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Introduction

I

n 1987, I was sitting in my HR boss’s office having a feedback
discussion related to the recently conducted company succession planning process. It was one of those meetings that turned
out to be life‐changing on a few levels.
First, the fact that my company, TRW, had a succession
planning process was in and of itself more uncommon than I
understood at the time. I believed all companies had a real succession planning process. Crazy, right?
Second, I actually thought it was quite common to receive
candid feedback from the succession planning process. I believed
all companies gave their leaders feedback about their strengths,
development needs, and career potential. Crazier still?
Finally, the most remarkable thing of all was receiving the
following feedback. My HR boss told me that the senior HR
leaders of the company believed I had the potential to someday
be the executive vice president of human resources for TRW—
what many of us call “chief human resources officer” these days.
I was twenty‐nine years old and will never forget the first thing
that popped out of my mouth, even before I could express gratitude, excitement, disagreement, or fear. Half‐shocked, I simply
blurted out, “WHY?????”
Some people to whom I have told this story over the years have
suggested that, if I were smarter, I would have asked “WHEN?”
rather than “WHY?” Trust me, I am just not that smart.
1
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It wasn’t that I was questioning the motives or wisdom of
the HR leadership. I was instead literally dumbfounded and
wondering what they saw in me that I didn’t yet see in myself.
My boss did provide me very helpful feedback that day about
“WHY?”—some flattering, some developmental, and some
downright intimidating. It was great to know someone thought I
was a high potential, and frightening to think about the responsibilities and implications of such an endorsement—especially at
such an early stage in my career.
But this story is not about the details of the feedback I
received, nor is it an ego trip related to being told I was a high
potential. The point is that this one discussion embedded an indelible image in my mind about the importance of real feedback—
good or bad—and the implications and responsibilities of great
development that must accompany the feedback in order to make
it meaningful. That one meeting changed my life.
Ever since that day, stimulated by my own experience, I
have been obsessed with better understanding how to identify,
develop, and prepare leaders for leadership roles. As a career‐
long HR leader, I have a particular passion for working with and
enabling other HR people to figure out what makes for great
HR, and for great HR leadership. Therefore, think of this book
as a compilation of thirty‐three years of many mistakes and a few
smart moves made, challenges won and lost, and lessons learned
and lessons I should have learned based on my own experiences.
It is also a nod to the experiences of hundreds of HR and non‐HR
leaders—friends and colleagues whom I have had the pleasure to
work with and learn from.
THREE
E is written for high potential HR emerging executives
who want to accelerate their effectiveness and business impact,
and for the bosses, peers, colleagues, friends, coaches, mentors,
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and teachers who want to assist them in doing so. There is even
something in here for line leaders who are looking for ways to
get the most out of their HR people—leaders who want to raise
the bar on everyone’s expectations of HR, including their own.
Chapters 1 and 2 will make you think about yourself—what
you want to be known for as a leader and how well or poorly you
are controlling your own destiny by managing your own development. These self‐management elements are a crucial foundation to enable HR people to be better leaders themselves, and to
therefore bring out the best in others.
Chapters 3 through 10 explore what the very best emerging
and experienced HR leaders know and do. These chapters will
cause you to consider whether you are focusing on the right
capabilities, competencies, and content that will make the biggest difference to your effectiveness as an HR leader—now and
in the future.
Chapters 11 and 12 illustrate the importance of learning
from others. We will benefit from the unvarnished perspectives
of eight academic thought leaders who study and work with HR
executives and organizations all over the world, and we will also
learn from input provided by over 100 highly experienced and
up‐and‐coming HR colleagues, all of whom have a lot to say
about what it takes to be successful as an HR executive.
I am fortunate to be in a profession I love, surrounded by
incredible colleagues who make people and organizations more
effective. Thanks to them, and to you, for making a difference—
every day!
Ian Ziskin
June 2015
Sag Harbor, New York

CHAPTER

1
Act Like It’s Personal

Personal Leadership Philosophy
In his book, Leadership Is an Artt, Max DePree defined leadership
as follows: “The first responsibility of a leader is to define reality.
The last is to say thank you. In between, the leader is a servant”
(DePree, 1989, 11). I can’t think of a more appropriate way for
HR people to think about themselves as leaders.
Our job as HR executives is to cause people and organizations to be more effective and to address reality with brutal
optimism. We help others to see challenges for what they really
are, confront them, and resolve them. It is also our job to serve
others—not to be subservient, but to serve the needs of people
and the organizations in which they work. Serve them by making
them better and more effective. Serve them by helping them seek
the truth, obtain real feedback, and deal with change. Serve them
by enabling them to develop their talents and be their best. Serve
them by giving them the confidence, courage, and capabilities
they need to make important things happen and deliver results.
Serve, not be subservient.
Despite the criticality of the HR executive’s role in helping
other people be better and more effective leaders, I find that
most HR leaders do a terrible job of figuring out who they
themselves are as leaders. Like the cobbler’s children, I think we
spend so much time worrying about how to develop others that
we give precious little thought to who we are and what we want
to be known for. While you might believe that there is a noble
unselfishness in this approach, it is also a sure path to leadership
mediocrity.
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Personal Leadership Profile
It is virtually impossible to invest in and build capable leaders
without first investing in and developing ourselves as HR
leaders. The very best HR executives I know have a point of
view about themselves—what they believe in, what they want
to be known for, how they want others to see them, how they
hold themselves accountable, what their leadership brand is—
they have a personal leadership philosophy. And, once they
have a clear point of view, they actually tell other people what
it is. Not in an arrogant way, but in a clear and confident way:
“Here is what I stand for, and here is what I expect of you and
others.”
The personal leadership philosophy can take many forms
and may be shared with others in many ways. But there are two
things common to all good personal leadership philosophies I
have seen and heard. First, they are short enough to articulate
and remember. And second, they are not a secret.
While the importance of having a personal leadership
philosophy applies not only to HR leaders, but to all leaders,
wouldn’t it be great if you were better at it than anyone else
and could put yourself in the position of teaching others how to
create such a philosophy? There is no better way to be perceived
as a credible leader than to teach other leaders how to be more
capable and credible leaders.
The personal leadership profile (see Appendix 1 for the
full version) is a tool I use to work with all kinds of leaders
in crafting their personal leadership philosophies. It’s a
process for working through your beliefs and priorities
about leadership and what you want to be known for by
others. So ask yourself the following questions and see
where you stand:
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1. Role Model: What leader has served as an inspiration to me,
and why?

2. Bringing Out the Best: When have I been at my best as a
leader, particularly in bringing out the best in other people?

14

THREE: THE HUMAN RESOURCES EMERGING EXECUTIVE

3. What Is Important to Me: What people, things, philosophies, values, beliefs, and/or experiences are most important to me?

4. What I Value in Others: What are the behaviors, attributes,
and/or characteristics I value most highly in others?
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5. My “Hot Buttons”: What things might people do—or fail to
do—that drive me crazy, upset me, or keep me from being
my best?

6. My Personal Leadership Philosophy: What are the principles
for which I want to be known?

16
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Once you have spent time working on your personal
leadership profile and begin crafting your personal leadership philosophy, put it down for a while. Then come back to
it every few days to review, rethink, and refine it. After you
have had a chance to get comfortable with it and begin to
believe it sounds like you, take the next step. Share your personal leadership philosophy with someone. Tell him or her
what you want to be known for. Check for reactions. Ask the
person for feedback and suggestions. Have the person ask
questions about what you are trying to say and why these
particular things are important to you. Tweak your personal
leadership philosophy based on the input. Then share your
profile again, with the same person or with someone else.
After that, share it with your team and others with whom you
work. Try it.
Lather. Rinse. Repeat.
After practice and refinement, you will find your personal
leadership philosophy becomes more natural to you and a
useful tool to articulate who you are as a leader and a person.
Then, when you are working with others to develop them as
leaders, be a teacher and a coach. Help others better describe
who they are as leaders by showing them how to create and
communicate their own personal leadership philosophies.
What a great way to serve others while taking a leadership
role in so doing!
Whenever I work with leaders on their personal leadership
philosophies, the discussion almost invariably turns to me at some
point. They ask me about my personal leadership philosophy.
Often, they don’t have to ask. After all, if I am going to convince
them about the benefits of having and sharing a personal
leadership philosophy, I should be practicing what I preach and
sharing it with them, right?

17
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So here it goes, with one important caveat. I share my personal leadership philosophy with you here as an example, to help
you think through what yours might look and sound like. I do
not share it to suggest that your personal leadership philosophy
should be the same as mine, nor that the principles upon which
it is based are appropriate for you. If there is something in here
that works for you, feel free to steal shamelessly. If not, create
your own. There are only two important things I want you to
remember about your personal leadership philosophy. First, have
one. Second, tell people who are important to you what it is.

The 4 Cs
I have used one version or another of my personal leadership philosophy for more than twenty years. I call it “The 4 Cs,” shown
in Figure 1.1. It’s about Credibility, Collaboration, Courage, and
Competence.

Credibility – Do what you say you will do, and keep confidences

Collaboration – Share information, resources, and
talent...especially when it’s not convenient
Courage – Push back on things that don’t make sense, and
push forward on things that do
Competence – Take personal responsibility for your own
development, and know what you don’t know

FIGURE 1.1

The Four Cs

involves doing what you say you will do and
keeping confidential information confidential. I can’t tell you
how many smart and experienced HR people I have seen implode
because they couldn’t deliver on their commitments, and/or
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because they failed to keep their mouths shut about important
and confidential things. Once people figure out that they can’t
trust you to deliver and that they can’t rely on you to keep confidential things to yourself, you are done as an HR leader. Period.
There is always a fine line between being truthful and transparent, and keeping confidences. The best way I know to strike
the right balance in this dichotomy is to accept that the truth has
a time and place. The truth is always important, it is paramount.
But, it doesn’t always have to be shared in this precise moment in
this particular setting, in front of these particular people. Think
about context. Think about the audience. Think about the information that needs to be shared. Think about the person who
shared it with you and whose confidence you promised to keep.
And then use common sense and your best judgment.
Share what needs to be shared, when it needs to be shared,
with whom it needs to be shared—without violating the confidentiality expected by the person who is relying on your good
judgment and without violating the commitment you may have
made to keep what he or she told you in confidence.
Collaboration entails sharing resources, information, and
talent—especially when it is not convenient to do so. It also
implies an understanding of a counterintuitive fact about
collaboration—that it does not occur without a healthy respect
for constructive conflict and debate.
Collaboration is nearly impossible to promote if you are
unwilling and unable to accept divergent points of view that
enable the real issues to be surfaced and highlighted for discussion. As Edwin Land, inventor of the Polaroid camera and
film and co‐founder of the Polaroid Corporation, once said,
“Politeness is the poison of collaboration.”
Courage relies on the willingness to push back on things that
don’t make sense—and to push forward on things that do make
sense. Do you have the guts to stand up against things that are
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illegal, immoral, unethical, just plain dumb, and/or bad business?
Likewise, do you have the conviction to fight for ideas, ideals,
and people you believe in, even—and especially—when they are
unpopular or defy conventional wisdom? I am not talking about
being a perpetual contrarian. I am talking about picking your
spots and standing up for or against something important.
Competence implies taking responsibility for your own development, knowing what you don’t know, and surrounding yourself
with the very best people who are better than you at important
things. It’s about updating and sharpening the tools in your personal tool kit and being confident and comfortable enough to
ask for help from others who know more about, or are better at,
certain things than you are.
I want to be known for Credibility, Collaboration, Courage,
and Competence. These are the components of my personal
leadership philosophy that are most important to me. They are
not all‐encompassing. They are not the only things. But they
are the most important things to me. What is most important to
you?
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THREE Self‐Assessment: Chapter 1
Strength

Weakness

Not Sure

1. Do I know what I want to
be known for as a leader?
2. Do I have a clear personal
leadership philosophy?
3. Do I communicate my personal leadership philosophy
to others?
4. What one or two actions will I take to build on a strength, address a
weakness, or learn more about myself?

