Life Story

We are the mosaic of all our experiences.
—Kevin Sharer, chairman and CEQ, Amgen

The process of becoming a True North leader begins by unpacking the fundamental
question: Who are you?

When you first meet someone and they say, “So tell me a little bit about yourself,”
how do you respond? If you are like most of us, you share selected highlights of your life
story. In many ways then, we are the stories we tell others about ourselves.

In this chapter we ask you to reflect on your life to gain a better understanding of who
you are. You will be exploring how various aspects of your story fit together to define you
as a unique individual. This is the starting point for gaining greater self-awareness and for
understanding what your life and your leadership are all about.

In the 125 interviews we conducted with authentic leaders for True North and the
additional 30 we added preparing this revision, leaders consistently told us that they
found their purpose for leadership by mining their life stories. Having a clear sense of
their personal narratives enabled them to remain grounded and stay focused on their
True North.

These leaders did not define themselves by a list of characteristics, traits, or styles.
Although some tried to emulate great leaders early in their lives, they soon learned that
attempting to mimic others did not improve their effectiveness as leaders.

Some interviewees did not see themselves as leaders at all, even though they had
been identified by others as exemplary leaders. Instead, they viewed themselves as people
who wanted to make a difference and who inspired others to join them in pursuing
common goals. By understanding and framing their life stories, they found their passion to
lead and were able to discover their True North.
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EXERCISE 1.1:
YOUR PATH OF LIFE
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our journey be unique to who you are. Include mountains and

forks, bridges, and cliffs.

so on along the way, each representing places you
le and important events with pictures or

Let the terrain of y
valleys, cities and wilderness,

Add in houses, buildings, and
have lived or worked. Likewise, indicate key peop
a diagram along Or across the path.

Add representations for your family,
is meaningful to you.

Be creative and allow your stor

Looking at the path, divide your
tical transitions in your journey.

work, hobbies, spiritual life . . - anything that

v to unfold in front of you.
life story into four or five chapters marked by major

changes or cri Give each chapter a descriptive title and

add it to your path.

LEARNING FROM YOUR LIFE STORY

The story of your life is not your life; it’s your story.

—John Barth, Nowelist

When trying to discover our authentic selves, a good place to start is tO examine our
life stories. We are Jargely the stories we tell about ourselves. Stories are the way we
capture our experiences in a way that we can understand and in a format that we can

communicate to others.
xperienced when attempting to draw your path of life,

However, as you might have e
Jist John Barth reminds us, these “stories” are not our

it’s not quite that simple. As nove
lives; they are our stories. They are social constructions, and as such, they have a great

deal of play in them. There is no one single, true, and right story of our life.
You've no doubt heard the saying: «y ou are the author of your life.” Look at the path
of life you just drew in Exercise 1.1. Now take a few minutes to reflect on the following

questions:

e Which story did you ultimately choose to tell when you “quthored” this version

of your life?
e How did you decide what to include and not to include?

e What's missing and why!
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o Imapi . .
magine all possible versions you considered when drawing your path of lif
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o What can you learn
about yourself by reflecti -
deciiled bosdnaw Bise today] y reflecting on the version you ultimately

* What audi i in mi
audience did you have in mind when drawing this version of your life?

e Would the path you d :
you drew look .
sei il ook any different if you knew someone else would

e How differe ight i i
Y r;tY might it look if you were drawing it for your best friend? Your
er! Your parents! Your partner! i ‘
. ! ner! A prospective employer?
prospective date? A newspaper reporter! e

Our life storie j
it stor s are just ila(;; they are stories—personal narratives constructed out of
our past. And since our i .
Py memories are far from perfect, we h
iy | we have a
IR n hl:w we author the stories of our life. Context matters ,Who e greaci
s ' . . we are an
e ting them with greatly influence the stories we tell about ourselve
St stories \fmlze C;mght construct about ourselves, which are the most usef T7
r purposes, we find it helpful isti -
: to draw a distinction b i
e ction between telling your sto
2he h,elpﬁﬂ ' ,0ra fnowledgeable bystander. We believe that your storyg Vzork ilrlyl;ds
(0] i S i L
o hyerz cu tlv?.te thel fperbpectwe of a caring, knowledgeable bystander rath ;
or a victim. If you are a her i .
of : 0, you miss out h
fhan that ol @ o o ¥ on what you need to wor
oy v ,f ry.o émss out on your strengths. As a knowledgeable bystander, you can bk
ie 7
el ne (()ir ftlnentlor, someone who knows you intimately doesr’ft pull a ;
, o is definitely on your sid i i : o
; e. Adopting th ive i
» . : g this perspect ;
thcl);mg 1our life stories for purposes of finding our True No pth s e
ow let’s shifi i .
t our focus to the life story of the most important leader in your life: you

EXERCISE 1.2: LEARNING ABOUT YOUR LEADERSHIP

Reviewing ;
your path of life, call to mind th :
lead. Thes Il ind those times when you had the opportuni
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b . ‘ . you were at your best. In thi ;
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What was the context or setting?

What triggered your leadership? What caused you to step up and lead?

e e
- OO O
- O O O
- O O O O O O O

' ization as a result?
' le. team, or in the organi
» What changed in the people,
What was the outcome!

-
- OO O
e T
- O OO O

How did you feel . . -
Before stepping up to lead?

e o
-

When you first stepped up to lead?

When facing the challenges of the situation?

et
-
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After the results were in?

What insights did you just gain about your leadership as you told this story?
L.

2.
I

Telling your story is an important part of authentic leadership development. Writing

your story down gives you a point of reference and helps you gain perspective on
yourself,

Now let’s probe more deeply into this experience when you were at your best so that
you can gain even greater insight.

What leadership qualities did you bring to that leadership challenge or situation?

1
L.
g
4
5;

How did those qualities contribute to the outcome? Link an outcome to each of the qualities
you listed above.

My Leadership Quality Its Impact on the Outcome
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ot b

Rating
Dimension
Lunderstood my purpose.

practiced my vales.

I understood my motivagions.

I used my support team. T

1 was an integrated leader.

ntor.
Now, be your own me

have become since that time.

' ' uld you give?
If you were mentoring yourself at that time, what advice would you &

-
-
-

In the same spirit, make a list for yourself.

One thing you did really well:

e

One thing you could have done better:

One thing you could try next time:

i hen
ortant step in understanding who you are W

T ek oot
f structured reflection is an important discipli
authentic leader.

In this exercise, you've taken an imp
you are at your bestasa leader. This type o ured eflee
that lies at the heart of your journey to becoming
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3

AUTHENTICITY AND EFFECTIVENESS

How are authenticity and leadership effectiveness related?

There was a unique advertising scheme popular during the late 1970s called scratch-
and-sniff. Small stickers or cardboard items attached to a product or magazine page were
treated with a fragrant coating. When scratched, these items released an odor associated
with images of products or messages related to the smell. As human beings, we are born
with incredibly sophisticated scratch-and-sniff meters (also known as BS meters). When
we meet someone, whether we are aware of it or not, we immediately begin to assess their
authenticity.

Ate they for real? Am I buying what they're selling? Do I trust this person?

The relationship between authenticity and leadership effectiveness is straightfor-
ward. When we scratch and sniff our leaders, to the extent that we judge them to be
“real,” we are more likely to respect and follow them. It’s that simple. Even if we don’t
agree with their politics, opinions, or necessarily appreciate their style, as long as we deem
them to be transparent, trustworthy, and real—authentic—we have established the

necessary condition for building a meaningful relationship. Leaders who fail the scratch-
and-sniff test rarely succeed.

EXERCISE 1.3:
AUTHENTICITY AND LEADERSHIP EFFECTIVENESS

The purpose of this exercise is to take stock of how you think authenticity affects your
leadership.

List three important people in your life. On a scale of 1-5 (1 = fakelfuzzy and 5 = authentic/

real) how do they fare in response to your scratch-and-sniff meter?
I

z,
3.

Ask three important people in your life how you fare in response to their scratch-and-sniff meters?
Record their names and assessments here.
1.

2.
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YOUR JOURNEY TO AUTHENTIC LEADERSHIP

1 said to be the best teacher. Experience is, however, not necessarily a
kind or clear teacher. Your life story is, in part, & chronicle of your experiences in the
world. Comparing early with late chapters, you will notice contrasts. In one chapter, you
may have been preparing to lead. In another, you might have focused on leading or simply
the world. Some passages may be marked by education or
apprenticeship—times when you were operating in the context of rules that structured
and measured your activities. Later chapters may come in a different context, perhaps
marked by increased responsibilities with fewer rules and structures.

The interesting thing is that most out-of-classroom experiences are perceived as
learning experiences only in retrospect. Atany given moment, you will probably not have
the feeling that you are preparing or training. You will be in the thick of your life. If you
pay attention to the possibilities in cach situation or crisis however, every day can be a
lesson on your journey to True North.

Now let’s look at your life from a slightly different angle. Whereas you told the
previous story as if you were experiencing it in real time, now you are going to tell this
story in retrospect, from satellite height, surveying the entire arc of your life. Do not limit
this reflection to aspects of your career oOf work-related life. Through our interviews with

authentic leaders, we learned that early life experiences Were frequently the most

formative and were often the most significant contributors to both the type of leaders

they became and the formation of their True North.

Experience is ofte

trying to make your way in

EXERCISE 1.4: YOUR LIFE STORY

In this exercise, you will explore each chapter of your life story to identify those people,

and experiences that have had the greatest impact on your identity.

events,
dentified in your path of life (Exercise 1.1).

Start by looking back at the chapters you i

Which people, events, and experiences have had the greatest impact on your life?

e
e e
- OO O
- O
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Now, let’s reall :

t y squeeze this rock, mine it for all it’

turn, and use th : S or all it's worth. Consider each :

e ;ff;)ollo“i’.l?g {]Juestfns to guide you through the process of idfins}f;ipter }1111
ur life. Use the list generated ab insi Lylng T

; ove, in )
and anything else that occurs to you during this reflective S;ilzse from your path of life,
sS.

Begin with your Chapt
Takiz 11, pter 1 and use the prompts in Table 1.1 as a guide. Complete

Table 1.1: The Impact of My Life Story

C p I ( :jk]!) e 2 ’IHIHET 3 hapte'r 4 ha S
jla ter ter

Chapter title

The central lesson | | | S

e o eon S
chapter about others/
the world is this:

this:

differently:

The central lesson 1 | | . R -
take away from this N
chapter about myself is

Iff_ could g0 ba;ck, here ) T — S |
is what I would do A

Cr.itical insights from T - S N

this chapter of my life -
still affect me in the
following ways:
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Now you are going to look at your story as a whole in an attempt to trace the origins

of your leadership. If you haven’t yet had the opportunity to lead in a formal way, that’s
okay. Be creative. Think more broadly. Even if you've never been in a formal position of
authority, there have been times in your life when you've noticed something that needed
nd influenced others to make it happen. That’s leading.

to be done, and you stepped up a
The days of narrowly defining leadership as only those actions taken by people in

positions of authority are long gone.

Where do you first notice yourself as a leader?

-
-
- O O O

How has this developed over time?

-
e
-

Now focus on those most important people in your life. Consider the impact that

parents, siblings, family members, mentors, and friends have had on your inspiration and

passion for leadership.

Who has had the greatest influence on your leadership?

- @O OO
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EXERCISE 1.5:
LAUNCH POINT

As you review i

kg COS;ES;‘ ia;f; :Jrfci;fe almd scan the chapters of your story, where are you right

led in your life or have a rich V? Opnllent ?S a leader? Whether you feel like you've never

brogress, Our devel résumé behind you, it doesn’t matter. We are all works i
velopment as leaders is an ongoing, emergent process. To help an‘:I?(I;r st‘:l:

. .
l.t

Where ' b j
are you in your leadership jowrney (e.g. novice, journeyman, legend)?

] ] .

How would you describe yourself as a leader?

BUILDING ON YOUR STORY

The journe i i
to disc
e experiefmes 0\./(§:rm'g your True North starts by looking in the rearview mirror. O
¢ experiene abpro:u e rich grist for the mill of leader development. We are lar E l:r
e or A e
ories we tell o ﬁrstc;t;selves. gacl]mngl a deeper understanding and comfort witgh Zh';sz
p toward developing i
e LT ping into a more authentic person and
" ! and leader.
e arg:t g See the(?(l)e life out in front of you can be a powerful experience. Rarely dod\ifl;a
s Of]Y OL:lmey we are 01il. Through the lens of your life story, you can begin to
r purpose, values, and motivati
e e ' ' : ivations. Some of these have com
adership experience; others may flow from major life events that -
at seem to
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have no direct bearing on leadership. Asthe late leadership guru Warren Bennis reminds us,

“The process of becoming a leader is much the same as the process of becoming an
integrated human being.” This process begins and ends with the stories of our lives.
In the next two chapters, we will delve even deeper into your sto by asking you to
p p y ry by y

explore some potentially uncomfortable subjects: the hazards of leadership and the lessons

of adversity. It takes courage, but exploring how you might “lose your way” and revisiting
d clarity to your True North.

life’s most difficult experiences can bring both insight an

KEY TAKEAWAYS

e We are the stories we tell about ourselves.

ences holds the key to our development as leaders.

it is important to step away from both the hero'’s view
g the perspective of an objective

e Learning from our experi
e To learn best from your story,
and from the victim’s view of your life. Adoptin
observer increases the likelihood that we'll see our true selves.

ship experiences point the way to discovering your potential as an

e Your past leader
authentic leader.

e Fach chapter of your life contains critical lessons that will help you find your True North.
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Losing Your Way

It was as if someone flashed a mirror at me at my absolute worst
What [ saw was horrifying, but it was also a great lesson
—Doug Baker Jr., chairman and CEO, Ecolab

Leadership d i
p developm '
P ol p e;nt is a journey through challenging terrain. All leaders, even th
ot authen, nes;1 ace significant hazards on their journeys. Being huma j h .
seek to avoi : Thossa
revard ,human t v;)l b.ad outcomes, and value social acceptance and acclaim. Thes N
: 1 e
p . ndencies, but when left unchecked, they can sabotage b nal
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iv i i .
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e good news i i .
e ood e ds that .we can make mistakes and fall prey to these hazards, and still
o Oi : continue OE our way. In fact, these mistakes, especially w,hen they
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e . or development. When
e R LU the}z a;F:, u%lderstandmg these potential sources of derailment early in
e I1f1ce the 1ke¥1h00d of making major mistakes once we reach positioni f
ty. It we recognize these hazards and invest sufficient efforts to avoid th .
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