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[image: ]Lucie Newcomb: Here we are with Jim Kouzes, co-author of The Leadership Challenge, one of the most popular leadership books ever. Jim, welcome, and thanks for this introduction to your career, your thoughts and this book prior to our extended Leader as Reader online conversation on the 20th. 
I’ve introduced you very briefly. Is there anything that you would like to add of your extensive background for this conversation? 

[image: ]Jim Kouzes: I’m currently the Dean’s Executive Fellow of Leadership, Leavey School of Business, Santa Clara University, and also an author and speaker. I’ve been affiliated with Santa Clara for nearly 30 years in one way or another, but I spend only a little bit of time there, working with my co-author, Barry Posner, and with the Executive Development Center and a couple other SCU organizations. I devote the majority of my time either writing and researching, or to delivering seminars and executives programs with organizational clients. 

Sounds great, Jim. I’m really glad, by the way, to hear that you’re still involved in the leadership academic community and I look forward to hearing more about your Santa Clara programs at some point. 
I love Santa Clara University. It’s where Barry and I met and started our collaboration. It’s where I became a serious student of leadership. 

Thank you for the tribute, Jim. Given my interactions with their Global Women’s Leadership Network programs, also once profiled here in MemberConnector, and others of the Leavey School of Business, I can understand and mirror your appreciation. Since many of our ILA members are academically affiliated, it seems, as both a practitioner and adjunct faculty, you personally have an opportunity to offer a uniquely rich, bridging perspective, even more than The Leadership Challenge does. 
I have the highest regard for my academic colleagues. If it weren’t for an academic affiliation, I wouldn’t be doing what I’m doing today. 

Yes, one of the things I appreciate most about the ILA is the rich dialogue platform it provides for 
both scholars and practitioners, 
thus reinforcing leadership’s interdisciplinary nature. 

You’ve also been a best-selling 
author for 25 years. Can you tell us something about your journey—or  should I say, journeys—as an 
author and a leader and a trainer? Are there any lessons and cautions or tips  that some of us might apply? 





The Leader as Reader Virtual Book Club is designed for and hosted by ILA members. On January 20th, we will have the singular opportunity 
to speak with Jim Kouzes about how he, together with his business partner Barry Posner, has seen leadership principles and practices evolve over 25 years and five editions of his book, The Leadership Challenge. 

It’s been a wonderful journey. I began my career developing leaders back in 1969, after I returned to the United States from two years serving in the Peace Corps in Turkey, where I taught school. When I came back to the United States, I needed a job. I found one in Austin, Texas where I had trained for the Peace Corps. It was with the Community Action Program Training Institute, and it was my first introduction, really, to adult learning and adult education. I was part of a team that trained new managers of Community Action Agencies—the “war on poverty” organization started in the Johnson administration—throughout the South and Southwest. They were eager to become better at leading and managing their teams, and that experience inspired me to dedicate myself to organization and leadership development. 
In my entire career, I have only looked for a job once, and it was that first job in Austin. Everything else in my career has been very serendipitous. I’ve had the very good fortune of being presented with some amazing opportunities during my lifetime, and I guess I was smart enough to take advantage of those opportunities. I’m doing what I do today through a combination of luck and hopefully some wise decisions on my part. When I feel the gravitational pull of a new challenge, I pay attention to what’s attracting me to it. Throughout my career I’ve had the good fortune to play a dual role as both a leadership practitioner and a researcher and author. I’ve done that for nearly 40 years now. I can’t believe it’s been that long. It seems like I’m just getting started! 
After my first two years I was promoted from essentially a classroom teacher—an adult educator—to a supervisor. Then I moved on to university administration at San Jose State University and then on to Santa Clara. From Santa Clara University, where I was running the Executive Development Center in the Leavey School of Business, I was asked by Tom Peters to become the president of Tom Peter’s Group Learning Systems. I spent 12 years there, and I eventually bought the company with two partners from Tom and I then served as CEO and chairman. In 2000 I sold my interest in the company and moved on to be a solo practitioner. I’ve been doing that for the last 11 years, and I think that’s how I’ll continue for the remainder of my active career. 

Wow, thank you for sharing such a rich background. I would imagine each one of those steps created new lessons and tips that not only helped develop capacity but also allowed you to see, perhaps, the next steps, or the next opportunity. I find that sometimes it’s hard to see them unless you’re at a certain point. Have you found that? 
The very first thing I learned early on was to get crystal clear about what I believed in and what I valued. That’s something that we teach managers to this day. Being clear about your values and beliefs creates the condition for the greatest commitment to an organization or a cause. We found that clarity around personal values drives commitment. It’s important to know what the organization stands for because it enables us to find fit, but what’s most important is to know what you personally value and believe in and what your own dreams and aspirations are for the future. 
I was fortunate enough early on in my career to get really clear about what was important to me and what I valued. I think that allowed me to take advantage of some of those opportunities that came my way. Because I was clear about the principles that I believed should guide my decisions and action, I could communicate more effectively to others what I valued, and that clarity, then, enabled us to find a common ground. I find that the clearer I am about what’s important to me, the easier it is to know when I’m in the right place or the wrong place. 
I couldn’t agree with you more about the penultimate importance of values, both for organizations and individuals; and where they align or don’t. In fact, my Master’s thesis and much of my company’s work uses it as the foundation for all subsequent work. After your clarity about the importance of values, what came next in your learning and achieving journey? 

I also learned early on in my career that you can’t do it alone. My collaboration with Barry Posner— now going on 31-years—is a testimony to that lesson. I know that I would not be doing what I’m doing if I hadn’t had the generous 
support from my spouse, family and friends and colleagues every step of the way. Very early on in the research we were doing for The Leadership Challenge, I had an opportunity to interview Don Bennett, the first amputee to climb Mount Rainier. His is one of my favorite stories to retell. In fact, Don’s story is one of only two stories we’ve used in each of the 
four editions of The Leadership Challenge. We’re also retaining it in the 5th edition we’re writing now. 
Both Barry and I have continued to tell Don’s story, not only because of his extraordinary accomplishment of being the first amputee to climb Mount Rainier, but also because of the answer Don gave us to a question 


we asked him in our first interview. We asked Don, “What is the most important lesson you learned in climbing that mountain?” Without hesitation he said, “You can’t do it alone. If it weren’t for my wife and seven kids, I wouldn’t be alive today. And, if it weren’t for my team, I would’ve never have made it to the top.” I’ve never forgotten that answer. It’s consistent with the other personal-best leadership experiences we wrote about in The Leadership Challenge. Over and over and over again leaders told us that when they were doing their best they couldn’t do it alone. It took a team effort. Nothing extraordinary ever happened without a team. Don and other leaders have taught me the importance of very collaborative, and I hope I’ve learned that lesson. 

It’s wonderful how those you studied also taught you things that you could apply in your own work. I, for one, am grateful you’ve chosen to share this premise with the rest of us. 
That’s what I love about the work that we do. I love to learn, and there couldn’t be a better profession than this one for someone who loves learning. 
Another one of those learning opportunities came when Barry and I asked Mike Malone, a Santa Clara MBA and also a professional journalist and writer, to advise and coach us as we were writing the first edition of The Leadership Challenge. Almost daily I recall one of the things Mike told us. He said, “Writing is really easy. All you have to do is sit at the keyboard and wait for blood to appear on your forehead.” It’s so true. 

That’s a vivid example! But I am not sure I understand the connection you’re making. Could you please tell me more? 
Writing is hard work. Leading is hard work. Excellence and expertise are the result of hard work and of deliberate practice. And, at least in my case, there’s no relationship between IQ and results. There is, however, a relationship between hard work and results. It’s something my mother and father preached to me when I was very young. If you work hard and apply yourself, good things will happen. I can tell you that even to this day whenever I say to my mother, who is 94 years old, “I’ve been working really hard, Mom,” she says, “That’s good.” I had that message drilled into me by depression-era parents. 
Another gratifying lesson I’ve learned from our research is that the best leaders are also the best learners. It provides me with daily motivation, because I know, and I think all our ILA colleagues know, that if we can more effectively engage students and professionals in learning, and if we can support them in applying their learning, then they will be more effective. We make a difference through the work that we do. 

Let’s chat a bit about the LPI, your Leadership Practices Inventory. I have to admit: I tend to be skeptical about assessments (even though I’m certified in one methodology myself). But knowing your work, there was a lot of research involved. Can you tell us a bit about the LPI and how it came to be? 

The Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI), is our 360-degree leadership assessment. Barry and I developed it originally to help us determine if our Five Practices model was valid and reliable. It began as a research tool. One of our early clients asked if the could use the LPI in their executive development program, and we said, “Sure. And can we have the data?” That was back in the mid-80s. A publisher expressed an interest in it, and we were excited about the chance to make 360-degree feedback more accessible to practitioners. To date, more than 3 million people have completed the assessment. 
And speaking of research using the 
LPI, Barry and I, along with Lillas Brown at the University of Saskatchewan, did some research 
relates to our earlier conversation on leadership and learning. We then  
correlated outcomes on the LPI, with learning styles. We found that those leaders who scored highest on the LPI were those who scored highest on the learning styles assessment. There 
wasn’t a strong correlation between 
one style and high scores on all the practices measured by the LPI. What 
we did find was that the more leaders engaged in their own style of learning, regardless of what it was, the higher they scored on the Leadership Practices Inventory. The truth is that the best leaders are the best learners. They are continuously engaged in learning. 


I’m glad to hear it since sometimes my own passion for learning seems 
a bit out of control! So it’s nice to know that the work our ILA colleagues do in developing leaders can make a difference. That gives us all some encouragement to continue to do this work. Is there another 
lesson or two you’d like to share? 

There are lots more that I’ve had the good fortune to learn, but there are 
two others that have been extremely influential to my writing, speaking,    and leading. The first is that leadership is a relationship. You can’t be a leader if 
you don’t have constituents, if you 
don’t have followers. Leadership is 
very dependent on your 
relationship with your constituents. If you have a high-quality relationship with your constituents, you can be a lot more effective than if your relationship is poor. That’s obvious, right? But so many seem to forget that you have to nurture and maintain those relationships constantly. You can never take them for granted. 
And—as odd as it might sound— authorship is a relationship. It’s a relationship with your reader and how well you understand the needs of your audience and what’s important to them. If I’m writing for an academic audience and I’m writing for a practitioner audience, I know they have two very different sets of needs. So, leading is a relationship, writing is a relationship. 
This relates to one other lesson we’ve been able to apply. When we ask people, “Why did you buy our book or why did you use our program?” they almost always say, “First of all, we like the practical aspect of it. We like that it’s applied. We like that we can put it to use. But, the other thing we really appreciate about it is that it’s evidence-based. You have research that backs this up.” 
I can tell you that one of the things that’s increasingly true these days, particularly in this current economy, is that organizations are looking very carefully at how they spend their money. They want to know that they are spending their money wisely and that if they invest in something it’ll pay off. Having evidence to support the interventions that we recommend is vital to our success. 

The same is true for individual leaders and managers. It’s one of the things I constantly say to leaders in the teaching that I do. I tell them, “A lot of what you are trying to do is based on an assumption, or a theory, or even a mythology, and it’s not based on evidence. If you believe at all in evidence-based leadership, then you need to learn more about the evidence that our colleagues have gathered in this field. Apply what is supported by the data. If you do more of that, you’ll be more effective.” 

Thank you. That’s a wealth of information. As we talk about your research, is there a book or two of yours that stands out more for you? You’ve just had Credibility come out. You have several other books in addition to The Leadership Challenge, which we will talk about in detail at the club on January 20th. As we’ve been doing this aerial view of your work, are there any particular links you’d like to make to some of the books you and Barry have created? 
The Leadership Challenge is the foundation. It’s what started my collaboration with Barry, and it spawned the next couple books we wrote. Credibility, which just came out in a second edition, was our second book, and it was also based on original research that we conducted. We were inspired to write it because we kept finding in our research over and over and over again, that what people most looked for in their leaders was personal credibility. It is the foundation of leadership. If people don’t believe in the messenger, they won’t believe the message. People will only willingly follow leaders they believe are credible. I spend a lot of time with the executives on how to build their leadership relationship on a firm foundation of credibility. 
More recently (in 2010) we came out with The Truth About Leadership. That title was inspired by a comment that came from a panel we were part of with Ken Blanchard and other leadership authors. I was responding to an audience question about some research we’d done. I said, “Well, I don’t know what you call something that’s been the same for the last 25 years...” and before I could finish my sentence, Ken Blanchard jumped in and said, “I’d call it the truth.” That moment just stuck in my mind. As Barry and I were thinking about the next book we were going to write, we thought back to that comment from Ken. We knew that despite even the most radical changes in the context of leadership, there were certain things 
that had remained relatively stable in 
the content of leadership over the 25 years we’d been doing our research and writing on the subject. We decided we’d do a retrospective on our work. We 
took a look back over 25 years, and identified ten truths that we could say from our evidence and experience were as true 25 years ago as they are today and that we could predict would still 
be true 25 years from now. That 
became the Truth About Leadership. People have responded very well to 
that book, perhaps because it’s based    in evidence, and also because it’s presented in a very informal style that speaks to the practitioner. 

Another of our more-recent books was A Leader’s Legacy. It came out in 2006, but I’m experiencing a greater interest in that work today than when it first came out. Perhaps it’s because some of the older boomers—and even the Gen- Xers who are moving into more senior ranks these days in organizations—are becoming more and more concerned about the legacy that they’re going to leave. They want to explore that topic more deeply. 

The other piece of work that we’ve  done that always continues to get good feedback is our Leadership Practices Inventory as we just 


discussed. In fact, it’s our best-selling publication. Leaders need feedback about their practices— 360-degree feedback—and the interest in that has grown year over year. Leaders and organizations have responded very well to the LPI. It’s pretty short—only 30 items—and easy to use. It’s also online. People can take it pretty quickly and get valid and reliable feedback from their constituents. We’re also very pleased that the LPI is being used by a lot in doctoral research. There are over 550 dissertations that have been done using the LPI, and our ILA colleagues can access abstracts of most of these studies on our website, www.leadershipchallenge. com/research. (CONTINUED –Please scroll down)
So the convergence of study, or perhaps research, and practice would seem to occur primarily in your flagship tool, as opposed to one of your books; interesting but not altogether surprising. Well, thank you for rounding out some of the books and how they drill down on some of the basic precepts of The Leadership Challenge. What have your experiences been, given this wonderful 25-year span, in different cultures or countries? Are there particular cultures that are more receptive of this work? Can you share some of your experiences at the global level? 

We’ve been very fortunate. As of this interview our books are in 22 different languages. Barry Posner and I have done programs in China, Singapore, Hong Kong, South Africa, Australia, Germany, Poland, Mexico, Sweden, Denmark, Iceland, the Philippines, to name a few. The Leadership Challenge® Workshop, the program based on our book, has been translated into six different languages. Currently we’re getting a lot of receptivity in the Middle East, particularly in Saudi Arabia, and a lot of people are using our work in Asia, especially in Singapore, China, and Malaysia. 
Barry and I have always wanted to make our work accessible to as many people as possible. Early on we said our vision is to liberate the leader in everyone. We’ve always said that leadership is everyone’s business, and that it’s not about position, not about title, not about gender, not about culture. It is about the behaviors of people when they are leading others, regardless of whether they’re parents or coaches or teachers; regardless of whether they’re citizens who are involved in community action or people who are managers inside organizations. I think that sense of openness about our work and the inclusions of cases from everyday leaders have made it more accessible to people outside of the US. 

How wonderful that you and Barry, and your work, have made impacts that are both broad and profound. Is there a brief case study or story you’d like to share, given all the people you must’ve met while teaching and leading overseas or in diverse cultures? 
One of the people we wrote about is Titus Lokanata. Titus describes himself as “an Indonesian, Cantonese carrying a German passport, working for a Mexican company in the Czech Republic.” He represents five different cultures all by himself. Very global, right? Well, imagine that you’re Titus and have to lead people in all these different settings. If leadership were peculiar and particular to one specific culture—whether that’s Western culture, Eastern culture, or whatever the culture might be—then Titus would have to learn and apply five different models of leadership. That’s impossible if you’re going to have global leadership. So, what we focus on are the fundamentals that cross all cultures. I think that’s one reason why our work has had receptivity in many different countries. 
This is not to say that the application of a particular lesson—say about inspiring a shared vision or challenging the process or enabling others to act—doesn’t have to be culturally relevant or culturally sensitive. It must. But, across all these cultures there are still some universal truths about leadership practices. Our focus has been on these more universal truths. 

The prospect of a set of core competencies or capacities at a global level is very exciting. I’m curious. As you’ve interacted with these different individuals across cultures, you’ve also revised The Leadership Challenge. Have there been field impacts on each revision? In other words, you have clearly striven to have the broadest applications and principles made available as we just discussed. 

With each edition, including now the fifth edition we’re completing right now, we have tried very, very hard to be more inclusive in a number of ways. For example, while the book is written primarily for a practitioner audience, we always include example from folks who are not in formal leadership roles—people such as Bennett, for example, or Arlene Blum, a mountain climber who was the leader of the first all-female team to climb Annapurna, the 11th highest mountain in the world. Our books tend not to be about the most senior levels. There are very few CEOs in our books, and most of the managerial examples focus on mid-level managers. We also have a separate book for students, and all the stories in that book are from youth leaders. We try to speak to people around the world, and you’ll find that each new 
edition is more global. We also have a balance of male and female, and a balance of organizational functions. We have been very attentive to the need to be more inclusive of different cultures and types of organizations as we’ve moved forward. 

One of the things we wrote about in the third edition of The Leadership Challenge was that we are captives of our own language. This is something that Shoshana Zuboff of Harvard has researched extensively. Because we began our research studying managers, we were held captive by the language of management. Just using the words “superior” or “subordinate,” for example, is an indication of being captive to a hierarchical language. We became acutely aware of this when we started the third edition, and ever since then we’ve tried, Lucie, to make sure we don’t get stuck in the box of leadership being only about people who hold a position in a hierarchical organization. While we want to be relevant to the majority of our readers, who are managers, we also want to be cognizant of the fact that leadership is not about position or any other demographic variable. It’s about your behavior; it’s about what you do, and not the title you hold. Hopefully we’ve done an even better job with that in the fifth edition. 

That sounds great. Without spoiling it for those readers who haven’t read The Leadership Challenge yet, it was both surprising and refreshing to encounter the concept of love at the end of what in many ways is a classic business book. I look forward to talking about that more on our call later this month. I have a real sense that as your leadership concept has expanded so, too, your work has taken on that expansion, as well. This enables many more of us to summon the courage, values and focus to take the kinds of steps you discussed earlier when stepping into new levels of our own leadership. 
I want to thank you very much for your time today, Jim, and for a very rich conversation. I look forward to talking with you again with the Leader as Reader book club on January 20th. 

My pleasure, Lucie. Thank you for the opportunity. There’s much more to talk about, and I look also look forward to continuing our conversation in January. 

Lucie Newcomb, Founder and President of The NewComm Global Group, Inc., has a 30-year business background, featuring notable successes in international marketing, business development and organizational transformation for corporations, start-ups and non-profit organizations on four continents. Founder and Convener of The Leader As Reader Virtual Book Club for ILA members, Lucie is also a Co-Convener of the ILA’s Philosophy, Religion, and Worldviews Learning Community. 

Jim Kouzes has co-authored over 30 books with Barry Posner, including The Truth About Leadership, Credibility, Encouraging the Heart, and A Leader’s Legacy, as well as the Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI), the top-selling off-the-shelf leadership assessment in the world. The Wall Street Journal has named Jim as one of the ten best executive educators in the U.S. Jim was selected by HR Magazine as one of the Top 20 HR Most Influential International Thinkers 2010 and 2011. The internationally award-winning and best-selling book The Leadership Challenge is now in its 4th edition with more than 2 million copies sold.
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