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Chapter          Twenty-Six    

Leadership by Perpetual 
Practice          
  D e b b e  K e n n e d y   

Debbe Kennedy is founder, president, and CEO of the Global Dialogue Center 
and Leadership Solutions Companies, an award - winning enterprise since 
1990 that specializes in custom leadership, organizational, and virtual 
communications solutions. She is a pioneer and innovator in people - focused 
leadership and employee communications using Web 2.0 technologies and 
social media. Formerly, Kennedy had a distinguished leadership career with 
IBM Corporation for more than twenty years. She is the author of  Putting Our 
Differences to Work: The Fastest Way to Innovation, Leadership, High 
Performance  and the creator of the online resource center for leaders at  www.
puttingourdifferencestowork.com . 

Aristotle left a piece of forward - thinking wisdom for us to con-
sider as we look to the future. He said,  “ For the things we have 
to learn, before we can do, we learn by doing. ”   1   I think he was 
on to something that is more relevant today for organizations 
preparing leaders for the future than at any time in recent his-
tory: the idea that it is day - to - day  practice  that develops a lead-
er ’ s skill and the essential mastery of positive influence. It is 
through the learning and development experiences of work and 
life that leaders are discovered, developed, and called. Aristotle 
also noted this truth when he said,  “ men become builders by 
building; lyre - players by playing the lyre; so too we become just 
by doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by 
doing brave acts. ”  
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In adapting this sage advice for a new time and new circum-
stances, leaders of the future will be groomed best by living and 
working in an environment that, by design, fosters a leader ’ s 
growth—not just by simply delegating additional tasks, expanding 
responsibilities, or giving out titles, or even by leaving the nec-
essary skill building to the traditional training and development 
programs we have long relied on for the mainstay of what we con-
sidered  leadership development . 

 Developing leaders for the organization of the future calls for 
something more immediate and consciously ongoing than ever 
before. At best, we will use a hybrid approach to leadership devel-
opment. that encompasses important lessons learned from the hall-
marks of leadership style and effectiveness, such as management by 
objectives and management by walking around. At the same time, 
we need to elevate the importance of a constant polishing of disci-
pline, skill, and habits to meet the challenges and opportunities of 
new frontiers. It calls for an accelerated practical, ongoing priming 
of leaders at all levels of the organization, defi ning the essential 
style for a new generation:  leadership by perpetual practice .  

  New Realities of Leadership Practice 
There are compelling reasons for reevaluating our approach. 
Times have changed. Things are different. The stakes are higher. 
It is clear that the landscape for leadership is also very different 
as we look to the future in any organization. It is as local as the 
individual sitting at a desk and as global as time, distance, and 
technology can take us. The very nature of changes in our work 
suggests that the pace of our dynamic, troubled, and changing 
world demands a fast, fl exible, adaptable, and reliable means of 
achieving leadership mastery. 

 The leaders of the future need an essential set of attributes for 
 being  leaders of character that have a passion for  doing —getting 
things done with a conscious intention to deliver positive results. 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. invited all of us to be leaders of character 
and passion in our own right, framing it simply,  “ Whatever your life ’ s 
work is, do it well. ”   2   Imagine the benefi ts of an organization with all 
its members seeing themselves as leaders on a mission to infl uence 
a positive outcome wherever and whenever they are called. 
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A respected leader once shared with me that the word  leadership  
has a Germanic origin meaning to  “ fi nd a new path. ”  For organiza-
tions of the future, these new paths will be found by collections of 
leaders at all levels. They will be created by fi rst changing the prevail-
ing rules for how leaders think, behave, and operate their organiza-
tions. These fundamental changes are necessities in order to respond, 
heal, enrich, and transform both business and society.  Are you ready?  

 There is a compelling reason for the organization of the future 
to make learning to lead a top priority and day - to - day practice 
for every leader, at every level. Joel A. Barker, futurist, fi lmmaker, 
and author of  Paradigms: The Business of Discovering the Future  says it 
best:  “ You can and should shape your own future, because if you 
don ’ t, someone else surely will. ”   3   

 A fi rst step stands out: our acceptance that everything is up for 
renewal and change. This is a big one for most of us in any organiza-
tion, because we have diffi culty letting go of the familiar and willingly 
stepping into the unknown. There is risk involved, and those haunt-
ing questions  Can I? Will I be able to  . . .  ?  —seem to whisper in the 
background unexpectedly even for the accomplished leader, as well as 
for new leaders stepping up to begin their important work. The chal-
lenge for leaders who are opening the way for a new era of leadership 
and organizational success is that there is no roadmap. Uncharted 
territory and uncertainty will be constants. This means we will have 
to be comfortable with  “ cutting the brush ”  for a new trail. Sometimes 
it may even mean  “ being the trail ”  that others trust enough to follow 
and pass over in order to discover new choices and deliver innovative 
contributions to our organizations and those we serve. 

 Consider this wisdom from the forward - thinking founder of 
what is today Kyocera Corporation in Japan, who blazed such a 
trail at age twenty - seven with little money and a great passion for 
success of his organization. Kazuo Inamori, now chairman emeri-
tus, describes the disciplined work of the leaders of organizations 
of the future in his book on business philosophy for the twenty - fi rst 
century,  For People and for Profi t:     “ It is much harder not to depend 
on the established order but to blaze a new trail . . .  . In taking up 
a challenge that conventional wisdom holds to be impossible, the 
fi rst requirement is courage and a strong will. ”   4   

 He goes on to remind us of the role of perpetual practice in 
fulfi lling our mission, not by implementing grandiose programs, 
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but by taking many small steps, refi ning as you go along, letting 
one sure step inform the next:  “ Proceed step by step, like an inch-
worm. This is the way to take up the challenge of great things. ”  

 Organizations of the future not only operate in a climate of 
uncertainty but also fi nd themselves face - to - face with a diverse, con-
nected, and complex world. This demands developing leaders who 
know how to understand and respond to the realities of an extremely 
diverse workplace, marketplace, and community. The dire need for 
change in all aspects of business and society doesn ’ t allow for long, 
complicated processes, years of study, and theoretical approaches. 
Not now. There is a sense of urgency that is hard to escape.  Learn-
ing while doing  must be an integral part of the future leader ’ s and 
future organization ’ s work across industries and sectors. We are the 
ones — the leaders, the innovators, the aspiring leaders, and individ-
ual  contributors — who will create the organizations of the future, 
setting a new direction that will transform business and society as we 
know it today. These new realities beg two questions: 

   1.   What critical skills do we need to develop in leaders in order 
for the organization of the future to thrive?  

   2.   What new leadership qualities are essential?     

  Critical Skills for Leaders in 
Organizations of the Future 
 Our most critical skills aren ’ t trendy or brand new, and I believe that 
they are the same regardless of profession, industry, or sector. They 
were taught to me by an IBM executive when I was an up - and - coming 
leader. I never knew why he offered the advice, but I remain grate-
ful for it. I was visiting his location on a mission from our regional 
headquarters. He called me into his offi ce, asked me to sit down, 
and went on to offer his wisdom. What he taught me set my direc-
tion, and it has helped many other organizations and leaders over 
the years, passing the test of time. His words still echo in my mind:   

 You must always remember that jobs, missions, titles, and organiza-
tions will always be in a constant state of change. There are four 
critical skills that you will need to be successful in the future any-
where, anytime, and in any assignment. They are   
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   1.   The ability to develop an idea  
   2.   The ability to effectively plan its implementation  
   3.   The ability to execute second - to - none  
   4.   The ability to achieve superior results time after time    

 Seek opportunities and experiences that will help you master these 
critical skills. Forget what others do. Work to be known for deliver-
ing your own brand of excellence. It solves problems. It speaks for 
itself and it opens doors.   

 At the time I had no idea how profound his mentoring was. 
But couple these four skills with a pioneering spirit, and you have 
a great formula for leadership development for any organization. 
What ’ s new and challenging for the organization of the future is 
that these critical skills need to be developed in everyone, so that 
its leaders at all levels are both skilled at working alone and adapt-
able to working in collaborative, connected situations that move 
across many dimensions. 

 Interestingly, I ’ ve discovered that these skills also serve as a 
reliable yardstick for recruiting and evaluating leaders at all levels. 
These four critical skills can be practiced by leaders in entry - level 
assignments as well as by leaders in the highest positions of infl u-
ence. The fi rst two skills are more common. However, it is  execution  
and  achieving superior results  that are nurtured in an environment 
that encourages  “ leadership by perpetual practice. ”  As leaders 
grow and change, they raise the bar for new levels of contribution 
for themselves. When organizations don ’ t value the second two 
critical skills by setting expectations for them, they end up measur-
ing  efforts  instead of the  results  the organization needed. 

 So here are a few suggestions for developing these critical 
skills in your organization: 

  Practice deliberately seeking assignments that offer the 
opportunity to refi ne your skills for developing, planning, 
implementing, and achieving superior results. Also recognize 
that every assignment (even your day - to - day business routine) 
holds opportunities to develop these skills as well.  
  Develop a conscious habit of setting expectations with leaders 
at all levels that include the leader working to improve, refi ne, 

•

•
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and demonstrate their skills for developing, planning, imple-
menting, and achieving superior results in all assignments.  
  Talk often with your team about these critical skills, even if 
doing so seems awkward at fi rst. Defi ne for yourselves what 
each skill means in the context of your environment.  
  Use a simplifi ed  “ after - action review ”  to evaluate progress; ask 
yourself  

  What ’ s going well?  
  What isn ’ t?  
  What am I [are we] going to do about it?       

  Five Distinctive Qualities of 
Leadership for Organizations of 
the Future 
 What leadership qualities will be essential to ignite the real power 
in the critical skills we ’ ve just identifi ed? In my book,  Putting Our 
Differences to Work: The Fastest Way to Innovation, Leadership, and High 
Performance ,  5   I introduce fi ve distinctive qualities of leadership that 
invite all of us to strengthen our portfolio of skills with this pur-
pose in mind. The  “ research and development ”  behind these fi ve 
qualities emerged from years of exploration, experimentation, 
and independent practice. They were also notably enriched in col-
laboration with my longtime colleague, Joel A. Barker. For more 
than a decade, we ’ ve consciously used our collaboration to try, 
test, vet, refi ne, and prove their relevance by perpetual practice 
with our work and independently in our own businesses, as well 
as in our work with clients. They took form as what we call the 
Five Distinctive Qualities of Leadership in response to the growing 
number of organizations and individuals all over the world that 
are discovering that putting our differences to work is the most 
powerful accelerator for generating new ideas, creating innova-
tive solutions, executing organizational strategies, and engaging 
everyone in the process. 

 These leadership qualities are described in the next sections 
of this chapter. Together they put a spotlight on how we think 
and behave as leaders — considering that every word spoken, every 
thought expressed, every attitude revealed has a powerful infl uence 

•

•

•
•
•
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on achieving results. Living these qualities as part of  “ leadership by 
perpetual practice ”  becomes an ongoing leadership development 
experience. As you consider each of them, think about how your 
organization would benefi t from them if leaders at all levels mas-
tered them and adapted the qualities to serve the unique needs, 
opportunities, and style that defi ne your brand of excellence. 

  Leadership Quality 1:  Make Diversity an 
Organizational Priority 
 This quality fl ips everything we ’ ve been conditioned to believe; it 
reaches beyond  “ Let ’ s put our differences aside. ”     “ We are more 
alike than we are unalike. ”     “ Look at all we have in common. ”  It 
values these truths, but when we stop there, our differences are 
made secondary and sometimes brushed away as if they don ’ t mat-
ter. The bigger oversight is that differences aren ’ t even recognized 
as an advantageous stockpile of kindling to ignite new ideas and 
breakthrough thinking, which are the drivers of innovation, more 
creative problem solving and decision making, and invention. 

 In an interview some time ago, Sue Swenson, president and 
CEO of Sage Software, North America, shared how she builds con-
siderations of diversity and inclusion into mainstream business. 
Recently, we talked again, and she refl ected on how her own form 
of leadership by perpetual practice has passed the test of time. 
Her approach serves as a forward - thinking example of how this 
fi rst distinctive quality of leadership can be put into action. She 
described her practice this way:   

 I guess I ’ m not only a fairness fanatic, but also a pragmatist. The 
values of diversity and inclusion are part of the way we do things as 
a business. My job is to make it simple and integrated. It is not sim-
ply a program. My belief is that the only way to sustain anything is 
to build it into the organization ’ s business processes and culture. 

 The Hoshin planning process  6   helped me do this. It is a simple way 
to help everyone understand and participate in the success of the 
business. To help create shared ownership, employee satisfaction has 
always been the fi rst goal. The focus: continuous improvement. This 
means that achieving business goals, including employee satisfac-
tion, is everyone ’ s responsibility. What each of us does to contribute 
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to it may be different at every level, but everyone is engaged in 
creating it. Over time, I ’ ve made it a priority to integrate employee 
satisfaction into performance management, staffi ng and develop-
ment, strategic planning, new hire orientation, and a regular part of 
employee meetings. 

 A common protocol of behaviors helps create the environment, 
especially when it is expected across the company. When you 
describe to people how you want them to do things and you articu-
late the expectations around behaviors, it is incredibly powerful in 
creating a culture that integrates the values of diversity and inclu-
sion, as well as being a place where customers enjoy doing business.    

  Leadership Quality 2:  Get to Know People and 
Their Differences 
 This quality expands our thinking to see the many dimensions 
of diversity in a new light. Putting our differences to work means 
consciously developing a curiosity, a reservoir of knowledge, and a 
day - to - day practice that masters how, when, and where to tap into 
these invaluable human resources. The process offers the oppor-
tunity to discover and learn from unique ethnic origins, cultural 
perspectives, generational insight, global know - how, marketplace 
understanding, fresh new thinking, challenging new motivations, 
creative talents, and a wide range of life experiences — all of which 
are shown in Exhibit  26.1 .   

 Through day - to - day practice, this quality opens a whole new 
world of possibilities. I ’ ve always had an interest in people, or so I 
thought. However, I ’ ve learned that there is a difference between 
having an interest in people and developing a genuine  curiosity  
about them. 

 One specifi c infl uence continues to help me develop a more 
conscious curiosity about people, as well as to affi rm why this leader-
ship quality is so important to organizations in the future. It was one 
of those  ah ha  moments when I realized how limiting labels can be 
in describing who we are and what we have to offer the world. Each 
of us has multiple dimensions of difference that reach far beyond 
the traditional diversity considerations and enrich the mix with such 
strengths as generational perspectives, cultural wisdom, and how we 
think and operate based on our experiences and habits. It is at these 
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 To begin expanding your reservoir of knowledge of differences,   

  Let your good intentions shine; be friendly and 
 approachable—be someone others want to get to know.  
  Start asking more questions.  
  Take time to listen to what others have to say.  
  Reach out in a more deliberate way to people who are differ-
ent from you.  
  Look for the value and opportunities to innovate at the inter-
sections of differences when you partner and collaborate.     

  Leadership Quality 3:  Enable Rich Communication 
 This quality defi es the notion of unilateral streams of thought; 
through openness, people move far beyond the two - way commu-
nication of the past. Rich communication relies on approaching 
problems with a  “ beginner ’ s mind ”  — even as an expert. It places 
a new, higher value on what others have to say and on the respon-
sibility and openness to listen with a new consciousness of mining 
for the better idea. It adds a requirement of trusting ourselves, 
and each other, enough to engage in action - directed dialogue, 
across disciplines — welcoming outsiders. 

 Bert Bleke was a superintendent of Lowell Public Schools in 
Michigan when I met him at a Leader to Leader Institute confer-
ence. Two lessons came from a conversation with him that remind 
us how much we can learn from each other and how to build a 
rich communication through dialogue that engages everybody. 
Although our missions may be different, the process of engaging 
people is universal:   

 It is interesting how easy it is for most of us to think that our organi-
zations are unique. I ’ ve been lucky to have had experiences in educa-
tion, business, nonprofi ts, and churches — and I have realized there 
are many more similarities in the challenges we face than there are 
differences. The greatest similarity I see — one we tend to forget — is 
that all our organizations are about people with the same basic needs 
and desires. The only thing that is truly different is our unique end 
product. Consequently, we should be able to learn from each other 
about leading change and making our schools and organizations, 
businesses, and communities better places for everybody. 

•

•
•
•

•
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 For us, change started by people coming together: three hundred 
people — students, parents, teachers, administrators, and clergy. In 
a period of a few hours, we came up with fi ve character traits we felt 
would be the most powerful infl uence on kids, our organization, 
and community: responsibility, integrity, compassion, honesty, and 
respect. We chose the words based on everyone ’ s input, but we did 
not defi ne them. 

 Then over a period of the next year or so, we let our schools gradually 
talk about them and ask themselves,  “ What do these core values mean 
to us? How can they be important for us? ”  We have worked diligently 
to instill these character traits not only into our kids but also saying to 
our employees, our parents, our churches, our community,  “ This is a 
partnership. Together, we can model these kinds of traits. ”  

 The process has enabled us to start talking with each other about 
character and values — it has given us a common language for 
change.    

  Leadership Quality 4:  Hold Personal 
Responsibility as a Core Value 
 This quality acknowledges the shift from employees having  “ insti-
tutional loyalty ”  in the past to being  “ free agents ”  or perhaps other 
more fl uid, mobile kinds of arrangements we ’ ve not yet imagined in 
the marketplaces, workplaces, and communities that are in a contin-
ual state of churn. What we must add to our way of operating as indi-
viduals is the essential quality refl ected in Nelson Mandela ’ s words: 
 “ With freedom comes responsibility. ”  A sense of  personal responsibility  
needs to be part of our portable portfolio that goes with us when we 
move from one job to another or wherever our freedom takes us. 

 Recently, I was taken aback by a young innovator who had 
just entered the workplace, fresh from college. I was talking to 
him at an online Skypecast about this fourth quality of leadership 
that holds personal responsibility as a core value. I shared that 
what had been instilled in me as a leader was that leadership isn ’ t 
about power but fundamentally about responsibility, and that we 
needed more leaders with a sense of responsibility to others. He 
said, with genuine sincerity in his voice,  “ I hear what you are say-
ing about leaders in the twenty - fi rst century, but I don ’ t feel this 
way. I really don ’ t care about anyone else. I know this sounds gross, 
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but I just want to make money and live a good life. ”  He went on 
to share that this was how many of his friends felt also. I listened 
and I asked questions; when the session was over, I felt deeply sad. 
What I know for sure is that all signs indicate that this mind - set 
is not so uncommon today, and that it is not one that will sustain 
organizations of the future or our global family. 

 Organizations of the future need to develop a new mind - set in 
leaders at all levels — one that creates a continuous  “ value - chain ”  
that comes from everybody ’ s commitment to personal responsibil-
ity; one that stays with leaders as they navigate their way through 
a dynamic career. Nana Luz, a small business owner and a self -
 described global citizen, tells how a leader can most effectively dem-
onstrate commitment to personal responsibility:.  “ I recommend this 
be done mostly by example, rather than offi cial announcement. ”  

 To begin incorporating this quality of leadership,   

  Consciously incorporate personal responsibility into your lead-
ership mind - set, then work to imprint the habit of personal 
responsibility into your decision making and actions.  
  Support, inspire, and encourage others to take personal 
responsibility, leading by example and by constructively coach-
ing and acknowledging others ’  actions.     

  Leadership Quality 5:  Establish Mutualism as the 
Final Arbiter 
 This quality adds a new guide for decisions, problem solving, 
products, services, programs, and profi t making:  everyone benefi ts; 
no one is harmed . In other words, it creates win, win, win: I win, 
you win, we all win. Building the future organization on a foun-
dation of mutualism changes everything we do. It demands that 
we consciously make a routine practice of evaluating our actions, 
behavior, decisions, thinking, and new ideas with,  fi rst , a thought-
ful inspection of their implications and benefi ts for all concerned. 
It adds a new element of consideration to every business or stra-
tegic plan, and provides a whole new measurement for equitable 
collaborations and partnerships. 

 The need for this distinctive quality of leadership emerged from 
the mistakes, poor judgments, greed, exploitation, and unintended 

•
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consequences we ’ ve all witnessed in recent years in some organi-
zations and every region of the world. Many leaders have become 
good at implementing the best strategies and trendy new means of 
yielding a fast return on investment, but their sometimes thought-
less, sometimes rash decisions have had sweeping infl uences on 
organizations and on others ’  lives. 

 For example, Jerrold V. Tucker shared a story with me a while 
back about his fi rst day as chief learning offi cer at GTE Service 
Corporation. It highlights the need for a more mutualistic kind 
of thinking on the part of leaders and underscores three related 
leadership lessons for organizations of the future:   

 Our center was out of control by any business measurement at the 
time. I was brought in to turn the situation around—to implement 
the recommendations from a consultant. On my fi rst day, we laid off 
nineteen people. If I had to measure the way I handled it, I would 
have to say it was poor. The methodology was to call people up to 
one of the conference rooms. The message was  “ your job has been 
eliminated. ”  Then we directed them into the next room to hear 
about their benefi ts, followed by security escorting them out the 
door. It was a terrible process. Most of all, the recommendations 
from the consultant didn ’ t fi t our company. It was a family - oriented 
organization. Laying people off in this manner was not part of our 
culture. Afterwards, the rest of the organization was paralyzed in 
fear. We reduced the budget. We reduced headcount — but instead 
of making improvement, we set the organization back further. 

 This mistake took about two years to fi x. We started by fi rst chang-
ing our focus to customer service and making sure every person 
understood their important role in our success — every dishwasher, 
curriculum developer, waiter, administrator, housekeeper, manager, 
and faculty member. What we did best was unleash the talents of 
our diverse team of people, a dynamic group representing over 
fi fteen countries and cultures. Together, they created one of the 
premier management development centers in the world. 

 There were many leadership lessons learned. Three stand out: 

   1.    Listen to input, but decide for yourself what is right to do.  
   2.   Preserve human dignity in all situations.  
   3.   Put your trust in people; they have the answers.      
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 The distinctive quality of leadership that establishes mutualism 
as the fi nal arbiter requires a conscious day - to - day practice, as do 
each of the fi ve distinctive qualities of leadership described in this 
chapter (and in more detail in my book). Dr. Martin Luther King 
Jr. highlights the importance in this wisdom:  “ We are all caught in 
an inescapable network of mutuality, tied into a single garment of 
destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. ”   8     

  Leading the Way for an Organization 
of the Future 
 How do we begin this more conscious kind of leadership by per-
petual practice that will drive the success of the organization of 
the future? A universal truth shared with me by a close friend 
when I once asked her a similar kind of  “ how - to ”  question states it 
clearly:  “ You get up in the morning and you start. ”  This is the way 
all transformations,  big and small , begin. 

 One of the strengths organizations of the future have to draw 
on is the knowledge, know - how, and timeless wisdom of all that 
came before them. At the same time, they have to be adaptable 
and willing to embrace the uncharted territory that bears their 
name. One of my cherished books is  Take a Second Look at Yourself .  9   
I discovered it a few years ago in a used book store. It was pub-
lished more than fi fty years ago. The author, John Homer Miller, 
may not have instant name recognition today, but I ’ ve learned 
that he was a forward - thinking leader with many contributions 
and infl uences in another time. He affi rms the kinds of change 
we ’ ve discussed about developing leaders for the organization of 
the future — leaders who become masters of the human dimension 
of change through leadership by perpetual practice:  “ You want 
[a better organization,] a better world. What you need to help 
make [your organization better or] to make the world better is 
not more education of your intellect. What you need is something 
spiritual and ethical added to your knowledge. You need educated 
emotions and a dedicated heart. Shakespeare once said that we 
can always tell a wise man by the fact everything he says or does 
smacks of something greater than himself. Great leaders start from 
within and move out. ”     
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