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Stories of leadership are all around 
us—in the pages of history, in textbooks 
and biographies, in the top headlines of 
news reports. Bookstore shelves groan 
with volumes on the topic of leadership, 
and students and executives the world 
over study the tenets of what makes a 
great leader. Type the word “leadership” 
into any search engine and you’ll get 
a dizzying number of references—
270,000,000 in Google alone.

So the defi nition of leadership is 
broad and deep. According to Martin 
Linsky and Ronald Heifi tz, two scholars 
from Harvard University’s Kennedy 
School of Government and authors 
of Leadership on the Line: Staying Alive 
through the Dangers of Leading (Harvard 
Business School Press), to lead is to 
challenge the status quo, which can be 
risky business. The political landscape is 
littered with dead heroes—Rabin, Lincoln, 
the Kennedy’s, the Rev. Martin Luther 
King, all of whom had the vision, and 
the courage, to incite change. To lead is 
to challenge what people hold most dear, 
guiding them through diffi cult waters. 
And let’s face it—most of us hate change.

The Dangers of Leading

“To be a leader is to put a big old target on 
your back,” said Bill Mulcahy, chief audit 
offi cer at Emory University and former 
chairman of the board of the Association 
of Healthcare Internal Auditors (AHIA). 
When asked to assess the risks of leading, 
Mr. Mulcahy paused thoughtfully. 
“Leadership requires mental toughness,” 
he said. “No one can lead without facing 
criticism and discouragement. A leader 
sees things as they are and pays the price 
to change them.”

Heifi tz and Lansky distinguish the 
differences between “technical change” 
and “adaptive change.” Technical 
change can be accomplished with 

existing know-how, but adaptive change 
requires experiments, discovery, and 
learning new ways of behavior. Adaptive 
change demands an internalization by 
individuals and organizations, and that’s 
rarely easy. 

“At the heart of danger is loss,” the 
authors state, and that loss challenges our 
sense of competence and how we defi ne 
ourselves both personally and within the 
organizations we serve. Habits give us 
stability, and when leaders force us to go 
up against the status quo, we may feel 
disloyal to our origins. Family history, 
inherited values, and our very sense of 
being can be threatened by change. 

“One of the advantages of being in 
a leadership role is that you can have 
a more direct effect on making things 
happen,” said Michael Fabrizius, vice 
president of internal audit for Sharp 
Healthcare in San Diego, CA. “The risks 
are that you have to take responsibility 
when your decisions don’t work exactly 
as intended.”

The Leadership Response
Why, then, would anyone choose to lead? 
According to Mr. Mulcahy, leadership 
provides an opportunity to be a coach, 
a mentor, and a team player, all at the 
same time. “You can’t be a leader unless 
people are willing to follow you,” he said, 
quoting another one of Atlanta’s favorite 
sons, Ted Turner, who is known for saying 
“Lead, follow, or get out of the way!” 

Leaders can respond effectively to 
change in a variety of ways, according to 
Heifi tz and Linsky. The fi rst is to “get on 
the balcony.” Leaders are required to get 
off the proverbial dance fl oor and rise to 
a level where they can see the action with 
some perspective. It’s the leader’s job to 
move between the dance fl oor and the 
balcony, from being a participant to being 
an observer.

Leaders are required to diagnose 
situations, to listen in a way that not 
everyone can hear—“the song beneath 
the words,” the authors say. What’s 
required—a technical change or an 
adaptive change? Once determined, it’s 
up to the leader to assess what needs to be 

done and this requires political acumen. 
Here are some tips from the authors about 
“thinking politically”:

Find partners. Partners provide 
protection and help strengthen you and 
your initiatives.

Keep the opposition close. Described best 
in the movie “The Godfather,” keep 
your friends close and your enemies 
closer. The opposition will teach you 
things you’ll need to know in order to 
be effective—listen to them.

Accept your responsibility for your piece of 
the mess. In the words of Harry Truman, 
“The buck stops here.”

Acknowledge people’s loss. Don’t gloss 
over the sacrifi ces your people have to 
make in order to accommodate change. 

Model the behavior. In Leadership on the 
Line, the authors tell the story of a 
CEO who ran a munitions factory, and 
following an explosion which resulted 
in fatalities, none of the workers 
wanted to go back to work. The CEO 
took a job back on the production line, 
and slowly, his people came back.

Accept casualties. Understand and 
anticipate losses along the way.
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Creating and Communicating 
a Vision
Leaders are called upon to not only 
create a “holding environment” for an 
organization, controlling the temperature 
and pacing the work, but also to show 
people the vision of where they’re 
headed.

The purpose of leadership, 
according to Mark Eddy, vice president 
of internal audit for HCA in Nashville, 
TN, is to “defi ne vision and effectively 
communicate so that others can buy into 
that vision.” Mr. Eddy acknowledges 
that accounting is a technical profession, 
and not all accountants can make the 
leap from technical competency into 
leadership. “When you transition into 
leadership, you have to realize you can’t 
be the most knowledgeable technical 
expert,” he said. He spends time reading 
not only information on compliance 
and government regulations but also 
an eclectic combination of the classics—
Shakespeare, Hemingway, Joyce—and 
books on knowledge management and 
leadership. “Being exposed to language 
like that broadens our thinking.”

Communication skills are critical 
to developing as a leader, and auditors 
may be in situations where they have 
to deal with people at the highest level 
of the organization. Glenn Mueller, 
chief auditor and compliance offi cer 
at Scripps Healthcare in San Diego, 
recommends Ken Blanchard’s leadership 
training program based on situational 
leadership as a foundation for building 
those skills. “I have followed personally, 
and advocated greatly, the notion of 
situational leadership,” Mr. Mueller 
said. “You can be the most experienced 
technician in the world but don’t presume 
to stand in front of a board of trustees 
without practice or guidance.”

Florie Munroe, chief compliance 
offi cer of Health Quest based in 
Poughkeepsie, NY, looks for integrity in a 
leader as well as vision, compassion, and 
respect for the people he or she serves. 
Leaders also have a commitment, she 
said, “to ‘pass it on’ to those who are 
coming up the ranks behind them.”

The qualities most admired by Mike 
Fabrizius are “the ability to provide 
a compelling vision and the ability 
to provide a consistent operational 
framework of values and principles so 
that everyone knows what is expected.” 
He recommends taking every opportunity 
to develop one’s communication skills 
by making the most of presentation 

opportunities, participating in 
management staff meetings on the 
operations of the internal audit 
department. 

“Imitate the best communicators 
within the organization,” Mr. Fabrizius 
advises. “Study their styles, how they 
organize content and how they deliver 
their messages.” 

Leading By Example

The most powerful leaders remember that 
everything they do and say is watched, 
and modeled, by the people they lead. 
“It’s very important for members of 
internal audit management to lead by 
example,” Mr. Mueller notes. “We’re 
called upon to set the example in terms of 
conducting ourselves with great integrity, 
putting the corporation before personal 
and department needs. Our constituents 
and staff look to us to be the moral and 
ethical compass for the organization.”

Mr. Mueller’s insights on the 
importance of ethics are backed by 
a recent poll done by the Center for 
Creative Leadership, a leading nonprofi t 
institution which provides training, 
coaching and resources for leaders 
around the world. According to the poll, 
which surveyed readers of the Center’s 
electronic newsletter, the leadership 
skills thought to be most important for 
the future are ethics, integrity and good 
interpersonal skills, including the ability 
to build relationships. 

One of my former bosses, Mike 
McCallister, now president and CEO of 
Humana, Inc., was quoted on the topic 
of leadership recently in a special report 
in “Knowledge@Wharton,” a publication 
of the Wharton School of the University 

of Pennsylvania. Mr. McCallister, whose 
career began at Humana, was asked 
to describe how as a leader he has 
incorporated innovation into a formerly 
traditional delivery model.

“Although there are a number of 
different tactical things you have to do…, 
to me the principles have always been 
the same,” responded Mr. McCallister. 
“You fi nd the best people you can. You 
get a clear direction for the company. 
You delegate the right work to the right 
people, and then you get out of their way 
and let them do it while holding them all 
accountable for their performance. I know 
that’s right out of Management 101, but 
that’s what you do.”

Mr. Mulcahy says it another way. 
“Managers,” he said, “do things right. 
Leaders do the right thing.”

Ongoing Learning a Key 
Requirement

Nearly all the leaders interviewed agreed 
that in order to be an effective leader, they 
must continue to learn and set an example 
of ongoing learning for the organizations 
they lead. After 17 years at Emory 
University and 31 years after taking his 
certifi ed public accounting exam, Bill 
Mulcahy decided to pursue the internal 
auditing certifi cation. He passed the 
fi rst two parts and has one more section 
to go. “I think my staff were impressed 
that I’m still stepping up,” he said with 
a laugh, adding that many people don’t 
think to keep learning and growing until 
a crisis looms. Leaders, he said, never stop 
learning.

Leaders also take every opportunity 
they can to coach, mentor and teach. Glen 
Mueller teaches within the leadership 

Essential Tips for Leaders
From textbooks and interviews, these tips came up again and again as essential 

elements for becoming a leader:

Be comfortable with uncertainty. And don’t look for approval—there’s a reason they 
say “It’s lonely at the top.” 

Look for opportunities to be both mentor and protégé. Learning from the master is as 
important as passing on wisdom once you become masterful.

Take a public speaking class. Join Toastmasters or hire a speech coach to hone and 
polish your presentation skills. 

Join and participate in a professional association. AHIA, HFMA and ACHE were just 
some of the organizations cited which provide a platform for learning and grooming 
leadership skills. 

Volunteer for projects whenever you can that give you a chance to practice 
leadership. Whether it’s on the job or in a professional association, look for ways to 
stretch and grow as a leader.

Network, network, network. Relationships become more important over time, and 
the time to build your network is now.
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academy established within Scripps 
Health. He was also the lead course 
designer and instructor for their values-
based decision-making class which all 
650 managers and supervisors within the 
healthcare system are required to take. 
“Teaching is a very effective way to lead 
by example,” Mr. Mueller said.

Mike McCallister concurs. “One of 
the things we’ve tried to develop around 
here is a learning organization. When we 
fi rst started that process, I got reactions 
like, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking 
about -- a learning organization?’ And so 
we’ve worked on that over the last few 
years and developed it. We’ve come a 
long way.”

Ms. Munroe of Health Quest 
recommends that aspiring leaders 
develop a support network, including at 
least one “fearless” peer who is willing 
to critique your performance. She also 
stressed the importance of fi nding one or 
two mentors to help show the way. “Your 
mentor should be someone who has the 
time and interest in developing your 
career,” she said, “and the relationship 
can be informal but not casual. You need 

to structure time for discussions and 
coaching.”

Leadership is Love

On the surface, the topic of leadership 
seems to be in the nuts-and-bolts 
domain of business models, strategy and 
execution. And a fair amount of it is. But 
a theme that comes up again and again is 
how leadership, when synthesized, can be 
summed up in one word: Love.

“The secret to success [in leadership] 
is staying in love,” said U.S. Army Major 
General John H. Stanford in the book 
Leadership on the Line. “Staying in love 
gives you the fi re to really ignite other 
people, to see inside other people, to have 
a greater desire to get things done than 
other people.” 

Sports legend Vince Lombardi said it 
another way: “Heartpower is the strength 
of your corporation.”

And Tom Peters, effusive speaker, 
prolifi c author and management 
provocateur, writes in his book Re-
Imagine! Business Excellence in a Disruptive 
Age that essentially, “Leadership is love.”

Among his list of “The Leadership 
50,” Mr. Peters includes these qualities for 
a leader:

Leaders create opportunities.

Leaders are visionaries.

Leaders are rarely the best performers.

Leaders love the mess.

Leaders do!

Leaders re-do.

Leaders are talent fanatics.

Leaders are networking fi ends.

Leaders express their passion.

Mark Eddy from HCA sums it up 
this way: “I’ve heard that an individual 
can’t teach you how to be a manager 
experience teaches you. The same is 
true with leadership. The experience of 
becoming a leader happens across your 
lifetime.” NP

Vickie Axford Austin is a business, 
executive and career coach and founder of 
CHOICES Worldwide, based in Wheaton, 
Illinois. She can be reached at vaustin@
choicesworld.wide.com.
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There is no physician like a true friend
- Unknown  
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