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A division vice president blows the whistle
on corruption at his company’s highest
levels. A manager refuses to work on her
boss's pet project because she fears it'll dis-
credit the company. A CEO urges his board
to invest in environmentally sustainable
technology—despite pushback from pow-
erful, hostile directors.

How to demonstrate courage like these
leaders—without committing career sui-
cide? Fortunately, you don't have to be
born courageous: you can learn to take in-
telligent gambles by making the courage
calculation—a disciplined method for
boosting the likelihood of a successful
outcome.

To make the courage calculation, Reardon
recommends considering six questions:
“What are my goals?""How important are
they?""Will powerful people support me if |
make a bold move?"What are the trade-offs?”
“Is now the right time to act?"and “Have | de-
veloped sufficient contingency plans?”

By deliberating these questions, you em-
power yourself to make gutsy moves that
serve your organization and your career.

Courage as a Skill

To make the courage calculation, answer
these questions:

WHAT ARE MY GOALS?

Consider whether your organizational and
personal goals are attainable.

» Example:
Someone has maligned your talented col-
league to clear his own path to promotion.
Your colleague’s manager is about to fire
him based on faulty information—and
tends to kill the messenger when receiving
bad news. Should you try to save your col-
league by explaining the situation to his
manager? Yes: your organizational goal (re-
taining a valued performer) and personal
goal (feeling you've contributed to the
greater good) are reasonably achievable.

HOW IMPORTANT ARE MY GOALS?

Avoid squandering political capital on low-
priority issues. But if important values are at
stake, you may have to act.

» Example:
A medical doctor who worked for pharma-
ceutical company Pfizer publicly advo-
cated legislation allowing the import of
lower-priced medicines—a practice the
U.S. drug industry opposes. The move cost
him his job, but his convictions were too
strong to ignore.

DO I HAVE A SUPPORTIVE POWER
NETWORK?

To build a power base from which to make
risky moves, cultivate relationships with influ-
ential people around and above you.

WHAT ARE THE TRADE-OFFS?

Gauging your bold move's risks and benefits
can help you decide whether to proceed.

» Example:
A US. army general decided to report a fel-
low officer who had plagiarized a research

The Idea in Practi

paper at an army school. After weighing the
negatives (discomfort for “snitching”)
against the positives (allegiance to the
Army’s standards for future leaders), she
determined her loyalty to Army standards
was paramount.

IS NOW THE RIGHT TIME TO ACT?

Real emergencies are rare in business, so take
time to marshal support, information, or evi-
dence to improve your odds of success. To de-
termine whether the time is right to act, ask
questions such as:

o What if | waited a week?

» Do | have the credibility to make this work
now?

» Should | remove political obstacles first?

DO I HAVE SUFFICIENT CONTINGENCY
PLANS?

Planning for worst-case scenarios can free you
to take risky actions you see as crucial.

» Example:
A stock trader contemplating exposing the
vicious competitiveness in her group knew
that her candor might motivate colleagues
to get her fired. Her contingency plan—get
another job—liberated her to speak up. Her
candor impressed a senior executive, and
her colleagues didn't hold her honesty
against her.
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How can you know the difference between political courage and

political suicide?

Courage as a Skill

by Kathleen K. Reardon

A division vice president blows the whistle on
corruption at the highest levels of his com-
pany. A young manager refuses to work on her
boss’s pet project because she fears it will dis-
credit the organization. A CEO urges his
board, despite push back from powerful, hos-
tile members, to make a serious investment in
environmentally sustainable technology. Such
things happen every day in firms around the
world. What is behind these high-risk, often
courageous acts?

The U.S. senator and onetime prisoner of
war John McCain has defined courage as a
brief, singular occurrence: “that rare moment
of unity between conscience, fear, and action,
when something deep within us strikes the
flint of love, of honor, of duty, to make the
spark that fires our resolve.” This definition
conjures up an image of the lone hero who—
instinctively, spontaneously, and against all
odds—suddenly takes charge and stands up
for virtue.

Certainly, courage is sometimes a matter of
life and death. Police officers and firefighters

risked and lost their lives saving people on Sep-
tember 11, 2001; people dove into swirling wa-
ters to rescue strangers after a giant tsunami
swept Indonesia in 2004. Yet in my 25 years of
studying human behavior in organizations,
I've discovered that courage in business seldom
operates like this. Through interviews with
more than 200 senior and midlevel managers
who have acted courageously—whether on be-
half of society, their companies, their colleagues,
or their own careers—I've learned that this
kind of courage is rarely impulsive. Nor does it
emerge from nowhere.

In business, courageous action is really a
special kind of calculated risk taking. People
who become good leaders have a greater than
average willingness to make bold moves, but
they strengthen their chances of success—
and avoid career suicide—through careful de-
liberation and preparation. Business courage
is not so much a visionary leader’s inborn char-
acteristic as a skill acquired through decision-
making processes that improve with practice.
In other words, most great business leaders
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teach themselves to make high-risk decisions.
They learn to do this well over a period of
time, often decades.

Learning to take an intelligent gamble re-
quires an understanding of what I call the
“courage calculation” a method of making suc-
cess more likely while avoiding rash, unproduc-
tive, or irrational behavior. Six discrete pro-
cesses make up the courage calculation: setting
primary and secondary goals; determining the
importance of achieving them; tipping the
power balance in your favor; weighing risks
against benefits; selecting the proper time for
action; and developing contingency plans.

Setting Goals

The first component of the courage calcula-
tion answers these questions: What does suc-
cess look like in this high-risk situation? Is it
obtainable? If my primary goal is organiza-
tional, does it defend or advance my com-
pany’s or team’s principles and values? If my
primary goal is personal, does it derive solely
from my career ambitions or also from a desire
for my organization’s or even society’s greater
good? If I can’t meet my primary goal, what is
my secondary goal?

Suppose a well-regarded coworker is about
to be fired. He has been maligned, and the per-
son who poisoned his well did so to clear his
own path to promotion. Colleagues have been
grumbling about this, but no one has stepped
forward to counter the false accusations. The
senior manager who will do the firing is a poor
listener and tends to kill messengers. Given the
politics, should you try to save your coworker?
Would doing so advance both the firm’s and
your own goals, preferably without making the
senior manager look inept?

Whether primary or secondary, your goals
should be reasonably within reach, not pie-in-
the-sky ambitions. A primary goal that serves
the organization might be either to rescue a
good employee or to prevent the senior man-
ager from acting on faulty information. A sec-
ondary organizational goal might be to apprise
the senior manager of a “rat” in the company’s
midst. A primary goal that serves you person-
ally might be to receive some behind-the-
scenes credit for helping the employee. A sec-
ondary personal goal might be to feel that you
did something for the greater good.

Although the odds of success will be hard to
estimate before the other decisions in the cour-

age calculation have been made, it is possible
at this stage to think about the likelihood of
primary-goal achievement. The venture capi-
talist Tania Modic, for instance, managing part-
ner of Western Investments Capital, took a big
risk in her first job out of college, as the assis-
tant marketing development officer at an in-
ternational bank. Modic’s fancy title had a
catch: There was no marketing development
officer for her to assist, and the work she was
assigned was unchallenging. The ambitious
Modic wanted to contribute to the bank’s suc-
cess and also to her own advancement. Having
helped many people senior to her, she knew
she had the skills to do their jobs. So, using va-
cation time and her own money, she traveled
to New York, called on some accounts that her
senior colleagues had allowed to languish, and
revitalized them. When she returned, some
high-placed noses were out of joint, but her
courageous action gained the attention of se-
nior management, and she was rewarded with
praise and, later, a promotion.

Modic was not merely brash. She thought
clearly about her goals and the circumstances
surrounding her high-risk maneuver: the cul-
ture of the organization, her personal history
and skills, and the points of view of others in-
volved. Her primary goal was organizational—
to revitalize the dead accounts—and she esti-
mated her chances of achieving that goal at
about 70%. Her secondary goal was personal—
to raise her visibility—and she saw a 60%
chance of succeeding at that. She estimated
her chances of getting fired at about 50%—
or higher if she failed to rescue the accounts.
Modic decided that she could live with
these odds: The upside for the bank was con-
siderable, and for herself, she believed, even
bad visibility was better than none. She took
the plunge, and went on to an impressive ca-
reer. Like many effective leaders, Modic suc-
ceeded by recognizing, early in her career,
the advantages of careful risk calculation
over impulsiveness.

Determining Your Goals’
Importance

The second component of the courage calcula-
tion addresses these questions: Just how im-
portant is it that you achieve your goal or
goals? If you don’t do something about the
current state of affairs, will your company
suffer? Will your career be derailed? Will you
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Does the situation call for
immediate, high-profile
action or something
more nuanced and less
risky? Courage is not
about squandering
political capital on low-

priority issues.

be able to look at yourself in the mirror? Does
the situation call for immediate, high-profile
action or something more nuanced and less
risky? Courage is not about squandering polit-
ical capital on low-priority issues.

To distinguish such squandering from con-
structive risk, John Hallenborg, a Los Angeles—
based senior entertainment manager, assigns
importance at three levels. On the lowest rung
of his risk-taking ladder are issues about which
he does not feel strongly, though he may prefer
a particular outcome and may say so in a low-
risk situation. Middle-rung issues are those
about which his opinion is strong but doesn’t
involve higher values; his feelings may change
based on new information. At the top of the
ladder are “spear in the sand” issues. He per-
ceives these as resting on morals or values for
which he is willing to take a stand and fight.

Spear-in-the-sand situations require that
you weigh your belief in the cause against the
risks involved. Such situations are rare: They
occur when negotiation is difficult or impossible,
open minds are hard to find, and doing noth-
ing is simply not an option. Peter Rost, a phy-
sician, formerly with Pfizer, drove his spear
into the sand when he broke ranks with his
employer by calling for legislation allowing
the import of lower-priced medicines from
Canada and elsewhere—a practice the U.S.
drug industry strongly opposes. He also put
his job on the line in efforts to halt the sale of
off-label drugs and the associated incentives
for physicians. Rost did not take on the phar-
maceutical industry lightly, and the move cost
him his career. But his convictions were too
strong to ignore. He left the industry and
went on to write The Whistleblower: Confes-
sions of a Healthcare Hitman.

Tipping the Power Balance

People often assume that power in corpora-
tions is a simple matter of position on the or-
ganization chart. In attempting to please
those above them, many people choose never
to take a stand. But in reality, even those in top
management give power to anyone on whom
they are dependent—whether for respect, ad-
vice, friendship, appreciation, or network affil-
iations. Seen this way, power is something
over which we really do have considerable
control. By establishing relationships with and
influencing those around you, for example,
you gain sway over people who otherwise hold
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sway over you. This gives you a broader base
from which to make bold moves.

You can wisely form supportive power net-
works in advance, but building them takes
time. In 1981 Jack Gallaway developed his
power base as part of a courage calculation on
behalf of Ramada. At the time, Gallaway was
president of the Tropicana hotel and casino in
Las Vegas, which Ramada owned. The com-
pany, having spent $340 million to construct
its Atlantic City casino, was selling off hotels to
make up for a 300% cost overrun. The last
thing Ramada’s board and top managers
wanted to consider was any kind of expansion.
But Gallaway believed that expansion in the
booming Las Vegas market was critical.

When he approached Ramada’s senior man-
agers about adding another hotel tower to the
Tropicana, they told him to stick to his knit-
ting. “They wouldn’t even give me the money
to work on the concept designs,” he recalls. He
decided to see what he could do by leveraging
his external network: He contacted an execu-
tive with Mardian, a Phoenix-based real estate
developer. This was a clever move, because the
powerful chairman of Ramada himself had
previously passed on the executive’s name.

Gallaway knew that Mardian was in the pro-
cess of building a stadium in Las Vegas, and
that the executive and other employees would
need a place to stay while in town. So he made
a trade: He provided Mardian’s people with
hotel rooms and transportation for a week in
exchange for a complete set of concept draw-
ings and an architectural model of a new Trop-
icana tower, worth more than $100,000. Mard-
ian’s senior managers knew this would give
them the inside track if the hotel expansion
was actually undertaken.

Gallaway’s calculation paid off. When the
Atlantic City operation opened in 1982, Ra-
mada was again in the black, and Gallaway
made his move. He presented Ramada’s board
with the drawings and the model, and the
board approved the project. He knew that he
could have been handed his head for going
against the board’s instructions, but he low-
ered the risks by tipping the power balance—
working with someone he’d found through Ra-
mada’s chairman. Meanwhile, he proved him-
self a loyal “citizen” by keeping his operation’s
numbers up. By the time the company’s finan-
cial crisis was over, Gallaway had secured an
invaluable foothold in Las Vegas.
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Weighing Risks and Benefits

This component of the courage calculation fo-
cuses on trade-offs. Who stands to win? Who
stands to lose? What are the chances that your
reputation will be tarnished beyond repair if
you go forward? Will you lose respect or your
job? Cause others to lose theirs? Delay your
opportunity for promotion?

Lieutenant General Claudia J. Kennedy, the
first female three-star general in the U.S. Army,
went through a difficult risk-benefit assess-
ment before reporting a fellow officer who had
plagiarized a research paper at a professional
army school. Kennedy weighed the negatives
(discomfort and embarrassment for “snitching”
on a fellow officer) against the positives (alle-
giance to the army’s high standards for its fu-
ture leaders, and adherence to her own ethics).
The decision was difficult: An instinct for self-
protection, loyalty to her colleagues and to the
institution, and her personal integrity all con-
tended within her. She considered speaking
privately to the officer, but realized that he
would react angrily and that, after all, it wasn’t
her job to manage him. In the end, she decided
that her loyalty to army standards was para-
mount: “I...recognized that overlooking an
ethical lapse was tantamount to participating
in the event,” she writes in her book Generally
Speaking. She discreetly reported the incident;
her reputation remained intact and her ca-
reer thrived.

Other trade-offs deal with the quality of the
action and the strategy involved. Are your
goals better served if you act in a direct and
forceful way or if you take an indirect ap-
proach? A story I call “Send Him a Rose” exem-
plifies the calculation required here. A division
vice president who had a habit of enraging un-
derlings stormed into the office of Rick Sand-
ers (not his real name), the editor of an in-
house corporate newspaper. The VP accused
Sanders of not having checked his facts before
printing a story about the VP’s division. He
ranted and raved, giving Sanders no chance to
point out that the facts in question had come
from the VP’s own assistant.

At first Sanders wanted to send the execu-
tive a scathing e-mail. He knew that doing so
would mean saying good-bye to his job. He
was angry enough not to care, but he consid-
ered the costs to his division: The VP would
probably refuse to work with Sanders’s col-
leagues in the future, and their reputation

with the CEO would be sullied. Sanders was far
less willing to chance this. “If T reacted too
strongly,” he remembers thinking, “I'd run a
big risk of hurting my team. Still, I felt I had to
do something.”

Sanders chose a judolike approach suggested
by a colleague, who told him to “send the VP
a rose” in the form of a disarmingly profes-
sional memo. The memo reminded the execu-
tive of the good relations their two depart-
ments had enjoyed over the years. Sanders
said he regretted the inaccuracy but men-
tioned that the facts had been checked with
the VP’s assistant. He ended with a hope for
positive collaboration in the future. The
memo was not apologetic; rather, it was civil
and to the point, and it invited a higher level
of discourse—in essence, teaching the execu-
tive how to behave like one. After calculating
the benefits of such a move, Sanders opted for
what John FE Kennedy, in Profiles in Courage,
described as a less glorified but nevertheless
critical form of courage, which achieves the
better outcome through a willingness to re-
place conflict with cooperation.

A few weeks later, Sanders happened to see
the vice president. Instead of glaring reproach-
fully at Sanders or ignoring him, the VP shook
his hand respectfully and said, “It’s a pleasure
working with you” The memo, which demon-
strated a level of professionalism the executive
himself had failed to display, paid off. Whereas
countless others had crashed on the VP’s reef,
Sanders preserved an important relationship
for his division and for himself. He also learned
that he could deal with a tough customer in a
creative way.

Selecting the Right Time

Desmond Tutu has described good leaders as
having an uncanny sense of timing. “The real
leader,” he writes, knows “when to make con-
cessions, when to compromise, when to em-
ploy the art of losing the battle in order to win
the war”

It can be argued that when someone is con-
fronted by a situation that requires courage,
the question of timing should be irrelevant. We
assume that in spearin-the-sand situations,
when much is at stake and emotions are run-
ning high, brave people don’t hesitate to act.
This may be true in emergency situations, but
a single-minded rush to action in business is
usually foolish.
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Courageous action in
business is for the most
part deliberative. Real
emergencies are rare.
Time may well be on

your side.
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Consider what happened when one group of
senior managers pressured their CEO, who was
in his seventies, to produce a succession plan a
year before he was ready to do so. The CEQ,
who had always treated his managers like fam-
ily, was deeply hurt. Though he wasn’t op-
posed to the notion of succession planning, he
considered the forcing of it premature and im-
pertinent. Had the managers waited, the CEO
later told me, they would have accomplished
their mission. But they were adamant. The
CEO’s anger grew; he edged out one manager,
and the others were soon looking for new jobs.

Although emotion is always in the mix, and
may even be an asset when making a coura-
geous move, the following questions can help
in logically calculating whether the time is
right:

« Why am I pursuing this now?

« AmI contemplating a considered action or
an impulsive one?

« How long would it take to become better
prepared? Is that too long?

« What are the pros and cons of waiting a
day, two days, a week or more?

« What are the political obstacles? Can
these be either removed or reduced in the near
future?

« Can I take steps now that will create a
foundation for a courageous move later?

« Am I emotionally and mentally prepared
to take this risk?

« Do I have the expertise, communication
skills, track record, and credibility to make this
work?

Spending too much time on any or all of
these questions, of course, can lead you into
Hamlet’s trap, and the opportunity for courage
may pass you by. At the same time, too little
consideration may result in an o’er-hasty leap.
It’s important to remember that courageous
action in business is for the most part delibera-
tive. Real emergencies are rare. Time may well
be on your side.

Before you make your move, it’s critical to
marshal sufficient support, information, or evi-
dence to improve your odds of success. The sis-
ters Cori and Kerri Rigsby were veteran em-
ployees of E.A. Renfroe, a firm that helps State
Farm and other insurance companies adjust di-
saster claims. Following an influx of claims by
Hurricane Katrina victims, the Rigsbys found
indications that State Farm was pressuring en-
gineers to alter their conclusions about storm

damage so that policyholders’ claims could be
denied. The sisters could have gone public with
the first or second piece of evidence, but they
were wise enough to know that they needed
much more. They spent months collecting
15,000 pages’ worth of internal reports,
memos, e-mails, and claims, which they turned
over to federal and state regulators. They then
went to work as consultants for the Scruggs
Katrina Group, which was organized to sue in-
surance companies on behalf of thousands of
policyholders.

My research indicates that those who act
courageously in business settings have an in-
stinct for opportunity. They read situations
quickly, but they are never reckless. If they
sense that the emotional climate is not right
for a frontal assault, or that history or politics
raises insurmountable obstacles, they pause,
reflect, and consider another time or route. If
they feel outmatched or lack the skill or stam-
ina to go the distance, they continue to gather
their resources and wait for a more propitious
moment. Choosing the right time is the most
difficult part of the courage calculation; it
takes a deep sensitivity to one’s surroundings
and a great deal of patience.

Developing Contingency Plans

Faced with having to take a risk, most people
make only one attempt: They ring the door-
bell, and if a response is not forthcoming, they
give up and go away. Those who accomplish
their primary and secondary goals try knock-
ing at the back door, tapping at a window, or
even returning a second time.

Winning in risky situations often requires
being what you haven’t been, thinking as you
haven’t thought, and acting as you haven’t
acted. The better developed your contingency
plans are, the likelier it is you’ll achieve your
primary and secondary goals. But before de-
ciding how to proceed, it’s important to ac-
count for possible failure. If you don’t meet
your objective, what then? Will your team
lose credibility? Will you think about resign-
ing? If not, how might you salvage your job or
reputation? Can failure be converted into
something positive?

Contingency planning is really about re-
sourcefulness. People who take bold risks and
succeed are versatile thinkers; they ready them-
selves with alternative routes. Tania Modic,
for example, decided that if things went badly
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after her risky move, she would call the bank
chairman, with whom she had a good rap-
port, and explain her decision. She could
promise never to step out of line again. She
figured that asking forgiveness after the fact
was a better option than asking permission
beforehand. She believed that if she got into
trouble, one good word from the chairman
would help her case. She even invited him to
listen in on the phone call in which her supe-
riors asked her to explain herself. As it turned
out, she didn’t need the chairman’s support;
but knowing that she could probably get it
had emboldened her.

Courageous managers prepare themselves
for any eventuality, including worst-case sce-
narios. Alison May was one of a group of stock
traders attending a conflictresolution work-
shop. All the attendees were young, bright, and
capable, but also mutually antagonistic and
unrelentingly competitive. They were courte-
ous during the workshop, even flattering one
another; but their level of conflict had reached
pathological proportions, and May was dis-
gusted by the vicious backbiting and hypoc-
risy of the group. She spoke up: “Who are
we kidding? We despise each other most of
the time?” Looking directly into the eyes of her
colleagues, she proceeded to describe their
most flagrant transgressions. Then one red-
faced trader pointed a finger at another and
the venom spilled. Attacks and counterattacks
flooded the air, but the group was honestly
confronting its demons. Progress was made
and remedies agreed to, all because May
stepped up to the plate.

May had thought long and hard about the
worst possible consequence: that her candor
would motivate the others to get her fired. She
knew that she could get another job. In fact,
her most liberating contingency plan was, as
she put it, to “work at McDonald’s flipping

burgers” rather than remain in the vipers’ pit.
This gave her the freedom to speak up. To her
relief, the group didn’t hold her outburst
against her. On some level, its members were
relieved to have the issues aired, and the senior
VP at the workshop was impressed. May went
on to become the CFO of the outdoor-clothing
retailer Patagonia and, later, the CEO of the
gift-catalogue company RedEnvelope.

Alison May once undertook an exercise that
can be useful to anyone wishing to cultivate
professional courage. She wrote down the five
most critical conditions for any future en-
deavor: that she be doing meaningful work
she loved; that she be proud of the company
for which she worked and proud to tell people
she worked there; that at least half the com-
pany’s employees and senior managers be
women; that the company have a higher mis-
sion and a product that was fun, valuable, or
beneficial to society; and that the company’s
values match her own. Throughout her career,
she has measured courageous risks against this
template.

In the end, courage in business rests on pri-
orities that serve a personal, an organizational,
or a societal philosophy. When this philosophy
is buttressed by clear, obtainable primary and
secondary goals, an evaluation of their impor-
tance, a favorable power base, a careful assess-
ment of risks versus benefits, appropriate tim-
ing, and well-developed contingency plans,
managers are better empowered to make bold
moves that serve their organizations, their ca-
reers, and their own sense of personal worth.
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ARTICLES

The Failure-Tolerant Leader

by Richard E. Farson and Ralph Keyes
Harvard Business Review

August 2002

Product no. Ro208D

To make the right decisions on the job—no
matter how difficult or painful—you need
personal courage and a high tolerance for risk.
Organizations need the same, since they learn
valuable insights from failures. The authors ex-
plain how to cultivate risk tolerance through-
out your workforce. By helping employees
overcome their anxiety about making mis-
takes, you create a culture of intelligent risk-
taking essential for learning and innovation.
Failure-tolerant leaders engage at a personal
level with their followers; take a nonjudgmen-
tal, analytical posture while interacting with
staff; and openly admit their own mistakes.
They also root out destructive competitive-
ness and push people to see beyond tradi-
tional definitions of success and failure.

_Further Reading

Is Silence Killing Your Company?

by Leslie A. Perlow and Stephanie Williams
Harvard Business Review

May 2003

Product no. Ro305C

The authors explain why it's important to cre-
ate a culture in which people can speak up
about issues, and how to make it less danger-
ous for people to act with courage. When
people stay silent about important disagree-
ments, they experience anxiety, anger, and re-
sentment. As long as the conflict remains un-
resolved, these repressed emotions remain
potent. People feel increasingly distrustful,
self-protective, and fearful that if they speak
up, they will be embarrassed or rejected. Their
sense of insecurity grows, deepening the si-
lence and causing people to mentally opt out.

To combat this destructive spiral, recognize
and express your own power to express your-
self. By challenging norms, you help change
them. Also build coalitions. Reaching out to
others can give you the strength to break the
hold of silence. Coalitions also carry more le-
gitimacy than lone individuals.
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