as a
way of ordering human action. We recognize that many of our
activities take place in buildings or other fairly defined spaces.
We recognize the subtle differences in attitude and approach that
accompany the move from one space to another. We feel better,
more alive, in some buildings than we do in others. We know
that seating arrangements in a conference room or other meeting
space have some significance. It makes a difference whether
people are seated around a long rectangular table with someone
clearly at the head of the table or whether they are seated around
a circular table with no discernible “power” position. And we are
quite familiar with the spatial depiction of our businesses and
agencies in organizational charts. These are all familiar and im-
portant ways in which space affects the work we do.

Dancers and choreographers extend this understanding of
space by recognizing that space is something that both affects
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and is affected by emotional or feeling content. To start with,
dancers recognize the dynamic interaction that occurs between
and among physical bodies moving in space. Whatever one body
does in space affects what others do as well. Jean-Louis Barrault,
the well-known French actor and mime, made the point that
everyone is connected: “The mime must first of all be aware of
this boundless contact with things. There is no insulating layer
of air between the man and the outside world. Any man who
moves about causes ripples in the ambient world in the same
way a fish does when it moves in the water.” It’s like a human
“butterfly effect.”

Some have even argued that we are constantly giving off subtle
signals with respect to movement in space and that those signals
we send out and those we receive shape our movement behavior.
For example, imagine looking from above at a crowded intersec-
tion with dozens of people on either side of the street waiting to
cross. The light turns green and people start toward one another,
yet remarkably few bump into anyone. There seems to be some
hidden “guidance” system in operation. People seem to be con-
stantly giving and receiving directions as they move.

Dancers and choreographers are, of course, interested in the
effect that the movement of people in space has in terms of emo-
tion. There are a variety of ways in which dancers and choreog-
raphers discuss space; the terms include level, shape, direction,
dimension, perspective, and focus. But just for purposes of il-
lustration, think for a moment about what is communicated by
someone lying down or staying close to the ground, or, alterna-
tively, someone beginning to rise and ultimately standing, or,
again, someone leaping high in the air. The body in the low po-
sition is likely to convey rest, gravity, or simply being deeply
“grounded.” The body in the standing position has more op-
tions, more freedom, and can change direction or speed easily.
The leaping body, at least in our culture, conveys joy, exhilara-
tion, or transformation.

Of course, it gets even more complicated when you add other
dancers. For example, a balanced or symmetrical placement of
dancers on the stage, say, in two rows on either side, gives the
impression of stability and calm, whereas an unbalanced or asym-
metrical arrangement implies movement or dynamism. The way
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that an individual occupies a space is important, but what be-
comes even more important are the relationships among the vari-
ous dancers, the pattern that they form and how they move
vis-à-vis one another. It’s not the individual bodies that the cho-
reographer is working with, but the relationships among them.
Dance educator Victoria Hutchinson captured this point by tell-
ing us that “When you play around with space and play around
with time, it’s really the relationship of those bodies that’s the most
interesting.” It’s the capacity to understand the impact of various
patterns or shapes that is the key to successful choreography.

For most leaders, and certainly for most managers, there is a
tendency to think of space in fairly rigid terms. We understand
the idea of space, but typically we focus on space without move-
ment through time. Such a static view of space is familiar to those
working in complex organizations, for whom the organizational
chart is the ultimate spatial representation of how the organiza-
tion is supposed to operate. (It’s comparable, of course, to the
coach’s chalkboard mentioned above.) But, of course, what is com-
pletely missing from the chart is any sense of movement through
time, any variation in focus or balance or flow, any dynamism.
For the leader, having a capacity for design, for patterning, and
for developing relationships is absolutely essential.

The patterns that must be grasped by the leader are largely
built around human relationships. While most of the manage-
ment literature focuses on the manager’s interaction with one
person or with small groups, the leader needs to see not just indi-
viduals but overall patterns of relationships. Those, after all, may
ultimately be what is most important in moving forward. To be
able to see and understand relationships the potential leader must
have a special sense of pattern or design, he or she must be able
to see not just the “dots,” but ways of “connecting the dots.” Ob-
viously, there are endless combinations of relationships that can
be employed by leaders, especially as you begin to think in terms
of “sculpting” human energy in space. For our purposes here,
one important aspect of leadership is the capacity to visualize the
space within which human energy moves and help give shape
and direction to that energy.

Being able to see the whole “field,” as we said before, is a very
special capability of the most effective leaders. As we said, some
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athletes, such as Martina Navratilova and Wayne Gretzky, seem
to have a “sense “ for the game that derives from knowing where
everything is and where everything is going. Hockey legend
Gretzky, for example, is supposed to have said, “Others skate to
where the puck is; I skate to where the puck is going to be.” Most
leadership occurs in settings other than athletic fields, though
certainly some occurs there. But it’s appropriate to speak of lead-
ers generally as needing to recognize all the components of a situ-
ation that are in play at any particular moment and to have a
sense of spatial relationships so as to know what to expect next.
The leader needs to be able to “skate” to where the action is go-
ing to be, not just where it is. Whatever the setting for leadership,
leaders benefit from being able to see the whole field, and that’s a
matter of recognizing and working with patterns in space.

The key is the leader’s capacity to see movement, pattern, and
design in the flow of human energy. As we have said before, for
some people the capacity to see design in their everyday living is
quite natural, even taken for granted. For example, bringing to-
gether a multitude of ideas and concepts generated through end-
less conversations and reports, then sorting out the essential and
doing away with the trivial, is an absolutely critical leadership
skill. Indeed, many who use this capacity in leading may not even
recognize that this is what they are doing. For others that capa-
bility needs to be consciously developed; it needs to be constantly
recognized and nurtured over time.

The leader’s capacity to understand the flow of human energy
through space and time is clearly related to the much more em-
bracing capacity to recognize the relationships and patterns that
hold life and lives together. Some leaders, some artists, even some
philosophers, have special capabilities in this regard. It is their
creativity with respect to seeing and understanding these pat-
terns and relationships that constitutes their greatest creative abil-
ity. “There are certain underlying orderly arrangements in
everything beyond and within us. More than the inventing of
new things, creativity often implies the discovery of these under-
lying orderly arrangements.” Leaders who are able to grasp the
“underlying orderly arrangements” that hold human beings to-
gether will have a special advantage.

It’s not at all easy. These arrangements are often complex, over-
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lapping, and seemingly random; some appear as patterns only
over the long term and, for that reason, it’s easy to miss them. But
the leader, like the artist, must have the special ability to see and
understand patterns or relationships, then to employ that under-
standing in a singular fashion. From the morass of ideas and in-
formation that characterizes life today, the leader finds, isolates,
and then highlights significant patterns. Leaders, more than oth-
ers, excel in recognizing and recovering form, sorting out the rel-
evant elements of shape and space from those that detract, and
identifying patterns in relationships that others fail to see. Indeed,
we might say that even beyond the leader’s creativity in solving
problems or coming up with new “visions” for the group or or-
ganization, the leader’s most creative skill is that of finding sig-
nificance in the patterns or flow of human relationships.

Working with Time

Statement: “Time flies.” Response: “I can’t. Their flight is too ir-
regular.” When one of the author’s elementary school teachers
returned from a linguistics convention to share with her class the
joke that had been the “buzz” of the whole meeting, her young
students first struggled to figure out the joke, then groaned at
how bad it was. But, after many years, we’re coming to recognize
that there’s an even deeper layer of meaning in the puzzler. The
flight of time itself is irregular. That’s something that Jim Meredith,
CEO of a major corporation, helped us learn.

Jim was reminiscing about how strange and unpredictable his
path through life had been. He was a math and physics whiz in
high school and was clearly destined for a career in the sciences.
Indeed, he went to graduate school in mathematics and ultimately
received a doctorate from the University of Texas. The direction
of his life and his career seemed to be laid out clearly in front of
him with a steady progression of contributions, perhaps one day
leading to a Nobel Prize. After only a few years in a very promi-
nent research and development lab, however, he became man-
ager of the lab. Suddenly his career had shifted. He was no longer
a mathematician, he was a manager, something completely for-
eign to his experience. But he adapted well to his new role and,
again to his surprise, was soon asked to move to a substantial
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position in the financial management area. Now his work was
still in part managerial, but also financial. But he adapted well
and eventually moved on to the top executive level in his com-
pany, eventually becoming its chief executive officer, responsible
for all aspects of the business.

Jim marveled at how this had come about. His career certainly
could not have been predicted from anything that happened
early on or at least anything that was apparent early on. There
was certainly no “straight arrow” of movement through time
and career. Yet in retrospect, maybe there was: What held all
these different jobs together was the fact that Jim had somehow
developed a love for business. He just lived and dreamed busi-
ness all day and often into the night. But he never would have
guessed that early on. And even if in high school or college he
had thought that one day he would like to be CEO (which he
never did), he wouldn’t have had the slightest idea how to di-
rect his career to that end. Rather he just did what he enjoyed
and went along for the ride.

Certainly, he speculated, other people may have driving ambi-
tions that propel them through life toward a single goal. “But my
experience is that a lot of people like that ‘crash and burn’ along
the way. They are just too obsessed, too intense, and they just don’t
enjoy it.” There’s also a lesson in this for the way top leaders view
time, he continued. Lots of managers have strategic plans with long-
term objectives laid out and lots of boxes and charts making it ap-
pear that the company’s development simply involves moving from
one box to the next. “But the real genius of leadership is to think
more broadly, to see the full expanse of time and opportunity, to
recognize the openings that present themselves for the company
to grow and expand, and to be ready to move, sometimes on a
moment’s notice. It’s not linear, it’s not mechanical, and it’s not
step-by-step. It’s the ability to see today how you are going to look
back on things twenty or twenty-five years from now.”

In what we have called the science of leadership, time is rarely
given any real attention, and is certainly not seen as the complex,
dynamic, vital, intense, powerful flowing, sustaining, but ulti-
mately mysterious force that we know it to be. We are amazed
daily at what time brings, at how “time slips away,” how “time
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flies,” and how “time is money.” In organizations, however, we
rarely talk explicitly about time, except for two important excep-
tions: when we talk about efficiency and when we talk about plan-
ning. When we talk about efficiency, we are not only concerned
with a relationship between inputs and outputs, we are concerned
with the time and energy expended in completing tasks. This was,
of course, the basis for the classic “time and motion” studies, stud-
ies that continue to have a familiar ring. When most people talk
about planning, it’s usually to consider the future and how we
can move successfully into the future. But even here, when we
talk about time, what we do is to “spatialize” time, that is, to con-
vert time into space, such as when we construct something like a
PERT (Program Evaluation Review Technique) chart or a strate-
gic plan.

Too often these efforts result in a set of categories, each assigned
a space or a temporal “box,” with the assumption, as Jim Meredith
noted, that if we move steadily from box to box, we will have
success. Of course, what is missing is that time doesn’t “stand
still” as we move through those boxes. Other things are happen-
ing around us and if we fail to live in “real time” our plans will
immediately become outdated, “relics” having little relevance to
our new present. That’s probably why so many strategic plans
wind up permanently housed on a distant shelf.

We will consider the dual issues of rhythm and timing in the
next chapter, so our discussion of time in this section will be lim-
ited. However, it is important to say a few words about the way
we experience time and the way we structure time. The anthro-
pologist Edward Hall provides an excellent starting point. For
Hall, time constitutes an invisible language that people employ
in their own activities and in their interactions with others. But it
is a language that varies from culture to culture and indeed from
group to group and organization to organization.

Hall lists two ways of thinking about time, the first being
monochronic time, a typically Western view in which events are
scheduled as separate items, one at a time. Within this concept of
time, activities are largely conducted in accordance with a sched-
ule that allows us to concentrate on one thing at a time and to
“manage” our time, so as to allocate our temporal “resources” in
a way that reflects our priorities. Those things that are most im-
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portant are granted larger chunks of time. The alternative,
polychronic time, involves people doing many things simulta-
neously, as in a Mediterranean marketplace in which crowds
gather clamoring for service but there is no apparent order to who
will be served next. The shopkeeper attends to many customers
at the same time.

Hall argues that each of these times has advantages and dis-
advantages. Thinking of the world in segmented monochronic
compartments may be helpful in dealing with linear tasks, but
of doubtful value in dealing with nonlinear or creative activi-
ties. Such an orientation can actually alienate people from one
another and reduce their attentiveness to the context, the world
around them. Polychronic time, on the other hand, can involve
many people at once, but with so much interaction that those
accustomed to another mode of time might wonder how any-
thing ever gets done. In organizational terms we might think of
these differences as the result of different leadership styles, but
remember, Hall is talking about cultural differences in the way
we conceive of time.

Dance, of course, depends on a polychronic view of time, an
orientation toward time that allows many things to be happen-
ing at once. Two dancers at the front of the stage are moving at a
moderate tempo but beginning to recede, all the while creating
powerful visual images. At the same time, three other dancers
toward the back are moving at different speeds and in different
directions. There’s a lot happening at once, but what’s most im-
portant is the overall impression. And, to make matters more com-
plicated, the choreographer has to design each individual moment,
but then organize the flow of all the separate moments into a com-
plete production.

Septime Webre of the Washington Ballet spoke to us about the
tension between the individual moment and the entire creation
in this way: “You have to orchestrate the moment. The composer
takes noise and organizes it in music. A choreographer takes chaos
and organizes a moment. And orchestrating the moment is more
than just rhythm or technique. It’s those and more. I think in terms
of going rapidly through time. Orchestrating the moment, then
seeing in advance in an abstract way how long is needed to make
it work.” And, of course, making it work means making it touch
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the audience, a process that is neither mechanical nor contrived,
but one that is dynamic and changing.

Two members of the Department of Dance at Arizona State
University, Claudia Murphey and Mila Parrish, talked with us
about how they teach choreography. Students are given prob-
lems or scenarios to work out in movement, then their efforts
are critiqued and they start again, trying something new to see
if it works better. The course is based on problem solving, find-
ing solutions, and recognizing that there are multiple solutions
to any problem. In that sense, Murphey suggested that the course
“becomes a metaphor for life. You have to allow yourself mul-
tiple solutions to a problem. You have to get to the point where
you are not willing to be stopped in your tracks. If there’s a road-
block, try to be creative and find a way around it. That life skill
is worth everything.”

But because the choreographer works in polychronic time,
things are always changing and consequently the solutions change
from moment to moment. The choreographer isn’t working with
a set of finite objects, but the ever-shifting, evolving relationships
among people. Parrish reflected, “In the process of making a work,
new possibilities arise, new potential solutions. The playing field
is open, is active, is alive, is responsive.” The choreographic de-
sign is never a progression from box to box; rather, it’s a swirling
mix of bodies in motion, of symbols and meanings that float in
and out, of music, of colors, and of time mixing with space in the
most unpredictable ways.

Leaders, we would suggest, also need to break away from the
bounds of structured, mechanical time and the finite boundaries
it sets. Yet unfortunately, this is exactly the concept of time that
we most often use in organizational settings, where we seek ways
of ordering the supply of time so as to achieve organizational
objectives in the most efficient way possible. Among the prob-
lems leaders encounter, one of the most difficult has to do with
bringing the right people or objects to the right place at the right
time. A related issue is raised by the fact that certain actions must
follow others in a prescribed order. Finally, the frequency with
which events occur is an issue. What’s important to note is that
all these questions are usually treated within the framework of
monochronic, linear, mechanical time. Remember that while that
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view of time seems to predominate in modern organizational life,
it is not the only one available.

We said earlier that leaders need to think outside the spatial
boxes we construct for ourselves. But leaders also need to think
outside the normal temporal boxes as well, to entertain the limit-
less possibilities that time and circumstances allow, and to give
motion to activities that will flow together toward an uncertain
but hopefully better future. Alcine Wiltz, chair of the Department
of Dance at the University of Maryland, told us, “Time gives you
a referencing point. Maybe it’s like a canvas out there with all
these little points on it. It’s finding the right connections of the
dots. There is something that’s alive in front of you and . . . you
are constantly putting it in some structure.” Structure in this sense
is not the type of rigid confine that limits or constrains; instead, it
might be better equated with “form” or “order” or even “state-
ment,” in the sense of “making a statement.” (A dictionary defi-
nition of “structure” doesn’t contain the idea of rigidity or
containment that we ordinarily associate with that term; rather, it
has to do simply with the interrelation or arrangement of parts in
some complex fashion.) For the leader, structures are not there to
constrain, but rather to provide for free thinking. One executive
told us: “I’m someone who really wants to be able to make changes
until the time that changes can’t be made. That’s difficult for
people who think in a more linear way.”

While managers may be able to think in terms of moving from
one box to another, the flow of human energy that leadership
activates is never just such a movement. Rather, in the process of
leading, new possibilities arise, new potential solutions. The
leader’s field, like that of the dancer, is open, active, and respon-
sive. It sometimes involves a maddening mix of bodies and per-
sonalities, of ideas and images, or projects and proposals, all
coming together in the most unpredictable way. When all these
forces crystallize in perfect action, in harmony with one another,
there is a sense of “flow.” Things feel right and people feel good.

Leaders inevitably deal with the future and with movement
through time, that is, they deal with change. For this reason, a
leader’s understanding of time must always incorporate far more
flexibility and openness than that of others. The leader has to psy-
chologically entertain more than the immediate moment or the



THE  INTERPLAY  OF  SPACE,  TIME,  AND  ENERGY 39

one that follows. This is not to say merely that the leader is a
futurist or “star gazer,” but rather that the leader has to embrace
the fact that people and events flow through time and that the
flow of time, the flight of time, is irregular. Embracing that fact in
turn means that the leader must be especially adept at sensing
the changes that time brings (or allows) and shaping the flow of
human energy through time. And again, it is not a matter of im-
posing limits. The notion of flow implies a certain degree of free-
dom and release as well. The leader well attuned to issues of time
will be able to shape the flow of energy but also to allow others to
figure out for themselves how they can best “go with the flow.”

What can the leader learn from the arts about time? We found
the following quotation helpful. While the words deal with art,
as you read the quotation, simply substitute “leadership” for “the
arts,” and “leader-like” for “artistic.” You should find the lessons
for leadership remarkably on target.

The arts give practice in using trial and error to get something right;
relying on one’s senses, intuition, and critical judgment to make
creative choices and decisions; understanding how images and
other nonverbal modalities are used both literally and metaphori-
cally to create meaning; holding several possibilities in awareness
and being open to change; recognizing that there are many ways of
getting from here to there and that (unlike in spelling, arithmetic,
grammar, or computer programming) there is more than one solu-
tion to a problem. Making artistic connections and seeing aesthetic
relationships gives experience with solving complex problems and
understanding systems in a variety of contexts. Through the arts,
one learns that many problems (such as important life decisions)
have no clear-cut method for solution but that an awareness and
exploration of possibilities is the first step in addressing them.

From the arts we learn that creativity and structure can coexist,
that structure can even promote greater creativity. What’s ultimately
most important for the leader, however, is not the structure but the
ever-changing space inside the structure, because that’s where the
subtleties of evolving human relationships unfold. Therein lies the
freedom structure provides, but that’s not something we can see in
a linear, mechanical way. Time provides the possibility for trans-
formation, but only if we first transform time.
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Working with Energy

Anne Petron was head of Investment Banking and Claude LeClair
was head of Global Asset Management for a major financial man-
agement firm specializing in investment banking and wealth
management for an international clientele largely based in Eu-
rope. Both were considered not merely strong managers but real
leaders in their firm and in their industry. But there was a dra-
matic contrast in how they approached their jobs. Anne was a
bundle of energy, always moving about, always laughing and
engaging others, always “on.” People marveled at how she could
physically go from early morning to late at night seven days a
week, but also at how her excitement for her work was always
front and center. When someone asked about this, she responded
that “The excitement that I show for our work carries over to ev-
eryone else here. Besides, I draw energy, indeed strength, from
everyone here that I interact with. It’s really a mutual thing.”

Claude was a real contrast. He was considerably more subdued,
and markedly slower and more deliberate in his speech and move-
ment. He exuded a quiet and calm confidence that seemed to af-
fect others he worked with. There was nothing showy in the way
he went about his work. Yet people reacted to his positive out-
look, his steady spirit, his assurance, and his unshakeable deter-
mination. In his part of the firm, there was a widely shared attitude
that nothing was too big or too difficult to handle and that, when
presented with a problem, people would simply go about solving
it, quickly and quietly. As they did for Anne, people had enor-
mous respect for Claude and would follow him anywhere. When
asked about the difference between Anne and himself, Claude re-
sponded, “Actually we’re very much alike. While our personali-
ties are different, we both give off energy to those around us and
take in energy from them. We just do it in different ways. But that
energy is what keeps us and our organizations going.”

Dancers talk a lot about energy. There’s the energy that flows from
inside and supports the physical movement. There’s the energy
that’s exchanged between people. And there’s a general sense of
energy that sustains the creative process. The master of move-
ment notation, Rudolf Laban, could have been speaking of any of
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these variations of energy when he described “the inner impulse
from which movement originates.” Energy, meaning effort, force,
quality, or vitality in action, is triggered by something inside, then
revealed in the outside world as pattern or example. Dance in-
structor Constance Schrader puts it nicely: “What inner impulse
moves a lion when stalking its prey? What inner impulse moves
a puppy to chase a ball? What inner impulse moves an ant to
follow other ants in collecting food? Effort in dance concerns the
skills of discovering and presenting the muscular, mental, and
emotional state that shows the inner impulse or essence of the
dancer’s subject.”

Energy is not just that which moves the body and leads to sweat
and sore muscles. Rather, energy is expression, the coming to-
gether of time and space, pattern and purpose, so that an inner
intention is translated into external action, sometimes involving
one person, but typically involving many. Merce Cunningham,
award-winning choreographer and artistic director of the Merce
Cunningham Dance Company, once wrote, “Dance provides
something—an amplification of energy—that is not provided in
any other way, and that’s what interests me.” Energy is some-
thing that permeates everything that dancers do. In our conver-
sation with him, Robert de Warren, artistic director of the Sarasota
Ballet, even placed energy at the center of personality: “Obvi-
ously a personality is an energy that emerges from the person.” It
is an expression of who we are.

People are constantly giving off energy and constantly receiv-
ing energy from others. Recall what we said about positively con-
necting with others at an emotional level, not just with the head
but with the heart. Sometimes the heart that is affected is your
own, as when you are awakened by the creative spirit. Ann
Halprin, director of the San Francisco Dancer’s Workshop, com-
mented: “I’m very excited about dance and love it with a deep
passion. I also struggle, tire and become discouraged. But what
has always revived me . . . has been the rebirth of energy each
time the creative process is awakened and artistic activity begins
to unfold even in some infinitesimal measure.”

At other times, energy is expressed in a relationship, not sim-
ply as a metaphor, but as something that is real. Robert Shields,
America’s greatest mime, and perhaps best remembered as part
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of television’s Shields and Yarnell, told us that the audience is a
source of energy: “I completely work off their energy. It’s never
just me on stage. It’s me with them. The whole show is about
them. The audience has a tremendous rhythm, and just a little
energy goes a long way—it only takes a few people to get it go-
ing.” Similarly, Matthew Neenan of the Phrenic New Ballet in
Philadelphia remarked, “You have to let the audience’s energy
come into you.”

Just as dancers are concerned with energy and speak in terms
of drawing forth energy, building energy, exchanging energy, and
renewing energy, so might leaders benefit from thinking in these
terms. The energy, the expression of the leader, like that of the
artist, comes from a number of somewhat surprising sources,
among them our orientation toward the future, our capacity to
draw excellence from inside, and our pursuit of beauty or human
value. It plays out in several different ways. First, energy orients
us to the future. Dance is never solely historical, even when it is
set in the past. Rather, the lessons that dance teaches, like the
lessons of any art, are almost always forward looking. Dance, at
its best, touches us in deeply human ways, leaving us with ways
of seeing the world that perhaps we lacked before. We go to the
theater to experience emotions we might not otherwise experi-
ence, and we take away from that experience new ways of facing
the future.

Surely the same is true of leaders, whose primary concern is
the transition between the present and the future. This is not to
say that leaders need to see the future and direct the rest of us in
that way. Rather, they must have the capacity to reveal our yearn-
ings and our passions (even when we are unaware of them), and
then to turn these into aspirations for the future. For any leader,
at whatever level, the act of leading involves a relationship be-
tween present and future. The world of those who lead is inher-
ently one in which the leaders are living “on the edge,” the edge
of the present as it falls into the future. Pauline Koner, dancer,
choreographer, teacher, and writer, put it this way: “The person
who only mirrors his period is not doing what an artist should
do: act as a catalyst in society. If he sees only what is, he is not
transcending the immediate. The artist must ask: ‘How does one
challenge this? How does one make life meaningful?’”
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Second, the dancer, the leader, or, more generally, the creative
individual has a commitment to expressing his or her inner life
and a dedication to revealing that inner life in some external
form. The artist draws on the outer world for both insight and
inspiration, but ultimately it’s what’s inside that really counts.
Margaret H’Doubler, perhaps best known as a dance educator,
once wrote, “Any work of art, to be significant and convincing,
should grow from what its creator has within, growing and
changing as the germ idea changes.” The artist draws from deep
inside to isolate some essential aspect of life and bring it to our
awareness so that we give it our full consideration. In our con-
versation, David Parsons, founder of The Parsons Dance Com-
pany, put it this way, “You see the essence of life—or what should
be the essence of life.”

Similarly, the leader draws from the outside world; indeed, the
capacity to draw from the outside world is fundamental. Yet the
leader also has to dig deep into his or her own consciousness (or
even beneath consciousness) to draw forth a new interpretation,
a new formulation, a new twist on the way people have been
viewing the world. Leading requires sensing both what’s going
on in the outside world and also what’s happening inside one-
self, then shaping that inner experience in a way that will reso-
nate with those in the outside world. Almost paradoxically, it’s
only through this personal immersion that the leader can articu-
late the vision of the group or organization. Leadership requires
bringing forward the best that’s in you and along the way reveal-
ing the depths of your inner life in a very public way. We agree
with psychologist George Hagman that leadership, like art, does
not merely capture how we feel: “It articulates who we are, a liv-
ing person with an inner life with its rhythms and connections,
crises and breaks, complexity and richness.” Of course, this is
also the ground for growth and creative development.

Third, the energy of dance is an energy directed toward the
creation of beauty in the world. If we think about leadership in
these terms, certainly it produces effects in the personal and so-
cial world. Where leadership is present people do things differ-
ently, they engage in different patterns of action, and they aspire
to different visions. But are the acts of leaders oriented toward
creating something of beauty? Certainly when we think of art,
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we typically think of objects of beauty or at least those things that
we find attractive, in the sense that we are drawn to them be-
cause they somehow speak to us. We believe that leadership re-
lies on a similar frame of mind, not necessarily one oriented
toward beauty per se, but one open to exploring new configura-
tions of human values. In the world of leadership, the art is not
increasing beauty in the world, but increasing the capacity for
the realization of significant human values. In this sense, the
“frame of mind” of the leader is one that is open to insight, to
revelation, to greater clarity.

Reprise

Does it make sense to speak of leadership in terms of time, space,
and energy? Certainly dancers think so, with one remarking that
in an improvised dance, “if there is a leader, it will be shown by
distinctions of space, time, or energy.” But most leaders also sense
that the groups and institutions within which they work are
marked by displays of energy moving through time and space. In
many situations, you can walk in the door of a company or a city
government, let’s say, and immediately sense the atmosphere, the
spirit, and the tone of the organization. Marshall Dimock, an early
leader in the field of public administration, remarked, “Having
studied the relation of bureaucracy to enterprise all of my adult
life, I have no doubt that institutions appear to have personality,
vitality, and self-perpetuating qualities. There is also no doubt
that these institutions quickly disappear when whatever produced
these energies in the first place also disappears.” There is no ques-
tion that the elements of time, space, and energy are at play in
groups and organizations and societies. The only question is
whether leaders will see them.
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Understanding the

Rhythms of

Human Interaction

Two people are walking down the street together.
One ordinarily walks faster and the other slower,

but they adapt their pace to their mutual walk.
They also accept a common rhythm in their

speech—who says what, when, and how often.

An astronaut preparing for a night launch spends
several days in advance adapting his patterns of sleep

to the need to be well rested in the early evening.

An executive notices that by slowing the pace
and intensity of her work, she gains considerably in terms of

the quality of the work—and the quality of work life.

A military commander who wants to find
just the right time to send a strike force into enemy territory

waits an extra day and misses the opportunity.

A rtists of all types, but especially musicians and dancers, often
talk about rhythm. Leaders rarely do so. However, rhythm is at
the core of human life, a gateway to the emotional experience of
individuals, and, for that reason, rhythm is central to the experi-
ence of leadership. From the steady beat of our hearts to the clicks
of our keyboards, from the cycles of our sleep to the pace of our
work, rhythm forms the framework of our experience. As chore-
ographer Matthew Neenan pointed out when we asked about
rhythm, “Even in a lawyer’s conference room, there’s a definite
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dance going on among the people who are speaking and voicing
their opinions. There’s a definite rhythm.” Success in leadership
is dependent on the leader’s recognizing, understanding, and
engaging the rhythms of human interaction. A key element of the
leader’s capacity to influence the emotional tenor of a group is
the capacity to understand and to shape the group’s rhythm. To
be able to grasp the rhythmic structure of a group or organization
and to understand the complexities of rhythms as they interact
with one another allows the leader to see beneath the surface and
to penetrate the superficial elements that draw our immediate
attention, but may be largely irrelevant to the underlying move-
ment of the group.

The leader who is able to integrate the often divergent rhyth-
mic patterns of groups or organizations will be able to move the
group forward in remarkable ways. The leader’s ability to exer-
cise good timing, to see when the rhythmic pattern of events pro-
vides just the right opportunity to bring forward a proposal or to
bring together just the right people, dramatically enhances his or
her capacity to energize the group. Most important, having a good
sense of the rhythmic dynamics of human interaction permits the
leader to see “openings” through which a group, an organiza-
tion, or even a society can move. For many who lead, a good sense
of rhythm and timing seems “built in,” simply a part of their
makeup. For others, learning more about rhythm and more about
timing, and then actively applying that new understanding in
day-to-day situations, will enable and support surprising new
acts of leadership.

All of us innately understand rhythm, at least at a subconscious
level. Developing a more conscious awareness of rhythm is what
allows us to use rhythm to move ourselves and others forward
and to gain a better sense of timing. Consider what is involved in
rhythm and how rhythm connects to the important question of
human emotions. We are perhaps most familiar with rhythm in a
musical sense, and within music, we are probably most familiar
with rhythm in metric terms, rhythm as a steady, even, consis-
tent, recurring pulse, the “beat” of the music. We recognize that
musical rhythms may vary, especially in terms of the “pace” or
the speed at which the beats occur. Even if we don’t know the
musical terms, we can easily understand the difference between
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adagio, a slow, easy, lyrical tempo, and allegro, a quick, lively, spir-
ited tempo. We also can understand the differences in complex-
ity found in different rhythmic patterns, such as the difference
between the fairly straightforward and uncomplicated (though
often very fast-paced) rhythm that characterizes bluegrass music
or most rock and hip-hop, and the more complex rhythm of a
drum line in a marching band or a jazz tune such as the Dave
Brubeck’s classic “Take Five.”

But rhythm doesn’t just refer to a steady beat continued indefi-
nitely. Some rhythms come in phases or cycles, such as the natu-
ral phases of day and night or those of the four seasons. Those
who work in large organizations are familiar with the different
rhythms associated with different time periods, for example, the
accelerated rhythm of sales during the holiday season or the es-
pecially fast-paced work of a public agency during “budget sea-
son.” We also recognize that different places or even different
groups have different rhythms. In our interview, the opera singer
Elisabeth Catbas related this question to her travels: “I’ve trav-
eled all over the world. Many different cities have their own
rhythms. Some places are much slower and more relaxed. Other
places are very hectic. You might enjoy the change or you might
find it and be uncomfortable. If you’re stuck someplace you have
to adapt your rhythm to that place.” Of course, the same is true of
different organizations.

There is, however, another way in which we use the term
rhythm, and that is to denote a certain consistency, pattern, or
flow of movement. For example, we might comment on the
rhythm of Annika Sorenstam’s golf swing, or note, on admittedly
rare occasions, when she seems “out of rhythm.” We might also
remark, as baseball commentators often do, on the fact that on a
given evening a pitcher and catcher seem to be in good rhythm,
that is, they are on the same “wave length.” And isn’t it interest-
ing that the term “wave length” refers in science to a measure-
ment of periodicity or rhythm? In the same way, we can often
sense when a leader seems out of synch with a particular group.

Finally, we can use the term rhythm to describe the “feeling
tone” of a song, a dance composition, or even an organization.
When we earlier described the difference between a slow and a
fast tempo, we very naturally used terms that actually described



48 CHAPTER  3

the feeling evoked by the rhythm, as opposed to the change that
one might make in a metronome to accommodate a different pace;
we described adagio as being “lyrical” and allegro as being “spir-
ited.” But, interestingly, the connection between tempo and feel-
ing tone works in both directions. On the one hand, your
psychological state affects your personal rhythm as you move
through the day and also affects your perception of time, as we
acknowledge with the comment, “Time flies when you’re having
fun.” On the other hand, the pace, the tempo, the feeling tone of
things around us can speed up, slow down, or otherwise compli-
cate our personal and group rhythms. That is simply to say that
rhythm can affect our moods and the moods of those around us.

What is most important for rhythm and leadership is the rela-
tionship between rhythm and emotion or feeling. Earlier we
pointed out that our understanding of time is shaped by our per-
sonal experiences and perspectives. While we ordinarily think of
time in a linear, mechanical sense, time is really subjective in na-
ture, tied to the personal and culture orientations of individuals
and groups. Time is experienced in terms of the occurrence of
particular events, and those with substantial emotional content
in particular are rarely connected directly to clock time. For that
reason, time is capable of infinite variation and indeed varies
across groups and across cultures.

Nowhere is the interaction of time and experience clearer than
with respect to rhythm. We talked earlier about the difference
between allegro and adagio. Typically in dance, allegro segments
are shorter, simply because the dancers get tired. But if you ask
members of an audience which took longer in clock time, they
will likely say that the allegro segment did. This is because they
relate to their personal experience of the energy expended by the
dancers. We understand that Mikhail Baryshnikov almost never
performed a segment over a minute long, but the audience
thought he was up there for hours. Dance educator John Wilson
of the University of Arizona commented, “Rhythm is not that
clock on the wall. Rhythm is always an experienced phenom-
enon.” In the same way, a period of allegro rhythm in an organi-
zation may be brief, but it may be experienced as more intense
and longer by participants.

When we talk about rhythm, therefore, we are not merely talk-
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ing about the ordering of time into discrete and recurring struc-
tures. Rather, we are talking about how our experience of life it-
self is revealed. Rhythm is not just a matter of counting the beats
or hearing how quickly they pass. To say that something is more
rhythmical than something else is not to say that it’s louder or
more insistent, but that it has “a more compelling or captivating”
quality. It is a matter of the quality of the emotional understand-
ing, not a matter of quantity or volume. Rhythm, then, extends
throughout the human experience, connecting the vital aspects
of that experience in meaningful and recognizable ways. Rhythm
organizes our experiences not merely in terms of cadence, but as
a way of ordering the emotional content or the feeling tone of a
pattern of activities.

For this reason alone, time, and especially rhythm, is essential to
effective leadership. If leadership involves touching the emotions
and if rhythm guides and orders the emotions, then an essential
element of leadership is understanding, responding to, and per-
haps even shaping rhythmic experience. But there’s another point
that makes this issue even more important. Time and rhythm are
concerned with movement from the past through the present and
into the future. Leadership may draw on the past, and leadership
occurs in the present, but leadership is concerned with the future,
with the path or direction people take, with the window of time
they select to bind their movement. Leadership has to do with help-
ing individuals and groups to understand time more completely,
to know their role in the unfolding of events, and to organize their
moments to attain a future they desire. Time in this sense, not time
as minutes, hours, and days, not time as money, but time as the
unfolding of human experience, is the currency of leadership.

The Roots of Rhythm in the Human Experience

One of our students, Janet Woolum, is a superb bowler, a former
member of the U.S. national team and a gold medalist at the 1995
U.S. Olympic Festival. In bowling, amateurs can compete in pro-
fessional tournaments without giving up their amateur status, so
Janet thought she would enter a professional tournament. Natu-
rally, she was trying to be attentive to the etiquette of bowling,
which includes waiting until the bowlers on the lane on either
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side of you have started their approaches before you step onto
the lanes for your turn (that’s called “lane clearance”). In a tour-
nament, you get into a pattern of when it’s your turn based on
this lane clearance factor. But after a while Janet noticed that some
of the pros, including a woman whom she had idolized as she
was first learning the game, were giving her questioning or even
nasty looks. She had no idea why.

At a break, a friend pointed out what was going on. She said,
“Watch those people who are bowling now and you’ll see a par-
ticular rhythm to who follows who at what time. Without even
talking about it, these bowlers have established a certain rhythm
that they follow and expect others to follow in a tournament.”
Janet quickly realized that, in this tournament, the “clearance”
was six lanes on either side, but she had been waiting only for
three lanes to clear, which meant that she was way out of the
rhythm. Without in any way intending to do so, Janet had broken
the rhythm these bowlers were accustomed to and it was throw-
ing off their game. That’s why they were upset. But once she had
recognized the rhythm, she was able to adapt to it herself and
everything went much more smoothly.

Most of us are not trained to think about, encouraged to talk about,
or called upon to sense rhythms as well as we could. As a result,
many of us simply no longer notice how deeply rhythm is rooted
in the human experience. Gaining a clearer sense of rhythm and
the role it plays begins with becoming more aware of it and con-
sciously paying attention to its effects. Though we rarely think of
it this explicitly, rhythm permeates all that we do. As Havelock
Ellis, an early writer on dance, put it: “The joyous beat of the feet
of children, the cosmic play of the philosopher’s thought rise and
fall according to the same laws of rhythm.” Think of the roots of
rhythm, as they exist in our basic physical makeup. The body has
a variety of built-in sources of rhythm, starting with the beat of
our hearts and the regularity of our breathing. Next is the pendu-
lum-like movement of our limbs, especially our legs, which, when
we walk, display a certain rhythm that clearly distinguishes one
person from another. (As an experiment, the next time you are
waiting for a plane, try imitating, just in your mind, the various
rhythms of people walking through the airport.)
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These very essential rhythmic functions of the body are related
in obvious ways to the emotions. Fear can increase the rate of our
heartbeat or accelerate our breathing. Conversely, a sudden “skip”
of a heartbeat immediately draws our attention and raises con-
cerns about what that might mean. Similarly, a strong attraction
to a person or object can increase the speed of our walking in that
direction, while a sense of calm and “taking it all in” will slow
our pace.

Rhythmic patterns and variations are also a part of our natural
environment. Most obvious are the passing of days and nights,
the procession of the seasons, and the movement of celestial bod-
ies through the heavens. Somewhat more subtle, though not com-
pletely unrelated, is the rhythm of rain falling on a tin roof, that
of a galloping horse or that of ocean waves crashing against a
rocky coast. There is even rhythm in visual patterns, such as the
spacing of trees growing in a forest or the undulation of a curved
line in a painting, a design, or a seashell. And there is the often
irregular flow of events through time, classically illustrated by a
cat running across the floor, leaping onto a table then off again,
continuing its run on the other side.

Rhythm is a part of us and rhythm is all around us. For this
reason, it’s not surprising that as human beings we share certain
rhythmic patterns that enable us to engage one another more ef-
fectively. Indeed, rhythm can be seen as the very basis for human
interaction. Some have even traced these tendencies back to the
rhythmic rocking and patting of infants by their parents. These
actions are common to all civilizations throughout recorded his-
tory, and reinforce our natural tendencies toward “mutuality” or
belonging, saying to the infant that “everything is okay, we’re
here with you.”

These basic and essential human sensitivities become elabo-
rated as we move through life and provide an important basis
for interacting with others and finding meaning in that interac-
tion. They become means for “arousing interest, riveting joint
attention, synchronizing bodily rhythms and activities, convey-
ing messages with conviction and memorability, and ultimately
indoctrinating and reinforcing right attitudes and behavior.” In
other words, it is the rhythm of mutual emotional engagement,
as when we dance together or march together or work together,
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that brings back something of that state of undifferentiated con-
sciousness we left behind as infants. It may even elicit “echoes
of the fetal condition when a major . . . stimulus . . . was the
mother’s heartbeat.”

As we grow, we experience a wide range of movements and
sensations that involve increasingly more complicated human
rhythms. From very basic actions such as standing, turning, reach-
ing, pushing, pulling, lifting, pressing, striking, or throwing, we
learn to sense the difference between an awkward movement and
a coordinated movement, the latter always being more efficient
and more pleasurable. At least on a physical level, we learn how
the various components of any action pattern “fit together,” how
the elements contribute to the whole.

Consider all that’s involved in just throwing a ball, something
we think of as a fairly mundane activity. You grasp the ball, you
lift the arm and bend it in a certain direction, you move the arm
forward at a particular speed, triggering a sequence of “firing”
first the shoulder muscles, then the elbow, then the wrist, until
you release the ball from your fingers at exactly the right instant.
There’s really quite a lot involved. But even more fascinating is
the way in which it all comes together. Things have to happen at
just the right time and in just the right sequence for the ball to
travel even a short distance.

Imagine the discipline and coordination that is involved when a
major league pitcher like Randy Johnson throws a baseball. The
six-foot-ten-inch Johnson throws a fastball that travels nearly a
hundred miles an hour and (typically) crosses the plate with in-
credible accuracy. By snapping his wrist slightly at the point of
release Johnson can throw a “slider,” a pitch that curves in toward
a right-handed batter. Again, the key point is how the various ele-
ments of the pitch come together, how each follows its predecessor
at just the right moment and with just the right tempo. What is
perhaps most remarkable when you consider Randy Johnson’s
pitching is not just the sheer power that he generates (through a
remarkably efficient pitching motion), but the smoothness of his
delivery, his coordination. Everything seems to flow so evenly. The
pitch is not effortless by any means, but when you compare
Johnson’s pitching with that of others, the ease and efficiency—
that is, the rhythm—of his pitching is striking (pun intended).
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Rhythm, then, involves energy in motion. It involves action
and rest, control and release, tempo and duration. But the ulti-
mate function of rhythm is to hold patterns together. Whether
we are talking about the simplest movements of a child or the
more skilled and complex movements of a professional athlete
or dancer, rhythm refers to the way in which the various ele-
ments are organized into an increasingly coherent and efficient
whole. We experience as rhythmical those actions in which the
various phases of the movement seem to be well organized or
coordinated. They flow together. So we might say that a figure
skater moved with special grace and rhythm. Or we might com-
ment on how smooth and elegant the prima ballerina was dur-
ing the dance performance, how rhythmical she was. Or we
might talk about the rhythm Randy Johnson displayed on May
18, 2004, when he pitched a “perfect game” for the Arizona
Diamondbacks.

The smooth and measured release of energy, then, is the basis
of human rhythm whether on the ball field, in the boardroom, or
at the ballet. In this sense, we can even talk about rhythm outside
the world of movement and in the world of the visual, the audi-
tory, or the tactile. We might comment on the rhythm of a paint-
ing by Degas, a classic show tune such as “Oklahoma,” or even
that of the line of a beautiful piece of jewelry. There is even a
rhythm to other forms of human activity such as thinking or feel-
ing. Margaret H’Doubler, whose work on rhythm in dance and
elsewhere is remarkable, put it this way: “The rhythms of song
and poetry and the cadences of speech are as much manifesta-
tions of organic rhythm as breathing, the heart beat, walking, run-
ning, or any other muscular action. Expressive acts are necessarily
rhythmical.” In all these cases, we experience rhythm as a unify-
ing force, a flow of energy, well constructed, well coordinated,
and, ultimately, highly pleasurable to those who engage it.

As we already noted, while the rhythmic release of energy is a
constant element of human life, it is a force we rarely are even
aware of. We typically don’t notice our breathing, the beating of
our heart, the swinging of our arms when we walk, or the mea-
sured clip of our gate itself. Only in two cases do we normally
become aware of our rhythms: one, as we noted before, when
there is some disruption in our normal rhythmic pattern, such as
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our tripping over a rock as we walk, or two, when we either ex-
perience ourselves or see in another an unusually well-integrated
or coordinated display of rhythmic expression. Rhythm is so much
a part of our lives that we simply don’t recognize it. That point is
of special relevance to our interest in leadership, because it makes
it easier for us to understand that in the interactions of human
beings, and even in group and organizational life, there may be
rhythmic structures that we don’t even recognize from day to day,
but that may be of profound importance.

So far we have spoken of those rhythms that are a part of a
single individual’s makeup. But now consider how an
individual’s rhythms are influenced by the world outside, ei-
ther the physical world or the social world. Most obvious are
the rhythms of night and day and the patterns of human activ-
ity that correspond to those—what we know as “circadian
rhythms.” Under natural conditions, both plants and animals
adapt to the day/night cycle of the earth’s rotation even though
studies have shown that “natural” rhythms may be slightly dif-
ferent for some. But we adapt. We are “entrained” to the twenty-
four-hour rhythm so that, for example, we normally sleep at
night and work in the day. Again, these rhythms become so much
a part of us that they go without notice until we happen to alter
the pattern, for example, as we move from one time zone to an-
other and experience “jet lag,” or as we take on unusual work
assignments such as the “graveyard” shift. The physiological
adaptations involved in making these changes are easier for
some people than for others, but they can be biologically and
behaviorally costly and are rarely complete.

What is most important for our purposes is the way that people
adapt their rhythms to those around them in social situations. We
change our rhythms in response to the acts of other people just as
we change in response to shifts in the physical world. Every facet
of human behavior is characterized, organized, and even con-
trolled by rhythmic processes, many of which we are almost to-
tally unaware of. And having a sense of that rhythm is important,
because rhythm is the pulse of what we do and feel. “In relation
to organization, rhythm may be considered as the process by
which events taking place in time are marked off, related, and
organized. Without it, all would be confusion.”
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How Rhythms Interact with One Another

We told the story earlier of Anne Petron and Claude LeClair, two
executives who work in an international financial management
firm. Specifically, we described the vastly different energy levels
they appear to bring to their work. But we might have also said
that they bring different rhythms to what they do: Anne appears
to work at a much faster pace than Claude—though again we
must say that both are highly effective in what they do. But what
happens when they have to work together, which they often do?
To be honest, initially they struggled. Anne found Claude far too
slow and measured, and Claude found Anne a little bit “frantic.”

Claude and Anne talked openly about their differences and
decided to seek the advice of a consultant/counselor/coach whom
they both trusted. Dr. Susan Choe, a psychologist, had a simple
but elegant solution. Where she had previously met with each of
the two executives in their own offices, for their joint session she
selected a “neutral” site, a small alcove in the executive dining
room. She asked Anne and Claude to sit across the table from one
another and take a few minutes to relax and put aside the work
they had been involved in that day. Then she asked that they start
a conversation about something completely separate from their
work—the weather, the new and very well-reviewed restaurant
downtown, the local football team, skiing in the mountains, what-
ever. After just a few minutes of conversation, she asked each to
describe what was happening to them in terms of the rhythm of
the conversation. The answer was obvious. They were beginning
to “pace” each other in terms of rhythm. They had found a com-
mon rhythm that enabled them to communicate more effectively.
To this day, when Anne and Claude need to speak at length, they
almost always find a “neutral” spot, take a few minutes to get “in
rhythm,” then begin their work.

What Anne and Claude experienced is not at all unusual. Our
own personal rhythms interact with those of others, and vice
versa. Indeed, studies have shown that individuals seem to ex-
change “signals” that can actually affect one another’s physiolo-
gies, including sleep rhythms, surges of positive feelings, and even
immune functions. Laboratory studies have shown that two
people involved in a good conversation begin to mirror one
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another’s rhythms, even with respect to physiological factors such
as heart rate. “As the conversation begins, their bodies each oper-
ate at different rhythms. But at the end of a simple fifteen-minute
conversation, their physiological profiles look remarkably simi-
lar—a phenomenon called mirroring.”

The same phenomenon holds true in families, groups of friends,
sports teams, work groups, and among professional associates.
Mirroring connects and enhances the emotional states of those
involved. “Matching or imitating another person’s expressed
states can evoke similar psychological and bodily states in one-
self, thus making it possible to enter into or share the other’s feel-
ing.” In a group, a team, or an organization, we recognize when
everyone is on the same “wave length.” Each of us apparently
affects the rhythm of others and is affected by their rhythms.

Some people, however, seem to have special impact in order-
ing the flow and energy involved in human activity. Anthro-
pologist Edward Hall, whose pioneering work on time and
rhythm we mentioned earlier, comments on this point as he tells
the remarkable story of a study conducted by one of his stu-
dents. The student decided to see what he could learn about the
rhythmic behavior of children on a playground. He filmed the
children during recess, and then studied the film of their activi-
ties in great detail.

After watching the film several times at different speeds, he
noticed one very active little girl who moved from group to group,
seemingly attuning each to her rhythm. According to Hall, “He
realized that this girl, with her skipping and dancing and twirl-
ing, was actually orchestrating movements for the entire play-
ground!” Moreover, when the student took the film to a friend to
watch, the friend immediately recognized the rhythm as familiar.
He pulled a recording off the shelf and synchronized it with the
film. Once this had been done, the music and the film of the play-
ground stayed in sync for a full three-and-a-half minutes. Remem-
ber: the music came later. The children did not hear the music
while they were playing; their rhythm just happened to match
that of the recording.

There are three lessons here that are relevant to leadership. First,
as we noted above, the film shows that groups of many kinds
operate according to rhythmical patterns. If we can find rhyth-
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mic expressions on a playground, we would certainly expect to
find them elsewhere, in other groups and organizations. Second,
within a particular culture, the same rhythmic pattern that moves
people in one situation can be found in others as well. Both the
children on the playground and the band in the recording may
have been reflecting a larger cultural rhythm familiar to both.
Third, the girl who seemed to be “orchestrating” the rhythm of
the playground demonstrates the effect that one person can have
on the rhythm of a group. We certainly recognize the negative
effect of that influence in the expression, “One bad apple can spoil
the barrel,” which we might interpret by saying that one group
member whose behavior is destructive to the rhythm of the group
can wreak havoc in the group’s process. But we might also sug-
gest the opposite: that one person can also exert a highly positive
influence on the patterning of energy or the rhythm of a group.
That person we would probably call a leader.

Different societies or cultures operate with differing time per-
spectives and with different rhythms. But the same is true of
groups and organizations. Various groups, organizations, and
societies display different time perspectives, they position them-
selves differently with respect to their history and their devel-
opment, and the resulting variations present interesting
problems as these groups attempt to reconcile their differences.
The reason for this is that, as the great choreographer Doris
Humphrey pointed out, “Rhythm is the great organizer. Habits
of accent form to hold an organism together, patterns of rhyth-
mical shape lend sense and sensibility to life, and the
unrhythmical mass of matter is anarchistic, chaotic, a menace to
all organization.” Similarly, social scientists have argued that
rhythm helps “to bind human beings together into emotionally
vibrant groups that give meaning and purpose to human expe-
rience.” Rhythm is at the heart of human interaction; indeed,
rhythm is the heartbeat of human interaction.

The Tempo of Groups and Organizations

Consider the story of a genetic engineering company that
brought together a number of scientists from the world of mo-
lecular biology and a number of finance-based, entrepreneurial
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managers to form the company. The scientists, mostly drawn
from academic backgrounds, saw their work as having an inter-
nal logic in which problems were seen as evolving from the work
itself, making the process of setting specific, fixed targets quite
difficult. The executives, on the other hand, were being buffeted
by external demands for immediate results and found the sci-
entists’ plans not only ambiguous but also unrealistic in terms
of the demands of business.

As you might expect, the scientists, accustomed to working at
a careful pace and oriented toward long-term contributions, ex-
perienced continual pressure from the executives to focus and to
accelerate their work so as to provide short-term gains. In their
characterizations of one another, the realist managers felt like they
were constantly having to contend with immature dreamers, while
the scientists felt they had to protect their work, which they saw
as the lifeblood of the company, from the myopic managers. The
conflicts that resulted almost destroyed the company.

For leaders, the way in which shifts in the rhythms of groups
and organizations come about is of special importance. Rhythms
are associated with varying degrees of force (intensity, accent,
stress) and consume time in their passing (duration), all elements
that the potential leader must recognize and employ in his or her
work. As H’Doubler wrote many years ago, “An appreciation of
rhythm in its simplest beginnings can contribute to the
[individual’s] realization that rhythm is the universal and con-
trolling force back of all phenomena and that the elements of
rhythm exist in all things. It can help him to tune in with the
varying rhythms and stresses of life about him. Rhythm in this
larger meaning is the form through which all life is experienced
and expressed.”

Different people, groups, organizations, and societies operate
at different tempos. We’ve all encountered people who operate
their lives at a faster pace than others. They dash into the office in
the morning, scan pages of briefing papers in seconds, literally
run from one meeting to the next, stopping along the way only
for short conversations, and dash through phone conversations,
finally stopping for a hurried lunch before starting all over in the
afternoon. Meanwhile, others stroll through the front door just
before nine, conduct lengthy and relaxed conversations around
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the coffee pot, slowly and carefully read through correspondence
or reports, spend time freely with others, often asking not only
about work but about personal matters as well, then savor a sat-
isfying lunch with friends before returning to the office for a quick
nap before taking on the afternoon.

Most of us, of course, are somewhere between these two ex-
tremes, but the interesting thing about these characterizations is
that while we recognize the personality differences, the differ-
ences in rhythm, we can’t be sure which individual is the most
productive or which might be the better leader. We can be sure,
however, that if these two individuals are forced to work closely
together they will drive each other crazy. Donna Maytham, one
of the founders of the Richmond Ballet, compared herself with a
friend in a way that will probably seem familiar to many: “Our
sense of timing is off. I’m go, go, go and she’s oooooh so slow.”

What we have said about the differing rhythms of individuals
can also be said about different groups. Again, an illustration from
the world of dance is a good beginning point. In our interview,
Kent Stowell, artistic director and choreographer of the Pacific
Northwest Ballet (PNB), described the way in which a dance com-
pany adopts a particular rhythm. “Our company has an internal
rhythm when it dances. And it functions best when it’s on the
clock that we’ve set in their bodies and their minds. It brings them
to where they can function best. And it has to do with how we do
the steps, at what time, and the phrasing of them.” Francia Russell,
also artistic director for the PNB, made an important point about
the feeling of being out of one’s normal rhythm: “Doing anything
different is like being jet-lagged.”

While it’s easy to see how rhythm would be built into a dance
company, rhythm is also built into groups and organizations,
though here rhythm is often more subtle. In our interview, Will-
iam Post, president and CEO of Pinnacle West, one of the country’s
leading energy companies, commented, “The rhythm of our tax
department is completely different from that of our ‘troublemen’
and completely different from the people who run the coal plant.
So there’s a different rhythm. Or different subrhythms.” A part of
the difference has to do with the cultural and emotional patterns
that the different units reflect, something that probably has roots
in the varied professional backgrounds of those in the different
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areas, and a part is probably the result of patterns of socialization
within the company. Certainly a major expression of the differ-
ence is the tempo or pace of work, something largely based on
the way those in different areas view time.

Another wonderful example of conflicting rhythms, this from
the world of dance, was related to us by dancer and choreographer
Celeste Miller, who teaches a dance class at the Liz Lerman Dance
Exchange in which the youngest student is a four year old and the
oldest is in her seventies. Miller marveled at the interaction:

As you can imagine, the rhythms of the room are very interesting.
So we take a walk around the space to get people acclimated. And
it’s these tall trees moving through space—and there’s all this fran-
tic action—zoom, zoom, zooming through it. I continually try to
find ways as a facilitator to acknowledge for the room that I know
that’s going on and they should know it’s going on too. Because
we’ll get some older people who are completely freaked out by
just the physical noise level of the stuff that’s happening in the
room. So I begin to figure out exercises where the slower movers
can take a slower moving stance and have as their partner a fast
mover so they are actually together creating something that doesn’t
exist unless those two energies are brought together.

She continues,

Then we reflect on what has happened. We pause and ask people,
what was your insight? What was your curiosity? What was your
discomfort? How did you take your discomfort and how did you
solve it? If the young kid says “I want Dorothy to jump up and
down with me,” and Dorothy says, “I can’t jump up and down
with you; my knees won’t do it,” then the next thing I know the
two of them have solved it. Because the need was put out there, the
real reason Dorothy won’t jump up and down is laid out on the
table, and the two of them solve together how they can get the
dual energy that they need and not destroy Dorothy’s knees.

In addition to the rhythmic differences among different divi-
sions within the same organization, there are marked differences
among different organizations. Lattie Coor, former president of
the University of Vermont and later president of Arizona State
University, remarked on the rapid changes that have occurred in
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the business world over the last twenty years or so, and the re-
sulting need for businesses to accelerate their tempos. But, he
noted, similar changes in pace have not occurred in the univer-
sity world. “Universities have not undergone, as our critics point
out, a fundamental change in the rhythms by which they oper-
ate.” Here the pace of teaching and research has, perhaps for very
good reasons, remained more constant. But, according to Coor,
the leader of a university has to understand the language of the
quick turnaround business world. As a result, Coor saw part of
his job as “simultaneous translation,” making sure those operat-
ing at one rhythm communicate with those moving at another.

Some companies experiencing high-velocity environments, that
is, particularly rapid changes in the market and in technology,
have been able to adapt the pace of their decision processes and
their operations to accommodate their new environments. Oth-
ers have not. Certainly the corporate leaders we talked with were
quite aware of the changing pace of business conditions that Lattie
Coor mentioned. Nearly all described the faster pace of business
today as one of the most striking changes they had faced in their
careers, and they spoke eloquently about how they have tried to
cope with the rapidity of decision making today.

A special case in the rhythms of human interaction occurs when
a new leader arrives and attempts to establish a new rhythm in
the organization. We witnessed such an occurrence recently at a
major American university that had operated with great success
under the leadership of a distinguished, even revered, president.
The rhythm of that individual and, perhaps not coincidentally,
the rhythm of the university was one that might be described as
careful, balanced, even-handed, stable, uniform, gracious, sen-
sible, gentle, and unhurried, but also creative, positive, and quite
effective. The new president brought a dramatically different
rhythm to the organization, both in his personal style and in his
expectations for the institution. In large part, his agenda seemed
to be one of increasing the tempo of work at the university, ask-
ing people to do more and more, and to become more active and
entrepreneurial in their teaching and research. While few ques-
tioned the new president’s ideas, all of which made good sense,
faculty and especially staff found it extremely difficult to accom-
modate the new pace the president sought.
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This story, we think, is not at all unusual. Over and over, we
have heard stories of new executives, even those moving into
well-performing organizations, who “hit the ground running”—
literally. That is, they were actually running all the time, and
they were “driving people up the wall.” In one case, someone
finally told the new executive: “You’ve got to slow down so
people can get the work done. They are too frazzled and it’s
your fault.” As we will see, sometimes a more even pace is bet-
ter than a faster pace.

In any case, it’s obvious that many new executives, whether in
business or in education or elsewhere, are mindful of changes in
the environment that suggest the need for a new way of “doing
business,” a different tempo. The interesting question is how that
person can effectively lead the organization in a new direction.
There are a variety of answers, some of which we will explore
later in this chapter, but the polar positions seem to be either for
the executive to try to force a new pace as quickly as possible,
even in direct conflict with the existing tempo of the organiza-
tion, or for the executive to try to match his or her own style to
that of the organization, and then try to move it more carefully
over a longer period of time.

George Fisher, chairman and former president/CEO of Eastman
Kodak, who was previously CEO of Motorola, Inc., cautioned
against the first model in this way: “You really have to be careful
about throwing too much at an organization all at once. Some
people say you can just drive change until everybody drops, but
I don’t really think that’s true. An organization can only take so
much and you have to be sensitive to that.” On the other hand,
some situations seem to demand “emergency” action, even though
that action might be risky to the overall health of the organiza-
tion—and the tenure of the executive.

Just as we would use the word “dissonance” to refer to con-
flicting sounds, we will use the word “dysrhythmia” to refer
to situations in which rhythms are in conflict. “When people
or groups with different [temporal] perspective interact, con-
flicts often arise. Misunderstandings occur when intention and
action are judged, by different participants, on different tem-
poral scales. The differences in temporal perspective often go
unrecognized by the participants. But the different temporal
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scales have values associated with them. . . .” Dysrhythmia
can lead to substantial disagreement, but participants in the
conflict may not even realize what’s occurring. In fact, those
involved may experience disagreements as being substantive,
when in fact they are merely rhythmic in nature. Ultimately,
however, individuals or groups experiencing dysrhythmia
must ultimately resolve their differences in order for a more
unified rhythm to take over and for the group or organization
to work with greater fluidity, ease, and efficiency. Even though
rhythm passes quietly and we don’t often think about it, as we
will see, a person attuned to the rhythmic flow of the particu-
lar situation will have an advantage in energizing others and
will be a more effective leader.

Cycles, Stillness, and Nonmetric Rhythm

When we talk with groups about the art of leadership, the idea of
rhythmic cycles is one that always “connects.” One workshop
participant, Judy Woodruff, talked about the cycles in the state
budget office where she works. During budget “season,” there is
a special intensity to the work as budget proposals come forward
from agencies, are examined by budget analysts, and then are
negotiated with the budget office, the governor, and the legisla-
ture, often with significant input from various lobbyists and sup-
port groups. For most participants, the stakes are pretty high.
Programs that are extremely important to them are “on the line.”
Most feel that success in budget negotiations goes a long way
toward success during the remainder of the year.

“What is interesting to me, however,” Judy said, “is the transi-
tion from the work we do during the rest of the year and what we
do in the budget season. The other work is extremely important,
and we work very hard. But compared to the budget season it
sometimes seems like we’re standing still.” Judy hesitated and
seemed puzzled for a moment, reflecting on what she had just
said. “It’s really curious,” she said, pointing out again that the
actual work that people did during the budget season probably
wasn’t much more than they did the rest of the year. “But the
way it feels is sure different. It’s a different tone, a different feel-
ing, a different intensity.”
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Cycles

We are all familiar with the cycles that groups and organizations
follow, especially those that follow the calendar: workdays and
weekends, the holiday rush in a retail firm, the budget cycle in a
public agency, or the passing of semesters in an educational insti-
tution. “Cycles may repeat themselves at regular intervals or fre-
quencies such as those associated with the fiscal year, or irregularly
such as is the case with technology cycles. Cycles may repeat them-
selves with the same magnitude or with different magnitudes.”
A regular cycle might be a set of four quarters constituting a fis-
cal year. But the intensity of the cycles might vary. For example,
the first three quarters of a fiscal year might follow a similar pat-
tern of activity and associated stress, but the fourth quarter might
show even greater activity and stress, especially as the end of the
fiscal year brings about the reporting of performance data, clos-
ing of accounts, and the writing of annual reports.

One problem facing organizations is that of making sure there
is a reasonable integration of cycles. On the one hand, this can be
a problem internal to an organization, as it seeks to mesh its vari-
ous cyclical operations. For example, in one hospital it was found
that medical services, dietary services, and technical services had
each scheduled their own daily and weekly activities without
regard to those of other units. Consequently many regularly sched-
uled events occurred at the same time each day or each week,
creating special pressures for the staff and disruptions and dis-
tress for the patients. (For example, linens were being changed at
the same time food arrived.) The obvious solution was to have
the various service providers create a unified calendar built
around patient needs. The result was less stress for the staff and
better care for patients.

On the other hand, a similar question about cycles arises as
organizations attempt to match external cycles that are relevant
to their operations. These cycles include such broad environmen-
tal concerns as customer demand cycles or those related to tech-
nological innovation, but also others that are far more routine
and practical. For example, consider the story of the Trenton State
Prison in New Jersey, which for decades had its guards begin
their shifts at 6:20 A.M., 2:20 P.M., and 10:20 P.M., times many would
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find quite unusual. They did so for a simple and understandable
reason—because the local trolley always stopped near the prison
just before those times.

Here, and in situations far more complex and consequential
than these, groups and organizations have to synchronize their
own cyclical rhythms with those with which they interact. These
particular cases involve technical scheduling adjustments that,
in the big picture, are relatively easy to accomplish. It’s impor-
tant to note, however, that there are other temporal issues that
go far beyond mere scheduling changes, sometimes requiring
dramatic shifts in the overall rhythm of group or organization.
As such, they imply changes in the emotional dynamics of the
workplace, something to which effective leaders must always
be attentive.

Think, for example, of the way in which the technological cycle
having to do with how quickly and how soon written messages
can be answered has been changed by the advent of e-mail. Think
of the pervasive consequences that this development has had for
the speed with which responses are returned and also the time of
day at which responses are given and received. On the one hand,
we now expect to get an answer within hours or at least a day or
two rather than a week or ten days. We also have drastically al-
tered the pattern of times we receive and respond to inquiries.
We used to await the mail delivery once each day. But now mes-
sages can arrive—and be sent—at any time. For example, how
many e-mail messages have you received recently that were com-
posed in the middle of the night? The changes we have made in
response to a new technological cycle, we would submit, have
caused a huge change in the rhythms of information transfer in
most organizations, with implications not only for how we do
our work but, perhaps more subtly, how we feel about our work.

Stillness

A second topic, one that grows quite directly from our study of
the arts, music, and dance, is the notion of “stillness.” While we
most often think of rhythm as involving steady pulses or beats,
there is a certain way in which rhythm is rooted in stillness. With-
out stillness, and the spaces it provides between accents or beats,
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those aspects of rhythm lose their meaning. The marvelous dancer
and choreographer David Parsons talked with us about the im-
portance of being perfectly still, so as to provide the most effec-
tive contrast to the eventual motion that surrounds the stillness.
Similarly, the legendary choreographer Paul Taylor said, “Dis-
covering how to hold still and yet remain active in a way that
looks vital is the most difficult of all.” Constant streams of energy
need the contrast of stillness to have their greatest impact.

No artist with whom we talked made this point more clearly
than the extraordinary mime Robert Shields. Shields told us that
he started his career at a wax museum, posing for hours as a live
model as guests tried to figure out whether he was real or just
another wax figure. “I started from stillness, completely centered.
From stillness,” he said, “you begin to understand the subtleties
of motion. From the stillness came this incredible gift, a sense of
rhythm rooted in stillness.” What is so fascinating about Shields’s
story is that his rhythm, which is so well perfected in his perfor-
mance, ties back to stillness. Or to put it a different way, from
stillness arises the possibility of achieving a more “organic”
rhythm (a point to which we will return momentarily).

The question of stillness is, of course, familiar to those who
pursue the creative arts. When we spoke with members of the
Miller/Hull Partnership, the American Institute of Architects’
architectural firm of the year in 2003, we noticed how they had
designed their own offices and workspace in a very open style to
facilitate conversation and exchange among all the employees of
the firm. It was a buzzing place, even a little noisy. Architect Craig
Curtis later pointed out, however, that the creative process ben-
efits not only from lively interaction, but also from periods of
quiet reflection. “In order to keep fresh and stay creative, all the
architects in the firm have to have quiet time. Some do their cre-
ative work on the ferry, others at the kitchen table at five in the
morning. But we all respect that and understand.” For the cre-
ative individual, the artistic process requires a rhythm that bal-
ances activity and inactivity, intense motion and pure stillness.

It’s interesting to note, as somewhat of an aside, that rhythm
and stillness are also at the heart of meditative practices, most of
which employ some type of rhythm (breathing, chanting, etc.) to
help the person achieve a state of calm and serenity. There seems
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to be an almost inborn necessity for human beings to balance ac-
tion and rest, accent and release. The lesson for leaders is almost
too obvious: life in the fast lane requires a few rest stops along the
way. Only by working occasional breaks into our travel plans will
we have enough time and the right kind of time for “refueling,”
for reflection on where we are going, and for choosing new direc-
tions. We talked earlier about the best rhythmic expression in-
volving a sense of wholeness, a sense of balance, and a sense of
coordination. Among other elements, that expression requires a
balance of activity and stillness.

Nonmetric Rhythm

In thinking through the role of rhythm in the leadership of groups
and organizations, a third and related issue that deserves some
special attention is what we referred to earlier as “nonmetric”
rhythm—not the rhythm of periodic beats and pulses, but the
rhythm that expresses the “feeling tone” of the individual, the
group, or the organization. In our experience, the most effective
leaders not only understand the pace or tempo of a group or or-
ganization, even as complex as that can be, but also sense even
more deeply the feeling tone that expresses the group’s true char-
acter. We talked earlier about dancers seeing the world differently,
picking up subtle emotional cues that most of the rest of us miss.
Leaders also view the world differently; they see more, even in
common events, than the rest of us.

Louis Blair, executive secretary of the Truman Scholarship
Foundation, described to us a recent visit to the aircraft carrier
USS Harry S Truman: “You get a palpable sense of rhythm and
rocking and rolling on these ships. And not just from the move-
ment. Planes taking off, folks running, lots of motion on deck,
but all in harmony, all with a purpose. And you feel it. It’s ter-
rific. It’s exciting.”

Similarly, Robert Johnson, president and CEO of Honeywell
Aerospace, spoke eloquently of this capacity in response to our
question about sensing the rhythm of an organization. “You can
walk in a building. You can walk in a plant. You can walk in a
doctor’s office. You can get on a highway. It’s in front of you.
Leading is about using all your senses. It’s all there. You can tell
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when you walk in a factory, the speed at which people are work-
ing. You can see if they have their heads up. People tell you where
they are and what’s cooking without even talking. Fear, excite-
ment, all those things are right there. You can just tell.”

There’s a lot of talk about the rhythm of an athlete playing “in the
zone,” a dancer dancing “ecstatically,” or a writer “going with the
flow.” But few people can identify what that feeling is or how to
attain it. We would suggest that one key is the individual’s capac-
ity to capture the rhythm in a place, a time, or a set of events, and
then “tune in” to that rhythm. Perhaps the best illustration of this
talent came from a federal executive named Tony Montoya, who
responded to our presentation of this idea by saying, “When I am
stressing out or struggling ineffectively, it is often because I haven’t
found the rhythm of the event. When I recognize this, I stop flail-
ing and start observing and feeling my way into the rhythm.”
Tony suggested that this not only happens at work, but also in his
other activities. “For instance, I used to fly fish very regularly.
Now, on the rare occasions that I fly fish, I plan on taking a day to
find the rhythm of the river. I know when I have found it because
you gain a sensory awareness of where the fish are, what they are
doing, and when they are about to strike.” The knack, the talent,
or the gift—pick your word—of capturing the rhythm of a time or
place or event is a rare one, but one many leaders would do well
to cultivate, both for their own pleasure and for the connection it
enables them to make with others, even the fish.

Leading with Rhythm

Many of these ideas seem to come together in the story of Bess Young,
the director of a community mental health facility in Tennessee. Per-
haps because Bess also sings gospel music in the choir on Sunday
mornings, she has a particular sensitivity to the question of rhythm.
But that gets ahead of our story. While we were waiting in the recep-
tion area of her facility for our appointment, a disheveled and highly
disturbed middle-aged man came in screaming profanities and de-
manding that he be given a new car to drive to Baltimore. “I’ve got
to get to Baltimore,” he repeated over and over.

Just as several orderlies began moving forward, Bess herself
came out into the reception area from her office, which we later
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found out she chose just so she could be near the front door. She
quietly waved the orderlies away. Her first words to the man were
bold and to the point, almost mirroring his own intensity. It was
almost as if she had started singing harmony to his lead. But then
she took the lead and began to talk him down little by little. She
understood, she said, why he had to get to Baltimore and she
wanted to help him. But first he needed to get cleaned up and
fed. Soon the man accepted her invitation to “stay for a while.”

Later we talked with Bess about the rhythms at play in the
situation we had witnessed. She told us that her clients have a
rhythm to their illness, in the sense that there are certain times of
the year that are typically more difficult than others. This time of
year, she said, approaching the holidays, is especially hard as
people remember faces and places from long ago and want to
return. “So we adjust the rhythm of our facility to that rhythm;
we’re ready for things like this. We also know the moods of our
clients, because we have spent so much time out there in the com-
munity with them. I knew when that man came in he wasn’t dan-
gerous. He just needed some help. What I had to do was find a
way to connect with him and bring him in.”

Bess then talked about the way in which different employees
work at different paces and march “to a different drummer.” But
she also told us that she felt part of her job was to bring everyone
in the facility together, to provide a steady and unifying “beat.”
That beat, she said, provided the emotional connection that held
everyone in the organization together and got them through the
difficult times. But we couldn’t help thinking about the situation
we had witnessed earlier, and so, near the end of our time together,
we finally asked, “Why did you have to come out yourself to handle
this situation?” “Oh, I’m not sure I did. But I know how my order-
lies work. They face some real tough situations from time to time
and have their own way of dealing with people. They would have
tried to impose our own organization’s rhythm on our visitor be-
fore he was ready for it. I just provided a little transition time.”

A Steady Rhythm

Several parts of Bess’s story deserve comment. Clearly, a solid
rhythm in a group or organization provides a special ground-
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ing both in dance and in leadership. “A steady rhythm seems
to establish and sustain a predictable ground or frame against
or within which disturbances may arise, comport themselves,
and even be ignored.” A good rhythm is a sign of a good work-
ing order; it lets people know there is something they can count
on, something that’s regular and predictable. It helps to build
a sense of community. But, as we will see in a moment, to say
that a solid rhythm is necessary doesn’t mean that everyone
has to operate in the same rhythm. Nor does it mean that a
rhythm should be mechanical, because mechanical is devoid
of breath and spirit and energy. But a solid basic rhythm is the
starting point. As professor of dance Alcine Wiltz of the Uni-
versity of Maryland told us, “When rhythm is even, it’s easy.
You can speed up. You can slow down. There’s usually a body
to support that.” But, he continued, when rhythms are uneven,
that shows as well.

The process of rhythmic “mirroring” we discussed earlier is
applicable here. To begin a conversation with questions such
as “How is your family?” or “How was that camping trip last
weekend?” not only shows caring and concern, which is es-
sential to effective leadership, but also provides an opportu-
nity for the rhythms of the parties to get “in sync.” Conversely,
starting a conversation abruptly, especially with a highly paced
expression of anger, is bound to create dysrhythmia and make
an already difficult conversation even more so. Certainly Bess
talked about the need for a steady rhythm, but she clearly dem-
onstrated her capacity to interact with rhythms different from
her own.

Commonality

Bess also commented on the need for a common rhythm. Varia-
tions in rhythm among groups can sometimes be a positive thing,
but there needs to be some commonality. As opera singer Elisabeth
Catbas pointed out, singers have their own rhythms, “And if you
try to make a fast voice sing very, very slowly, it’s not going to
sound good. You should get someone else to sing that.” The dif-
ferences in rhythm that different people bring should not neces-
sarily be considered “problems,” but opportunities for a wider
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range of actions. Getting the right person and the right rhythm is
necessary to effective action. Dance educator Mila Parrish put it
this way: “You have to honor and respect that people think dif-
ferently and they express themselves differently and that may
affect the tempo and timing of the group.”

Similarly, as we noted earlier, in industry, the rhythm of the
information technology division may be different from that of
marketing, and that difference may be important, contributing to
the overall work of the organization. Indeed, one skill of the suc-
cessful leader would seem to be the capacity to identify different
rhythms, to become adept in different rhythmic structures, and
occasionally to translate across rhythmic boundaries. Bill Post of
Pinnacle West remarked, “All rhythm is good. It’s just being able
to identify that and mold the leadership to the rhythm rather than
the other way around.” On the other hand, there is a need for all
members of the group or organization to come together rhythmi-
cally at regular intervals.

Dance educator and anthropologist John Wilson gave us a les-
son in rhythm to illustrate this point. He described an African
tribe that he once studied that came together each year for a par-
ticular ceremony and celebration. As the different families and
groups started to gather, they danced to different rhythms, some
based on as many as seventy-eight beats. But at one point, all
would hit the first beat of their rhythm at the same time. That
became the starting point for the group’s activity, what Wilson
called “Beat One.” To put it more simply, imagine one person
singing or dancing in phrases of four beats and another doing so
in phrases of three beats. Even though they are phrasing their
work in different ways, every thirteenth beat will still be a com-
mon “one,” the first beat of a new phrase for all.

Beat One, as applied to leadership, is where groups that differ
in their familiar rhythms find common ground. For example, rep-
resentatives of various corporate divisions come together around
a conference table and begin a meeting together with Beat One.
Or Beat One initiates a new congressional session after a break in
which members of the legislative body returned to the familiar
but varied beats of their home districts. Beat One provides a uni-
fying, regular tempo for everyone in the group of organization, a
common rhythmic starting place.
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Variation in Rhythm

Despite what we have said about the importance of a regular beat,
there are at least a couple of reasons why a leader might want to
vary the rhythm of an organization. One is to stimulate creativity
or new thinking in the organization. When there is a discrepancy
or irregularity in rhythm, our interest is stimulated and emotions
are triggered. For example, is that sound in the middle of the night
a burglar? For the artist, creating alterations in rhythm is often
intentional in order to spark an emotional response. In the the-
ater, Professor Roger Bedard told us, a director will often change
rhythm or even color to create an effect, looking for “any kind of
conceptual images that will cause people to think about it differ-
ently. The value of dissonance is to knock us out of our patterns.”

Experiencing arrhythmia (an irregularity in the beat) or even
dysrhythmia (conflicting rhythms) may open doors to new pos-
sibilities, new ways of seeing familiar problems. We mentioned
earlier Francia Russell’s comment that experiencing new rhythms
is like “jet lag” for the dancers in her company. But she also said
“It’s sometimes good for our dancers to have their rhythms ad-
justed. It’s good for them to be jet-lagged. It should be stimulat-
ing for them.” It is, of course, precisely the desire to break the
normal rhythm of an organization that leads many to send man-
agers to retreats or conferences where they may encounter new
ideas or to create “buffer periods”—scheduled time away from
the normal “grind” time designed for people to think more broadly
and creatively about what they and the organization are doing.

Dancers and leaders also vary the rhythmic pattern of a group or
event in order to add interest and excitement; in fact, that’s the es-
sence of composition. Certainly choreographers work with such ideas
as variety, contrast, climax, transition, balance, clarity, elaboration,
sequence, repetition, and harmony in their work, simply because
these are elements of composition that appeal to the emotions. The
change, the contrast, supports the emotional meaning of the dance.
Orderly is not always better than disorderly, repetitious not always
better than varied, and insistent not always better than understated.
There is, of course, a risk involved in such variations in rhythms, but
as choreographer David Parsons told us: “When [variations] don’t
work, they are very, very painful. When they do work, they keep



UNDERSTANDING  THE  RHYTHMS  OF  HUMAN  INTERACTION 73

you excited.” For the leader, shaping the rhythm of the organization
is a way to appeal to the individual’s emotional core, to touch the
heart, and to shape the energy that passes among people. It’s some-
thing that involves a certain risk, but the payoff can be substantial.

Tempo and Pace

Then there’s the matter of tempo and pace, something that in-
volves both understanding the rhythm of the group or organiza-
tion, and offering the possibility of changes in tempo. We asked a
number of artists how they see the world, especially how they
“pick up” on the rhythms of groups, organizations, or perfor-
mances. The basic answer was simple: you have to listen. In this
sense, listening is not just hearing, but involves all the senses as
well as a good dose of intuition. For dancers, a significant part of
picking up the rhythm of an individual or a group is kinesthetic;
it comes from watching the way people move. But for leaders it’s
a matter of gathering information in many different ways, then
knowing how to use that information in the best way possible.
Changes in the rhythm of an organization are dependent on first
understanding the existing rhythm.

The notion of being “in touch” with those in the organization,
with understanding their rhythmic capabilities and limitations,
was mentioned by a number of the leaders we talked with. When
we asked George Fisher of Kodak about rhythm, he knew right
away what we were talking about: “Rhythm rings true to me im-
mediately. You want to increase the pace, but organizations are
really fragile, and unless you understand the pace and rhythm of
an organization you would be in jeopardy of destroying the orga-
nization in a day.” In fact, being able to sense the rhythm of the
organization is a prerequisite to effective leadership. “Most good
leaders can sense the energy in the organization and the rhythm—
if they are in touch with the organization. There are leaders who
are not in touch and work hierarchically—my rhythm or else.
Mostly, they don’t last long.”

Similarly, Bob Johnson of Honeywell Aerospace pointed out to
us that an increased tempo can’t just be the tempo of the leader; it
has to be shared throughout the organization. “I think the leader’s
job is to find the speed to go around the corners right on the edge,
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right before we go off the cliff, not slower, not faster. The leader
must know whether we can go 70 miles an hour or 90 miles an
hour and help the organization go just that fast. But we’ll all get
there faster if we go the same speed. That might mean that some-
times I take enough time to listen so I don’t leave the gate with-
out them. It might mean that we change the engine in their car.
But you have to get there together.”

What is it that an understanding of the basic rhythm of a group or
organization provides the prospective leader? Primarily it seems to
be the ground against which changes, variations, and accents can be
played out. Understanding the dynamics of a group or organization
allows the leader to see and begin to connect the dots, or, to use the
language we suggested earlier, to identify the available social en-
ergy and to connect the various elements of that energy. But, even
more important, it allows the leader to bring together the energy of
the group and give it direction and movement into the future.

Timing

With this broader understanding of the rhythmic content of group
action, we can return to the question of timing in its more narrow
sense. How do artists and dancers think about timing, and what
advice might their perspectives hold for leaders? Managers and
leaders would all subscribe to the dictum, “timing is everything,”
typically meaning that choosing the correct time to act is critical
to the success of any project. In a rational, scientific sense, timing
involves such things as plotting “the probable success of a deci-
sion or action in achieving its purpose as a function of when it is
inserted in an ongoing plot.” Presumably, in this view, increasing
the amount and type of information one has so as to increase one’s
“opportunity interval” or “window of opportunity” could en-
hance one’s timing. Beyond the fact that such a “scientific” con-
clusion merely states the already obvious, it provides little help
to the potential leader who wants to understand timing.

For the leader, timing is a much broader concept and has to do
with the intuitive “sensing” of the group or organization and es-
pecially the rhythm that characterizes its work. The leader has to
comprehend the rhythm of the group, to understand the group’s
needs and its potential, to articulate a direction for the group,
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and to trigger group action. That’s not merely a matter of decid-
ing that this particular instant is the right moment to move; rather,
it’s something that brings together the full capabilities of the leader
and the group to “set a course” so that they fully capture the power
of the available winds. In this, understanding the organizing and
guiding force of human rhythm is essential.

Contrary to the rational, scientific view of timing, there’s not one
“optimum” time to do something. There are many times and each
has its own emotional effect. For the musician or dancer, simply hit-
ting a beat a little early adds an element of excitement and energy,
while hitting the beat a little late is more sensual. It’s really a matter
of what effect in terms of social energy you are trying to achieve.
Timing is about informing your actions with a clear understanding
of your own rhythms and those around you, then designing intui-
tive and creative responses that advance the flow of energy in a group.
According to Celeste Miller, “Timing is about emotional arc, visual
arc, a sense of how something needs to unfold, when you reveal
things, how quickly you reveal things, foreshadowing, what you
want to keep as a mystery, and how you understand what the mys-
tery still is. All of those add up to understanding timing.”

Timing is much more a personal matter than a scientific one. It’s
something that you feel inside and something that you express in
the world. Your timing involves the unfolding of events and how
you shape that unfolding. Alcine Wiltz of the University of Mary-
land spoke of timing as “trying to find where the currents are and
ride that where the momentum is taking you—to the next meet-
ing, to the next relationship. In dance, that’s how we get from one
shape to the next. There are many different ways to go but it’s all
about finding the best organization for what you are trying to ac-
complish in terms of emotion.” In some situations, you may find
yourself feeling that your personal “timing” is off, in just the same
way a comedian might talk about his or her timing being off. It’s a
feeling of missing the beat, hitting too soon or too late, being out of
touch. Where that occurs, the best advice is to pull back and try to
find and adjust to the rhythm of the group, then to see how your
own personal rhythm connects. Carla Perlo, the executive/artistic
director of Dance Place in Washington, D C., told us, “Knowing
when to move requires sensing what’s around you, the rhythm.
Timing must connect with rhythm. When you change rhythm, you
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can lose your timing—but if you keep going you’ll get it back. You
need lots of practice to get good at it.”

Change

Finally, it’s important to realize that the notion of rhythm implies
a particular understanding of change, one as applicable to the
world of leadership as to the world of art. The philosopher
Suzanne Langer has discussed this idea in considerable detail,
pointing out that “The essence of rhythm is the alteration of ten-
sion building up to a crisis, and ebbing away in the gradual course
of relaxation whereby a new build-up of tension is prepared and
driven to the next crisis.” Rhythm can be steady, but it is ever
changing, providing at least the potential for, if not the realiza-
tion of, emergent patterns. The beats provide the obvious struc-
ture, they constitute moments of stability, but, between each
accent, there is an open space, an opportunity, begging to be filled.
Rhythm is therefore fully exemplary of the tension between sta-
bility and change that is the essence of life and of leadership. Ev-
ery moment of stability also contains a million possibilities.
Rhythm is “always a dialectical pattern in which the resolution
of tensions sets up new tensions; the recession of one color brings
its complementary to the fore, while our close attention to the
latter exhausts its domination and lets the former advance again.”

The rhythms of groups and organizations also are marked by a
tension between realities and possibilities and it is the daunting,
but often exhilarating task of the leader to move into the spaces
that represent the possible. These are the spaces where the leader
gathers and arranges the social energy that will ultimately move
the group forward. But throughout, there is the backdrop of ten-
sion and release. The wildly creative and inventive choreogra-
pher Isadora Duncan put it this way: “All movement on earth is
governed by . . . attraction and repulsion, resistance and yielding;
it is that which makes the rhythm of dance.” Of course, that’s
also what makes the rhythm of social change. University presi-
dent Lattie Coor spoke to us about change in exactly these terms:
“A large, complex organization like a university has a limited tol-
erance for major initiatives. And then it needs a resting period, a
digestive period. There are in fact a sequence of steps that need to
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take place as the change is unfolding, as it is being pursued, as it
is being done, as it is celebrated, and then rested.” Understand-
ing that change occurs “in rhythm” and understanding the rhythm
of change can only help the potential leader.

Reprise

Recall our earlier illustration of the cat running across the floor,
leaping onto a table then off again, continuing its run on the other
side. In many ways, this is a good metaphor for what happens
when leadership occurs. A body is energized, moves fluidly
through time and space, encounters obstacles, surmounts those
obstacles, and continues on the other side. It all occurs in rhythm
and in time. Where leadership is at its best, there is a sense of
freedom, a sense of flow, even a transcendent character—a mov-
ing beyond the moment and confronting the future. We clearly
understand today that leadership is not a blow to the head; it’s
not a matter of power. Leading involves drawing energy forward,
organizing that energy, and stimulating its movement through
time and space in a rhythmic way—that is, in a smooth and coor-
dinated fashion characterized by ease and efficiency. Getting en-
ergy to flow through time and space is not accomplished by force
but by tapping into the rhythm of a group or organization, by
capturing the spirit embodied in that rhythm, and by allowing
the smooth progression of that rhythm into the future.

Some leaders intuitively understand the dynamics of rhythm in
the groups and organizations of which they are a part. But others
can increase their skill in this area. After all, rhythm is so easily
accessible; it’s a part of our basic makeup, the way we move and
the way we act. But too often we let the rhythms of human interac-
tion pass unnoticed. In contrast, a conscious recognition of pat-
terns of rhythm provides an important basis for leadership. Leaders
must know and be able to “play” with the rhythms of their groups
and organizations. Only in this way will they be able to shape the
energy available to the group so as to allow the group to join the
flow of unfolding events with a smooth and even tempo, with
rhythmic ease and efficiency, with the coordination of thought and
action that is the characteristic of groups that have been energized,
that is, groups that have experienced real leadership.
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Communicating in

Images, Symbols,

and Metaphors

Two women are standing in the hallway talking
together. One rolls her eyes and sighs. Another puts

her hands on her hips, looks down, and shakes her head. A
third one walks up and said, “I thought we agreed

not to talk about our children anymore.”

A leader tells us that in order to lead others, first you have to
know yourself. “Only when you understand yourself and the

particular filters you use to sort out what’s going on can you
accurately understand what’s happening with others.”

A senior executive brings her top management
team together after a particularly trying time for her

personally and for the business. She speaks from the heart,
not the head, about what the organization and her

managers mean to her. After she finishes, an overwhelming
sense of caring and concern fills the room.

A corporate CEO told us, “The science of leadership
is to take the simple and make it complicated. The art of

leadership is to take the complicated and make it simple.”

Over many years, artists develop both skills and insights that
enable them to relate to others at a very basic human and emo-
tional level. Watch a gifted dancer or actress perform and you
will see how she begins to connect with the audience emotion-
ally, to draw them in, to make them feel a part of her world, and
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to cause them to feel something special. In part, artists connect by
fashioning images, symbols, and metaphors that appeal to an in-
telligence far different from that of the intellect. They employ a
language that carries strong emotional power or ascendancy, a
language that speaks to the human spirit. They connect by relat-
ing to those primal human experiences or “stories” that we all
share: the myth of the hero or the tale of love lost and then re-
deemed. They resurrect familiar tales and common experiences,
and we find ourselves caught up in feelings and emotions we
may not have even realized we had.

If you see dancers practice or perform close up, as we have done
recently, you will realize how physically demanding dance is. In most
dance, there is a great deal of athleticism. Yet dancers are not out
there on the stage to set records for the highest elevation or the fast-
est pirouettes. Dance is not just about choreography, doing the steps,
and certainly not about records. Rather, as Andre Lewis, artistic di-
rector of the Royal Winnipeg Ballet, told us, “It’s about dancers mak-
ing that connection, through their movements, through their
personality, even through their occasional lack of movement.”

In fact, when new dancers are auditioning for a ballet company,
assessing their ability to connect is extraordinarily important.
When we asked Roy Kaiser, artistic director of the Pennsylvania
Ballet, what he looks for in the best dancers, he responded: “I
look for dancers that have the physical capabilities to perform
classical ballet. You need a body with good proportions, certain
attributes, extensions of the hips, things like that. But the special
dancers have something that comes from within that changes
dance from a series of steps to movement. Pure joy or sorrow—
either one—can come out of the same group of steps.” Dance is
about the communication of emotional experiences that cannot
be explained or reduced to a matter of fact.

Interestingly, many of the leaders we talked with were equally
insistent that their work, the work of leadership, is all about “mak-
ing connections.” Indeed, many seemed to describe that ability to
connect as the essence of leadership. Jeanette Harrison, director of
Knowledge and Learning at Intel, put it this way: “You have to
feed that individual with whatever psychic energy they need to
keep going and to do even greater things, not encumbered by the
past but sometimes taking enormous risks personally and profes-
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sionally. And it takes connecting with people. You can’t be a true
leader without connecting.” In a similar way, Bill Post of Pinnacle
West spoke of the leader’s not succumbing to the temptation to
“educate” or “train” those in the organization. “If I set out to edu-
cate my organization on whatever subject is, I’ve taken on the wrong
task. To educate is not the role. To emotionally connect is. If I can
get you to a point where you’ll educate yourself on the subject, I
don’t need to educate. But I do need to emotionally connect. When
you start thinking about it, leveraging the organization, it’s all
emotional.” You have to capture the hearts and souls and minds of
people. Then you can get their energy.

Again, a comparison between managers and leaders is appro-
priate. Managers can and do use rational, technical language in
their communications; leaders may use such language as well,
but they must also move beyond that language so as to connect
with people at an emotional level. The difference between acting
as a manager and acting as a leader in large part involves chang-
ing the way one communicates. Actually, that’s something that’s
fairly easy to observe (though not necessarily easy to do). If you
ask a group of managers to describe important projects that they
are working on, most will do so in highly objective, rational, and
technical language. They will talk about their goals for the project,
the resources they have available, the time constraints, and the
problems they are encountering. Most will use fairly constrained
gestures and maintain a very even tone and temperament.

If you then ask the group to talk about those same projects as if
they were leading the project and trying to enlist the help of oth-
ers, their language, their movements, and their entire demeanor,
will change. They will talk with greater energy and enthusiasm,
they will convey more feeling and emotion, and they will even
use less technical, more image-based language. Again, a part of
what leaders communicate is clearly rational and sometimes must
be fairly technical. But the part of their communication that makes
them leaders and makes the rest of us want to follow is that which
connects with us emotionally.

What is the language or currency of that emotional connection?
For artists, the answer is easy: their communication occurs less
through the use of ordinary words than through images, symbols,
and metaphors. Certainly the message expressed in painting or in
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music is conveyed through imagery rather than words. But the same
is true of other arts, and dance is no exception. Philosopher Joan
Cass puts it quite simply in saying that “a dance is made up of expe-
riences transformed into images.” The language of art is not the lan-
guage of the technical, mechanical world. It is a language of patterns
and abstractions, communicating meaningful characterizations.

Art is about expressions of the human spirit, and such expres-
sions are better communicated in images, symbols, and meta-
phors. This was stated most eloquently over a century ago by the
French writer Stephane Mallarmé in an oft-quoted essay on bal-
let: “I mean that the ballerina is not a girl dancing . . . but rather a
metaphor which symbolizes some elemental aspect of earthly
form: sword, cup, flower, etc., and that she does not dance but
rather, with miraculous lunges and abbreviations, writing with
her body, she suggests things which the written word could ex-
press only in several paragraphs of dialogue or descriptive prose.
Her poem is written without the writer’s tools.” As we will see,
the leader also writes “without the writer’s tools,” and often does
so in powerful imagery and creative abstraction.

The language of leadership, like the language of art, is espe-
cially characterized by the use of images, symbols, and metaphors.
The leader’s capacity to connect with people emotionally is ex-
pressed in many different ways, but here we examine three. First,
leaders tend to be more adept than others at a form of hearing
and understanding that we will call “empathetic listening,” lis-
tening for and comprehending the subtle nuances of sound and
movement that reflect a person’s inner state. Second, leaders more
frequently engage in what we term “evocative speaking,” skill-
fully using image-based words and metaphors that evoke a sen-
sory or emotional response in listeners. And, third, there is the
matter of physicality and movement. Even beyond the study of
“gestures” and “body language,” we communicate important
physical messages to others and many of those messages are di-
rectly relevant to the act of leading.

Empathy and Emotion

One of the best stories of empathetic listening we heard came
from Larry Newman, inventor of the ultra-light airplane and a
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record setting balloonist, who joined Ben Abruzzo and Maxie
Anderson for the first successful Atlantic Ocean crossing in a he-
lium balloon. Newman recounted the contest for leadership that
took place in front of him during the flight and his own careful
observation of what was happening, something that he described
as almost requiring “emotional peripheral vision.”

In Newman’s own words: “I’m really fortunate to see things
and notice things that other people don’t. So in that gondola I
saw everything. Both Ben and Maxie had tried the flight a year
before and landed in the ocean in horrific conditions. Ben suf-
fered severe frostbite. On this flight, because it was cold, his foot
was bothering him. So we were at a point where we had to throw
some stuff away or we were going to land in the ocean. So Maxie
said, ‘let’s throw that heater away,’ ignoring Ben’s comments about
how his foot was really bothering him. And I said, ‘Yeah, but Ben
needs that for his foot. So let’s vote.’ We kept the heater.” While
Larry’s listening was empathetic, Maxie’s was not—and empa-
thy carried the day.

There is no question that artists, musicians, and dancers are
concerned with engaging the emotions. They are concerned with
grasping and expressing the inner experience of human life, and
empathy and intuition are central to their work. Psychologist
Rudolf Arnheim describes the work of artists in exactly this way:
“To be sure, artists—whether they are poets, painters, or musi-
cians—have a particularly acute sensitivity in observing the be-
havior of what surrounds them. They experience this behavior
as an interplay of forces . . . images reflecting the inner forces of
the human mind—the strivings, the attractions and repulsions
that are the central concern of our existence.” The artist’s empa-
thy and intuition enable him or her to pick up clues to the core
of the human experience, something that enables artists to evoke
very basic emotions. Importantly, these clues that are gathered
are typically expressed in terms of images or symbols rather than
words or data.

The same is certainly true of dance. In fact, philosopher Walter
Sorrell puts empathy at the center of the creative experience of
dance: “It does not matter what the dance is about as long as it
creates a high form of empathy.” Both the choreographer, acting
through the process of designing the dance, and the dancer,
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through the process of interpretation, must engage the audience
in an emotionally vivid sense. The connection that artists make
is, of course, not simply intellectual. Rather it is visceral. The art-
ist strives to connect with the viewer, the listener, the audience in
such a way that something happens that is personal, emotional,
natural, spontaneous, unthinking. Without a sense of empathy
for the potential audience, the result will simply be meaningless.

The leader engages his or her “audience” in a similar fashion.
The leader must understand potential followers in an empathetic
and intuitive way, something we are coming to acknowledge more
directly than in the past. We are now coming to recognize the
legitimacy of multiple types of human intelligence and that the
world of the rational or the intellectual is just the tip of the ice-
berg, and an extremely deceptive tip at that. What we are increas-
ingly discovering is that human emotions and qualities such as
empathy and intuition play a significant role in human life gen-
erally, and an especially significant role in leadership.

While this view is gaining increasing acceptance, it was actu-
ally somewhat radical just over twenty years ago, when educa-
tional psychologist Howard Gardner published his book Frames
of Mind. Gardner argued that our society tends to evaluate the
intelligence of our children in terms of one (and only one) type of
intelligence, the kind of intelligence tested by the standard “In-
telligence Quotient,” or IQ, test. IQ tests presumed that by mea-
suring the child’s verbal and mathematical ability, we could
determine whether the child was “smart” or not, and that smarter
children would be more successful than their counterparts. In
contrast, Gardner argued that while these children might have
greater academic success, their IQs and their academic achieve-
ments do not necessarily translate into more general life successes.
Think, for example, of how many people you know with high
IQs who are socially inept or who totally lack any artistic talent.
And how many people do you know who work for others with
lower IQs?

As an alternative, Gardner suggested that there are “multiple
intelligences,” that is, a wide range or “spectrum” of intelligences,
many of which might lead to life success, though in different fields
of endeavor. More recently, Daniel Goleman, journalist and be-
havioral scientist, has offered the phrase “emotional intelligence”



84 CHAPTER  4

to refer to “the sense in which there is intelligence in the emo-
tions and the sense in which intelligence can be brought to emo-
tions.” The idea is that personal or emotional intelligence,
understanding oneself and others and acting wisely in social situ-
ations based on clarity with respect to one’s own emotions, has a
great deal to do with the ability to lead a successful life.

In the book Primal Leadership, Goleman and his colleagues Ri-
chard Boyatzis and Annie McKee have applied the notion of emo-
tional intelligence to the study of leadership, arguing that “Great
leadership works through the emotions.” That is, a leader needs
to be fully attuned to the emotional as well as intellectual impact
of what he or she is saying and doing. People will react to the
emotional “signals” the leader gives off, and where those signals
“connect,” individuals resonate with the leader. As opposed to
dissonance, which is created when there is a lack of harmony be-
tween potential leaders and followers, the successful leader stimu-
lates resonance among those who follow. The leader and the
followers are on the same “wave length,” they are “in sync,” and
there is less “noise” in the system. People get along better and
work together more effectively. Most of all, the leader’s skill in
understanding his or her own values and emotions as well as
those of others leaves people feeling encouraged, excited, and
uplifted, even in difficult times.

Basic to creating resonance is “empathetic listening,” which
we define as listening for and understanding the subtle nuances
of sound and movement that reflect a person’s inner state.
Empathetic listening is actually not unfamiliar to most of us,
though it probably is not as frequently practiced as it might be.
Sometimes we recognize that what someone is saying or even
showing through their body language is not what they are really
feeling. We may even know better what people are feeling than
they do themselves. How that happens is inexplicable—at least
in rational terms—yet we know that it happens. We suggest that
such empathy is at the heart of the leader’s craft.

This capacity for empathy is at the base of the capacity for both
artists and leaders to “connect” with others at a deep and mean-
ingful level. Carole Couture, vice-president of CommerceHub and
former president of ArtSelect International, told us about how
important it is for the leader to be able to “know” other people—
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not just listen to others, not just hear others, but to know them:
“It’s about the whole person. You need to get a gauge on who
they are. What really drives them. Typically the manager says it’s
money and the employee says it’s being in the know. Let me know
what’s going on. Let me be part of the puzzle.” And we thought
Couture was right on target, empathetically speaking, when she
added, “It’s important to see if they are laughing.”

We suggested earlier that the first role of the contemporary and
future leader was to help the group or organization or society
understand its needs and its potential. Such an empathetic un-
derstanding of an individual, a group, or an organization requires
very careful listening, both to what is said and what is not being
said. It requires building trust and respect in the group, so that
people are willing to “open up.” It requires creating conditions in
which people are willing to come forward and express their good
ideas. It requires a sense of insight and discernment, a capacity to
sort through the jumble and chaos of another person’s mind so as
to help them see clearly what was only dimly viewed before. And
it requires an intuitive sense of when to ask just the right ques-
tion, the one that reveals the most.

We talked about this capacity with Hugh Downs, legendary
television journalist, who has logged more hours of commercial
television that any other individual and who is known for his
warm and engaging interview style. Downs noted that others have
chosen quite different styles: “There have been people who have
enjoyed some success using a ‘scalpel’ technique. But that usu-
ally causes the person you are interviewing to throw up armor. If
you relate more and they trust you, you can make them feel more
at home and they are likely to reveal more of themselves.” And
what is it that you are doing while engaged in empathetic listen-
ing? Downs responded, “Your cognitive machinery almost steps
aside to make room for your emotional and intuitive. So if you
sense how someone really feels about something, maybe you don’t
even think about it, just a look in the eye. An intellectual gets a
grip on the world through the rational, but this involves emo-
tions. It may even have its roots in something spiritual.”

Other leaders we talked with pointed out that the need for
empathetic listening is especially great because the information
you need is rarely available in quantitative form. U.S. Air Force
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general Ronald Fogleman, a former member of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, pointed out that he always had a base of data to work with,
but that was only the beginning. “Out of headquarters would
come a set of metrics. Everybody ought to know what their abort
rate was, their mission capable rate, their cannibalization rate,
and all that. That’s fine. You could always look at that. But I was
more interested in what was behind that. Why did something
suddenly start to happen? And normally the answer was not go-
ing to be found in the conference room. You’d be out there on the
flight line talking with people. You’d be at the bar talking to the
pilots. And you’d start sensing that this just isn’t right.”

The same point was made by George Fisher of Kodak, who
was actually trained as a mathematician. “I’m a great believer
in quantifying the quantifiable,” he told us, “but that’s just a
starting point. The big leadership decisions are on top of that
and come from different feelings, instincts, advice. It sits on a
quantitative platform, but it’s not quantitative.” Once again the
line separating leadership from other activities seems to be at
the point where you move into the world of emotions, intuition,
and feelings.

With respect to the issue of empathetic listening, there are two
other questions. First, in what ways is empathetic listening dif-
ferent from the often-prescribed “active listening”? Proponents
of active listening suggest that managers have a reason for listen-
ing, that they suspend judgment initially, that they resist distrac-
tion, and that they rephrase what they are hearing to confirm that
they received the right message. Imagine that you come up to
someone and ask, “How are you doing?” They respond, “I’m
doing well.” An appropriate active listening response might be
“Oh, you say you’re doing well?” But we know there are also
situations in which you ask how someone is doing and they re-
spond “I’m doing well,” yet you still answer by saying, “What’s
wrong?” You’ve heard something or seen something, you’ve
grasped something intuitively that makes you aware that all is
not right. That would be an example of empathetic listening.

In any case, the leader needs to be able to enter into the world
of another, to be able to hear, to feel, and to understand the mean-
ings, values, and emotions of the other, even when those are only
dimly present in the other’s own consciousness. In Carl Rogers’s
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somewhat fanciful terms, it is almost like “my inner spirit has
reached out and touched the inner spirit of the other.” The leader
has to listen and to “engage” the other person or the group, mean-
ing both that the leader has to be fully present and engaged in the
discussion and that the leader has to extract the most substantial
meaning possible.

As a leader, you’re not just listening for the words—though
that’s important. Rather, you are listening and indeed searching
for or “mining” the meaning. That requires a very careful and
practiced sense of observation. “This means not only looking
with a keener eye but listening with a keener ear and respond-
ing with keener senses all around, including feeling with greater
sensitivity. Then we can begin to see one thing in terms of an-
other and to notice the relationship between one thing and an-
other, growing into a fuller grasp of the value and meaning in
symbolism and imagery.”

Second, the capacity for empathy is dependent on our clear un-
derstanding of ourselves. This is an essential point—that creating
human connections is based in substantial part on the leader’s
knowing him or herself. Actually, acknowledgments of the impor-
tance of knowing oneself as a prelude to successful management
practice are abundant in the literature in both business and public
administration. For the effective manager, self-awareness and re-
lated concepts such as self-reflection, self-understanding, and self-
control are essential.

While acquiring these capabilities will surely be helpful to leaders
as well as managers, the reasons leaders need self-understanding
are even deeper and more complex. We see the world through
the lens of our individuality and those personal experiences that
have shaped who we are. But if we don’t recognize that we are
seeing the world through a special lens and if we fail to “correct”
for the blurring of that lens, we will fail to see the world accu-
rately. While we could quote a variety of psychologists on this
point, we thought Thomas Downs, former president and CEO of
Amtrak, expressed it quite eloquently when he remarked in our
interview: “Self-knowledge is the window through which you
see other people and understand the human condition. Most
people who are really good at understanding the impact that they
are having on another person understand it through their own
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filter, who they are, what they do, all of the hopes and emotions,
all of the aspirations. They understand the human condition. And
you can’t make that up artificially.” If you are to fully live and
respond in the most complete way to others, then you must know
why your own feelings work as they do. To know others, espe-
cially to know others empathically, you must first know yourself.

Evocative Speaking

One of the most interesting stories we heard about the impor-
tance of communicating in images, symbols, and metaphors came
from Phillip Fulmer, head football coach at the University of Ten-
nessee. Fulmer told us that mid-way through the 1998 season his
team was playing well, but he thought that something was needed
to keep the team on track: “We were undefeated but we weren’t
playing our very best football.” At about that time, a friend, know-
ing Fulmer liked to hike, gave him a beautifully carved walking
stick. Fulmer was walking to the field when he was presented
with the walking stick, so he just continued onto the practice field
with his gift in hand. He showed the walking stick to some of the
players, and one of them made the comment, “Hey, coach, you
look like Moses.”

Fulmer’s initial reaction was to think of Moses as an old gray-
headed bent-over guy—not an appealing image. But later that night
Fulmer thought about it again and realized that Moses had led his
people to the promised land. He thought, “This might be the corni-
est thing of all times, but I’m going to do it.” In the team meeting
the next day, instead of rows, he put the room in circles, so as soon
as the players walked in they knew something was up. Fulmer said,
“Okay, you guys were being cute yesterday and said I looked like
Moses. Well, Moses led his people to the promised land. And I’m
telling you right now that we’re going to win a national champion-
ship and this stick that you were laughing at is going to be the cen-
ter of our energy, it’s going to be the ‘synergy stick.’ Every time you
see this stick, you think of this meeting. When you are on the prac-
tice field and sweating and hot and tired and can’t go anymore,
you see this stick and think of this meeting and that we’re going to
win the national championship. This is ours. Don’t tell your par-
ents, don’t tell your girlfriend, don’t tell the media. Nobody knows
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about this but us.” From then on, the synergy stick was passed
around from group to group at every practice. It was the first thing
on the bus, the first thing off. It was the energizing force.

Phil Fulmer understood that leadership is about energizing
others and that sometimes that can best be done through the use
of imagery and symbolism. That season the University of Ten-
nessee defeated Florida State University in the Fiesta Bowl and
won the national championship. Fulmer was named national
coach of the year.

In the past, the leader was generally expected to come up with
ideas about where the group or organization should go and then
move everyone in that direction. Leaders were expected to have
a stronger sense of possible future opportunities than others. They
were the creative people, at least with respect to the direction in
which the group was to move. In part the latitude given to lead-
ers to establish a direction for the organization came from the
assumption that from their lofty posts leaders could see things
that others couldn’t see. In part it was probably also just plain,
old-fashioned deference to authority. Goal setting was the leader’s
prerogative and others shouldn’t interfere.

Today we are beginning to modify that view in at least two
ways. First, we are increasingly using the term “vision” to de-
scribe the direction the group or organization might take. Presi-
dent George H.W. Bush talked about “the vision thing”; businesses
and public organizations spend countless hours and days devel-
oping vision statements; individuals and families are even en-
couraged to express their own visions. We suspect that an
important reason for this shift in the language we employ is that
people have recognized that goals are technical and visions are
emotional. Consequently, leaders who want to connect with
people at an emotional level consider statements of vision far more
powerful—and they are right, at least in those cases where such
statements do indeed evoke a shared emotional reality.

Second, our thinking about the leader’s role has been changed
by the recognition that broad participation in setting the goals,
directions, and vision of a group or organization is helpful in
arriving at the most comprehensive and creative statement, as
well as the one most likely to be implemented. Many groups
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and organizations are taking more time to work through a broad,
participative process of “visioning.” Within a small group, that
discussion may not be at all formal, perhaps merely an element
of the group’s conversation, while in a large organization, the
process can be extraordinarily detailed and time-consuming. Yet
some broad involvement of group members in the process of
establishing a vision is increasingly a part of the work of groups
and organizations.

Under these circumstances, it sometimes appears that the leader
has no significant role. Actually, nothing could be further from
the truth. The leader’s role remains central to the visioning pro-
cess. It’s just a different role. Instead of coming up with the vi-
sion, the leader now must “integrate and articulate the group’s
vision.” In some ways, this is more difficult than the leader’s de-
ciding alone. To come up with a vision on your own is certainly a
substantial task, but it is even more difficult to guide people
through a process where they can examine their beliefs and aspi-
rations in a complete and authentic fashion, to help them sort out
the different and complex ideas, desires, and inclinations of the
group, then to state the group’s vision in a way that resonates
with those in the group and helps to establish an identity and
direction for the group. We once heard a news analyst respond to
a question about whether Microsoft was an innovative company
by saying no, that instead Microsoft’s talent was bringing together
good ideas from many places, making them work together, and
triggering those actions necessary to bring those good ideas to
the market. In many ways, the leader’s talent is parallel. The leader
doesn’t have to be the one to come up with the good ideas, but
the leader must play a substantial role in evaluating what is a
good idea and what is not, in reconciling differences, in combin-
ing and coordinating viewpoints, in expressing the resulting for-
mulation in a clear and understandable fashion, and in triggering
action on the part of the group to move in the desired direction.

This latter activity is, of course, what we identified as the third
role of the contemporary and future leader—to act as a trigger or
stimulus for group action. To do so requires follow-up and con-
tinued effective communications. We think of the vision of an
organization as embracing the broadest ideals and aspirations of
the group. It is a sketch of “the big picture.” But beyond articulat-
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ing the broad vision of the group or organization, the leader is in
fact called upon to help identify and to make understandable the
key elements that flow from the vision, the little pieces of the
puzzle. The leader is the one who can best express the group’s
ideals, its identity and its aspirations, and that means communi-
cating with people throughout the organization in a coherent and
meaningful way, but also in a way that “connects” with them at
both an intellectual and an emotional level. And, as we have al-
ready seen, that communication takes places not only at a techni-
cal level, but through the use of images, symbols, and metaphors.

Judy Mohraz, president of the Virginia Piper Trust, put it this
way in our interview: “One element that’s significant in the lead-
ership of many individuals is helping to foster a shared vision.
That to me is always painted in pictures. It’s always something
that’s articulated in ways that will connect. The more you can
paint those images of what may be, then the better able people
are to develop the concrete strategies to move in that direction”
(emphasis added). The vision of the organization evokes a spe-
cial recognition and response because it speaks to the heart. And
because it speaks to the heart it has the capacity to energize the
group or organization—and that is the essence of leadership.

The act of leading involves evoking those feelings and emo-
tions that energize members of a group or organization and in
part that occurs because leaders engage in speaking patterns that
distinguish their communications from those of others. We call
this capacity “evocative speaking,” which we define as skillfully
using image-based words and metaphors that evoke a sensory or
emotional response in those who hear you. In other words, lead-
ers talk differently from others. They have special capacities for
communication. They employ language in different ways. They
use different kinds of words. They just sound different, and that
difference is what enables them to “connect” with others as they
do. In this section we will examine several aspects of the leader’s
capacity for evocative speaking.

The Simple and the Complex

Artists, especially dancers, are concerned with taking things that
are complex and communicating them in a clear and meaningful
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way. Martha Graham, even though she was known for her radi-
cal approach to dance, once said, “when a plain walk is right and
expresses everything that is to be expressed, more than a walk
would be wrong.” Many people, accustomed to the elaborate and
complex dramatic productions of classical ballet or the intricate
and complex movements of modern dance, might be surprised
by that statement. They might find it even more surprising that
we heard very much the same thing from many of the leaders we
interviewed. In one of the most compelling comments we heard,
Bill Post of Pinnacle West remarked, “The science of leadership is
to take the simple and make it complicated. The art of leadership
is to take the complicated and make it simple.”

The relationship between simplicity and complexity is itself
actually quite complex. In either the case of dance or leadership,
making things simple does not mean ignoring the complexity of
the topic at hand. It does not mean going back to the beginning,
making things naïve, crude, ordinary, or trite. Indeed, it means
quite the opposite. It means to make things pure, to seek out the
essence of the topic at hand, comprehending all its complexity,
yet organizing and expressing it in a way that is clean and pre-
cise, comprehensible, unambiguous, coherent, and understand-
able. A simple statement, in this context, implies a freshness of
style and an uncluttered elegance. Most of all, that which is simple
goes to the core of the meaning that is to be expressed.

It’s really very hard to make things simple. How many people
have viewed an exhibition of modern sculpture—for example,
the mobiles of Alexander Calder (who, incidentally, designed
sets for Martha Graham) or the paintings of Jackson Pollack—
and have come away saying, “I could have done that”? But it’s
not that easy. That which looks simple and straightforward is
often the result of an intense creative process in which ideas,
impressions, and techniques blend in a most peculiar way to
express something in a way that appears simple, but is perhaps
better described as “elemental” or “essential,” in the sense of
going to the essence of something. To engage in such an activity
requires a thorough and complete understanding of the entire
issue and the intellectual and artistic capacity to bring together
the most meaningful patterns of thought and intention, so that
the essential can be distilled from the complex. As dance educa-



COMMUNICATING  IN  IMAGES,  SYMBOLS,  AND  METAPHORS 93

tors Lynne Anne Blom and Tarin Chaplin have written, “Some
things are too simple for beginners—trying to get to the essence
of something is advanced work.”

Again, we may be describing the line between management
and leadership. Some managers, and especially some technical
people, get tied up in knots when they try to explain things. They
make things more complex than we can comprehend. On the other
hand, people who really know an issue and can get to the essence
of that issue can explain it in ways a child would understand.
Albert Einstein said, “Any intelligent fool can make things big-
ger and more complex. It takes a genius and a lot of courage to
move in the opposite direction.”

Getting to the essence of any issue requires critical thinking,
reflective thinking, and integrative thinking, all coming together
as a part of the creative process. Choreographers or the leaders
are typically artists who have the capacity to take multiple and
even conflicting images and ideas and find patterns and associa-
tions that others may not see. They find the unifying themes and
impressions, those that express the essence of the matter being
communicated. Then they add just enough contrast and variety
to make their expression interesting and to connect with the “au-
dience.” It’s not that they have knowledge or information that
others don’t; rather, they know what to do with what they have.
The key is to employ that material in a unique, expressive, and
coherent way—one that connects with others.

For leaders, at whatever level, the capacity to sort through com-
plexity in order to express things simply and understandably is
absolutely critical. As a leader, over time you become more edu-
cated, informed, skillful, but real leadership comes from taking
very complex patterns and bringing about a kind of clarity. It is
the ability to interpret reality in ways that really help others un-
derstand what may be possible. Whether you are working with a
broad statement of vision for the group or organization or work-
ing out the details of a new performance plan, the leader will be
the one who is able to sort through the complexity, the chaos, and
the dead ends, to arrive at a statement that makes good sense and
communicates meaning. “When you land on that statement,”
Carole Couture of CommerceHub pointed out, “it frequently be-
comes sort of an ‘adage’ that people repeat, something that makes
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them remember the goal.” (And isn’t the word adage appropriate
here? It refers to a condensed or memorable saying, typically one
filled with imagery and metaphorical content.) Couture contin-
ued, “It’s got to be something that hits home. Once it resonates,
people are able to communicate it to the next level and so on.”
Part of the leader’s art, we suggest, is being able to take the com-
plex and distill its essence, then to communicate that message in
a meaningful and understandable way, a way that connects with
and energizes people.

Closely related to the question of leaders communicating in
simple, but meaningful ways is the question of providing people
with an appropriate context for thinking about issues facing the
group or organization. Leaders offer a message and are well ad-
vised to stick to that message, but they also provide followers with
a set of lenses with which to view problems that arise. Those lenses
may be as broad as the kinds of statements about quality service
that often appear in corporate vision statements, or as narrow as a
quick comment in a meeting that shifts the conversation in mea-
surable ways. “Maybe we can think about this differently.”

Jan Perkins, city manager of Fremont, California, told us that
in order to understand the lenses people are using, she pays at-
tention to the questions people ask. “If staff members are dealing
with capital improvements, do they just ask the technical ques-
tions or do they ask whether members of the community might
want something different?” Listening for the questions people
ask tells you a great deal about the way they view a situation.
Perhaps even more important, those questions reveal the values
that people hold. They tell you what they think is important. In a
sense, then, setting a context means giving people a way of view-
ing things and a basic set of questions to ask.

Setting a context also gives people the security of knowing
where they stand with respect to what’s going on around them.
And this can be an especially artistic activity. John Coltrane, the
legendary jazz saxophonist, once said, “You got to give your au-
dience something to hang on to.” One way to give them some-
thing to hang on to is to set the context. Some singer/songwriters,
for example, will talk for five minutes about a song before sing-
ing a single note. What they are trying to do, of course, is to estab-
lish a context for those who will listen. In part, that context is



COMMUNICATING  IN  IMAGES,  SYMBOLS,  AND  METAPHORS 95

intellectual: this is what the song is about. In part it’s emotional:
they are trying to establish a certain feeling tone. But you don’t
have to talk in advance. There is some setting of the context that
can occur during the performance itself. Dancer and choreogra-
pher Celeste Miller described her efforts with respect to the aes-
thetics of context: “As an artist I’m interested in whether I have
crafted some subtle ways that the audience is actually learning
what I need them to learn as a context for the work at the same
time that they are experiencing the work itself.”

The leader has the same options available—either to set the
context in advance or to shape the context as the work is proceed-
ing (or most likely some of both). A perfect example of the first
alternative is, of course, the way in which a leader might intro-
duce a topic to open a meeting. Catherine McKee, vice-president
of General Dynamics Decision Systems, told us about a staff re-
treat where she opened with a statement about the meaning of
work, that people want to feel called to their work, to find mean-
ing in that work, and not just put one foot in front of the other. “I
spoke from my heart and not my head about what those people
meant to me. I told them we were custodians of the life experi-
ences and work experiences of those people who look to us for
leadership. As a result, the plans we developed were about the
people in the organization and about their development. To me,
that’s more about the artistry of our work and it made a tremen-
dous difference.”

The leader can “set the stage” for a discussion, thus substan-
tially affecting the direction that discussion will take. But the
leader will also likely continue to develop the context as the “play”
progresses. In our interview, University of Oregon president Dave
Frohnmayer, who had earlier served as the state’s attorney gen-
eral, recalled, “When I argued cases before the Supreme Court, I
thought the role of counsel before those nine august justices was
always to keep bringing the argument back to the central flow of
the characterization that we wanted the Court to accept. If they
agree with your characterization of the problem, you’re 85 per-
cent of the way toward getting the Court to buy your solution to
the problem.” Frohnmayer used the metaphor of a river with many
tributaries and saw the leader’s role in setting the context as be-
ing one of always getting things back to the main flow. Once more,
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the leader doesn’t provide specific answers, but shapes the ques-
tions people ask.

In their book The Art of Framing, Gail Fairhurst and Robert Sarr
explore the way in which managers and leaders shape meaning
in their organizations, a skill they call “framing.” The idea is that
the leader’s role is to make sense of things and then put them in
terms that are meaningful. A “frame” says which things should
be part of the conversation and which things should be left out.
Presumably, if the manager can shape the interpretations people
bring to their work he or she will substantially affect the out-
comes of that work. Fairhurst and Sarr advise, “If issues are un-
necessarily complex, simplify them. If there is misleading or
suppressed information, set the record straight. If there are ap-
parent discontinuities, forge linkages. If barriers to action exist,
find new angles or remove or circumvent the barriers.”

Painting the Big Picture

Several years ago on a trip to Amsterdam, we visited the well-known
Rijksmuseum, home of some of the great paintings of the Golden
Age of Dutch art, the seventeenth century. Among the paintings we
saw was Rembrandt’s famous “Company of Frans Banning Cocq
and Willem van Ruytenburch,” a painting better known as “The
Night Watch.” “The Night Watch,” which depicts a group of militia
in the moment just before they begin their march, is a huge painting,
probably best viewed from fifty to a hundred feet back. It is an in-
credible painting in many ways, but one thing that stayed with us
was the realization that, while the painting was best viewed from
some distance back, Rembrandt painted it at arm’s length. Each in-
dividual brush stroke was applied as Rembrandt stood only a foot
or two from the canvas. Yet in some mysterious way Rembrandt
knew how each of those brush strokes would contribute to the over-
all painting, what we might call “the big picture.”

Another example of resolving the tension between close-up
and distant perspective is, of course, Michelangelo’s painting of
religious figures on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. Considered
some of the finest pictorial images of all time, Michelangelo’s
paintings were created while the artist was suspended on scaf-
folding high above the floor of the chapel. (Indeed, after working
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on the paintings for several years, Michelangelo’s eyesight had
been so affected that when he needed to read a letter or an enve-
lope he had to hold it above his head!) Again, each of the hun-
dreds of figures was painted at arm’s length. Yet they are to be
viewed from the floor of the chapel.

Isn’t it amazing how an artist can keep in mind the overall
impression that the painting is intended to convey and yet work
on that painting through a series of hundreds, thousands, or even
millions of individual brush strokes, many less than an inch long?
It is remarkable, though we would say no more so than the fact
that leaders face and have to resolve the same sort of problem.
People talk a lot today about the leader’s establishing a vision for
the group or organization. While that is without a doubt an im-
portant function of leadership, we think that what is even more
important, though less frequently mentioned, is the fact that lead-
ers, like the great artists whose work we have just described, work
at “arm’s length.” Their everyday activities involve conversations
with people on the phone, meetings in their offices, conference
rooms, or similar spaces, even chance meetings in the elevator or
parking lot. Their work is up close and personal. It is immediate.

Yet everything the leader does has to contribute to the big pic-
ture. Each presentation, each individual conversation, each e-mail
has not only to be consistent with the long-range image of what
the leader is trying to achieve, it also has to actively contribute to
the realization of that vision. Even if the vision of the group or
organization is clear, the leader can’t lay out all the individual
steps that are required to accomplish that vision. Life is just too
unpredictable for that. Chance and opportunity, fate and pure
luck all intervene. So the best the leader can do is to make each
“brush stroke” count, to make sure each individual move, each
individual conversation, builds toward the ultimate accomplish-
ment of the big picture. The leader has to be incremental and op-
portunistic, sensitive to the consequences that each small action
will have for accomplishing the longer-term objective. In doing
so, however, the leader has an opportunity to make a personal
statement, an imprint on the history of the group or organization.
As Jemeille Ackourey of the Boys and Girls Clubs of America told
us, “You get to apply your own brush strokes. You get to add
your own signature. You get to make it yours.” In fact, you must.
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Image-based Speaking

Leaders communicate differently in terms of what they say, but
they also communicate differently in terms of the way they say
things, specifically by using more frequent images, symbols, and
metaphors to connect with human emotions. You may be famil-
iar with this dramatic statement from Winston Churchill, master
of the metaphor, warning of the impending threat of Nazi Ger-
many: “I have watched this famous island descending inconti-
nently, fecklessly, the stairway which leads to a dark gulf. It is a
fine broad stairway at the beginning, but after a bit the carpet
ends. A little farther on there are only flagstones, and a little far-
ther still these break beneath your feet.” Churchill, of course, could
have used economic statistics or measures of the military buildup
to make his point, but instead he spoke in images and metaphors
designed to connect with people emotionally.

We suggest that part of what differentiates leaders from others
is their more frequent use of such language. A leader’s words are
often most important because of their symbolic rather their lit-
eral meaning. Leaders often use metaphors, analogies, different
rhythms, and even certain poetic devices to emphasize the sym-
bolic content of their message. This tendency is probably most
notable as you think about the major speeches of well-known lead-
ers, but we suggest that the use of such language permeates the
leader’s conversation even in much less formal situations.

Interestingly, a recent study of the speeches of U.S. presidents
sought to determine whether the propensity of presidents to use
image-based language was related to the way they were perceived
in terms of charisma and greatness. The findings of the study
confirmed that the effectiveness of a leader’s vision may depend
on the leader’s ability to paint a verbal picture of what can be
accomplished by the group or organization. For these leaders, the
ability to convey images in words was clearly linked with high
positive regard by followers. “Leaders who use words that evoke
pictures, sounds, smells, tastes, and other sensations tap more
directly into followers’ life experiences than do leaders who use
words that appeal solely to followers’ intellects.”

In Table 4.1, we have listed a series of what are called “image-
based” words and “content-based” words. In each pair, either
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word could be used to express more or less the same sentiment.
For example, Martin Luther King, Jr., could have said, “I have an
idea.” Instead, selecting the more image-based word for its greater
emotional impact, he said, “I have a dream.” Similarly, we could
describe someone as very dependable or we could say they are
“like a rock.” The image-based words tend to connect more readily.

And, speaking of Winston Churchill, another example of how
image-based words have greater emotional “staying power” is
his famous phrase, “blood, sweat, and tears.” What Churchill ac-
tually said was, “blood, sweat, toil, and tears.” However, over
time, history has “edited out” the word “toil” in favor of the stron-
ger imagery of “sweat.” (“Sweat” is a physical response that we
experience when we engage in “toil,” a more abstract word.) By
using more image-based words, leaders engage others in terms
of their life experiences and their reactions to those experiences.
Image-based words tend to evoke sensory experiences, whereas
concept-based words appeal more strongly to the listeners’ logic
and intellect. A lesson for leaders is to infuse your language with
more image-based content and less concept-based content.

The best leaders have a tendency, perhaps a built-in tendency
or perhaps one they have found to be successful in the past, to
use more imagery than others, and that characteristic partially
explains why they are perceived as leaders, why others follow. In
our interviews of leaders, for example, we couldn’t help noticing

Table 4.1

Two Types of Language

Image-based Content-based

sweat work
rock dependable
dream idea
listen consider
sweet agreeable
path alternative
grow produce
journey endeavor

Source: Adapted from Cynthia G. Emrich, Holly H. Brower, Jack M. Feldman, and
Howard Garland. “Images in Words: Presidential Rhetoric, Charisma, and Greatness.”
Administrative Science Quarterly, 46 (2001): 527–557.
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the number of times the people we were talking with used sym-
bolic language or imagery to make a point. Jeanette Harrison dis-
cussed the events right after September 11 and her “experience of
watching others execute under fire with grace.” Lattie Coor
painted a verbal picture of the “sweaty red brick buildings” at
the University of Vermont, then when we asked about image-
based language, he remarked, “It tells a story, doesn’t it? As I
think of those who have been effective, they do capture a visual
thing. I describe it as the little executive summary in the front of
our minds. I feel very strongly that we need to implant in
everybody’s little executive summary an accurate but hopeful and
vivid image that shapes what people do.”

In a similar fashion, Hugh Downs, who was chairman of the
board of the United States Fund for UNICEF, shared with us his
recollection of working with Chip Lyons, president of that organi-
zation. “When he was giving a report, it had to do with attention-
keeping. Chip realized that you had to have images to keep
people’s attention. They aren’t going to follow charts and graphs
only. We should never lose sight of what we are about—the plight
of children in the world. He really cared about the world’s chil-
dren and used images or word pictures to convey that.” All of
which is not to say that the message itself is meaningless or that
only the emotion counts. But it is the use of imagery that seems to
touch the emotions. Downs continued, “You have to have some-
thing that will engage and win the heart.”

Physicality and Movement

Elaine Militello had just accepted a senior executive position with a
top-notch marketing firm specializing in tourism, especially resort
hotels. In her interview, she had been at her polished best and ev-
erything had flowed smoothly. But now that she had the job, she
worried that her polished exterior would soon crack. Unlike her
previous positions, her new job took her to a variety of locations,
during which time she needed both to be very visible to those in the
company (and outside) and to get acquainted with the people she
would be working with. While she otherwise felt well prepared and
excited to take on her new responsibilities, she worried about the
fact that deep inside, she had always felt a little awkward traveling
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to new places and meeting new people. She was always afraid of
tripping over “her own two feet,” as her mother used to say, or some-
how bumbling an introduction or a handshake. In fact, earlier in her
career, she had been teased for being a “klutz,” a reputation that
was not enhanced by her generally haphazard appearance. While
at the time she had almost enjoyed the good-natured ribbing, now
she was worried that her awkwardness would hold her back. Her
concerns were reinforced after she made her first couple of trips—
she realized that people were not responding to her as he had hoped.

She asked her trusted friend Olivia Montgomery, a former
dancer, for advice. Olivia urged her to work on her “image,” but
not just to get a new haircut and suit. Instead, Olivia told her that
she needed to learn to walk more confidently, focusing on her
posture and carriage, in the same way her dance instructor had
taught her to enter a stage. “You know everything about this busi-
ness,” she told Elaine, “we just have to make the way you move
on the outside of you match with how you think on the inside.”

After a couple of months of practicing and trying to move care-
fully from place to place and meeting to meeting, Elaine had es-
tablished an image as a polished professional in the eyes of others.
With her friend’s coaching, she moved well, she spoke well, and
she even dressed well. In her own eyes, she was still very much
on trial. She went back to her friend Olivia and confided that she
still felt awkward. “I tripped over the carpet getting into the el-
evator the other day,” she said. “I guess once a klutz always a
klutz.” Olivia reassured her that she was doing great, but, she said,
“Don’t take my word for it, just watch how people are reacting to
you.” As Elaine began to do so, she realized she was getting dif-
ferent reactions from the people she met. They were more atten-
tive when she spoke. In fact, when she walked into a meeting,
people looked expectantly at her, ready for her to “make a move.”

Leadership is embodied; that is, leaders inhabit, use, and are lim-
ited by their physical bodies. Leaders don’t just produce words
(although the act of talking is certainly physical), they also ges-
ture, vary their stance, use facial expressions, and move from one
place to another. The way they use and move their bodies is very
much a part of the message they communicate. Like dancers, lead-
ers move their bodies through time and through space. Their work
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has a physical, even sensual dimension. Based on our conversa-
tions with dancers and choreographers, we are convinced that
there is much more to the physicality of leadership than we cur-
rently understand. Certainly there is much more than the ordi-
nary and even somewhat mundane descriptions of “body
language” would suggest. Dancers and choreographers recognize
much more clearly than do others the details of movement and
the implications of movement. Dance innovator Doris Humphrey
said: “The human body is the most powerfully expressive me-
dium there is. It is quite possible to hide behind words, or to mask
facial expression. But the body reveals. Movement and gesture
are the oldest languages known to man. They are still the most
revealing. When you move you stand revealed for what you are.”

We’re all familiar with the admonition to “walk the talk.” But
we suspect there’s something deeper that resides in this statement
than the way it’s usually interpreted. Certainly a leader has to act
in a way that’s consistent with what he or she espouses, which is,
of course, the typical interpretation of the phrase. But the leaders’
actions also involve movement and, as Elaine learned, the move-
ments may reveal a great deal. Literally, your walk has to be con-
sistent with your talk. Or, to put it slightly differently, the way you
walk has to be consistent with what you say. Especially at the high-
est levels, everyone watches the leader for clues to what’s happen-
ing in the group or organization and what the future is likely to
bring. People look to the leader and look at the leader to try to get
some early indications of where things are going. People see what
the leader does and then interpret the leader’s intent through their
own frame of reference. Some movements are likely to encourage
people to follow. Others are not. In any case, the leader or potential
leader is very much on public display.

This came up several times in our interviews. Tom Downs,
former president of Amtrak, put it this way: “It’s not what you
say and it’s not what you write and put out as organizational
policy. It’s what you do a hundred and fifty times a day. Every-
body watches consciously or subconsciously what you do or don’t
do, how you react to everything. If you’re uncertain or angry or
frustrated or disengaged, it reads out.” Similarly, former Fairfax
(VA) county manager Robert O’Neill described the early days on
a new job: “When I came here, you had to be ‘on’ all the time.
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Every movement you made, every body twitch, everything was
being interpreted by someone. There’s a huge anxiety that builds
up based on that. Once you’ve been there a while, the attention
drops. Or at least you are not as sensitive to it.”

The movement issue, of course, cuts in the other direction as
well. By being sensitive to the physical makeup and movements
of a group, a leader has another opportunity to connect with po-
tential followers. Choreographer Liz Lerman told us, “I’m trained
to look differently at how close or far people are, who’s talking
all the time, the tone of their voice, is their eye contact going
through the room or caught in one area. Even within my small
community you have to communicate differently with everyone
you meet, because this new person comes in and they are going
to bring their own stuff. You need to be responsive in different
ways.” The leader who understands the physical composition of
the group, the specific rhythm that each person brings, the result-
ing overall rhythm, and the way movements are presented, will
have special insight into the workings of the group.

That the physical composition of the group might affect its per-
formance is obvious in the world of dance. Roy Kaiser of the Penn-
sylvania Ballet commented on that issue: “Some of the natural
rhythm that dancers possess is dictated by their physicality. My
company is a great example of this. I have this wide range of sizes
and shapes. Each brings a different dynamic and different
rhythmicality, naturally. There’s going to be a more natural rhythm.
Physicality can really dictate a lot.” We suggest that physicality
similarly affects the interactions of those in families, work groups,
and organizations of all sizes. Any family experiencing the addi-
tion of another person—whether a new baby, a child returning from
college for the summer, or a relative moving in to stay—recognizes
that the sheer physical change has implications for all sorts of so-
cial interactions. Even in small groups, the relative sizes and body
types of group members, their tendencies toward faster or slower
movements, and their differing internal rhythms can surely affect
the work of the group. The person who observes and understands
these differences and then acts so as to complement and integrate
these elements is more likely to be perceived as a leader.

We certainly recognize the idea of physical attraction between
people, most obviously in the case of sexual attraction. But there
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is a similar relationship of attraction (or repulsion) that exists at
many other levels and either encourages or prevents a sense of
bonding between and among people. A significant part of this
attraction or repulsion is based simply on the way people look
and the way they move, their physical presence. We find some
movement patterns or styles of movement more appealing than
others and we might be drawn to follow someone with a particu-
lar pattern or style. “Movement is the connecting thread that al-
lows me to join you in movement, dance the fear, and let you
know that I too know about it, have been there and am here now
with you,” say Blom and Chaplin.

Some have even suggested that as individuals we develop par-
ticular patterns, styles, or approaches to movement that frame
our moving from day to day and moment to moment. For ex-
ample, one former dancer and student of movement analysis,
Betsy Wetzig, describes four movement styles and associates these
with personality preferences:

• Thrust—The “thrusting” pattern of movement and thinking is very
direct and assertive, independent and critical, quick in pattern rec-
ognition, seeing the whole, and quite hands-on.

• Shape—The “shaping” type relies on seeing shapes or patterns,
mostly logical patterns in the outside world. These people are con-
cerned with knowing, with organizing, and “getting it right.”

• Hang—The “hanging” style is more focused on energy and move-
ment, engaging in associative or stream-of-consciousness think-
ing. This type can easily connect with everyone and is generally
willing to “go with the flow” but also wants to “get going.”

• Swing—The “swinging” pattern is more perceptive and playful,
feeling oriented, and colorful. This type will be more indirect and
meander toward solutions.

Some have argued, incidentally, that most major corporate man-
agers have been thrusters, a type represented in dance by Martha
Graham and George Balanchine, and in today’s corporate world
by Donald Trump and Martha Stewart. Indeed, Betsy Wetzig laugh-
ingly remarked to us that many corporate people move by “thrust-
ing” forward what she called their “corporate rib.”

For potential leaders, we suspect the issue is not trying to
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“model” one style of movement or another, but developing a
clear understanding of one’s own movement tendencies and
how that style interacts with others. In terms of one’s own style,
we would suggest that those wanting to lead seek to fully un-
derstand their own movement style and how that style is most
authentically grounded. Some have called this moving from
one’s center. According to Constance Schrader, “Learning to
move from your center means learning to trust your own re-
sources. As these centered movements come to you, you will
realize that moving from your center is not only a fundamental
movement experience, it is a fundamental life experience.” In
terms of how the leader relates to others, being able to work
“across” various movement patterns is probably the central skill
of the leader. The leader is probably the one who best connects
with different movement patterns or styles, who, in a sense, tran-
scends the diversity of movement styles.

Reprise

The issue of communication is extraordinarily complicated. Ev-
ery word, every phrase we use is an interpretation based on our
individual experiences as well as the accumulation of cultural
norms and values that we come to hold as natural, inevitable.
These are the parts of our presentation to the outside world that
we don’t question and don’t even recognize as interpretations.
For some, those we call “natural” leaders, a set of communica-
tion conventions significantly dependent on empathetic listen-
ing and evocative speaking comes naturally and seems to appeal
to people, to cause them to follow. For others, those for whom
such patterns are less natural, the capacity to lead is probably
best enhanced by clearly understanding one’s own predilections
and perversities.

We think of leaders as speaking with energy and enthusiasm,
with power and persuasiveness, engaging the moment and the
audience. But the speech of a leader need not be passionate in its
delivery; it doesn’t need to be loud or insistent or strained. It does,
however, need to touch the emotions of others. That is a matter of
content, but also a matter of presentation style. For some people a
more insistent style will touch the passions; for others it will ex-
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tinguish them. At certain times one approach will be appropriate
for the emotion of the moment. At other times, something else
will be required. To know which is appropriate the leader must
be able to sense the rhythm of the situation, and that, once again,
requires a strong sense of empathy.

Moreover, the leader must also speak with clarity and author-
ity, not authority in the sense of holding legitimate power to domi-
nate or control others, but authority in the sense of confidence
derived from experience or practice, self-assurance. We spoke
earlier of the notion of rhythm as a coordinated flow of elements
and we said that achieving such a flow of rhythm led to ease and
efficiency in movement and relationships. Clarity in the leader’s
communications acts in the same way. Where the leader achieves
ease and efficiency in his or her communications with others,
people tend to react positively.

The most important lesson with respect to leader-like commu-
nication, we think, is that of achieving authenticity. The commu-
nication and movement patterns discussed in this chapter can be
viewed simply as devices for persuasion, even manipulation. That
is problematic from an ethical standpoint, but also, it simply won’t
work. People will see through a leader who is “faking it.” Again,
Hugh Downs was right on target in this respect: “The intellectual
aspect may be manufactured. The emotional side cannot. You can
only be yourself and you have to stand or fall on that.” Leaders
must have a vast reservoir of personal resources, including self-
understanding, clarity and commitment, and occasionally the
ability to laugh at themselves, in order to make the emotional
connection with others that will allow acts of leadership.
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Improvising with

Creativity and

Spontaneity

An executive points out the importance of being
able to “act and think like a leader without having to

stop and think about what a really active and
creative leader would do in a situation like this.”

Another comments, “I think the art of leadership is
about having a plan, but not necessarily doing it exactly

that way—being flexible about it. You have to know when
to bob and weave, when to redirect the energy.”

A dancer turned executive tells her people simply,
“Improvise. Think on your feet. Change direction quickly.”

In a commercial for the National Basketball Association,
a fan screams, “That’s what I love! It’s improvised!”

One of the qualities that people most admire in an actor, a mu-
sician, or dancer is the ability to improvise. Audiences are moved,
even spellbound, by Keith Jarrett’s full-length improvised jazz
piano concerts, and burst out in laughter over the impromptu
comedy of Robin Williams. At its best, improvisation makes us
sit up in our seats, our minds and hearts ready for whatever hap-
pens next. Improvisation occurs in a single moment, we become
a part of that moment, and the energy and freshness of that mo-
ment capture both the performer and the audience with an im-
mediacy of emotion that previously scored and rehearsed material
cannot match.
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This ability to improvise is, however, not only valuable to en-
tertainers and artists. Leaders improvise as well. Indeed, a very
high percentage of what leaders do is actually improvised be-
havior. You pick up the phone and are confronted by an unex-
pected problem, you follow the flow of conversation in a meeting
and then react spontaneously to new ideas, you engage in im-
promptu hallway conversations about any of a thousand topics
that might come up. While most leaders don’t typically think of
their work as improvised, or at least don’t use that word, virtu-
ally all of the leaders we interviewed talked about the impor-
tance of being able to think on your feet, to respond quickly and
correctly to questions that come up, and, generally, to act creatively
and spontaneously in the moment. They spoke about the uncer-
tainties of what any particular day or hour might bring and the
need to respond appropriately. They told us about needing to
speak rationally and carefully at times but also being able to speak
from the heart at just the right moment. They spoke about the
importance of staying fresh, full of energy and enthusiasm, and
creatively meeting all the unplanned challenges and opportuni-
ties that present themselves over the course of a day.

Jane Hull, former governor of Arizona, certainly spoke of all of
these related skills. She pointed out that leaders need to bring
freshness to what they do. They need to give of an energy that
shapes and directs the energy of others. “When you’re on, you’re
on and you’re never dragging. You have the energy and it has to
project.” One way to project that message, she advised, is to be
able to prioritize, to know what’s most important for any par-
ticular audience. “You may be addressing a group of legislators,
meeting with business leaders, or talking with a group of educa-
tors. But in all cases you need to have a clear and powerful mes-
sage. And you can’t do that by spreading the message too thin.
You need to get three to five major points and stick with those.”

But, the governor continued, there’s tremendous variety and
flexibility in what comes up and you have to be ready for any-
thing. There are always many unexpected things that happen in
the course of a day, anything from an unexpected question from
the press to a natural disaster. So you have to be able to think on
your feet. “So much of what you do in leadership is go from crisis
to crisis, or from goal to goal, or achievement to achievement. In
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any given day in a governor’s life, there are at least three unan-
ticipated crises, little ones or big ones.” Interestingly, Governor
Hull pointed out that one strategy for dealing with the current
crisis was to be able to put “yesterday’s crisis” behind you. One
of her talents, she told us, was her ability to “cleanse the mind of
what was there before.” You have to be able not only to move
from topic to topic, but to be fully prepared for the unusual, even
the extraordinary, and that requires the capacity to improvise.

Improvisation is a vital leadership skill, one essential to the
process of emotionally connecting with and energizing others.
Improvisation may be, in fact, the best means to engage the hearts
and imaginations of others. For most of us, what we say and do is
largely controlled by our intellect. Our family socialization, aca-
demic and organizational learning have trained us and rewarded
us for rationality, intellectual mastery, and control. Usually, this
is appropriate and necessary in order to function and succeed in
groups, organizations, and society generally. But, as we have al-
ready seen, taken too far, it can also be limiting and ineffective.

Improvisation, on the other hand, allows, even demands that
we use all of our faculties at once—analytical, spatial, emotional,
experiential, and physical—to produce what our intellect alone
cannot. It allows us to draw from those things we know but can-
not intellectualize. In this way, improvisation encourages us to
do what we otherwise would not be able or willing to do. Impro-
visation requires that we bring forth our own creativity and spon-
taneity so that it is exactly suited to the particular moment and
no other. Jazz clarinetist Pee Wee Russell once was given a com-
plex and thickly notated musical composition and responded by
saying that he could not play it. When he was then told that it
was simply a written out version of an improvisation he had
played the night before, “He still maintained that even if he could
make sense of it, it would not come out the same way and it would
be almost impossible to come even close to it without a great deal
of practice.” In leadership as well as musicianship, becoming a
skilled and confident improviser enables us be more effective,
more creative, and more “present” than otherwise possible. An
improvised performance and only an improvised performance
can be perfectly attuned to the moment.

How we respond to the world around us not only plays a
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significant role in how personally effective we are, but also how
others see us. If leaders or potential leaders fail to improvise,
instead simply reacting to people and situations with routine,
practiced behavior repeated over and over in the same way re-
gardless of changes in themselves and the people they work
with, their capacity for leadership will be diminished. Certainly
taking this path requires the least mental energy. But it can also
be stagnating, ineffective, and frankly, boring. People who take
this approach are more likely to be seen by others as rigid, dis-
tant, and even inept. Such behavior is utterly inconsistent with
the energy and enthusiasm associated with effective leadership.
These people do not energize others; they are not viewed as lead-
ers and others do not follow.

On the other hand, skilled improvisation on the part of a leader
provides an important source of inspiration, guidance, and con-
nection with others. People watch and listen to what leaders (or
potential leaders) do in unguarded, unrehearsed moments. They
gauge their own responses, emotional and otherwise, based in
part on how the leaders act when something unexpected occurs.
If leaders respond creatively, spontaneously, and with a good
measure of grace to the people and situations they confront, they
are more likely to be perceived by others as competent, engaged,
caring, and flexible. They are more likely to energize others; they
are more likely to be viewed as leaders.

Ironically, while improvisation is at the very core of artistic
leadership, many of us might remain a little hesitant and un-
comfortable with the word and its connotations. After all, im-
provisation to some may seem disturbingly close to “faking it.”
One wonders, in fact, whether the so-called imposter complex
that many successful people experience—the feeling that “I’m
not really good enough to do the work I’m supposed to do in
this position”—might be related to the fact that confronting the
improvisational aspects of our work is not something that is typi-
cally taught in school or written about in books. We imagine
that others do not have to “make things up” as they go along (as
we feel we are doing), and therefore we fear we are somehow
less competent or prepared to lead. But improvisation is not a
matter of simply “winging it.” It is an ability that can be prac-
ticed and improved based on experience, skill, and expertise. It
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only looks easy. But as many important leaders have told us,
improvisation requires knowing enough to let go and having
the confidence and skills to trust yourself and the people you
are with to see the process through.

Part of learning improvisation is to unlearn the barriers to cre-
ative and spontaneous improvisation that have been put in place
over time. In fact, Keith Johnstone, who has taught theater im-
provisation for years, suggests that “Many who feel they are not
creative have merely been damaged by their education.” After
all, a very strong argument can be made that all of us are born
with a degree of creativity and with the ability to improvise; we
simply need to rediscover it. Pablo Picasso is reported to have
said at a children’s art exhibit, “When I was the age of these chil-
dren, I could draw like Raphael. It took me many years to learn
how to draw like these children.” In the same way, if you ask
kindergartners if they can draw or make pictures, all will say that
they can. If you ask high school students the same question, only
a very few will raise their hands. Somehow over the course of
our education and life experience, we lose our confidence in and
facility for creativity and spontaneity. To be a successful leader,
we need to reclaim that facility. Just as we have learned how to be
rational, objective, and analytical, we can learn to be receptive,
creative, and improvisational.

In this chapter, we draw from the world of art, music, theater,
and dance to gain insights into the improvisational skills needed
in leadership. We explore the sources of creativity and sponta-
neity in the process of improvisation. We consider how success-
ful leaders have learned to improvise and how they feel about
the role of and need for improvisation in the leadership pro-
cess. Finally, we consider how to unleash and practice our own
improvisational skills as well as those of other individuals,
groups, and organizations.

The Elements of Improvisation

Chuck Kowalski was compulsive about preparation. For every
staff meeting he conducted, he prepared voluminous notes, in-
cluding not only the agenda but detailed comments about each
topic that was going to be discussed. Every time he would move
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to a new item, he would take out a new folder and begin with
the almost verbatim “speech” that he had prepared a day or
two before. He also anticipated questions that might come up
and either had an answer prepared or would put the question
off until a later meeting so he would have time to put together
detailed notes. He encouraged his managers to do the same, to
be ready to speak from their notes on whatever topic came up.
As a result, Chuck’s management team meetings always seemed
fully “scripted.”

One Thursday morning in February, however, Chuck looked
up at the clock and realized his management team meeting was
scheduled at nine o’clock, ten minutes from now. And Chuck
wasn’t at all prepared. This was certainly understandable. His
three-month-old child had been terribly sick over the past week
and he and his wife had been spending countless hours at the
doctor’s office and even at the hospital. But, being the compul-
sive type he was, Chuck knew the meeting had to go on. He
grabbed the single sheet of notes he had made on the agenda and
headed for the conference room.

Members of the management team clearly took notice when
Chuck arrived without his typical five-inch stack of folders, and
while no one said anything, several members of the group qui-
etly pushed their own notes toward the middle of the table or put
them on the floor next to their chairs. Something special must be
happening, they thought. Chuck opened the meeting, stumbled
through an apology for not being as well prepared as usual, and
asked for comments on the first item on the agenda, the location
of a new plant. Several management team members reported on
the review process and talked about a specific location in the
Midwest they were most interested in. Chuck listened carefully,
then heard himself saying, “You’ve clearly done a very thorough
job of considering the logistical and financial issues involved here.
But what about the question of whether our people would want
to live in this place? I mean, it’s pretty small, pretty remote, and,
well, not very exciting.” Someone at the other end of the table
muttered, “You wouldn’t catch me there.” Chuck continued, al-
most surprising himself, “I mean, if we want this company to
prosper we’re going to have to be attentive to the quality of life
we provide our employees, both on the job and off. Am I wrong?”
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Chuck’s long-time colleague and friend Ben responded, some-
what hesitantly at first, though he began to gain momentum as
he spoke: “I think you’re exactly right. We’ve been making good
business decisions here for a long time, but I’m not sure whether
our people decisions have always been that good.” Someone else
said, “Amen to that!” and soon a lively and energetic discussion
of the issue erupted. Chuck chimed in himself several times, prob-
ably forgetting that he didn’t have notes in front of him, and was
pleased that his comments on quality-of-life issues seemed to be
very well received. Several other topics were discussed in similar
fashion before the meeting ended. As Chuck started toward the
door, someone grabbed his arm and said, “Chuck, I just wanted
to say: that was the best meeting we’ve ever had! Thanks!” Chuck
smiled and thought, “Lesson learned.”

Successful leaders have the ability to speak and work without a
script, to act without perfect information, and to trust their in-
stincts in the moment. When the pressure is on, they have the
confidence to react with imagination and courage to situations as
they unfold. They become skilled at improvising in the same way
a highly skilled musician or artist or dancer responds to or inter-
prets a situation or challenge in the course of a performance. “Lead-
ership is an improvisational art. You may have an overarching
vision, clear orienting values, and even a strategic plan, but what
you actually do from moment to moment cannot be scripted.”

In our interview, Bob Johnson of Honeywell Aerospace said,
“You could take a strategy, you could develop tactics, you could
decide how to tactically deploy them, and how to have a struc-
ture and how to staff it and what the metrics are. You could make
a perfectly deployed detailed plan, where no thinking was re-
quired.” Such a “scientific” approach to leadership would em-
phasize rigid adherence to a predetermined plan but would also
remove human emotion and inspiration. The problem with that,
Johnson said, is that “you’d have robots.” People would just keep
going even if the world changed, and that, he said, is the “enemy
of the creative.” Johnson concluded, “I think the art of leadership
is about having a plan, but not necessarily doing it exactly that
way—being flexible about it. You have to know when to bob and
weave, when to redirect the energy.”
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If you think about someone “bobbing and weaving” as Johnson
suggests, you might picture a tennis player standing in the “ready”
position, responding from moment to moment as the ball is hit
and bounces, sensing and redirecting the energy of a return, and
ultimately shaping the outcome of the game through large and
small adjustments. It is not a matter of just rationally calculating
the trajectory of the ball; it requires sensing and feeling the rhythm
of the volley, responding to all the environmental factors in play,
and then allowing well-trained muscles to work. That does not
mean that there is no plan or objective. Rather, it suggests that the
ability to react, redirect, and change with fluidity and accuracy in
response to the demands of the moment is ultimately what al-
lows you to satisfy the plan and meet the objective. We thought
Paul Bremer, U.S. administrator for Iraq, put it nicely in an inter-
view when he spoke of “Strategic clarity and tactical flexibility.”

The ability to improvise with skill and confidence is what al-
lows leaders to respond to situations as they unfold, to interact
with people as new issues and challenges emerge, to reach an
audience in a particular context and time, and to continue to move
in a desired direction even as the terrain changes. Organizational
innovation has a clearly improvisational aspect. And, as we have
seen, many writers have used the metaphor of improvisation in
jazz or rock music to describe organizational innovation. But what
if we think about improvisation as more than simply an organi-
zational metaphor?

In jazz or dance, an improvised performance is one in which
the details of the performance are not completely determined prior
to the time of performance. But there is some planning and cer-
tainly some understanding that occurs. In other words, improvi-
sation involves both preplanned as well as spontaneous elements.
These planned and unplanned elements are held together by some
sort of organizing structure or theme.

Think of a river that establishes the overall shape and direc-
tion of its waters; improvisation has been likened to the
individual’s movements that flow within and between the banks.
The spontaneity and flow of improvisation is what gives impro-
visation its compelling, emotional quality. As jazz musician Sidney
Bechet commented, “If you know in advance every note you’re
going to play and just the way you’re going to play it, there’s no
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need to have feelings. Like that, if you’ve got a feeling, you just
can’t use it; you can’t even stay interested. Music like that, you
could almost make a machine play it for you.” It is interesting to
note how similar Bechet’s comment about machines playing music
echoes CEO Bob Johnson’s comment about robots following a
plan. Improvising with creativity and spontaneity infuses the
work, whether it be musical or social, with a freshness and en-
ergy that moves people.

Understanding improvisation in leadership requires attention
to several points. First, improvisation is creativity within a par-
ticular structure, where some elements may be known and
planned and others grow out of the situation as it unfolds. Sec-
ond, it is the fusion of creation and execution based on expertise
and skill. Third, in addition to expertise and intellect, improvisa-
tion evokes and is fueled by feelings and emotions. Each of these
points is considered below in terms of their relevance to the ex-
perience of leaders.

Creativity within Structure

Artists, dancers, and musicians tell us that improvisation is based
on a structure, with some rehearsed and some unrehearsed ele-
ments. It seems that in improvisation, creativity and spontaneity
occur at least in part as the result of careful planning, prepara-
tion, and lots of practice. For instance, jazz performances are not
usually purely ad lib: “An ability to improvise . . . depends, firstly,
on an understanding, developed from complete familiarity, of the
musical context within which one improvises, or wishes to im-
provise. . . . As this understanding develops, so the ability to im-
provise can develop.” Certainly musicians understand the genre
of music they are playing—jazz, rock, or bluegrass, for example.
And they understand the basic melody and chord structure of
the particular tune they are playing. Prior to a performance, they
may even agree on an emotional theme or starting point. These
ideas provide loose sets of tacit guidelines for the musicians to
follow as they play.

The same is true in improvisational comedy. “Even improvisa-
tion groups like Second City have planned elements in their pro-
gram. In each show, the actors have at least one set that they know
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has worked in the past.” Improvisational comedians engage in
what is called “priming.” In those situations where the group is
doing a set piece that only appears improvised, priming can be
the same thing as rehearsal. But you can also prime for total sur-
prises. In this case, priming involves building mental models
based on one’s background, experience, and personal values. It
requires assembling the various elements you can draw from as
the situation occurs. You prime or prepare yourself for spontane-
ity by anticipating the common features of the audience and the
context and building routines around them.

From these planned elements, “Highly skilled players are able
to retrieve the smallest fragments of patterns and, again with split
second timing, combine them and recombine them in combina-
tions in part or in whole with amazing continuity.” In short, spon-
taneity in improvisation is based on what we already know. We
can prime ourselves and plan and practice elements in a reper-
toire. But the strength of improvisation is that the expression of
what we know is created and executed in a single moment, thus
allowing us to throw aside our normal limits and to discover new
and surprising and innovative ways of responding.

Like musicians and comedians, leaders also talk about the im-
provisational aspects of their work as depending on a particular
structure and context. Improvisation requires preparation, and
then a willingness to forgo a script. Judy Mohraz of the Piper
Foundation, who also was president of Goucher College, told us
that for her, “Improvisation is based on a core structure and varia-
tions on it. There is simply no way that you can or should script
exactly how the dynamics are going to unfold in a complex situ-
ation. And while you have the under-girding of the goals that
you want to reach, how you reach them will be variations on a
theme.” Leaders expect the unexpected, and plan for it. Alan
Yordy, president and CEO of PeaceHealth (Oregon), also empha-
sized the need to be able to improvise as the situation unfolds,
but at the same time to rely on judgment and knowledge. In his
words, “I think the strongest leaders have an almost innate abil-
ity to improvise, to adapt, to be flexible, and to make very good
judgments in a short period of time. I expect that every day is
going to be full of unknown things. In today’s complex and dy-
namic environment, those things are inevitable. You must view
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them as opportunities, then call on your judgment as to how to
approach the improvisation.”

Leaders from a variety of fields recognize that improvisation
involves variations on a theme that occur in response to a par-
ticular audience or set of circumstances. They take what they know
and what has worked in the past and then they put their hearts
and minds in the “ready” position. They rely on “the plan” only
to the extent it serves them and up to the moment it stops work-
ing. As they assess whether an approach is working, they are atten-
tive to rational strategy, but also to those subtle changes in
emotional tone, energy, and engagement that may create new
opportunities and challenges. They expect to be surprised. But
even as they try new things in response to these surprises, they
don’t abandon what they know. They try new variations, combi-
nations, and recombinations of what has worked before. The ef-
fectiveness of these variations is dependent on the particular
energy at play within a particular space and time.

Over the course of writing this book, we had an unexpected
opportunity to test this idea in a series of speeches to various
groups in Sweden. We knew that we would be talking about
our work in a variety of areas including the subject of this book
as well as the management of organizational change, building a
culture of innovation, and the role of values in the leadership
process. We also knew that we would be speaking together at
six different venues for various periods of time. For a number of
reasons, it was not possible to specify in advance exactly who
and how large the audience would be or what the specific top-
ics were or how long we would speak. We generally had little
more than a few minutes in the car on the way to the meeting to
plan what we would cover and in what order, how we would
connect the parts, and how we would organize the material so
that each of us contributed.

As we reflected on the experience, we realized that the lack of
a script forced us be more attentive to the audience and to each
other as co-presenters. We used different material in different ways
for each of the six speeches. Each audience was unique. Some
were larger and others smaller, some were more talkative and
responsive, some participants were students and some were sea-
soned professionals. In order to connect with each, we had to
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sense and respond to each situation as it progressed. As a result,
while elements of our presentations were prepared and rehearsed,
the content and delivery was reordered, combined, and recom-
bined in new ways each time. The transitions and connections
we made had to be different in each context. When either oppor-
tunities or mistakes occurred, we tried to incorporate them and
keep going. Because we were creating and executing the presen-
tations at the same time, we felt able to connect more fully to the
people we were talking with than if we had simply followed a
preplanned speech. It is that sense of connection that is so impor-
tant to the leader; improvising is one way in which it occurs.

Developing Skills and Expertise

In our interviews, artists and leaders often cited expertise, knowl-
edge, and perspective as prerequisites to improvisation. In order
to have the facility to create and assess variations on a theme,
they said, you first have to be knowledgeable about the work at
hand. Even before you prime yourself for creativity and sponta-
neity, successful improvisation requires expertise and experience
with both the subject matter and the medium. That may be a bit
surprising given the stereotypes many hold about improvisation
as an exercise in “anything goes.” Improvisation is not, however,
simply random notes, steps, words, or brush strokes. In fact, it is
the opposite. Improvisation requires more skill, practice, and
mastery than the casual observer might guess. Yet it is fairly easy
to recognize that improvisation without a firm foundation in skill
and expertise is really not what most of us would call innovative
or even aesthetically sound. We can pound on the piano, but that
doesn’t make it music. As art philosopher R.G. Collingwood
stated, “First, learn to control your medium, to handle pencil and
brush; then apply your skill to the problem in hand.” It is the
same in musical improvisation. First you must grasp how the notes
and chords work together as well as the range and limits of your
instrument. Then you can begin to play around with your own
ideas. The best results are achieved when imagination and artis-
tic expression are grounded in a firm foundation of knowledge,
skill, and experience.

In groups, organizations, and societies, improvisation and in-
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novation are built from experience and knowledge and tested
with our intellect. The leaders we spoke with strongly confirmed
this idea. Jeanette Harrison of Intel, for example, told us that
“Improvisation is a refinement that requires a huge array of skill
to draw on to even allow the latitude for improvising. Some
improvise from lack of skill or lack of preparation and I don’t
think that is leadership. It’s just covering up or masking inepti-
tude or lack of preparation.”

The lesson with regard to knowledge and experience is simply
this: the more knowledge and experience we can acquire the bet-
ter, but once acquired, we have to see and work beyond it. We
draw from it rather than rest upon it. Seen from this perspective,
creativity depends on neither our imagination nor our intellect
alone, but rather requires a conversation, even a dance, between
them. David Miller, partner in Miller/Hull Partnership, the highly
successful Seattle architectural firm, put it very well when he said,
“Creativity occurs when we start conversations between the left
and right brain.” Knowledge and expertise form, in a sense, the
stage upon which new ideas and fresh approaches can be devel-
oped and tried. Otherwise, we are just pounding on the piano.

When leaders and artists talk about knowledge as the founda-
tion of improvisation, they are talking about a particular type of
knowledge. How is this kind of knowledge acquired? The short
answer is by paying attention. It is not enough simply to amass
numbers of days and experiences; paying attention in this sense
requires that we experience and learn from situations in a way
that is deeper and more demanding than what many of us ordi-
narily do. Artists employ their experience in a way that allows
them to integrate their perceptions with what they already know,
and they allow this new knowledge to change them. As Celeste
Miller of the Liz Lerman Dance Exchange told us, “The more
things I can draw from at any given moment, the better that ex-
perience is—both emotional experience, historical experience,
day-to-day experience, and movement experience. Knowing more
makes me a better improviser.” Artists emphasize the need to
constantly seek out new sources of inspiration and ideas.
Elysabeth Catbas of the Ballet Academy of Baltimore put it this
way: “The more music you listen to, the more memories you have
in your head. That adds to your creativity.” But this involves far
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more than simply recognizing what music is being played. It is
experiencing the music on an intellectual, physical, and emotional
level that creates memories from which you can improvise.

Of course, the mere accumulation of new material is not al-
ways helpful. The new material has to be good material. We had
lunch with the renowned jazz trombonist Vincent Nilsson, who
has played with such jazz greats as Miles Davis and Dizzy
Gillespie. He was making a similar point about gathering lots of
music from different places, but, he pointed out, there are some
times when you just don’t want to hear certain things, waving
toward the “elevator” music being piped into the restaurant. “Like
passive smoke, some music infiltrates and you can’t avoid it.
That’s like a pestilence you can’t fight. But sometimes I can make
a choice: is this something I want to have in my musical life?”
Leaders also need to accumulate experiences but to some extent
they need to be careful about what they “let in.”

As we said earlier, learning from experience involves both left
brain and right brain activities, sensing and intuition, feeling and
thinking, aesthetic appreciation as well as calculating judgment.
It uses all of our senses and faculties to gather information and to
learn, not just intellectually, but with our whole selves. Some as-
pects of “paying attention” are discussed in other chapters. For
example, listening empathetically and being entirely “present to
the moment” are critical in this respect. The key is to absorb, re-
flect, and be open to experience as a way of enhancing not only
what you do, but also how you act. Rather than simply catalog-
ing the information in prearranged, rational categories, learning
occurs on an emotional and even a physical level as well.

Learning in this way is not as mysterious as it might first ap-
pear. It is something that most of us do all the time, at least un-
consciously. The task is to make all those levels of learning more
conscious and deliberate, and therefore more usable. As theater
instructor Roger Bedard told us, it is not really all that esoteric:
“It’s based in the ability to immerse yourself in the moment: none
of this meta-cognition stuff. In other words, this is who I am in
this particular situation and this is what is happening. And lis-
tening and hearing and moving forward.” While Bedard was talk-
ing about training actors, successful leaders draw from their
experience in the same way. Put in more concrete terms, giving
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twenty speeches provides experience, but paying attention and
assimilating that experience allows you to feel and recognize
moments that “worked” and to learn how it feels to connect and
inspire. Becoming ready to improvise is far more than simply log-
ging the miles. It is learning from the journey in a way that en-
gages our minds and hearts, our intellect and imagination.

Part of the challenge is to be ready to draw from experience
and to gain knowledge as the opportunity occurs. As already
noted, the leader improvises within a given socially defined struc-
ture—the speech, the meeting, the corridor conversation. In each
case, there is context that the leader must know, but the leader
must also know how to operate flexibly within that context. With
this understanding, the leader may be able to change the rules of
the encounter, to restructure the encounter.

The only way to develop these improvisational skills is through
experience. If something goes wrong, you have to keep going.
The more times it happens, the more ready you are to improvise.
You have to be flexible and willing to say, “This isn’t working,
let’s try that.” To do so requires mentally moving from one thing
to another and being wholly open and present to both. If you are
in a meeting with a particular group, you may gain any number
of things from that interaction, including technical knowledge,
insights into the interests of participants, information about how
certain suggestions or actions were received, how well the group
members interacted with each other, the rhythm and pace of their
work, unmet needs and challenges, old problems and new ideas
for the future, the level of trust and engagement, and so on. If you
are then interrupted with a phone call, or go from there to an
entirely different meeting or event, you have to leave the one situ-
ation in order to be ready to learn from the next experience.

We found our discussions with Dave Frohnmayer, president
of the University of Oregon, particularly helpful in this regard.
“Another attribute of leadership is the ability to change gears very
rapidly, also a learned behavior. You may need to give an extraor-
dinary concentration or focus to finishing a three-paragraph let-
ter or memo of some kind, but there may be an unexpected
interruption. You need to have the emotional facility to shift from
one to the other and give it your full attention. You change sub-
jects as well as audiences so many times in a day. Part of that is
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time management, but at some level you are going to be dealing
with the unexpected. So you need the facility to change gears with
as low an emotional pain as possible.”

It is also important to emphasize that for these artists and lead-
ers, useful experience is not simply the sum total of whatever
happens to them. Rather, they are active in creating these experi-
ences. They test ideas and thoughts, they question, they experi-
ment, and they reflect on the results. Beyond that, however, they
actually work to create opportunities for learning from whatever
happens. One of the ways in which leaders and artists exercise
this capacity of paying attention and acquiring useful experience
is by consciously changing perspectives. New perspectives in-
spire and provide a vehicle for leaders and other artists and put
new insights, information, and skills to work and provide ongo-
ing sparks for further innovation. It is the mental equivalent to
actually moving from place to place to gain new perspectives and
insights. You try something, then move back to see how it looks
from another perspective: “You go back and forth from the bal-
cony to the dance floor. You take action, step back and assess the
results of the action, reassess the plan, then go to the dance floor
and make the next move.”

These changes in perspective are critical to artists and leaders
alike. Only by changing perspectives can they assess how indi-
vidual actions and choices influence what happens immediately
and up close, as well as how it looks and works from a vantage
point that is farther away in time and distance. For example, Craig
Curtis, partner in the Miller/Hull Partnership, told us that in
working on the design of a building, he often finds himself “across
the street.” In other words, developing both the concept for and
the reality of a highly functional and aesthetically interesting
building requires attention to both the detailed drawings as well
as the view from across the street. As we have already noted, hav-
ing a sense of the “big picture” is important, but leadership is not
defined merely by the splendor of the vision you convey; it’s also
how well you paint that vision in with individual brush strokes.
Realistically, it is only the improvised details, the words we choose,
the responses we give, the emotions we share from moment to
moment, that any of us has to work with. The key is being able to
change perspectives in a manner that allows you to see and as-
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sess what is happening from multiple perspectives at once. This
allows you to create and improvise in a way that is unique and
appropriate from a variety of vantage points.

Energy executive Bill Post summed up this point clearly and
concisely when he told us that in his leadership experience, suc-
cess is “one hundred percent action and communication, zero per-
cent personal vision and intention. Makes no difference what my
intention is; it makes every difference what people see me do.”
Post and other executives know that their work will be judged
from a variety of different perspectives: now and up close, later
and further away. Consciously changing perspectives is what al-
lows leaders like Post to see how his actions and communica-
tions may “look” from varying distances and viewpoints and to
evaluate the view over time. As we “paint” our vision at arm’s
length, we are constantly moving to see and evaluate how it looks
from different angles and distances. As we experience and assess
these differing perspectives, we change the next brush stroke.

Another way to think about perspective is to consider how dif-
fering perspectives can help us gain a sense of clarity. What may
appear hopelessly complex and muddled from one angle or one
distance, can take on a clearer focus and meaning or provide new
direction from another. Judy Mohraz of the Piper Foundation, for
example, in talking with us about the creative aspects of leader-
ship said, “Through experience you become more educated, in-
formed, skillful, but at some very deep level I think leadership
comes from taking very complex patterns and complex issues and
bringing about a kind of clarity.” Such clarity, she said, can come
from exploring problems, issues, and situations from as many
different viewpoints as possible.

Evoking Feelings and Emotions

As already noted, improvisation is fueled by, and at the same
time evokes feelings and emotions. Because improvisation can
provoke feelings of fear and vulnerability, it requires confidence
to do it well and keep it going. There is no avoiding the fact that
improvisation can be risky business. John Corbett of the Art In-
stitute of Chicago has written: “To improvise is to take the risk.
Since the performer does not know for certain what will be
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played . . . the risk of failure, of complete collapse, is everywhere
present.” In part, it is this risk taking that makes the creative
process exciting and exhilarating. But risk and potential failure
are part of the process. As Larry Newman, world-class hang
glider and balloonist told us, “I’d like to call what I do not just
risk taking but creative risk taking. But the truth is, most of the
stuff I’ve done has scared the hell out of me.”

Part of the fear derives from the fact that improvisation makes
us vulnerable to others. As we said earlier, one of the greatest
values of improvisational leadership is that it allows us to con-
nect emotionally with others. But this means that improvisation
often results in showing a great deal of ourselves to others. Most
unsettling, it not only can reveal what we know and don’t know,
it can reveal our emotions, our hopes, and our fears, all the things
we feel most vulnerable about. The things we say and do when
we improvise are often not as thoroughly filtered by our usual
attempts to create a particular persona. Rather, they are an ex-
pression of who we actually are. Improvisation takes imagina-
tion one step further to demand that we act on our imagination
and instinct in real time. That is a frightening prospect for virtu-
ally everyone.

Another reason improvisation can be unnerving is that you
cannot be in a situation and then go off by yourself and consider
all of the possible ways you could react before choosing a response.
If you do, the moment is gone. Choreographer Kent Stowell told
us that working through this kind of vulnerability is intrinsic to
the creative process: “It might be personally risky or all kinds of
things, but you have to trust yourself when you feel that you are
trodding on new ground. The moment is fleeting. You take a break
and it’s shut down.”

Many of the artists and leaders we interviewed talked about
the vulnerability and fear of failure they feel when they impro-
vise. But they also recognize that it is a normal and expected part
of the process and that they simply have to develop the confi-
dence to see it through. The key, according to General Ron
Fogleman, is, “You have to believe in yourself.” In other words,
leaders learn to recognize the discomfort, accept it, and keep go-
ing. In fact, the nature of improvisation is that even if things don’t
go as you expect, you must keep going. As Andre Lewis, the ar-
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tistic director of the Royal Winnipeg Ballet told us, the show must
go on. Unexpected things happen; some good, others not so good.
So he tells his dancers, “If you fall, please stand up. Don’t walk
off stage and say ‘Let’s stop the show.’”

Leaders find themselves in the same types of situations. They
may be giving a speech to a group and recognize that the audi-
ence is not responding well. The most effective leaders recognize
what is happening and try something different, rather than dog-
gedly proceeding as if everything were going well, or worse, giv-
ing up and walking off the stage. Leaders find that in order to
keep going, they must develop confidence in themselves and their
skills to recover and maneuver and create as they go on. Judy
Mohraz explained to us that it is in large degree a matter of be-
coming comfortable with yourself and the roles and responsibili-
ties you have. She said it is not a matter of luck. Instead, she said,
“You have to come to some self-realization that you really do have
those skills. That gives you the confidence to do the improvisa-
tion that would have been difficult at an earlier age.” Other suc-
cessful leaders emphasized that the confidence needed is not
based on the untried bravado of inexperience. Rather, they say, it
is a more humble, mature sense of confidence developed over
time by learning from both success and failure.

Another vitally important part of developing this confidence
is self-knowledge and self-reflection. Put simply, because leader-
ship improvisation runs the risk of revealing your “true self,” it is
wise to know yourself pretty thoroughly. Dancer and teacher Carol
Press writes, “We create our understanding of others through
imagination. This is the basis of empathy. Consequently, to be
empathically aware of others, we must first be empathically aware
of ourselves.” While actors, dancers, and painters often talk about
how their art involves confronting the very core of themselves
and who they are, we were struck by how often creative leaders
talked about the same phenomenon. They have looked inward
with honesty and compassion, thought about their core values,
and made a decision to risk being vulnerable to others.

It may be reasonable to ask, however, is improvisation worth
the risk? Leaders agree that in groups and organizations, when
important issues and values are at stake, the energy and exuber-
ance that flow from improvisation make the risks worthwhile.
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Vulnerability and failure are just parts of leading and inspiring
people to do important things. Because that is the case, the differ-
ence between great leaders and the rest of us is that they develop
the confidence to keep dancing. Artistic leadership is about reach-
ing both the hearts and the minds of the people you work with.
Doing so requires that you know your own heart and mind, be
open to yourself and others, and be confident enough to take the
necessary risks.

Fortunately, improvisation not only evokes feelings of discom-
fort, it also creates excitement and a sense of adventure. Artists
and leaders must constantly work at “keeping it fresh” in order
to create the excitement and inspiration they need in improvisa-
tion. As choreographer Paul Taylor said, “there’s hardly anything
when you’re up (or down) a tree that’s easier to hate than a . . . a
systematic going-over of already climbed branches, especially if
you’ve got a yen for adventure. Such a course seems distasteful
so long as there remains hope for trying out new difficulties.”
Leaders and artists alike seem to relish the adventure. They work
to find ways to draw energy and inspiration from the tension
between the difficulties and possibilities. Perhaps Twyla Tharp,
one of the world’s best known choreographers, said it best: “I
began to discriminate between fear and excitement. The two,
though very close, are completely different. Fear is negative ex-
citement, choking your imagination. Real excitement produces
an energy that overcomes apprehension and makes you want to
close in on your goal.”

Artists are usually not thrill seekers. Rather, they are people
who are energized by creative risk when there is a chance of
making something better, more effective, more aesthetically
pleasing, or whatever the case may be. Drummer and pianist Jack
DeJohnette is quoted as saying, “That’s what I like, the unpredict-
ability of things. You run that risk when you improvise. You have
to take those changes when they come and make something out
of them, make something positive happen.” In sustaining the
energy needed for creativity and improvisation, keeping things
“fresh” is essential; you need to introduce new material each time.
“It doesn’t only supply fresh stuff to work with, it imbues the
whole performance with a spirit of freedom. It ejects what is no
longer useful and revitalizes the remaining material.”
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Where does this fresh material come from? As discussed in the
preceding section, the best leaders suggest it comes from open-
ing themselves to and creating opportunities for new experiences.
Beyond that, however, they seek out the unknown, the unsettling,
and the unfamiliar to keep their creative edge and a sense of new-
ness. They literally “refresh” themselves by discovering things
about themselves and the world around them that they didn’t
previously know. They do unusual things and go to new places
and read things they usually don’t and talk to people that they
haven’t before.

Composer and jazz educator Steve Owen of the University of
Oregon told us that he advises young musicians whose work is
becoming dull and uninteresting to “Change environments—
wildly different musical environments. The vocabulary you use
in one is not applicable in another. If you find yourself being
repetitive, change the environment, the music, or the musicians
you are playing with.” In a strikingly similar comment, health
executive Alan Yordy told us that “taking enough personal time,
through time away from the job, off time, down time, to stay
fresh” was equally essential to artistic leadership. This involves
“looking at other things, reading other things, being a well
rounded person. As senior leaders we have an opportunity to
buy additional time off. I encourage senior leaders to take as
much as they can. Then on top of that I encourage senior lead-
ers to take one or two days every year as a personal retreat, re-
flecting on something that has nothing to do with the technical
aspect of your job, but has to do with the values of who we are,
how we want to do things, how we want to function, and being
fully self-aware. If you do those things, you’re fresh and you
don’t get bogged down in this constant barrage of issues that
can wear you down. So you have time to regroup, recharge, re-
fresh, and that is most important.”

In other words, in jazz ensembles and corporations, universities
and ballet companies, government agencies and sports teams, there
is a need to continually infuse the environment with new ideas,
approaches, words, images, and actions. When leaders talk about
keeping it fresh, they talk about the importance of continually bring-
ing in new ideas and perspectives to challenge and engage people
not only professionally but also personally. One of the things that



128 CHAPTER  5

can be helpful in this regard is, in fact, getting away from the situ-
ation itself. New and different experiences, settings, and interac-
tions provide the fuel and inspiration for new ideas to emerge.

Leading Improvisational Organizations

Sara Rosenbloom had worked in accounts receivable for a com-
puter manufacturing company for about fifteen years before
abruptly moving to a highly successful marketing and public re-
lations firm to handle their financial management division. While
most of her work still involved what she liked to call “dollars and
sense,” she now interacted far more frequently with those on the
more creative side of the house. Not only would she occasionally
visit other parts of the company and see what people were doing
on a day-to-day basis, but she was also involved in lots of meet-
ings with her supervisor and with other division directors.

Sara was at first stunned by the free-wheeling, devil-may-care
attitude that seemed to permeate most of the company. People
tended to dress casually, except maybe on what they referred to
as “Formal Fridays,” and they spent lots of time standing around
laughing and joking about the projects they were working on. As
opposed to the more disciplined, even regimented feel of her pre-
vious work, here there was almost a playful attitude. Especially
in staff meetings, she felt completely out of place. Privately she
wondered, what kind of organization is this?

Finally, she had a conversation with a new friend at work in
which she actually asked that question. The answer surprised her.
“This is a very special place,” he said. “In fact, it’s really not like
any other.” He went ahead to explain that the company faced a
different problem every day and so people had to be ready for
anything. Moreover, most of the problems they encountered re-
quired a high degree of creativity and imagination in order to
solve. “Jennifer [the president of the company] has actually
worked really hard to create the atmosphere you see here—be-
cause she feels it’s the one that will keep people sharp, flexible,
and ready for anything.” Suddenly it all came together. This wasn’t
complete chaos. Maybe it was “planned” chaos. But given the
company’s healthy bottom line, which Sara knew well, this ap-
proach not only made sense, it made dollars.
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Leadership improvisation, or any other improvisation for that
matter, is never completely solo. It requires far more than the
most skilled, talented, artistic, visionary, and inspirational single
person can ever provide. That is because improvisation com-
bines the act of creation with the act of implementation in a so-
cial context. In dance, this can be likened to the process of taking
the dance in the mind of the choreographer and translating it
into the actual dance that will be performed on the stage. Septime
Webre of the Washington Ballet talked with us about his cre-
ative process: “I find myself most creative from 9 to 11 at night
with a stereo, two cold Mexican beers, and a composition book.
I invent what the dancers are going to do.” But that is not the
end of the process, he explains. “The next day I’ll teach them
the steps. What they do might indicate a different way of doing
it. We will abstract from the idea and improvise when we see
what it looks like.”

Improvisation not only occurs at a particular moment and in a
particular context; it is also specific to one set of participants. A
jazz riff played for one audience on a given night in a particular
place will not be the same even if the identical notes are played at
another time with another audience. In improvising, the leader is
completely attuned to the participants in that improvisational
encounter. In a very real sense, the leader doesn’t simply respond
to the participants, he or she makes them part of it. In this way,
improvisation allows leaders to be at the right place, doing the
right thing, at the right moment, with the right people.

Improvisation does not occur in a vacuum. The very defini-
tion of improvisation is that it requires the artist to simulta-
neously create and perform in a particular physical, temporal,
and social context. Because creative improvisation occurs in the
context of such an encounter, the quality of that encounter is
influenced by the actions and reactions of all of the participants.
In the same way that improvisation in a musical ensemble
requires all participants to be skilled musicians, so does leader-
ship improvisation require all participants to be both knowledge-
able and skilled in the subject matter, as well as adept at engaging
in improvisation. All of the members of a jazz ensemble lead
and follow, all work together to simultaneously create and play
the music. Good jazz, however, is enhanced by a room full of
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people who know and appreciate music and react with sound
and movement of their own.

As we shift our focus from developing the capacity for our
own improvisational skills to the challenge of a leader creating
an environment where there are many skilled improvisational
partners, some of the same lessons still apply, but they take on a
slightly different focus. Leading a group or organization in a
way that will enhance the members’ own creativity and sponta-
neity requires attention to the same factors already discussed:
developing expertise and knowledge, enhancing the ability to
perceive and respond to ever changing situations, and evoking
feelings and emotions. These skills and abilities are as essential
to others in the organization as they are to the leader. The ques-
tion here is, what can individual leaders, wherever they are in
the world, do to facilitate the development of other creative and
spontaneous participants?

As we have already suggested, improvisation does not require
the abandonment of structure, order, skill, and discipline. The fact
is that improvisation not only requires a structure, it thrives on it.
Jazz flutist David Williams is quoted as saying, “Free improvisa-
tion is not an action resulting from freedom; it is an action di-
rected toward freedom.” In this way, “improvisation does not thus
bypass power. They intertwine. I prefer to figure them as danc-
ing rather than fighting, given that no one always leads and con-
sidering that no one will conquer.” Improvisation requires
structure in order to create a stage or foundation from which to
proceed. In the world of dance, “by defining limits, by invoking a
structure for the improvisation, what one is defining is ultimately
a common ground for the dance to happen; it works toward
achieving, for a certain space and for a certain time, a shared space,
a space of co-habitation.”

Structure is equally important to providing the basis for im-
provisation in groups and organizations. The reason is simply
this: if everyone is going to have a chance to be creative, struc-
ture is the only thing that keeps the interaction from becoming
a chaotic mix of participants each seeking their own freedom,
even at the expense of others. In order to provide for aesthetic
or creative freedom, the structure must assure that there is not
domination or restriction by one participant over others. Struc-
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ture then provides the participants with the freedom to move
within limits, a constraint that in the final analysis provides more
freedom of movement than would be possible in an improvisa-
tional free-for-all.

This is particularly important because, as we discussed earlier,
improvisation involves risk and vulnerability. For people to par-
ticipate, they must first and foremost feel safe that they (and their
ideas and contributions) will not be shot down, put down, or
pushed down. Most of us know the rules of brainstorming—no
interrupting, no criticism, give ideas in order around a circle—
but the importance of these rules becomes clear when we recog-
nize the emotions and fears inherent in the act of improvising.
These rules ultimately create a feeling of safety, and therefore free-
dom among the participants. What’s more, when the participants
test those limits and find that they will be enforced, it ultimately
creates even greater feelings of trust and confidence. Without such
trust and confidence among the participants, improvisation will
be short lived if it emerges at all.

In the same way that creativity must have a structure to flourish,
groups and organizations require rules, limits, boundaries, and
constraints in order to be most creative. Robert Lowe, in his book
Improvisation, Inc., in fact likens the bonds and interactions between
people in an improvisational setting to a community. “The Improv
itself,” he writes, “is composed of values that create strengths of
community among people participating. The practices and prin-
ciples of improvisation create strengths of communication among
the people playing.” This is a highly useful metaphor for the type
of environment needed in groups and organizations so that cre-
ativity and spontaneous improvisation can flourish. People must
know, trust, and rely on one another. For the “community” to work,
the members need to feel part of a larger whole and committed to
the values of the whole. One of those community values should be
that risk taking will not be punished and that failure will be treated
as an opportunity to learn. Even better, the community can hold as
a shared value the importance of celebrating and supporting cre-
ativity and spontaneity.

As already noted, in addition to the rules and structure neces-
sary for mutual respect and the freedom to create, improvisational
skills also rest on a foundation of knowledge and expertise. From
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the perspective of trying to build an improvisational community,
it is important to recognize that participants need to be trained in
the process skills of improvisation, they must also be highly
trained, qualified, and current in their substantive area, just as
jazz musicians need to know and master their instruments before
they improvise. So there are two sets of knowledge and skills
needed: the first are the substantive expertise and skills involved
in that particular job or profession, the second are the process
skills that allow people to interact in an improvisational setting.

All of this suggests that to build a group or organization with
many skilled improvisational partners requires a significant in-
vestment in time and training. It is not enough to simply walk in
and expect people to be able to improvise appropriately and skill-
fully. It is a matter of recognizing that each project, each interac-
tion, each speech, each gesture, and each decision is an
opportunity to either enhance or denigrate those individuals’ fu-
ture capacity for improvisation. If people are excited about a
project, are they allowed to run with it in order to learn from mis-
takes and build confidence? Are they given the time and training
and freedom to gain mastery in their area of expertise? Are they
given the opportunity and the charge of knowing their organiza-
tion as a whole and the values it represents? Only if so will they
have the experience, confidence, and expertise needed to be good
improvisational partners.

From the perspective of the leader working to build an impro-
visational organization, the key is to start wherever you are with
whatever is in front of you. If given a firm and consistent founda-
tion on which to grow, the capacity to improvise will build with
time and practice. In tension with this need to provide structure
and a foundation of skill and trust is the requirement that you
then allow people the freedom to be creative.

By necessity, this freedom requires that we allow people to both
succeed and fail. The goal is not, however, to avoid failure. The
goal is to teach people to watch themselves, to be self-reflective,
and to learn from trial and error. In the long run, it may be less
important that an individual project succeed than if the people
involved are left more capable of succeeding in the future. Dance
educator John Wilson told us that in dance improvisation the goal
is to get people to watch themselves and evaluate what they are
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doing: “The purpose is to approach whatever form you do with a
greater ability to interpret.” In other words, improvisation de-
pends on the ability of the person to understand how well they
are doing, as they do it—and to make adjustments accordingly.
People will not develop this capacity if the evaluation is only ex-
ternal. The ability can be fostered by actively asking them to talk
about and evaluate not only how what they did felt, but also how
it worked and didn’t work in a particular time and context.

People learn to improvise by improvising. In the same way
that you cannot get in physical shape by watching others exer-
cise, the only way to learn to improvise is by trying it and practic-
ing it. Moreover, you cannot force people to be more creative or
to practice improvisation. What a leader can do is to work on his
or her own improvisational skills, create an environment and
opportunity for others to involve themselves in the improvisa-
tional process, and to be ready to engage with them when they
do. From this point, improvisation builds on itself, sparking en-
ergy and vitality and creating connections between people in a
way that makes virtually anything possible.

Reprise

Improvisational skills are vital to the leadership process. Impro-
visation is what allows leaders to respond to situations and op-
portunities as they occur with both sensitivity and a sense of
shared purpose and direction. The ability to improvise is based
on thoroughly knowing the subject matter and the context, and
gaining sufficient expertise to build confidence and self-assur-
ance. Improvisation consists of elements that are known and un-
known, allowing the leader or artist to draw from familiar material
and combine and recombine, create and execute simultaneously.
Priming or practicing this material allows new variations to
emerge. All of this requires experience, but this experience is not
just the aggregation of hours and years. Both artists and leaders
who become skilled at improvisation seek to use and be open to
their experience on an intellectual, emotional, even physical level.
They allow, even invite those experiences to change them. In some
sense, they almost seem to collect experiences as a future resource
to build from and play with.
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Artists and leaders also tell us that changing perspectives, think-
ing from different angles, and viewing situations from different
distances provides them with new ideas and insights. They pay
close attention to those around them, moving from moment to
moment and focusing on each as it occurs. They speak about the
courage and confidence that it takes to improvise, but also about
the excitement it generates. For them, the risks of improvisation
are outweighed by the energy it spawns. To maintain this energy,
they talk about the need to stay fresh, to actively and consciously
try new ideas and approaches, change scenery, and test them-
selves and others in new environments.

In building an organizational context that fosters improvisa-
tion, leaders must recognize the need for adequate training so
that people are able not only to gain expertise in their subject area
but also to become skilled in improvisational techniques. They
can be taught improvisation by practicing it, priming for events,
and working with others in a creative and innovative environ-
ment. Through practice, people can learn to be self-reflective and
more aware of others, thereby gaining both the expertise and the
confidence needed for skilled improvisation. Crucial to the pro-
cess is to create a community that is structured by rules of con-
duct and based on the values of trust and mutual respect. People
must be given the freedom to try and the opportunity to fail in a
context that provides sufficient safety for them to learn and build
from mistakes. Over time, the ability and willingness to impro-
vise can spark new energy and creativity in organizations and
groups, and forge bonds of trust and community.
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Leading from Within

What makes the difference between good dancers and great
dancers? It’s not technique; it’s focus and concentration. As
one dance instructor put it, “Just having a taller ladder gets

you to the roof, but it can’t get you to the moon.”

A major corporate executive confesses that
many of the most important decisions he made in his

career were more a combination of confidence and
good luck than planning and analysis.

A highly successful entrepreneur laments the fact that
“You have a dream and everybody wants to steal it

away from you. They try to take it away from you by saying
things like, ‘Why are you doing that? It’s silly.’”

He recommends that you just move ahead.

The vice-president of a leading computer company
tells us, “There is a sense of integrity, of honesty, that when

 you are put to the test, you have to answer.
There is part of that personal cloth of who you are

as a human being that shows most clearly then.”

Several times we have mentioned the fact that both dance and
leadership occur “in the moment,” then are gone forever, remain-
ing only in our memory. While poetry, sculpture, architecture,
painting, and writing are available as finished products to which
an observer can return, dance, drama, music, and leadership can
be accessed only in the moment. As choreographer Merce
Cunningham remarked, “Dance is concerned with the single in-
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stant as it comes along.” For this reason, there is a sense of imme-
diacy in dance and leadership that is lacking in other arts.

Dance and leadership take place in the moment, yet that mo-
ment and those that follow it are ones filled with meaning.
Through these connected but ephemeral moments the dancer or
leader must communicate something special, something that con-
nects with the audience and causes them to respond with emo-
tion, insight, or commitment. Dance and leadership are both
momentary and fleeting, yet they can have great impact. But only
if they bring forth the total education and experience, ingenuity
and artistry of the dancer or leader. It’s as if there is a lifetime of
preparation compressed into a single instant.

In that moment, the artist may connect emotionally through
the use of certain techniques or skills, but these only form the
base upon which the real drama unfolds. Broadcaster Hugh
Downs used an interesting metaphor to make this point: “You
need a carrier wave. In radio, amplitude modulation radio (AM),
works by way of a very high frequency radio wave, called a car-
rier wave. But imposed on that is a sound wave. Without the car-
rier wave, nothing will go across. The carrier wave is the ability
you have, the technique. Superimposed on the carrier wave there
can be a very artistic way to say the words. You’ve got to have
something to put on it, a broadcast that means something. You’ve
got to have a technique on which you impose something that is
almost mystical.”

The artistic leader, as we have seen, has a variety of skills and
abilities that he or she uses and that have the effect of creating a
sense of emotional connection and stimulating people to move in
a new direction. The leader needs to understand the rhythm of
the group or organization; the leader needs to be able to impro-
vise with creativity and spontaneity; and the leader must under-
stand how to communicate in images, symbols, and metaphors.
But beyond these elements of skill that constitute the leader’s
“carrier wave,” the leader, like the dancer, has to call on a variety
of inner resources that are essential to his or her artistry.

Those inner resources are the subject of this chapter, but discuss-
ing them is difficult because they contain such interesting and com-
plex contradictions. Again, the world of dance is instructive. Septime
Webre of the Washington Ballet talked with us about one of the most
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fascinating contradictions in dance—the fact that in order to reach
the highest level, the dancer or choreographer must be extremely
focused, disciplined, and dedicated to his or her work and, at the
same time, be highly creative, spontaneous, and artistic. These are
two quite different sets of skills, one tending toward order and con-
vergence, the other toward disorder and opposition. Yet both are
needed for the dancer or choreographer to be successful. The dancer
or choreographer must engage in extraordinarily difficult work and
have the discipline to stay with that work even under the most try-
ing circumstances. He or she must also demonstrate extreme cre-
ativity, the creativity of shape and pattern and movement.

There is a related contradiction we have already noted: that be-
tween structure and creativity, or between planning and spontane-
ity. While these characteristics seem at odds with one another, there
must exist a certain structure for dancers to follow (at least in most
dance forms). At the same time, there must always be room for
interpretation and self-expression in order for the dance to remain
fresh and engaging. We asked dancer and choreographer Ron
Brown about how much of his work is choreographed and how
much is improvised. He responded: “It’s all choreographed, but
dance is in the moment, so it feels different every time.” Approach-
ing the contradiction from the other direction, however, we recog-
nize that while it is important to allow for creative expression, the
structure of the dance, including both its genre and its choreo-
graphed movements, sets limits beyond which the dancer or cho-
reographer cannot go and still be taken seriously. The individual
who is obsessive in terms of discipline may be considered rigid
and overwrought; the creative individual who knows no limits may
be considered erratic or even hysterical. The artist must reach just
the right plain of commitment and creativity without going be-
yond the limits that the structure of the dance permits.

The same is true of leaders, especially those who lead at the
highest and most visible levels. Leadership is hard, hard work. It
requires an enormous capacity for focus, discipline, and commit-
ment. At the same time, the leader is expected to exercise a cer-
tain creativity and artistry, not the same kind of artistry as the
dancer or choreographer, but artistry with respect to bringing the
right people together at the right time, drawing forth a vision of
the organization, saying just the right words to stabilize or mobi-
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lize the group or organization, and establishing a flow of energy
in the direction that is selected. The leader need not necessarily be
creative with respect to the substantive work of the group or or-
ganization, although the leader’s good ideas contribute just as
do those of others. And, of course, a person perceived as creative
may instill confidence among others and connect emotionally in
that way. But the leader must be an artist with respect to human
energy, especially that energy expressed in human relationships.

The leader must also stay within the bounds of the structure
within which he or she works. Different situations impose differ-
ent structures or limits. It will probably be inappropriate for the
member of a small group or team to give a long-winded speech
from behind a podium, no matter how eloquent it might be. On
the other hand, the leader of a large organization sometimes has
to rely more on speeches to large groups than on individual con-
versations with everyone in the organization. The leader has to
have a clear understanding of just how far he or she can go and
still be believable within the context in which they work. Phil
Fulmer’s use of the “synergy stick,” for example, probably
stretched the limits of what a football coach can get away with,
but it remained within those limits. We also suggest that expecta-
tions with respect to the balance between discipline and creativ-
ity would be somewhat different in the military or on the flight
deck from those in a school or an art museum.

Focus and discipline may often contend with creativity and art-
istry, but both must be available to the leader. In this chapter we
will discuss both the “inner disciplines” and the “inner resources”
we consider necessary for artistic leadership. Our discussion of the
inner disciplines will include attention to focus and concentration;
hard work, passion, and discipline; and a curious blend of confi-
dence and humility. Our discussion of the inner resources will in-
clude attention to making meaning and effecting change. In either
case, we think it appropriate to view this cluster of ideas as consti-
tuting a capacity for “leading from within.”

The Inner Disciplines

During the course of our work on this book, we witnessed a num-
ber of marvelous dance performances, but none stands out more
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clearly in our memory than a rehearsal of the Washington Ballet
that we attended. We had interviewed Septime Webre, artistic
director of the ballet, over lunch, after which he invited us to join
him and his dancers for an afternoon rehearsal. We enthusiasti-
cally agreed and soon found ourselves in a large studio, about
the size of a performance stage, with Webre, the rehearsal direc-
tor, and about fifteen to twenty young dancers. We noticed im-
mediately that nearly all of the dancers were wearing at least one
bandage somewhere on their bodies, typically on an ankle, a wrist,
an elbow, or a knee. And as they began dancing we saw some-
thing that you never really see sitting in the audience at a perfor-
mance, that is, what incredibly hard work they were doing. We
could see them sweating, we could hear their gasps for breath,
and we could feel the impact when bodies came crashing together.

After an hour or so of large-scale company productions, they
came to a piece choreographed by the brilliant Singaporean cho-
reographer Choo-San Goh, who had been resident choreog-
rapher at the Washington Ballet but who died at an unfortunately
early age. A young man and a young woman began with a beau-
tifully lyrical segment, building in intensity until she was in the
front right of the stage and he was in the back left. She ran full
speed diagonally back across the studio and leaped headlong,
arms outstretched, into his grasp. They continued their amazing
performance to its conclusion.

Something early on in the piece had not been all that they de-
sired, so they decided to go through the piece again. They started
slowly, then once again they got to the point where she was in the
front right and he was in the back left. Again, she ran full speed
and leaped into his arms. But this time something went wrong.
No one was sure exactly what happened—perhaps his elbow hit
her ribs—but she simply crumpled in a little ball on the floor.
Others rushed over to help, asking repeatedly what was wrong.
She just lay there for what seemed like an eternity. Finally, she
began to move, ever so slowly. With the help of others, she got to
her feet, though still not able to stand fully upright. Someone asked
if she could stretch and she slowly, very slowly began to raise her
right arm. She had only reached the point where her hand was
about even with the top of her head, when someone said, “Okay,
let’s do it again.”
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To our amazement, she and her partner immediately went back
to the beginning and started through the dance again. They com-
pleted the early, more lyrical part, then got to the point where she
was in the front right and he was in the back left. This time, we
are convinced, she ran faster than either of the other two times,
made her leap . . . and he caught her. At the end of the piece,
everyone in the room burst into applause. That afternoon, we
learned what dedication is all about.

Focus and Concentration

When we asked dancers and other artists what makes the differ-
ence between the good dancers and the great dancers there were
generally two answers, one we expected and one we didn’t. As
we expected, many answered that the truly great dancers had a
certain presence on the stage that others lacked. They had incred-
ible technique; that was a given. But there are some dancers who
are incredibly talented, but have nothing going on inside. The
very best dancers have the ability to connect emotionally with
the audience.

Robert de Warren of the Sarasota Ballet has worked with some
of the greatest dancers of our time and made an interesting com-
parison between Rudolf Nureyev and Mikhail Baryshnikov.
Both, he said, had amazing technique; however, in his view,
Baryshnikov was even stronger, had higher elevation, and more
of everything. “But,” he said, “you couldn’t compare the two
personalities artistically because of the extra something.” The
presence that Nureyev exuded on stage was special. “The ath-
letic side is wonderful and challenging, but if you have the other
side that touches your sensibilities deeply, that’s where you get
the real big important artists.” So one difference between good
dancers and great dancers is their presence, their ability to con-
nect emotionally.

The other difference our interviewees talked about, the one we
found somewhat surprising, had to do with focus and concentra-
tion. Martha Graham stated this point well when she said, “To
me, this acquirement of nervous, physical, and emotional con-
centration is the one element possessed to the highest degree by
the truly great dancers of the world. Its acquirement is the result
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of discipline, of energy in the deepest sense. That is why there are
so few great dancers.” The great dancers have the capacity to fo-
cus completely on what they are doing. They are right there, com-
pletely there, in the present, in the moment.

Dance educator Joann Browning of the University of Dela-
ware was the first person we heard use the phrase, “Be present
to the moment” in relation to dance, though we heard that
phrase used over and over in our interviews. While you are
dancing there are a thousand things that can be running
through your mind. Some are completely extraneous to what’s
going on, like “I wonder what I’ll have for dinner.” Others are
forced on you, as related by a dancer who told us about the
time she ran into a light boom in the first piece of the evening.
Later, “In ‘Dying Swan,’ all I could think about was, ‘I hope
they can’t see the blood.’” There is also a temptation to think
about the dance itself, to analyze what you are doing as it oc-
curs. To some extent that is inevitable, especially if you are
dancing with others and must remain constantly aware of
where you are in relation to those others.

But dancers caution against overanalyzing. Alcine Wiltz of the
University of Maryland put it this way: “If you’re aware that you
are thinking about what you’re doing, then you’re not dancing.
You’re only analyzing.” At some point dancers have to allow their
training and experience, their endless practice, their muscle
memory to just take over. Champion figure skater Scott Hamilton,
during his broadcast of the 2002 Winter Olympics figure skating
championship, told about the advice someone gave him just prior
to his own gold medal performance. His friend said, “Skate stu-
pid,” meaning that you should empty out the running dialogue
in your head and just do what you know you can do on the ice.
Yogi Berra also put it simply when he said, “How can you think
and hit at the same time?”

There is a time for thinking (analyzing) and a time for acting
(or dancing), but you have to keep the two separate. Golfers are
especially susceptible to the dangers of overanalyzing. The golf
swing can be analyzed in great detail and most golf instruction
focuses on just such analysis. But if the golfer allows multiple
“swing thoughts” to come into his or her mind during the swing,
the swing will likely break down. Jim and Ceci Taylor, writing
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in The Psychology of Dance, discuss the same issue with respect
to dance:

There is a time and place for every aspect of the dance experience.
For example, class and rehearsal are the appropriate settings for
you and your dancers to analyze and critique their dance. How-
ever, when it is performance time, it is no longer suitable to ques-
tion, doubt, analyze, or think about technique. Unfortunately,
excessive cognitive activity, called jamming, results in a decline in
self-confidence, an increase in anxiety, and poor execution of the
required skills. Rather at this stage, dancers must set aside these
concerns and trust their ability to perform the best they can, letting
the learned sequences of skills emerge automatically and without
conscious control.

There are several reasons why dancers are urged to “be present
to the moment.” One is that if you are not focused on the moment
you will lose your place. “If you’re in a dance class, you can’t let
your mind wander. There are three of these and four of those. If
your mind wanders, you’ll fall down.” You can’t maintain your
competence without being attentive to the moment. A second rea-
son to “be present to the moment” is that if you are mentally some-
where else, the audience will sense that and you will lose your
connection with them. Only when the artist is fully focused on
the role and the performance will the audience’s attention remain
there as well. Few things turn someone off emotionally as easily
as their being ignored—and if the dancer is somewhere else men-
tally and psychologically, he or she is ignoring the audience. A
third reason to “be present to the moment” is that when a dancer’s
technique is so engrained that they are able to let go, it often per-
mits something really spectacular to happen. The subconscious
comes into play and the emotional energy that we talked about
earlier moves to the fore.

Here, the two ways in which great dancers are distinguished
from good dancers come together. The dancer’s “presence” is
enhanced by “being present.” Joann Browning talked about these
two elements of artistry as if they were one. While she cautioned
against discounting skill or technique, she argued that for her
students, at a certain level, their technical skill just can’t take them
any further. You have to create openings in which students can



LEADING  FROM  WITHIN 143

discover a sense of artistry so that they can convey feelings
through movement: “They need a new paradigm. Just having a
taller ladder gets you to the roof, but it can’t get you to the moon.”
Technique is the ladder, but it takes the combination of “pres-
ence” and “being present” to get you to the moon.

The leaders we interviewed easily recognized the importance
of focus and concentration in their work, and some even used a
variation of the dancers’ phrase, “being in the moment.” All put
the issue of focus and concentration in the context of the many
issues pressing for the attention of the leader, especially one at
the top of a large organization. George Fisher of Kodak put it this
way: “As a leader, you have to juggle a ton of things—twenty,
thirty, maybe even a hundred a day. But at any given moment
you have to be totally focused on what it is you’re dealing with. If
you have thirty things to do in a particular day and you are work-
ing on number three, you can’t be thinking about any one of the
twenty-nine other things. You’ve just got to be zeroed in. On any
one of those tasks you have to give it 100 percent of your atten-
tion. I can’t remember an important discussion when I was think-
ing about anything else. I’ve been in boring presentations where
I thought about something else. But on an issue that I’m dealing
with, Rome could be burning over here, and I’d be right there.”

Astronaut and space shuttle commander Charles Bolden used
the term “compartmentalization” to describe the way he thinks of
things in separate boxes, so that he can concentrate fully on what’s
important: “You’ve got to focus on the mission or whatever we’re
trying to do here. You have to ‘compartmentalize,’ jump into this
box that is the moment, what’s going on right now, what’s the mis-
sion. When you get on your motorcycle, you’ve got to stay focused.
You want to enjoy the scenery and everything else, but you’ve got
to remember you’re on a motorcycle.” Bolden pointed out, how-
ever, that sometimes you at least need to be cognizant of what’s
going on around you, just outside the box. There’s a lot that you
have to be sensitive to, but you have to sort out what is relevant to
the mission and what is not, what to bring in and what to leave
alone: “The leader has to have the peripheral vision to see all this
stuff that’s going on but not be distracted by it.”

Former governor and U.S. senator Daniel J. Evans made a simi-
lar point with respect to the political arena: “You have to focus on
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what you are doing but also on what everybody around you is
doing. A political leader keeps the focus on the end result, but in
trying to get there keeps making sure that all the other people
involved in the effort are doing there job. Focusing on the end
result may mean calling a couple of legislators into your office to
change their mind or asking them what it would take to change
their votes.” In making the point that leaders need to keep their
eye on their objective and not get lost in the details, Evans’s anal-
ogy was a chess game: “There are a lot of chess pieces on the
board but if you get lost in the maneuvering you probably will
lose the end result. The focus has got to be on your goal.”

In part, the need for focus and concentration derives from the
rapidity of social and economic change that so affects major orga-
nizations in all sectors today. Under these conditions, the leader
cannot be just a bystander, but must be very much engaged and
in the moment. Bob Johnson of Honeywell Aerospace used a clever
analogy in talking about how the CEO has to be sensitive to the
rapidity of change in business. He said, “I had a Ferrari for a while.
When you’re going 160 miles an hour, you gotta be there. You
don’t want any music on, and you’re not smoking, and you’re
not talking. You gotta be there.” The leader has to be paying full
attention to everything that is happening. If there are lapses, the
Ferrari can wind up in a ditch.

In some ways our technological age has made it more difficult
to maintain focus and concentration. How many times recently
have you been talking on the phone with someone and, while the
conversation was continuing, you started to check your e-mail?
The person on the other end doesn’t need to be a genius to figure
out what’s happening—they hear the clicking and they realize
that you’ve lost the “rhythm” of the conversation. And they are
likely to be frustrated by being ignored in this way. If you are not
going to stay fully with that person during a phone conversation,
it’s very unlikely they will see you as a leader. They may respect
your managerial capacity to “multitask” but the emotional con-
nection needed for leadership will have been broken. (Inciden-
tally, one workshop participant told us that in order to avoid being
distracted by e-mail or even notes or documents on his desk, when
he talks on the phone he stands up and looks out the window.)

The technological issue has also crept into the boardroom, but
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at least some executives are sensitive to its possible effects. Alan
Yordy of PeaceHealth suggested that leaders need to be able to
shift topics quickly, but also stay on topic: “In order to be fully
effective you have to be in the moment. We are a heavy user of e-
mail in this organization. In meetings, everybody has a laptop
and they are all plugged in. What we find happening in these
meetings is, as we deal with different topics, different people will
be doing e-mail. We’ve developed a ground rule that for certain
subjects the computer lid goes down, because you have to be in
the moment. You have to be focusing on what’s being said and
what the issue is if you’re going to be fully effective.” Leaders
would be well advised to work on their own capacities for focus
and concentration, but also to make sure others are being “present
to the moment” as well.

For the leader, there are important reasons to maintain a high
degree of focus and concentration. One is to maintain a sense of
competence. If you are drifting away you won’t be able to per-
form at your best and your mistakes will likely show. A second is
to maintain an emotional connection with those around you. If
you are fully present in every conversation—and indeed if that
becomes a habit—people will respond in a positive sense emo-
tionally, something that we think is essential to the act of leading.
Incidentally, in each of the many interviews with leaders we did,
we were probably the least important item on the leader’s agenda
that day. Yet consistently these leaders were absolutely present in
our conversations, showing no evidence of wondering what was
next on their calendar or who might be waiting outside. A third
reason to maintain a high degree of focus and concentration is
that sometimes doing so can lead to real breakthroughs in your
performance. Just after Olympic figure-skating champion Sarah
Hughes finished the incredible performance that resulted in her
gold medal in Salt Lake City, she remarked, “I did things out there
I can’t do!” It is very likely that it was her complete focus and
concentration that allowed this.

Ronnie Scott, the British jazz musician, commented on the spe-
cial feeling that accompanies such a performance. “It’s a certain
feeling you’re aiming for—or unconsciously aiming for—and
when this happens—inspiration—duende—whatever you like to
call it—a happy conjunction of conditions and events and middle
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attitudes—it will feel good. It will feel that ‘I should be what I
am’ kind of thing.” A city manager in a small Kansas town once
told the story of a group of business people who came to town to
explore the possibility of locating a plant there. After their con-
versations at City Hall, they adjourned to an old railroad car
turned into a restaurant. After dinner, the manager got up and, as
he put it, “did his thing.” He later reflected, “Bob, I was so good
that night. I was better than I know how to be.” Sometimes focus and
concentration, being present to the moment, can make us better
than we know how to be—and that feels really good.

Hard Work, Passion, and Discipline

Being a dancer is hard, hard work. Agnes de Mille, choreogra-
pher for both ballet and Broadway, said, “A dancer . . . who fears
or dislikes work and failure should get out immediately. It’s ex-
tremely hard work and if you don’t take joy in it too, if you’re not
excited and inspired by it, it’s not for you.” Dancing, especially at
the highest levels, is a physically and mentally demanding occu-
pation, requiring hours and hours of exhausting athletic moves,
the ability to withstand and work through pain, and constant at-
tention to what you eat and drink so that you can be in the best
possible condition. At the same time, dancers must reach and
maintain a creative and artistic edge that enables them to touch
the audience night after night.

Dancer and experimentalist choreographer Murray Louis put
it eloquently when he said, “Dancers work and live from the in-
side. They are almost always in pain, physically and mentally.
The responsibility of keeping in shape is never ending and crush-
ing. They can never let down. The intensity of behavior, which
laymen find trying, is, for the dancer, essential. They drive them-
selves constantly, producing a glow that lights not only them-
selves, but audience after audience.” There is a physical and
mental vulnerability involved in dance, as dancers not only ex-
pose their bodies but their very souls.

Moreover, people entering into a career in dance know that
from a very early age that they have to make sacrifices. Young
dancers must forego many of the things their peers find so inter-
esting; indeed, they must often give up friendships in order to
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maintain the discipline of their craft. As young adults, dancers in
major companies find themselves touring from town to town and
country to country, in the process leaving behind important per-
sonal relationships, connections with families, and a settled home
life. Mikhail Baryshnikov, whose name is synonymous with dance
today, put it this way: “Nobody is born to be a dancer. To be a
dancer you must want it more than anything. You don’t know in
the beginning whether you will succeed. And then you don’t
know until later whether you will be injured and must stop. But
you must live a disciplined life. The desire to be a dancer is the
discipline of a career, and your work is the language of that disci-
pline.” Choreographer George Balanchine was even more blunt
in saying, “First comes the sweat then comes the beauty.”

Why do dancers endure the pain, the agony, and the hard work
that is required of them? Basically, it’s a matter of passion, com-
mitment, and dedication. For the best dancers that sense of dedi-
cation is intense, an all-consuming fire blazing inside and manifest
externally as a willingness to do whatever is necessary to be the
best they can be. Twyla Tharp, who has worked with the great
ballet companies as well as choreographed for film, stage, and
television, spoke of the “will” that is required to succeed in the
world of dance: “I also had a will that let me eliminate every-
thing that stood in the way of my becoming the best dancer I
could be. By a gradual process . . . I had invested every bit of my
dreams, my hopes, my energies in defining myself as a dancer.”

There are many artists who don’t have that dedication and they
are limited in what they can do. In our interview, internationally
known jazz trombonist Vincent Nilsson remarked, “Very often I
have students who want to be able to play, but they are not pre-
pared to do the work. They have quite good talent but don’t do
the work. It’s quite sad.” He then added ironically, “Of course,
it’s a talent to be able to do the work too.” Unfortunately, not all
artists have that talent for practice and hard work.

But for those who are willing to make the commitment and
engage in the hours, days, months, and years that are required to
be the best, the joy of the performance is quite special. In work-
ing on this project, we have been struck by the contrast between
the hard work of the dancer’s occupation and the moments of
glorious expression on stage. That irony, of course, was what in-
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spired the French impressionist painter Edgar Degas as he painted
the ballerina. Rarely did he capture the actual performance, pre-
ferring instead to capture the drudgery of the dancer’s day-to-day
life. Yet flowing from that drudgery was the ultimate magic of
the performance. Past the hard work, the dance ultimately brings
a special joy. In our interview, David Parsons captured the irony
of the dancer’s life in this way: “Some days it’s just like pulling
teeth. You’ve got a creak or an injury. You’ve got a cold. You’ve
been on a plane. Then there’s days where you are just on auto-
matic and you’re in a mode that is just bliss. You feel the energy
going out. And the greatest thing is that you don’t even know
what it is. But you feel it.”

Many of the dancers and choreographers we interviewed talked
about the passion that they had for dance or the passion that they
wished to express through their dancing or choreography. Nowhere
was that sense of passion more clearly expressed than in a fascinat-
ing conversation we had with Tamara Nijinsky and Kinga Gaspers,
the daughter and granddaughter of the legendary Russian dancer
Vaslav Nijinsky. Nijinsky, called the greatest dancer of the twenti-
eth century, “The God of the Dance,” was known worldwide for
his technical precision, his artistic virtuosity, and his vivid dramatic
portrayals. But at the height of his career, he began to experience a
series of psychological problems that led him in and out of mental
hospitals through the remainder of his life. At the edge of his mad-
ness, Nijinsky wrote an incredible semi-biographical/semi-philo-
sophical tract titled “The Diary of Vaslav Nijinsky,” which was the
subject of a recent and highly acclaimed documentary film.

Tamara Nijinsky and Kinga Gaspers described Nijinsky as
someone completely driven by a love of his fellow human be-
ings, a love of peace, and the hope that he could express that love
through his dancing and choreography. “His art was his life. He
didn’t separate. He was a dancer, an artist twenty-four hours a
day. That was the air he breathed, and when he became ill a part
of his illness was that he couldn’t work, he couldn’t create.”
Nijinsky had a vision of a peaceful world where people would
love and understand one another, and he wanted to help create
this world through his gift, his art. He wrote in his diary, “My
madness is my love for mankind.” He also wrote, “You will un-
derstand me when you see me dance.”
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Nijinsky’s effect on all those with whom he came into contact
was compelling. Those who saw him dance still comment on see-
ing something incredible. Even many who knew him only through
the diary speak of the impact Nijinsky has had on them. His grand-
daughter remarked, “When he came into the room, there was an
aura, a peace, a serenity. He brought some kind of calm into the
room.” His passion was his artistry, his creativity, and his danc-
ing. But it was his passion as much as his artistry, his creativity, or
his dancing that comes through in one’s learning about Nijinsky.
While other artists may not so clearly reveal their passion as did
Nijinsky, that passion is what causes dancers to endure the hard
work, the pain, and the sacrifice, and to express themselves in
ways that audiences find enchanting and energizing.

Like dancers, leaders work extremely hard and must be firmly
committed to, even passionate about, what they are doing. While
we think that’s true for leaders at all levels, hard work especially
characterizes leadership at the highest levels. The hours are long,
the levels of stress often extreme, and the pressures to produce
are extraordinary. Lattie Coor put it this way: “I would never pre-
sume that I have dedicated the whole of my professional life the
way a dancer does. But a university presidency is a way of life;
it’s not a job, it’s undertaking a venture. You live it day and night.
You need to organize private space in your life; indeed, if you
don’t, you won’t be a good leader. But you organize your private
space within that life rather than the other way around.”

The leader’s role is consuming in many ways—time-consuming,
life-consuming. In order to commit to the hard work of leader-
ship, leaders need to be clear about what they are doing. William
Jacobs, president of the Western Institutional Review Board, stated
what might seem obvious, but many fail to grasp: “If you are
going to be a leader, you have to have a reason to be a leader—an
agenda, a vision, a reason for being.” For some it will be the sub-
stance of the work. When we asked City Manager Jan Perkins
about what motivates her to spend so many long and often diffi-
cult hours on the job, she replied that it was her deep commit-
ment to democratic local government and the feeling that she
could make a difference. For others, the passion will reside in
chasing a dream. But the pursuit of a dream is itself not easy,
especially because other people may not share the dream or even
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believe that it’s attainable. Consequently, many may discourage
the dream, making it even more difficult to attain.

Larry Newman, who invented, built, and made a million dol-
lars selling the ultra-light airplane, shared with us his experience
in fighting off what he called “the dream stealers”: “You have a
dream and everybody wants to steal it away from you. They try
to take it away from you by saying things like, ‘Why are you do-
ing that? It’s silly.’ But they just don’t get it. If more people just
said, ‘I’m not going to listen to anybody. I’m just going to suc-
ceed,’ we could do wonderful things.” Success is sometimes a
matter of tenacity, clinging to the dream when everyone around
you is saying it will never work. Imagine how many people might
say that to you if you told them you were going to make some
money by putting a motor on a hang glider. Yet that’s exactly
what Larry Newman did—and it worked.

Doing something you enjoy, believing in what you are doing,
and being passionate about it is as important to leaders as to danc-
ers. It’s also contagious. Just as Vaslav Nijinsky’s passion for his
art seemed to affect those he came in contact with, the passion,
the commitment, the energy, and the enthusiasm a leader shows
for his or her work will be felt by others and may cause them to
enlist in the cause. An element of artistic leadership is not only to
have passion for one’s work as a self-motivating force, though
that is clearly important. The leader’s passion is also something
others see and feel. It creates an emotional resonance and draws
them to the leader. The energy and enthusiasm a leader shows
can itself be an energizing force, and that’s what leadership is all
about, whether you are talking about a family, a work group, or a
large organization.

Confidence and Humility

Dancers and leaders both engage in very public actions. Dancers
appear on stage before audiences of thousands, where every little
mistake can be seen and remembered. Leaders, while less often
appearing in such formal settings as an auditorium, are “on” all
the time with people listening to every syllable and observing
every little body movement as a sign of something significant.
For most people, situations like these are invitations to stress,
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nervousness, and possible disaster. There are, of course, “tricks”
to combat “stage fright,” whether on stage or in a conference room.
For example, meditation or breathing exercises may help with
nervousness and fatigue. But there is a deeper sense in which
dancers and leaders need to establish a foundation upon which
their skills can be exercised. Both need to develop a strong sense
of confidence in themselves and in others with whom they work.

While leaders rarely talk about the importance of confidence,
dancers have long discussed this topic and indeed a part of their
training has to do with building confidence. Choreographer
Doris Humphrey, for example, identified the problem this way:
“The dancer with conviction has power; many a dance of poor
quality has been ‘put across’ just by the superb belief of the per-
former in the work. . . . If you believe in yourself, everybody
else probably will, too.” Similarly, Cem Catbas of the Ballet Acad-
emy of Baltimore told us, “Before you go on stage, you have to
think you are the greatest, because only then will the audience
believe that you are.”

Clearly, dancers who have a lot of confidence in themselves
and their partners will be more relaxed during the performance,
while those who don’t will likely become more anxious—and that
will in turn limit their performance even further. This is not to
say, however, that only dancers who have limited skills are af-
fected by nervousness and can be affected by it in their perfor-
mance. Even dancers who are technically very strong and capable
but don’t believe in themselves will have problems.

How do dancers build confidence? First, and obviously, the
better prepared you are the less nervous you will be, whereas if
your technique or understanding is shaky, you will be more ner-
vous. Second, just as we spoke earlier about thinking too much
during the performance, overanalyzing your own psychological
condition is not especially helpful either. By maintaining a strong
focus on the performance, you won’t be tempted to wonder
whether people can see how nervous you are, something that will
only make you more nervous. Third, dance educators point out
that the best dancers carry themselves differently from those who
are less gifted, something they attribute to self-confidence. By
carrying themselves differently dancers may be able to influence
their level of self-confidence. “Dancers can influence how they
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think and feel by how they carry themselves.” Fourth, as dancers
mature, some argue, they think less about themselves and what
the audience thinks of them and more about the performance and
the artistry they can bring to it. The mime Robert Shields told us,
“When you are a young performer, you’re thinking about the
audience. Now when I perform it’s special, because I’m finally
out of the way.”

With respect to what others can do to help build one’s confi-
dence, we heard similar comments from both artistic directors in
major dance companies and coaches in major college sports about
what a rehearsal director or coach can do to help build self-confi-
dence. Roy Kaiser of the Pennsylvania Ballet commented on the
balance that’s necessary in building confidence: “I want to bring
the best out of each individual dancer—and they are all different.
For some it’s building confidence, for some it’s restraining confi-
dence. Overconfidence is dangerous, overconfidence doesn’t read
well. There’s just a zone—you need just enough to allow yourself
to perform at your best.” Similarly, basketball coach Ernie Kent
of Oregon talked about his positive approach to building confi-
dence: “I want to give you all the confidence I can give you. I’m
going to tell you what you can do. I’m not going to stop you by
putting limits on you, saying you can’t do something. I’m going
to give you the confidence, the platform to grow from.”

Obviously, the lessons described here can be helpful to leaders
as well and indeed many of the leaders we talked with made
similar points, both about how to build your own confidence and
how to build the confidence of others. University president Dave
Frohnmayer drew a parallel between the role of the leader and
that of a conductor (one of his avocations): “The conductor’s job
is to make the ensemble as rich as possible. You can exercise an
enormous amount of leadership just through what you convey.
That depends in significant part on the confidence that you project
(and that can be mastered). It is important that you convey that
confidence or the orchestra won’t have any reason to follow your
gestures. The conductor’s role is to keep the tributaries from over-
flowing the banks, so that they all contribute to the ultimate grand
flow of the river.”

For the leader as for the dancer, it is important that confi-
dence not turn into overconfidence. Especially for the leader,
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it’s important that confidence be balanced with a sense of hu-
mility and respect for others. On the one hand, or perhaps for
some people, leadership can be a very humbling experience.
Jeanette Harrison, chief learning officer of Intel, described to us
her response to being thrust into a position where people ex-
pected her to lead: “No matter how many books you read, no
matter how many discussions you have, when you are standing
in front of a group of a hundred or two hundred people and you
are responsible for energizing those people, eliminating the road-
blocks they may find, enabling them to do great things—that is
a very humbling experience.”

The pressure of such expectations can help to maintain a sense
of humility, but there are pressures in the other direction as well.
Tom Downs, Amtrak chief executive, who was earlier city ad-
ministrator of Washington, D.C, spoke of the temptation for lead-
ers to believe their own press and to become deluded into
thinking it’s all about them. In his view, we live in an age of
“celebrity,” so that leaders sometimes lack balance and perspec-
tive. The sense of celebrity that accompanies people in high
positions is such that others around them start “kissing up,” to
the point that the leader starts to believe what they are saying.
“It’s a very seductive thing because you think you are the
webmaster, the master of the universe. The word ‘hubris’ comes
from the Greek, a combination of aspiration and tragedy. It has
the seeds of its own destruction. No matter what the size of your
organization, it can happen to you.” The antidote, according to
Downs, is to rediscover the value of humility and to maintain a
healthy and unambiguous respect for others.

General Ron Fogleman made the same point, though connect-
ing the issue of humility to that of integrity: “The essence of lead-
ership is integrity. You need to be focused on the mission and
your people and not yourself. The leader should be selfless in
every dimension of the word.” Over the years, Fogleman argued,
it is important to develop a sense of integrity that guides your
decisions, so that it’s not just your personal preference at the
moment. “In the course of growing up, you develop an inner moral
and professional compass. Based on your professional expertise
and the moral dimension to the decision that has to be made,
there comes a point where the situation calls for a decision. You
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look at the facts you have available, you make a decision, and
you press on. It’s the professional expertise and the moral com-
pass that allows you to do that.”

Finally, a part of appropriate humility is to recognize that you
don’t know everything. Indeed, at least one leader we talked with
considered humility to be a foundation for leadership, maybe even
a defining distinction between managers and leaders. Bob Johnson
of Honeywell Aerospace commented, “I think to be a good leader
you start with not knowing. When you are the chief scientist or
the chief financial person, you got there by being the best and
knowing it all. To be a leader you have to give it all up. Leader-
ship is about not already knowing and being able to listen.” In
other words, being humble and listening is not only the right thing
to do, it works.

The Inner Resources

If you watch candidates for high public office campaigning, what-
ever you think of their politics, you can’t help but be impressed
by their energy, their enthusiasm, and simply their stamina, their
physical ability to keep going day after day. The same is true of
top-level executives in business, in universities, in the military,
and in the world of sports. Phil Tyson was just such a person.
Phil had held a number of high-level positions before taking over
a struggling high-tech firm in California, so he must have known
what he was getting into. But the zest and dedication with which
he undertook his new responsibilities still surprised many. Not
only were there company meetings from early in the morning
until sometimes late into the evening, Phil also made a commit-
ment to the community and became engaged in activities rang-
ing from reviewing the state’s economic development policy to
encouraging greater support for the arts.

People marveled at the physical demands on Phil, but in a pri-
vate conversation with a friend he confessed that the mental part
of the game was much more difficult. “I do make time for exer-
cise and I practice a number of different stress management tech-
niques, though people rarely see those parts of my day. And
frankly I enjoy what I’m doing so much, I actually think it’s healthy
for me. So the physical part is not as hard as people think.” But,
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he continued, the real challenges are mental. They have to do
with knowing myself, staying in touch with my own values, and
simply being true to myself. “There are many things that can dis-
tract you—money, celebrity, and attention among them. But you
have to maintain a balance, a connection to what’s really impor-
tant in your life. For me to change our company means that I
have to change myself. I have to come to fully and unequivocally
accept the new direction that we’re going. If I don’t believe in
what we’re doing, no one else will.” For the best leaders, main-
taining their own integrity, in every sense of the word, is the hard-
est but most important part of leading.

Making Meaning

As we have already seen, the leader is very much engaged in
“making meaning.” The leader is interested in constructing new
lenses through which people can see the future and see one an-
other moving into that future together with a sense of energy and
flow. Leadership is the capacity to interpret reality in ways that
really help others understand better what might be possible. It’s
about establishing a context. In this sense, leadership is not just
about coming up with good ideas or solving problems, either with
respect to the substance of the group’s work or the process by
which things get done. Certainly those contributions by the leader
are valued and people resonate with the leader’s confident ca-
pacity to develop ingenious ways around disputes or obstacles
that seem ready to slow the group’s progress.

But in making meaning, leaders are performing a far more dif-
ficult task. People need meaning perhaps more than anything else.
They need to know that what they are doing makes sense, that it
has some longer-term value. Making meaning, therefore, has to
do with both providing a context for human action and framing
the significance of the group’s work. In our view, these dual as-
pects of the leader’s making meaning for or on behalf of a group
can be addressed through some of the skills we discussed in con-
nection with our consideration of empathetic listening and evoca-
tive speaking. But at an even deeper level the process of making
meaning is fully rooted in the leader’s psyche, perhaps even the
leader’s soul. It is something that draws on some of the leader’s
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most vital and precious inner resources and should be framed in
that fashion.

Again, the lessons from the world of dance are fascinating. A
dance, of course, is typically not intended just for entertainment,
but rather seeks to convey feelings, emotions, impressions, mean-
ings. A dance seeks to “touch the viewer, to communicate a sense,
vision, idea, style, texture, or quality. It has an attitude about it,
an aura of uniqueness, a selfhood.” We would say the leader’s
efforts to make meaning are similarly oriented. The leader seeks
to express, in words, in approach, in style, in movement, in what-
ever way possible, a vision of the future, again not necessarily
one that the leader alone has divined but one that the leader has
constructed from the contributions of many others. The leader
provides clues, impressions, symbols, metaphors, interpretations
as to the emotional engagement to which others might commit
themselves in order to make a better future. And, in doing so, the
leader affects the values that will shape a group’s future.

As we said, some of the leader’s messages relate to the con-
text—how things are situated and how they fit together. In order
for any one element in a system to perform at its best, it must fit
with its context. Similarly, for individuals to perform at their best,
they must have a comprehension of the fundamental ideas that
define the framework within which they operate—what one
writer called, “an organic unity of feeling” that can bring “coher-
ence and flow to what would otherwise be only a loosely related
collection of parts.” While there may be no obvious systemic unity
among members of a group or organization, the leader can pro-
vide an “organic unity of feeling” that can bring unity and flow
to the group. In fact, only through providing a context for action
that makes sense will the leader be able to shape the flow of en-
ergy that his or her leadership releases.

Another part of making meaning has to do with establishing
the significance of what is being undertaken. In an age that has
been described as fragmented and chaotic, people especially need
a sense of meaning and significance in their lives. They want to
know that what they are doing will make a difference, that it will
extend beyond the immediate moment and impact the future,
hopefully in some positive way. For this reason, leaders, like other
artists, play an important role in identifying and orienting people
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toward the most important issues in a particular time and place.
They give form to what is especially meaningful and significant
in the lives of the people with whom they interact. Judy Mohraz
of the Piper Foundation talked with us about some of the con-
cerns that leaders today must attend to. They include “a pro-
foundly personal understanding of what people want to do with
their lives; why we’re here on this earth; and how do you help
someone find meaning, find personal and professional growth,
and find connectedness with the larger.”

There is an awesome responsibility associated with the leader’s
role as an artist, because the artist must not only engage the audi-
ence, but also confront the “spirit” of the age in which he or she
lives. Artists must connect with the specific audience present on
any given night, but they must also work from the experience of
their culture and their time (and how it fits with those before and
after). The leader is involved in something like a “conversation,”
a dialogue with people immediately present but also with many
far away in both space and time, those whose thoughts and ideas
have shaped the current situation and those whose actions will
shape the future.

Again, Judy Mohraz spoke eloquently about the way that lead-
ers engage the time, the age in which they live and work. She first
noted that art often takes long-standing symbols or traditions and
reinterprets them for the current time and place. While there may
be continuity, there may also be a major break with the past, a
new way of seeing and interpreting reality. “And that’s often what
a leader is doing. In some instances taking something long-estab-
lished and trying to reinterpret it in a new and more dynamic
and relevant way, and in other instances simply breaking with
the known and striking out in a very new and innovative way.
Institutions may require one kind of leader at one point and an-
other kind of leader at another.” (That probably explains why
you have artists or leaders that are ahead of their time.)

But through the engagement of leaders with their time and their
surroundings, through the dialogue we mentioned before, there
must emerge a complete clarity of intent; the leader must know
what the game is all about. That is not to say that the leader must
or ever will know the outcome of the game in advance. But the
leader must know what the game is. The leader must develop a
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perspective, an intent, and an articulated viewpoint that is at once
creative, carefully constructed, challenging, and ultimately com-
pelling. That’s not easy work, and in the process the leader can
get pulled in many different directions. Some of it can get pretty
risky, both for the group or organization and for the leader per-
sonally. Dancer and choreographer Daniel Nagrin wrote, “Tra-
versing the tightrope of art requires a balance between infinite
care and reckless abandon.” Certainly the same is true of leader-
ship, and that task is made considerably easier if the leader is
firmly grounded. Dance and choreographer Charles Weidman
expressed it nicely when he said, “The artist must not run away
from himself, his ‘center of being.’ He is the bearer of a message,
and it is his responsibility to tell it—in whatever medium it may
be—intelligibly, forcefully and with his utmost artistic ability. He
may sometimes fail in the delivery of this message, but he must
never fail in his purpose.”

Effecting Change

We are familiar with all the dichotomies that mark modern life—
theory and practice, subject and object, fantasy and reality, to
mention just a few. What is interesting is that dance and leader-
ship both transcend these distinctions. Art engages these various
conflicts as tensions to be resolved. For example, using the ten-
sion between fantasy and reality as his example, dance educator
John Wilson told us that art is concerned on the one hand with
the things the artist would like to perpetuate and on the other
with those things the artist would like to transcend: “The pur-
pose of art is to generate and maintain conflicts between the world
as we find it to be and the world of imagination.” That, of course,
is precisely the world of leadership as well.

Leadership involves change, indeed, leadership is crucially and
uniquely situated just at the moment of change, right at the cross-
roads we encounter as we move from the past through the present
and into the future. The special contribution of leadership is to
help groups and organizations resolve questions about the fu-
ture. But, of course, doing so is anything but simple. While the
act of leading doesn’t allow such a rational explanation as it oc-
curs, we might say that leadership involves helping the group
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work through an assessment of its history, its future, and even
what we might call the history of the future, that is, what the
future will look like in retrospect days or months or years from
now. It involves integrating and articulating the path or direction
that the group or organization chooses. And it involves stimulat-
ing or triggering the release of energy that most characterizes
successful group action and helping to guide the flow of energy
that results as the group moves forward. As we have said before,
leadership energizes and energy brings about change.

Again, the process of change is the dynamic that moves us be-
yond ordinary dichotomies of life. Change involves action, and
action, for example, can never involve pure theory or pure prac-
tice alone. Speaking of the world of dance, Randy Martin, profes-
sor of art and public policy at New York University, describes
that condition in this way: “Dance generates a sense of being in
the midst of a crisis, a break, a rupture, even a loss and a prospect
at the same time; thus while dancing may appear to be a series of
stops and starts, for the dancer, next steps are already in motion,
already passing from one (im)balance to another.” Martin’s phras-
ing brings to mind a description of Doris Humphrey’s approach
to dance: “All movement can be considered to be a series of falls
and recoveries; that is, a deliberate unbalance in order to progress,
and a restoration of equilibrium for self-protection. The nearer
the state of unbalance approaches the dangerous the more excit-
ing it becomes to watch, and the more pleasurable the recovery.
This danger zone, which life tends to avoid as much as possible,
is the zone in which the dance largely has its existence.”

But leaders also inhabit this zone, working in a time and space
that others hesitate to enter, always flirting with the tension be-
tween gain and loss, pleasure and pain, the present and the fu-
ture, and always working with the energy available to them. The
forces that are at play in the act of leading are powerful indeed
and require the utmost strength and character on the part of the
leader to merely withstand the vicissitudes of change, much less
to help the world move in a positive direction. Leaders must have
an inner strength and bearing that will provide a stable founda-
tion for their actions as well as a strong sense of morality or integ-
rity that will provide support as they assume the responsibility
that ultimately will be placed at their doorstep.



160 CHAPTER  6

The expectations of space and time and energy that we dis-
cussed earlier bear heavily on the leader. Leadership occurs in
the moment, often in a very passing moment, yet in its impact
leadership far exceeds that moment, often affecting worlds far
different in space and time through the energy it disposes. Change
involves loss and pain, yet we expect leaders to provide the sense
of context and significance that will give us faith to endure that
pain and loss in the hopes of a better future. The world of the
leader is in some ways quite a lonely world, a world in which the
leader must work through his or her own inner demons (and per-
haps call on special angels) on the way to resolving an artistic
approach to change and to the future.

Though he was writing about the artist, we think that the phi-
losopher Walter Sorell expressed the leader’s predicament ex-
tremely well:

The artist creates out of the world that has made him in order to
remake it according to the image of his inner world. His struggle to
give this image meaning and form is basically a struggle with him-
self. It goes without saying that he is tortured by a compulsive feel-
ing to express himself through his artistic medium. He is cursed with
a heightened sensitivity and awareness to do so. He feels hurled
into a lifelong struggle, using and discarding the heritage of yester-
day, finding the true expression of today, which, at the same time,
envisions the face and shape of another tomorrow. In other words,
no artist can deny his past, and even in rebelling against it he pays
his negating respects to it. He must realize that yesterday was a liv-
ing today as much as he must be aware of the fact that there will be
no artistic tomorrow if his today is not burningly alive.

We need not dwell here on the “metaphysics” of change or the
way in which the leader confronts his or her angel, muse, or what
some have called the “duende.” But it is important to recognize
that leadership, the act of leading, is not just about methods or
techniques or procedures by which change can be brought about.
That treatment of leadership, which is, we think, all too familiar,
denies the very personal and deep-seated struggles that leaders
endure as they practice their calling, whether in the most mun-
dane settings or those involving matters of paramount economic
or political importance. Leadership is far more deeply rooted in
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the human psyche than we tend to acknowledge. We think that is
because the world has focused excessively on the science of lead-
ership, a topic that is amenable to the rational use of technique,
and has vastly underestimated the art of leadership, which clearly
is not. Recognizing the artistic dimension of leadership, however,
compels us to acknowledge and give further thought to the inner
resources required by the leader.

Integrity and Authenticity

It may seem odd to use the term morality in relation to art. After
all, artists seek to evoke emotion, but sometimes those emotions
are disgust, revulsion, and rage. Is this moral? While there is no
simple answer to that question, the question itself is still vitally
important. What is important for the purposes here is that be-
cause art and leadership seek to touch us in a way that involves
our values and emotions, they necessarily involve questions of
morality. Art, like leadership, is to a great extent in the eyes of the
beholder. If we experience art that we consider to be wrong or
immoral, and inconsistent with our values, we are likely to walk
away. If the work seems phony, insincere, and inauthentic, we
are likely to become closed to the message the artist may be try-
ing to convey. Artists feel strongly that they must be true to their
art and authentic in their bodies, and they accept that, ultimately,
their art will be experienced and judged by others.

Leaders confront these same kinds of tensions. They certainly
push the envelope; they challenge us to think, feel, and do things
that may go beyond our comfort level. But they also recognize
that if they cannot be true to both themselves and the larger pur-
poses they serve, if they are perceived as lacking integrity and
moral grounding, if they do not authentically connect with the
people around them, others simply will not follow. This moral
grounding is based on a number of things: knowledge of them-
selves and their own values, the values and aspirations of those
they lead and serve, and a purpose larger than themselves that
they and the people that they work with can believe and trust is
valuable, good, and worthy of giving the best of themselves.

So we return to the idea we mentioned early on, that leader-
ship is a moral venture, based on integrity, authenticity, and, at
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the risk of sounding trite, a deep-seated desire to do the right
thing. While some leadership experts would argue that anyone
who achieves significant change is a leader, we firmly reject this
idea. Leadership can and should and must be more than that.
Ultimately, what we all yearn for, and increasingly need, are lead-
ers who stand for something that we can believe in and feel good
about. We want leaders with integrity and moral grounding whom
we can trust to be what they claim and to do the right thing. We
need and want leaders to tap what is best in us and energize us to
work with creativity and joy.

Reprise

In our view, the leader must possess certain skills in order to lead,
or, to put it differently, for others to perceive him or her as a leader.
But those skills are embedded in a set of personal disciplines and
inner resources. The skills of the leader are important, but they
are not employed randomly. Instead, they are given shape and
direction through the disciplines that leaders employ, disciplines
such as focus and concentration, hard work, passion, and a blend
of confidence and humility. Moreover, the leader’s skills are only
capable of use in ways that are authentically consistent with the
leader’s view of the world, the values the leader holds, and the
leader’s understanding of how change is brought about. These
inner resources, authentically held and deeply valued, go to the
very basis of the leader’s ability to help shape human energy in a
positive direction. We like performance artist Elizabeth Keen’s
statement about choreography: “If someone choreographs a dance
worth its salt, the quantity of good rises in the world.” We be-
lieve that if someone engages in an act of leadership worth its
salt, in whatever setting, at whatever level, the quantity of good
in the world also rises.
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Learning the Art

of Leadership

“How do I learn to be a leader?” someone asked.
“By reading textbooks? By studying the lives of
great leaders? By watching leaders in action?”

“How would you learn to dance?” came the response.
“By reading textbooks? By studying the lives

of great dancers? By watching dancers in action?”

“No, of course not. That would barely be a beginning.”

“You’re right. You only learn to dance by dancing.
And you only learn to lead by leading.”

We have said that there are not only parallels between art and
leadership, but that there are certain key elements of leadership
that are fully artistic in nature. These essential features of the art
of leading are common to leadership at all levels of society,
whether in families, small groups, large organizations, or societ-
ies, and in all sectors, whether public, private, nonprofit, the mili-
tary, education, or sports. There are certain things that people do
and certain personal qualities they exhibit that “connect” with
others by creating an emotional bond between the leader and the
follower that people experience as social energy. As this energy is
given shape and direction through the interactions of members
of the group or organization, we can say that the group has been
energized or, to put it differently, an act of leadership has occurred.
The act of leading results in a flow of human energy in a particu-
lar direction and at a particular speed and tempo.
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Among the ways in which leaders “connect” with others, most
have the capacity to comprehend and in subtle ways alter the
rhythms and tempos at which groups and organizations move, a
part of which occurs through the leader’s superior sense of tim-
ing, knowing when it is just the right time for the group to act. In
addition, leaders, more than others, tend to communicate in im-
ages, symbols, and metaphors that touch the human emotions.
Specifically, leaders are more likely to engage in empathetic lis-
tening and evocative speaking, both of which contribute to their
special connection with others, a connection that is the basis for
leadership. Leaders also establish a sense of connection through
their often uncanny ability to engage in improvised speech, which,
when it is accomplished with creativity and spontaneity, touches
the emotions in a way that builds the confidence of group mem-
bers in the leader. Finally, in addition to these skills associated
with the act of leading, leaders rely on certain inner disciplines
and inner resources. These are the qualities that provide a foun-
dation for their creative contribution to making meaning in soci-
ety and help them bring about effective and responsible change.

We don’t claim that these are the only ways that leaders lead.
Sometimes people who simply have good ideas are seen as lead-
ers. Sometimes those who know the work inside and out are con-
sidered leaders. Sometimes those with the most sophisticated
intellectual understanding of those problems facing the group or
organization are seen as leaders. In these cases, however, leaders
depend more on their rational and technical expertise and a cor-
responding form of communication. While some may lead in this
way, effective leaders more often lead through building the kinds
of emotional connection we have described here. So is leadership
an art or a science? In most situations, we suspect that leadership
is typically a combination of science and art. But, as those with
experience in the real world consistently say, it is clear that the
artistic dimension of leadership is both the most often practiced
and the least understood.

By looking at the world of art, music, and especially dance, we
have been able to identify certain key elements of the art of leader-
ship. There are certain things that leaders do that cause others to
follow. Among these, two are most important: Leaders connect with us
emotionally, in a way that energizes us and moves us to act. And leaders
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provide the assurance that we need to pursue important values. These are
the central elements of the art of leadership and the keys to under-
standing and eventually developing greater artistry as a leader.

These acts of leadership, these behaviors that people take as
acts of leading, are not by any means new. Indeed, people have
engaged in these kinds of actions for decades, even centuries. But
recently leadership studies have focused more on the science of
leadership and these elements have become less valued. In con-
trast, a new understanding of the artistic dimensions of leader-
ship such as we have developed here not only provides a language
for understanding and giving voice to these less-recognized but
extremely important aspects of leadership, it also permits leaders
far more breadth and flexibility in their actions.

We have suggested that there are certain kinds of actions and
certain inner qualities that people respond to by becoming ener-
gized. For some, these acts of leading are natural. These are the
people we call “born” leaders. Still others try to improve their
capacity for leadership through study, learning, and practice. They
may seek out mentors, they may be especially attentive to what
the most effective leaders do, and they may read articles and books
on leadership. But mostly for this group, developing leadership
skills is more the result of experience and self-reflection. They
note when people follow and when they don’t. Either intellectu-
ally or just subconsciously, these aspiring leaders begin to em-
phasize those things that work and eliminate those that don’t.

Unfortunately, much of what passes for leadership develop-
ment today misses some of these important ideas. Obviously, you
don’t learn how to paint just by visiting museums, galleries, and
exhibitions. You don’t learn how to play music merely by going
to clubs, concerts, or listening to the best CDs. And you don’t
learn dance just by going to the ballet every week. Though you
may pick up a few tips along the way, something else is neces-
sary in order for the artist to learn his or her craft. That something
is experience and practice, combined with regular and detailed
feedback and self-reflection.

Too often, in our view, those who want to learn to lead are told
to watch successful leaders, either historical leaders or just those in
the workplace, to note the traits and characteristics that seem to
make them successful, then to try to reproduce the behaviors that
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they engage in. To support that approach to leadership develop-
ment, various scholars, especially management theorists, have tried
to identify, through scientific studies, those traits and characteris-
tics that potential followers find most appealing and those behav-
iors leaders can engage in that are consistent with those
expectations. For example, studies find that people want their lead-
ers to be credible. So the recommendation to the potential leader is,
“Be credible”—an admonition that sounds good in theory but is
extremely difficult to put into practice. Moreover, credibility is dif-
ficult to assess in one’s own behavior: how do you know when
you are perceived as credible and when you are not?

We noted earlier that artistic aspects of leadership like impro-
visation and timing are easy to recognize in the work of leaders,
but are rarely addressed in the literature on leadership. Isn’t it
curious that while leaders always say, “Timing is everything,”
there is almost no mention of timing in the literature on manage-
ment and leadership. (That’s probably because that literature
addresses the science of management and leadership, rather than
the art.) Art, music, and dance, on the other hand, clearly under-
stand the importance of improvisation and timing. They are not
only considered legitimate topics for discussion and study, they
are considered essential.

Even more important, over the years, those in the arts have
developed clear educational strategies for teaching and learning
these skills. There are, in fact, art institutes, schools of music, and
dance studios all over the world that are premised on the fact
that one’s art can be developed and improved over time. Art gen-
erally, and, we would say, the art of leadership, may require some
basic skills, and admittedly, some people seem to be born with a
certain genius for these skills. But artists all agree that whatever
the level of innate talent and ability, one’s art can be advanced,
cultivated, and refined through a combination of practice, instruc-
tion, and experience. In this chapter, we will examine the strat-
egy for learning that is basic to the arts and some of the lessons
that we can draw from arts education for leadership education.

The Studio Experience

What is most obvious about arts education, what differentiates it
most easily from typical classroom instruction, is the studio ex-
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perience. Painters and sculptures first learn their craft in the stu-
dio; musicians work together in rehearsals and labs; and dancers,
even professional dancers, take daily “classes” in the studio, typi-
cally equipped with a barre and a mirror on one wall. As a physi-
cal setting for learning, the studio appears quite different from
other types of classrooms, most of which are still marked by rows
of desks and chairs.

What is probably most important for our purposes is not the
physical setting, but the approaches to learning that the studio
implies and indeed encourages. Learning skill-based disciplines
is simply different from learning math or biology. As we noted
above, traditional approaches to leadership development remain
primarily cognitive, that is, students are asked to learn about lead-
ership traits and characteristics, then examine those through the
experiences or biographies of well-known leaders. We suggest
that the most effective leadership education has to involve stu-
dents in learning both at the cognitive level and at the interper-
sonal and personal level.

Think about the way you acquire any set of skills, whether in
art, music, painting, dance, golf, tennis, or whatever. First you
can gain cognitive information about the skill. For example, if
you want to improve your golf game, you can read books by
Jack Nicklaus, David Leadbetter, or Tiger Woods. From these
books you will acquire an intellectual understanding of the game.
But just learning that much doesn’t necessarily improve your
game. Instead, you have to move to a second level; you have to
practice the skills over and over until you acquire the physical
skill to execute the movement correctly. You have to practice,
practice, practice. You have to spend hours and hours on the
practice range until your shots go where you want them to. Even
then, when you get out on the course under conditions that are
a little more complex and uncertain, even stressful, you may
not perform as well as you did when you were on the practice
range. In golf, but also in other sports, as well as in art, music,
and dance, what you need is a kind of psychological “ground-
ing” that enables you to do successfully what you know to be
correct and what you have practiced successfully many times
before.

The same sequence of learning is important in the develop-
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ment of leaders as well. You can learn about leadership from the
many books on leadership, even this one. But even if you “know”
the skills that are needed, you are going to have to practice those
skills over and over. For most leaders, this practice is called expe-
rience and involves basically a trial-and-error approach in which
you try one thing and if it doesn’t work you try something else.
But practice can occur in a more specific and well-constructed
fashion, incorporating extensive feedback and coaching. Still, there
is one further step that must be taken, and that is for the potential
leaders to acquire the moral and psychological grounding that
will enable them to do what they know to be right and what they
have done correctly time after time. This moral and psychologi-
cal grounding, which we have previously referred to in terms of
the leader’s inner resources, is clearly related to the leader’s ma-
turity, self-esteem, and authenticity. It is largely a product of self-
reflection and self-critique.

Let’s examine the studio experience as a setting for and an ap-
proach to learning. First, the studio is a place not primarily used
for didactic instruction but for practice and creative experimen-
tation. Second, the studio setting brings the instructor and stu-
dents together in a collaborative relationship in which all are
involved in generating ideas, executing those ideas, and provid-
ing feedback to each other. Third, the studio encourages, and in
fact demands, a considerable amount of individual self-reflection.
Consider the implications of each of these features.

First, the studio encourages practice and creative experimen-
tation. It is not designed for instruction by the “teacher,” and is
different from a lecture hall in this sense. The studio is not in-
tended as a place in which to communicate textbook informa-
tion, but as one in which to develop skills. In the studio, students
learn from their actual experiences, including their sharing of
material developed in the studio and material developed outside
and then brought into the studio. It is a place in which the skills
that the group is exploring in any particular session are tried out,
corrected, and practiced again. Especially in advanced work, there
is rarely a right or wrong answer, a right or wrong way to do
something. Rather, students are encouraged to come up with new
approaches, new interpretations, and to experiment with new
ways of doing things.
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The studio encourages students not to practice one right way
of doing something but to create new ways of approaching famil-
iar material. As dance instructor Claudia Murphey put it, “If plan
A doesn’t work, try something else. Allow yourself multiple so-
lutions to a problem. If there’s a roadblock, try to be creative and
find a way around that roadblock. We want to always feel that
we’re moving forward, not spinning.” The musician, painter, or
dancer may try something that simply doesn’t work, but in the
studio setting they have the opportunity to come up with some-
thing else and try again. Obviously, this approach is one that
stimulates students to learn creative problem solving.

Second, the studio creates a collaborative relationship among
all involved. We asked Andre Lewis, artistic director of the Royal
Winnipeg Ballet, what was different about the studio as a setting
for learning. “There’s much more interactivity, I think, between
the people, between the ideas that people may have. At a desk
you are essentially on your own. We’ve always done our art in a
studio, working out things together. That develops a sense of ca-
maraderie and openness, and usually brings energy out of
people.” Lewis’s ideas were echoed by David Miller of the award-
winning architectural firm the Miller/Hull Partnership in speak-
ing about architectural education: “A lot of collaboration occurs
because you are working in the same room. In the room together,
there are multiple ideas that you can then take forward and get it
built.” The studio experience is typically a highly interactive, par-
ticipatory, and involving experience for students, one in which
a lot of give-and-take occurs.

In a class in choreography, for example, a student or a small
group might be given an “improv,” an idea around which to cre-
ate a movement sequence. The individual or group then performs
the “dance” they have choreographed. The instructor and the
other students then consider ways in which the idea might be
expressed differently. After some discussion, the individual or
group might rework their “improv” and present it again. And
the cycle continues. The intent is for students to build on the ideas
of others, not to block each other’s ideas. (There is far less compe-
tition in the studio than is built into certain classrooms—for ex-
ample, the law school lecture room.) The studio atmosphere is
typically one of cooperation and encouragement rather than com-
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petition. It provides a chance for students to do the work, to re-
flect upon what they have done, and to talk about what it means
and what alternative approaches there might be.

Third, the studio encourages self-reflection. Any particular stu-
dent, especially in advanced classes, is likely to receive only one
or two direct comments an hour from the instructor. Students are
encouraged, however, to learn from the instructor’s comments to
other students as well as those directed to them personally. More-
over, each person must engage in a significant amount of self-
reflection to translate the comments and conversations around
them into lessons that apply to their own work. Some ideas will
be more relevant to one person than another. It is largely up to
the student to sort out the information that is being passed about
and incorporate in their own work that which seems most help-
ful. Active self-reflection not only improves the dancer’s specific
skills, but also supports a creative approach to their work and
indeed their lives in general.

Roger Bedard, theater instructor, described the way in which the
studio approach contributes to the student’s self-understanding: “You
help these people find out where their strengths and weaknesses
are, as an artist, and challenge them to address them, given the space
and the confidence to work.” In the studio, students are trained to
find their own sense of expression, whether a brush stroke, a musi-
cal phrasing, or an approach to movement. However, it’s important
to note that some students are not completely ready for such self-
revelation and that the studio must create a safe haven for learn-
ing: “You have to put them in a place where it’s safe enough for
them to explore who they are. And that is something that is really
revolutionary for many, a huge identity crisis,” says Bedard.

Lessons from Learning the Arts

Roughly related to the three aspects of the studio experience are
three aspects of learning art that we heard described by artists,
all of which have interesting implications for leadership devel-
opment. The first has to do with experimentation and the contin-
gent nature of the work. Again, artists, unlike most scientists, are
not looking for one right answer; they are more concerned with
flexibility, diversity of expression, and the exploration of alterna-
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tives. This requires an approach to teaching that suggests not “this
is a . . . ,” but instead focuses on “this could be a. . . .” The educa-
tional process is one that encourages searching for new answers,
not merely for students to give back those answers they have read
in a book or heard from an instructor.

Social psychologist Ellen Langer has recommended that this
alternative approach be used in a variety of fields and notes the
potential results of such an effort: “The key to teaching in this
new way is based on an appreciation of both the conditional, or
context dependent, nature of the world and the value of uncer-
tainty. Teaching skills and facts in a conditional way sets the stage
for doubt and an awareness of how different situations may call
for subtle differences in what we bring to them.” The result should
be more creative and flexible students.

Such an approach, we suggest, makes a good deal of sense
for leadership education as well. Leaders operate in a world of
constant contingency, that is, very little can be taken as fact, in-
deed, whatever appears real at one moment is likely soon to be
revealed as something that looks a little different. Especially as
leaders deal in a world of ethics and values, they face a land-
scape of shifting sands. Leaders trained to look only for the “right
answers” will likely find their training inadequate, even mis-
leading. If you are trained to look for facts you will find facts, or
at least things you perceive as factual. If those “facts” are in-
stead contingent, subject to rapid fluctuations and rearrange-
ments, then your perception of them as facts will clearly limit
your understanding of what is really going on. In contrast, by
coming to view the given world as conditional, potential lead-
ers are probably better equipped to understand, to cope with,
and to move change in more positive directions.

The second issue related to arts education but having implica-
tions for leadership development has to do with collaboration
and mutuality. We mentioned above the participatory nature of
the studio experience, that instructors and students come together
in the studio to explore together ways in which their artistic work
might be improved and their development as creative artists might
be enhanced. Obviously, the feedback that comes from one’s teach-
ers and one’s peers is more elaborate, textured, and profound than
that from only one individual, the instructor. Having multiple
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sources of feedback can help the student refine particular works
of art or help potential leaders assess their leadership experiences
drawn from outside the classroom.

But the process of collaboration also provides students with ex-
periences that go beyond improving individual products or projects
and contribute to the development of the individual personality as
it engages a world of mutuality. To understand this point, we might
start with composer Ernst Krenek’s comment that encouraging the
student’s individual personality, rather than suppressing it, is “one
of the vital requirements and the very touchstone of any pedagogi-
cal method.” Encouraging the individual’s personality is not ac-
complished by imposing ideas from an authority figure, an
instructor or the authors of well-known books. Rather, individual
development occurs most appropriately through a process of in-
teraction between the individual and others sharing similar inter-
ests, in particular an interest in personal development.

What is important about this formulation is that individual
development does not occur in a vacuum. Individuals develop
their personalities through frequent and multiple interactions
with others; indeed, without their interaction with others, and
without the sense of mutuality that such interaction implies,
artists and leaders would be limited in the resources they are
able to bring to bear in realizing their art. Both the artist and the
leader must draw from a substantial understanding of the hu-
man condition, and education for the art of leadership must pro-
vide a contribution to that understanding. Recognizing that one’s
own development is dependent on others not only contributes
to the store of knowledge and experience that leaders possess,
it also helps them nurture a larger sense of humanity, something
that we think is essential to both art and leadership.

A third issue connecting art education and leadership devel-
opment has to do with self-reflection and vulnerability. As we
have noted, dancers put themselves in a place in which they are
extremely open to criticism. Many dancers told us about the vul-
nerability they feel. Septime Webre, for example, said, “You are
never as bare as you are putting your whole body out there. You
are exposing your entire self. You are also working in partner-
ships very intimately with other people, with the most intimate
parts of their body, in close contact. There are almost no barriers
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whatsoever. So the dancers are used to exposing themselves. We
are used to showing all of who we are. You can hide behind emo-
tions. You can act. But the mirror is right there. We are forced to
be honest with ourselves.”

Dancers have to face themselves in a mirror and they are sub-
ject to correction after correction. The constant stream of evalua-
tions and suggestions from others would drive most people crazy.
Yet dancers have to learn the importance of taking the positive
out of even what might seem to be very negative suggestions and
to work to improve their art. In part, dancers are aided in this by
the fact that the studio experience establishes a norm of openness
and safety; it encourages absorption and self-reflection.

Of course, many dancers come to realize that one of the most
difficult things for them is to realistically assess themselves as
artists. Roy Kaiser of the Pennsylvania Ballet told us, “I talk with
dancers all the time and discuss a certain element of their work
and they are not even aware of it. They are thinking a completely
different way.” Dancers learn the importance of seeing themselves
as others see them. Interestingly, Kaiser continued by saying, “I’ve
always believed that dancers that are really special are not so
aware of that mirror. They are in front of it but it’s peripheral.
They get past the point of specific technique, but that’s not their
focus. Their focus is something beyond that. The mirror is a tool
but it’s not something they focus on.” Eventually, of course, the
dancer’s capacity to endure and eventually to absorb suggestions
and corrections is what ultimately leads to the beauty and elegance
of the performance.

Leaders don’t open themselves to evaluation and criticism in
quite the same way as dancers, but leaders at all levels, from the
moment they begin to lead, are subject to especially intense evalu-
ation and judgment by others. Of course, at the highest levels of
leadership the level of examination and critique is intense. Every
little move, as we said earlier, “every little body twitch,” is seen as
a sign of something important. Whatever the leader does, there are
those who disagree and those who second-guess. The leader has to
be able to “survive” criticism, to ignore those comments that are
mean-spirited but irrelevant, but the leader also has to be able to
“take” criticism, in the sense of recognizing and responding to rea-
sonable comments so as to improve his or her capacity to lead.
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One thing that those aspiring to leadership often don’t recog-
nize, yet one thing the leaders we talked with mentioned over
and over, was the fact that leaders don’t know everything and
often fail. Alan Yordy of PeaceHealth put it this way: “Though
there are some ‘prodigies’ who have a sense of self-assurance, the
ability to listen, taking in their environment, synthesizing it into
something new and different that makes a world of sense, . . .
they are rare. For those of us who aren’t that gifted, it takes a lot
of experience, it takes having stubbed your toe several times and
gotten the black and blue spots from stepping into things.” Simi-
larly, when we asked Dan Evans, former governor and senator
from Washington, about what leaders learn from experience, he
immediately said, “Failure, or at least disappointment. When you
start out you think the whole world is going to react marvelously
to your great ideas. One of the best things that can happen is to
trip and fall and learn from that so you don’t trip the next time. If
you don’t learn from failure then you will fail. If you learn from it
you build defenses against the next failure and build successes.”
We recommend that leadership development includes attention
to vulnerability, openness to criticism, and the capacity to learn
from one’s failures.

We talked earlier about the capacity of leaders to state things
in a simple and straightforward way that communicates effec-
tively to others. We thought astronaut Charles Bolden did a mar-
velous job of doing so when he described a speech he often makes
to children. Bolden mentioned three things that he thought were
critical, three things, as he said, that “my mom and dad taught
me: (1) You’ve got to study. You’ve got to equip yourself intellec-
tually so that no matter what comes along you can deal with it.
(2) You’ve got to work very hard. You’ve got to focus on what-
ever you are doing at this particular moment. You need to work,
work, work on the subject at hand. (3) You cannot be afraid to
fail. You’ve got to be a risk taker. People may say you are out of
your mind. But you go out and try. If you fail, that’s good because
at least you tried. The only way you will turn that failure into
success is go back, study hard, and try again.”

In other words, you learn, you try, and if you fail you start
through the cycle again. Simple words, we would say, but very
good advice for potential leaders—or for people generally.
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Reprise

Leadership touches the human spirit. Leadership enables us to
take that which is ordinary in life and make it extraordinary, to
focus not just on the immediate but on the potential that resides
within the present. Leadership looks beyond individuals to the
relationships that exist among individuals, turning those relation-
ships toward the future so as to provide a hint of what they might
become. Leadership takes the energy that connects people, ex-
pands it, and turns it into a motive force, compelling people to
confront the future with insight and resolve.

Leadership touches the human spirit, and touching the human
spirit has always been the work of art and aesthetics. It’s not sur-
prising, therefore, that good leaders have always thought of lead-
ership as more of an art than a science. These leaders recognize
that leadership means much more than a set of strategies or tech-
niques that might be employed to “get things done.” The “sci-
ence of leadership” can only take us so far. There is a much more
mysterious, hard-to-explain aspect of leadership. Yet, as the very
best leaders acknowledge, it’s this unexplained aspect of leader-
ship, the “art of leadership,” that makes all the difference.

In this book we have looked at many different elements of the
art of leadership. None of these ideas, however, means anything
unless they are put into practice. You ultimately must learn leader-
ship from acting as a leader. “You do not learn to choreograph by
reading about it, hearing about it, or by watching major companies
in concert. You learn choreography by choreographing, by experi-
menting, by creating little bits and pieces and fragments of dances
and dance phrases, by playing with the materials of the craft over
and over again until they become second nature.” Similarly, and
not surprisingly, you can’t learn leadership by reading about it,
hearing about, or watching major leaders in action. You learn lead-
ership by leading, by putting yourself “on the line,” by assuming
the risk and responsibility of leadership, by allowing for the inter-
play of human emotions and human values that leadership inevi-
tably exposes, and by being fully present and fully committed to
the importance of the work. But through care and practice, through
empathy and emotion, you can indeed improve your artistry as a
leader. You can be a full partner in the dance of leadership.





177

APPENDIX: LIST OF INTERVIEWEES

Artists, Musicians, and Dancers

Roger Bedard, Department of Theater, Arizona State University
Ron Brown, dancer and choreographer, Ronald K. Brown/Evidence
Joann Browning, dance program, University of Delaware
Cem Catbas, artistic director, Ballet Academy of Baltimore
Elysabeth Catbas, opera singer, Zurich Opera, Prague State Opera
Robert de Warren, artistic director, Sarasota Ballet
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Septime Webre, artistic director, Washington Ballet
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Louis Blair, executive secretary, Truman Scholarship Foundation
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Hugh Downs, legendary broadcaster, host of the Today Show and
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CEO of Motorola
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ber Joint Chiefs of Staff
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Robert Johnson, president and CEO, Honeywell Aerospace
Ernie Kent, head basketball coach, University of Oregon
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Systems
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Hull Partnership

Judy Mohraz, president, Virginia Piper Trust, former president,
Goucher College

Larry Newman, entrepreneur, inventor of the ultra-light airplane,
and record-setting balloonist

Robert O’Neill, executive director, International City/County
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Managers and leaders recognize that leadership is more of an art than a sci-
ence.  The Dance of Leadership Workshop focuses on the art of leadership,
employing material from art, music, and especially dance to discover new
ways of thinking about leadership and new ways of sharpening one’s leader-
ship skills.  For anyone who wants to lead, whether in a small group, a com-
munity, a public, private, or non-profit organization, The Dance of Leadership
Workshop will provide special insight and understanding of the art of leading
others to achieve shared goals.

The Dance of Leadership Workshop is a multi-media presentation, highly
interactive, and best suited to groups of twenty to fifty meeting for either a
three hour period or larger groups meeting for a one and a half hour period.  It
involves brief lecturettes, conversations, and demonstrations through art,
music, and dance (though don’t worry, no dancing is required!).

The Presenter—An internationally known educator and motivational speaker,
Robert B. Denhardt is a member of the faculty at Arizona State University.
He is a past National President of the American Society for Public Adminis-
tration and the author of seventeen books on management, leadership, and
organizational change.

Contact information: Robert B. Denhardt - 480-861-8965
rdenhardt@yahoo.com
danceofleadership.com

A Leadership Development Workshop
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