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Introduction
Many commentators on leadership hail from univer-
sities or the world of consulting. But the people who
probably know leadership best are those who live it
day by day, running top organizations.

The 50 top business leaders in the United
States were selected after a rigorous search, includ-
ing nominations from close to 500 heads of compa-
nies and institutions. Once identified, they were
interviewed extensively about business and leader-
ship today. From those thoughts, a broad model of
leadership emerged. Here are the views of five of
the top leaders.

Mike Armstrong of AT&T
Leadership consists of five buckets, according to
Armstrong. 

The first bucket is widely written about, but still
true: a defining idea. Sometimes that’s called “the
vision” or “the strategy.” Whatever it’s called, it
must be real, substantive and something people
can buy into and believe in. AT&T’s vision is that it
will be the only communications provider a cus-
tomer will ever need.

The second bucket is the courage to be com-
petitive. No strategy or defining idea will help a non-
competitive company. At AT&T, that meant dramat-
ic moves to cut costs — few competitive business-
es have sustainable success if they’re not the low-
cost producers.

Third, a leader must understand, respect and

trust the management team. Coming into a new
post, you can’t change a culture and your team at
the same time. When Armstrong was hired in 1997,
he told the board he wouldn’t take the job until he
understood who the executives were and whether
they could move forward as a team. 

To get buy-in from the team, a leader must lead
by example. Get out and meet people — customers
and staff in particular. Generally, that means giving
the same speech again and again. Communicate,
communicate, communicate!

The fourth bucket involves decision-making.
Businesses aren’t democratic institutions. A leader
must lead with intelligence, instinct and judgement.
Decisions must be made while there’s still risk in them
— or the company won’t be in front in its markets.

At AT&T, the decision-making process pre-
Armstrong was what he calls one-stop shopping:
any manager at any level could stop a good idea
forever. Now, every Monday, the company’s top
executives meet for the day to make the decisions
that will ensure the company is moving forward. 

The fifth bucket: a leader must generate both
personal and organizational energy. Excitement and
opportunity must be created so jobs are rewarding
and fun.

Bob Eaton of DaimlerChrysler
Eaton also sees five elements to leadership. For
him, it begins with product. Next are cost, quality,
customer satisfaction and people. Other issues will
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rise to sixth position but never achieve the same prior-
ity as those vital five.

As an engineer, Eaton believes the important thing
is constant measurement of how well the company is
doing in the central five categories. It won’t necessari-
ly be one measure per category — his company, for
example, has many to gauge product success — but
the key is to measure. Those measures must drive the
organization.

Michael Eisner of Disney
Eisner believes in measurement too. For him, the criti-
cal factor is content. How good is the show? How
entertaining is the movie? How does the food in the
park taste? 

He pays “maniacal attention” to the product
because he has learned that in his industry a hit tends
to wash away all incompetencies. He also stresses that
quality doesn’t mean perfection. Strive for magic, not
perfection.

Don Fisher of The Gap
There are three keys to success as a leader in business:
luck, common sense and a small ego. Fisher opened
The Gap as a result of a string of coincidences rather
than a vision. 

He happened to purchase a hotel that had a Levi-
Strauss office in it, then happened to buy some
clothes from a salesman there. But the clothes hap-
pened to be the wrong size and when he tried to
exchange them at Macy’s he had a hard time. That
triggered a thought: he would become a self-appoint-
ed franchise for Levi-Strauss.

The Gap’s growth resulted from a lot of simple,
common-sense decisions. Levi-Strauss wasn’t granti-
ng franchises, so he simply opened a store that sold
only its products. He knew nothing about retailing, so
he found Millard Drexler, a whiz, and brought him into
the business. When they expanded into carrying Levi’s
for women, the clothes didn’t seem to meet their cus-
tomers’ needs, so The Gap started its own line. Step
by step, using common sense, they edged into what
they are today.

No grand vision. And no grand egos, since those
can be a big problem in business. Leaders have to be
willing to let others take credit for good results and they
must respect other people’s ideas. Yes, be willing to fight

for your own ideas. But if the other person’s idea is bet-
ter, accept it and become a big supporter of that notion. 

Jack Welch of General Electric
Welch sees his job, above all, as preaching the gospel.
He argues that in his 20 years at the helm, GE has only
done three fundamental things: 

• Changed the hardware — by deciding what busi-
nesses to be in.

• Changed how it behaves — by driving for bound-
arylessness and open idea sharing.

• Changed how it works — through the Six Sigma
quality process.

What those three elements have in common is peo-
ple. Welch spends 60% of his time on people stuff,
which is how he feels it should be. He notes that he
couldn’t produce a TV show or build an engine or do
many of the other things his organization does. But he
can work with the people who do, sending them the
right messages.

In leadership, you have to exaggerate every state-
ment you make — repeat it 1,000 times and exaggerate
it. “No one,” Welch will say, “can get promoted if they’re
not a Green Belt in Six Sigma.” It’s an overstatement —
but one that helps move the organization by making the
direction abundantly clear. 

You almost never do things too quickly. It’s rare for
leaders to find instances where they moved too fast, but
it’s easy to develop a long list of times when the leader
should have moved six months earlier.

The Model
Despite their diversity, the group of 50 top leaders share
six principles in how they operate:

1. Live with integrity and lead by example. Integrity
builds the trust in senior management that all high-
performing organizations have. You can have integrity
and still fail — but the opposite isn’t true. Employees
spend a lot of time watching what the boss does. You
must fight for your people if you expect them to fight
for you.

2. Develop a winning strategy or big idea. In today’s
competitive world, winning strategies are more critical
than ever. Leaders must ensure the organization comes
up with a big idea — and that it’s the right idea. To
increase the chance of success, leaders must build on
what the company truly does best, then link that to
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what matters most to customers (defined by what they
will pay for).

3. Build a great management team. One person
can’t do everything. Hire great people that you trust.
Borrow from the operating philosophy of Steve Case,
CEO of AOL — rather than thinking you have to do
everything as a leader, assume there’s actually nothing
you have to do and organize things so there’s as little to
do as possible.

4. Inspire employees to achieve greatness. Leaders
need to tap into employees’ deepest motivations and
desires. Communicate continuously, listen carefully,
genuinely tolerate failure as a learning experience, build
on other people’s desire to make a positive difference,
and be committed to innovation, creativity, diversity,
social responsibility and continuous development.
Charisma doesn’t hurt, but it shouldn’t be confused with
leadership. Actions speak louder than words.

5. Create a flexible, responsive organization. With
today’s information technology, successful business
leaders must break down slow, overly formalized hierar-
chies and decision-making processes. Speed must be a
top corporate priority. The best companies use technol-
ogy for speed and to ensure they stay flexible and
responsive.

6. Tie it all together with reinforcing management
and compensation systems. Compensation practices,
information systems, performance measurement and
other key management systems must be consistent

with, and reinforce, the values and strategies of the
organization. Compensation systems are one of the
main ways of retaining key employees. Many top com-
panies ensure that stock options and restricted stock
reach far down into the organization and serve as barri-
er for others trying to lure away their best people. 

The leaders also share these traits: passion, intelli-
gence, clarity of thinking, great communications skills,
high energy level, ego in check, inner peace, use of
early life experiences, strong family life, positive attitude
and a focus on doing the right things right. e
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