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Praise for Credible

 

‘An essential message for our times: the very best leaders are those who are experts in what they are leading . . . If you’re currently a leader, aspire to be a leader, or are responsible for selecting and assessing leaders, Credible is a must-read’

Donald C. Hambrick, Evan Pugh University Professor and Smeal Chaired Professor of Management, The Pennsylvania State University

 

‘Goodall offers a wealth of evidence to remind us how and why expertise matters. Read this book to learn to put the power of expertise to work for you and your organization’        

Herminia Ibarra, Charles Handy Professor of Organisational Behaviour, London Business School, and author of Act Like a Leader, Think Like a Leader

 

‘Fascinating . . . Anyone in a senior leadership position should read this book and consider the implications for their own performance’

Lord Gus O’Donnell, former Head of the UK Civil Service and Permanent Secretary of the UK Treasury

 

‘Engaging and powerful. With many vivid examples from a range of industries and settings, Goodall shows how two essential qualities of our species that we evolved to manifest – leadership and expertise – must actually be reflected within both for-profit and not-for-profit organizations’        

Nicholas A. Christakis, Sterling Professor of Social and Natural Science, Yale University

 

‘Based on years of renowned research, Credible convincingly demonstrates the superiority of organizations led by experts. A must-read for everyone interested in improving leadership in any type of commercial or public organization’         

Marcel Levi, former chairman and chief executive of University College London Hospitals

 

‘Explains why organizations work when experienced people are given responsibility to make wise decisions independently’        

Carina Åkerström, president and CEO, Handelsbanken

 

‘The analysis in support of expert leaders is extremely convincing and supported by many real-world examples. This piece of work will become a reference for future generations regarding the selection of the best leaders in health care and other fields’        

Major-General Marc Bilodeau, Surgeon General, Canadian Armed Forces

 

‘Offers conclusive proof that leaders with expert knowledge of their company’s product and methods make more informed and better decisions’        

Keith Griffiths, chairman and global principal designer, Aedas
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This book is dedicated to Mother Nature

and all the experts I hope will save her.
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Preface

School ended at sixteen. They were happy for me to go, and I was happy to leave. Being ‘military brats’, it was the last of many schools that my brother and I attended, on both sides of the Atlantic. For the next seven years I trotted around catwalks in several countries wearing remarkable clothes, with big hair and strong make-up. I was an unexceptional fashion model, which didn’t matter too much because the fashion industry probably wasn’t for me (aside from the clothes, that is, and maybe the hair and make-up). But while I was there I saw first hand the power of exceptional leaders and their influence on organizations. Designers like Betty Jackson, Willi Smith, who sadly died prematurely in 1987, and the inimitable Vivienne Westwood, who was producing iconic clothing into her eighties.

At age twenty-two, a cheap flight brought me to Delhi via Kabul, then occupied by the Soviet Union. From the Indian capital I took a scenic thirty-hour train journey a long way south and east to Srikakulam, in the state of Andhra Pradesh. A Jeep ride completed my trip to a remote village called Kotturu, and into an expired medical centre’s operating theatre, which was to be my home for the year. It was a rural development project led by an exceptional man. I was there to learn. H. R. Prakash was tall and imposing yet gentle. He could speak to anyone and did so in at least four languages, English, Hindi, Telugu, and Tamil. Prakash knew a great deal about aid and development, and how to manage delicate relationships with politicians and landowners; he was clever, had profound integrity, and heaps of emotional intelligence, long before the world even knew what it was.

After another decade, which included fundraising for various organizations campaigning for a better world, I returned to education at the London School of Economics (LSE). To the surprise of those who knew me at school, I did quite well. I also learned that changing the world needs more than youthful optimism and theories built on emotion. It requires examination through detailed data, to test hypotheses and work backwards from there.

Following my undergraduate education I worked closely with three leaders, two in the UK and one in the US. It was the observations I made about these presidents of universities that motivated my PhD research at Warwick Business School, and took me into a career in academe.

So what have I observed about leadership in my life, my work, and eventually my research?

It is that those who really motivate others, set the highest standards and ultimately make their organizations great, are people who have deeply learned their craft. They are credible core business experts. They are not rootless generalists who flit from organization to organization.

This book is the summation of fifteen years of empirical research into leaders. It uses quantitative data to examine all kinds of organizations and settings in an attempt to reach a generalizable form of ‘truth’.

I start by asking what we can learn about leadership from the world’s most successful organizations; who is leading our best hospitals, the highly innovative tech firms, the top basketball teams, and the most enduring banks? This matters, because the very best institutions – in any setting – have the status and wealth to choose whomever they like as their CEO and line management. If they choose experts, this tells us something important. Something really important. And, as we will see, it is predominantly expert leaders, those who are credible, those who have credibility, who are the managers and leaders of the best companies.

I have examined leadership across all industries and found that core business expert leaders enhance organizational performance, produce happy and productive workplaces, and create a series of other spill-over effects like improved innovation, attracting top talent, and positive ‘signalling’ to stakeholders. Crucially, in a world threatened by climate catastrophe as a result of short-termist profit maximizing, experts opt for a more sustainable long view.

Expertise isn’t a consumer good you can buy off the shelf; nor is it something that is acquired once you hold an MBA certificate in your hand – it takes time and tenacity. People often point to robots, artificial intelligence, and other emerging technologies as the future of business. Yet, organizations also have much to gain by making one simple but profound adjustment: cultivating talented leaders with deep industry expertise and then training them with the requisite management and leadership skills. Such a transformation promises to make our workplaces happier and more productive, our politicians and corporate brands more respected, and our private companies and public sector more innovative, dynamic, and robust.

This book is for you if you run a company. It will convince you that the most successful firms put experts into their leadership and management, and it will help you find, keep, and develop the best experts inside your own organization.

This book is for you if you’re a rising star. It will motivate you to become an expert yourself by working diligently in your selected field and adding leadership and management skills to your expert portfolio gradually, and never at the expense of core business knowledge.

And if you are already an expert thinking about becoming a leader, this book is for you. When you leave the expert bench and go into the boardroom, you will have to practise respect for and be open-minded towards those with qualities other than technical expertise, and you will have to learn new ways of being. You will find your former expert colleagues probably think less of you, and ask you, tiresomely, why you wanted to become a leader. But if you can be an expert and a leader, then you will contribute significantly more.

The pendulum has swung way too far down the generalist managerial path. Generalists have created workplaces riven with bureaucracy, metrics, management jargon, and other impediments to productivity, longevity, and innovation. And we have acquiesced to non-experts on climate change – leaving us in sight of another extinction. I believe that our world urgently needs credible expert leaders.
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