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y hunch is that, at some point
M in your career, your reliance on
someone else to get a job done

has left you angry, confused, frustrated,
and maybe even deeply concerned for
your own professional standing. Especially
when the stakes are high in a complex,
troubling situation, depending on col-
leagues to make the right moves is stress-
ful—and when things aren’t going well, it
can be maddening.

The darkest hour in my last job had
all those elements. The company where
I served as CEO had a product and finan-
cial crisis that was playing out on the front
pages of the newspapers. Our major regu-
lator was publicly excoriating us; the stock
price was plummeting. My two most ca-
pable, trusted colleagues were in charge
of our day-to-day response. But it became
apparent that, for the first time in their six-
year partnership—which until then had
been ideal—they were not working effec-
tively as a team. In some ways they were
making things worse.

My state of mind wasn’t pretty. If you’d
had a view into it, you’d have seen disgust,
fury, fear, and indignation. It was standing
room only in the psychological basement.

In the midst of it all I found myself sit-
ting alone at a restaurant table, waiting for
dinner companions who’d been delayed by

L.A. traffic. With a blank white paper table-
cloth spread in front of me, I pulled out a
pen and tried to organize my thoughts.
The question occurred to me: How much
of my colleagues’ performance problem
did I actually own?

Call it an epiphany, but that question
inspired me to start scribbling. Soon I had
alonglist of things I could and should have
done differently, all the way from resource
allocation and long-term capability build-
ing to my engagement in the immediate
crisis. I want to be clear that this was not
an exercise in self-loathing or defeatism;
it was an authentic, honest, and complete
analysis of how I had failed to do my part.

The following Monday, when the three
of us met to review where we stood, I ar-
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rived with a different attitude. I started
the meeting by describing, calmly and
with total candor, how decisions I had
made in the past had landed us where we
were, and what I was prepared to change.
In short, I owned the problem. We then
decided together how we would not only
manage the immediate situation but also
change capabilities, priorities, and pro-
cesses to strengthen the company in the
long run.

I will admit that one reason my new ap-
proach allowed us to make better progress
was that it stunned my colleagues. What-
ever defensiveness they were feeling was
swept away. But just as important, review-
ing how I had helped create the problem
gave me more clarity and conviction about
what I could fairly ask of them.

Now when issues arise at work—or in
personal relationships, for that matter—
I know it is fundamental for me to look
deeply and objectively at my own contri-
bution to them before expecting others
to change and improve. In case I need a
reminder, there is a picture of my two col-
leagues on my office wall, showing what
a good team looks like. At the end of the
crisis, we and our company emerged bet-
ter than ever—and that’s something we
owned, too. ©
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