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INTRODUCTION

On yet another perfect day in Northern California, a group of CEOs from various industries filed into an airy conference room with tall windows overlooking lush hills. Wine country’s renowned weather and scenic views weren’t the main attraction, however; these leaders came here to pause, reflect, learn, and develop, which is hard to do when you’re busy at work. What they talk about will surprise you. At this session—one of McKinsey & Company’s Bower Forum programs for CEO leadership development—the conversation, as always, started with strategy, operations, finances, talent, and other topics you’d expect executives to care about, but soon enough, we started to explore issues that can be hard to share anywhere but there.

A CEO of a major biotech company started talking about how he was struggling to lead his company into the future. He had a very powerful board whose members had their own strong opinions about the direction of the firm. He complained that every time he tried to initiate a bold move, his directors tried to push him in a different direction. He felt tentative and frustrated.

The other CEOs in the room started to ask him about his skills, his knowledge, and his vision for the company. Ramesh, one of the authors of this book and a Bower Forum coach, encouraged the CEO to think about why he felt insecure given his talent and his in-depth knowledge of the industry. “I asked him,” recalls Ramesh, “to think about how much he has actually put into the business and the commitment he has made and that he should focus on what his investors and patients want.”

The biotech CEO started to gradually open up to the others. He was learning how to get to know himself better, to recognize his strengths, to set aside his biases, and to understand that he needed to listen more closely to others and deliver on what his constituents wanted. As the retreat came to a close, everyone who had been in the room with the CEO saw a changed person, someone with a deeper self-awareness and a renewed sense of confidence—someone willing to make bold moves. It was no coincidence that the executive went on to build one of the most financially and scientifically successful biotech firms in the world.

As McKinsey senior partners, we have worked closely with hundreds of leaders like this biotech CEO, who hail from both Fortune Global 500 corporations and leading nonprofits. Two of us, Hans-Werner and Ramesh, are co-deans of McKinsey’s Bower Forum CEO leadership development program, a two-day event where over the last ten years more than 500 of the world’s top CEOs and business leaders—in aggregate they oversee 13 million employees—have opened their hearts and minds to confront personal and professional challenges. One of our coauthors, Dana, is the global co-head and European leader of McKinsey’s People & Organizational Performance Practice. She partners with organizations to build leaders and talent and also coaches at the Bower Forum. Our other coauthor, Kurt, leads McKinsey’s global CEO Initiative to help build great CEOs and CEO counselors. The Bower program is the culmination of the best thinking on leadership at McKinsey, whose roughly 3,000 partners work with 7,000 corporate clients around the world. Here McKinsey’s best practices in leadership are put to work, offering CEOs a proven approach to reinvent themselves. We want to share with you what the four of us have learned from coaching some of the world’s best leaders, both from working with them at the Bower Forum and through our consulting practices at McKinsey.

Over the years, we’ve seen that the best leaders learn to become more self-aware and self-reflective. They realize that the brake that’s holding them back as they’re trying to press the accelerator is their own psychological conditioning, which is rooted in the habits and behaviors that, ironically, got them where they are. We offer in this book a step-by-step approach for leaders to reinvent themselves both professionally and personally. It is a journey that helps a person change the psychological, emotional, and ultimately the human attributes of leadership that can prevent them from reaching the highest levels of excellence.

We first became interested in the human side of leadership after seeing many skilled people who had mastered all the right executive skills—financial acumen, strategic and operational management, and system thinking—and who felt confident and powerful yet struggled to link their vision for success with the actual performance of their organizations and failed to spark passion in their employees. They would lead their team with a rousing battle cry, only to turn and see that no one was following them or, at best, that employees were following them without enthusiasm and energy.

After a careful analysis of what was holding back these otherwise talented leaders, we concluded that on a deep, psychological level they were not authentically connecting with themselves and, equally important, with others on their team. At the Bower Forum programs and other McKinsey leadership development sessions we led, everyone knew how to define and acquire the logical, tangible skills of leadership. But when we asked how they could become both a logical and a human-centric leader—one who is more self-aware, empathetic, humble, reflective, vulnerable, and consequently more inspiring, resilient, and balanced—the pathway to acquiring those personal attributes was much harder to describe. A survey of Bower Forum participants found that 57 percent came to the program for personal challenges—including becoming a more human, versatile leader and a stronger leader of teams—a higher percentage than those who came to work on their strategies. (See here for more detailed results from our survey.) Becoming a more human leader is a journey often traveled without much help or guidance. Some of the best said they were simply born with those qualities, while others said they were fortunate to meet some great personal coaches along the way, but no one could point to a clear road map to becoming a more authentic and human-centric leader. That is what this book attempts to do—to describe, explain, and codify a leader’s inner journey, in essence leading from the inside out. This is the key ingredient to make a lasting impact as you lead your teams and the broader organization.

This journey is nuanced and complex. It calls for personal growth, which means one has to be constantly learning, listening, inspiring, and caring, gradually reinventing oneself as a leader. Leadership is not only about those seemingly endless things you need to do when you’re an amazing CEO but also about being aware of who you are as a person and always improving as a human being. It’s all about how you change yourself and others. It’s about adopting a human-centric leadership approach.

Most executives don’t spend enough time thinking about the personal side of leadership. As Dana recalls, “I spent months working with a CEO on their agenda: strategy, execution, and metrics. Over the course of our journey we also touched on culture, what leadership means, and how that should impact the organization. That was a topic, however, that took up only a small part of our formal program. After a year of working together, as we were reflecting on our work, the CEO said, ‘Our partnership made a difference on multiple dimensions. But the one thing that made the biggest difference, the turning point that changed how we operated, was that conversation we had on the sidewalk after dinner a year ago, where you suggested I should think more about culture and how I have to change as a person to inspire this cultural journey in the organization. That was the moment my focus shifted, and I knew what to work on.”

When we started our careers at McKinsey, the world was a very different place. Investors, boards, and the business press worshipped the imperial CEO. Larger-than-life leaders such as GE’s Jack Welch or Chrysler’s Lee Iacocca were household names. These all-knowing, tough-minded, results-oriented individuals made frequent appearances on television talk shows and wrote bestselling business books. Their employees revered them, hung on their every word, and expected them to have all the answers. They and they alone called the plays.

The imperial CEO is done. Yes, leaders such as Elon Musk and Mark Zuckerberg get headlines and have become internet memes, but even they can’t go it alone. They have surrounded themselves with superb executives, inventors, and innovators. Today leaders must take up a new mantle. Unlike the authority figures of the past, this new cohort does not pretend to have all the answers. Gone are the days when a leader barks an order or throws out a plan and everyone falls lockstep in line.

The winning formula is for leaders to be aware of all the signals, both verbal and nonverbal, that they are giving, and of the weight they carry—to stay in touch with their emotions, be sensitive to how they interact with others, and ensure the authenticity of their actions. To add value, they listen, experiment, and learn from others, balancing competing commitments and short- and long-term objectives, keeping in mind the demands of their many stakeholders. They enable their teams and colleagues to succeed and contribute with passion and confidence. The best then learn how to balance these human-centric attributes with the hard-nosed skills that helped them win the top job. This is the new model, and sooner or later everyone worth their management salt encounters a moment when they realize that leadership has as much to do with leading themselves as it does with leading others. At that crucial moment, they switch from the traditional leader they thought they should be to one who is adopting a human leadership approach. They start learning and growing to meet the demands of their position and to fulfill their boldest aspirations.

Being a senior leader is a lonely role, and many feel adrift in today’s fast-paced and ever-evolving business landscape, which is rife with volatility, complexity, and ambiguity. “The only training for being a CEO is being a CEO,” observed Marvin Bower, McKinsey’s longest-serving global managing partner, who alongside James O. McKinsey defined and shaped the foundations of the firm in the twentieth century. It’s little wonder that a study by Development Dimensions International found that 83 percent of leaders across the world felt they were unprepared for their new leadership roles.

This shift to a more humble and open form of leadership is happening because circumstances demand it. The terrain is shifting rapidly, making the old tried-and-true leadership maps all but useless. Boosting the bottom line is necessary but not sufficient. Today’s leaders must master such complex issues as digital transformation, inflation, disrupted global supply chains, scarce talent, a lack of diversity, cybersecurity, and climate change, as well as an awakened search for purpose in employees. This means that no one person, no matter how brilliant or capable, has the experience, knowledge, or temperament to tackle all these challenges alone. Little wonder that the CEO job has gotten more precarious. According to the executive compensation firm Equilar, from 2013 to 2022 the average CEO tenure at S&P 500 companies has decreased 20 percent from six years to just under five years.

There’s another reason why human leadership has become so crucial to organizations these days. With the rapid onset of artificial intelligence (AI) and generative AI (GenAI) in the workplace, an increasing number of repetitive and analytical management tasks such as market analysis, project management, budgets, customer service, decision making, and fact finding will be handled by AI algorithms, assuming the software keeps improving. If you are a traditional leader who’s great at numbers, planning, and scheduling, your job might be threatened. Going forward, the differentiating factor will be human leadership that gives people a sense of purpose and inspires them, and that cares about who they are and what they’re thinking and feeling. Many employees today believe that much of the technical and analytical guidance they need is more easily obtained from AI solutions. A survey conducted by the research firm Potential Project found that employees already have more confidence in AI than in their human bosses in certain areas of leadership and in the management of certain tasks. Why not, if they can get the job done without feeling neglected or abused by their manager?

Tapping into AI alone, however, will not lead to high performance. What employees really long for in their leaders is development, experience, care, and wisdom. The best companies know that leadership—to put it pointedly—is about more than management; it is also about embracing the human element. They will combine the analytical advantages of AI with leaders who have excellent people skills to drive their organizations to new heights. AI can offer a twofold benefit. By supporting or replacing analytical and technical tasks, it can free up more time for leaders to spend on human leadership. Second, AI can provide analytical and results-oriented insights on the effectiveness of human-centric leadership, giving leaders constant feedback on the effectiveness of their human leadership style, on how they’re leading from the inside out.

A leadership approach that balances financial performance, AI/GenAI, and people can not only help CEOs succeed in their jobs but can also pay dividends. That’s because when human capital is managed the right way, the results translate straight to the bottom line. According to a 2023 McKinsey Global Institute study of eighteen hundred large companies across all sectors in fifteen countries, those businesses that focused on human capital development in addition to financial performance were roughly one and a half times more likely to remain high performers over time and have about half the earnings volatility. In fact, when the COVID-19 pandemic hit, they maintained profitability and grew revenues twice as fast as companies that focused mainly on financial performance.

In this book we explore how CEOs should lead themselves and then lead others through personal and organizational change. Learning, growth, and self-reinvention start with introspection, and the CEOs we portray in these pages have embarked on a profound exploration of who they are and what they stand for. Their stories reveal what they learned over the course of their careers, and how they’ve applied those teachings to real-world situations. Many of these stories come from our Bower Forum sessions, where typically three to five CEOs from noncompeting companies deeply engage with one another, privately share experiences and aspirations, and challenge one another on topics and offer advice, including how to lead from the inside out. These sessions operate under Chatham Rules, providing CEOs with a safe place where they can drop their public face and work through problems with peers who understand what they’re going through. (We obtained permission from attendees whose stories appear in the book and disguised identities in a few cases when necessary.) A few select McKinsey senior partners act as Bower Forum faculty, and two experienced former CEOs cohost each event. (For more detail about how the Bower Forum works, see the appendix here.)

The insights you’ll read about in more detail in this book, which have come out of not only the Bower Forum but also from McKinsey’s leadership practices, include the following:


	To combat the fact that no one would tell him bad news, the CEO of a media company cultivated “truth tellers” at every level of the organization.

	A CEO mustered the courage to feel that she belonged in a male-dominated industry.

	The head of a pharmaceutical company used a deep learning technique to predict the severity of the COVID-19 pandemic, which gave his company a jump on producing a new vaccine.

	The president of a large foundation overcame impostor syndrome, where she had struggled with doubts about her own abilities.

	To enable better decision making, an admiral who led U.S. special operations forces trained his teams to respond to changes in the terrain rather than to stick to a preconceived plan.

	The head of a major hospital found that the best way to lead is to connect with employees on an emotional level.

	By humbling himself and treating his employees like family, a CEO turned a manufacturing company around and then weathered the 2008 financial crisis without layoffs.

	The CEO of an auto supply company grew it into a global powerhouse by figuring out how to leverage the tricky psychological balance between motivating people and pressuring them to make the numbers.

	The leader of an industrial, aerospace, and defense company learned to become more versatile in order to build the new skills he needed to navigate a fast-changing world.

	Before coaching his top executives, a CEO of a global auto company took the time to learn more about their life stories and personal issues.



We’ve designed our leadership process to have two main parts—one focused on the psychological, emotional, and human aspect of leading yourself, called “It Starts with You,” and one focused on the human side of leading teams and building organizations, called “Moving beyond Yourself.” In other words, how do CEOs learn to lead from the inside out?

In the first part of the process, we help you to learn how to listen to your inner self, and how to overcome your own barriers and biases. What is it you really want to accomplish? What assumptions are you making—including about yourself—that stand in the way? This requires that you assess your situation in an unbiased manner. Here we help you learn how to deeply listen to your network of stakeholders who can help you understand their own needs and offer advice to you as a leader. The result is a deeper self-awareness and self-reflection that helps you develop a clear inner compass for navigating competing views and for finding the confidence and resilience to make the right decisions—all while embracing a more human leadership approach.



   

How CEOs Learn to Lead from the Inside Out:
 A Human-Centric Leadership Approach
   
   

	PART 1
	 
	PART 2



	Lead from the inside out:
It starts with you
	 
	Lead from the inside out:
 Moving beyond yourself

   



	

	Humility

	Confidence

	Selflessness

	Vulnerability

	Resilience

	Versatility



   
	 
	

	Embed purpose

	Inspire boldness

	Empower people

	Encourage truth telling

	Adopt fearless learning

	Instill empathy



   










The Journey of Leadership never ends:

Find your forum for continual reinvention



Part 2 of The Journey of Leadership is all about unleashing the potential of your people and making positive change in your organization by leveraging the aspirations, the deeper self-awareness, and the human leadership attributes that you cultivated in part 1. In other words, once leaders know how to lead their inner selves, they are prepared to lead individuals, teams, and systems from the inside out. We explore how to deliver on your mandate in a way that enacts true change in an organization. You learn how to engage your team in your radical plan for change, to get them to speak truth to power, to be flexible when unexpected circumstances hit, to feel a sense of purpose, and to be willing to go the extra mile to make the business a success.

We’re not by any means suggesting that leaders abandon their hard-nosed, analytical leadership skills. The challenge is to balance them with their soft leadership skills. Think of it as a professional tennis player who masters all the basic strokes—forehand, backhand, serve—but then must balance that technical knowledge with resilience, psychological toughness, and an understanding of their opponent’s strengths and weaknesses. A player who is only technically excellent will rarely win big tournaments.

One of our coauthors and a Bower Forum coach, Hans-Werner Kaas, points out that an executive’s ability to balance seemingly contradictory mindsets is a topic that gets a lot of play these days. At one program, the participants were struggling to balance the need for a CEO to be confident about the company’s strategy with a desire to encourage their teams to question existing plans and redefine them. As one Bower Forum participant framed it, “Developing such a differentiated culture and capability is essential for my organization.” Hans-Werner’s co-faculty partner Admiral Eric Olson, the former head of the U.S. Special Operations Command, explained to the group that the best leaders are versatile, taking different approaches based on a current understanding of the situation. A CEO might be heavily invested in a well-defined, rigorous plan, but the best leaders balance that with the understanding that they and their teams must be ready and capable to adjust—or at times completely redefine—plans based on changing external and internal circumstances. As Olson put it to the group and as he has emphasized with the Navy SEALs, “When the map differs from the terrain, then go with the terrain.”

Hans-Werner uses this insight to discuss the importance of what we call the five balancing acts of CEOs, a major takeaway for many of the CEOs who attend our Bower Forums.

Great leaders balance:


1.	Being certain about what they know and discovering new ideas and approaches (including adjusting original plans) through rapid, creative, and unbiased reassessments and learning.

2.	An obsession with financial performance with the needs of all the company’s shareholders and stakeholders.

3.	Being a steward of the business with being someone who occasionally takes bold and well-calculated risks and moves when opportunities arise.

4.	Being in control with empowering teams to take the initiative.

5.	Being a hardheaded professional with someone who takes a more humane approach.



To succeed, today’s leaders must learn to master these polarities. They must be humble yet decisive, vulnerable yet strong, cautious yet bold, forgiving yet demanding, and certain but willing to change. As F. Scott Fitzgerald put it in The Crack-Up, “The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function.”

Our ultimate goal is to encourage CEOs and other leaders who radically focus on financial performance to unleash their inner visionary and their leadership potential—to become someone who can see multiple possibilities for personal and organizational growth and generate a holistic impact for all stakeholders. We want to take command-and-control-minded executives and teach them to act as more human leaders and partners who collaborate in empowered networks. We help leaders who rule and control through their own sense of certainty switch to a mindset of rapid, deep learning and discovery. And finally, we hope to persuade them to see the world in all its wonderful diversity and to be their best authentic selves.

If some of the world’s best CEOs have discovered the importance of the human side of leadership and have taken the time to go deep within themselves to build that capability, then surely this approach will be valuable to many others in all types of organizations. Our humble hope is that if you apply this inside-out approach for change to yourself, your team, and all your employees, you will be well on your way to becoming a great human-centric leader and an inspiring role model in your organization and beyond.
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