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Christine Elliott, a veteran business leader and board
director, shared key leadership lessons with my
colleague Adam Bryant, managing director of The
ExCo Group, and me in our latest "Leading Through
Disruption" interview. Subscribe here to receive future
interviews.

Lauterbach: What were some early leadership lessons for you?

Elliott: When I was in my first chief executive role, I found that
suddenly everybody was deferring everything to me. My inbox was
overflowing. It was the same situation every night. I’d try to clear my
inbox and give people the answers that they needed so we could start
the next day on the right foot.

As I reflected more about all the incoming issues, I found that I could
divide them into three piles and respond to them accordingly, so much
so that I had these little stamps made. One was, “I like this.” The
second was, “How can this be improved?” The third one was, “It’s your
decision.” With those I was able to clear my inbox much faster. 

Another lesson is that the main challenges are always about people.
And when you first become a leader, you may not be conscious of this,
but people pay so much attention to what your mood is and what you
do. What are your values? What tone do you set? Is your behavior
consistent with those values? 
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If you’re in a really senior position, you have such a massive impact on
people’s lives and their well-being. You need to approach leadership
with great care and sensitivity, while being conscious that you’re
serving a number of agendas. Personal values and behaviors are key for
setting the tone for the organization and how people are going to
behave. If they don’t see things in their leadership that they want to
emulate, then why should you have expectations that people will
behave differently from you?

Bryant: That requires a high degree of self-awareness.

Elliott: As a leader, you need to be self-disciplined and very organized.
There are all sorts of different styles of leadership, but at the core of it
is always values and behaviors and a willingness to be transparent, to
be accountable and to think to yourself: Where does change start? It
starts with me. What have I done to change? What can I do to
contribute? Am I aware of the impact this will have on other people?
How do I mitigate it? What’s my part? What’s the role of the board that
I chair or the senior leadership team? 

As a leader, you need to be
self-disciplined and very

organized.

If you’ve got the courage to reflect on your own strengths and
weaknesses and motivations, then you can deal with anything that
you’ve got in front of you now. But you must be unafraid to ask for



help. Asking for help is a great strength, and a lot of people don’t find it
easy to do. They think that’s a weakness, but it’s not at all. There is
greater importance for collaboration within companies and between
companies 

Lauterbach: Other key leadership lessons for you?

Elliott: It is absolutely necessary to include and bring along everyone in
your organization, especially people without big titles. They are the
people who do things that keep the organization going but very rarely
get the recognition that they deserve. Be thoughtful and really kind in
what you do. You may have to make difficult decisions, but you must
always execute those decisions with great kindness and consideration. 

At other times in my career, I’ve seen some executives not give a
second thought to destroying people’s self-confidence and their careers.
You should always try and leave people intact with some clarity about
their next steps. 

I also learned the importance of mastering the numbers in whatever you
do, and that includes all data points, not just financial ones. When I was
at the Institute for Turnaround (IFT), I will never forget my first board
meeting there as the new chief executive. I thought I had thought
through everything. Then the board started asking questions about the
finances. They were so forensic. 

After that, I realized that people absorb information in very different
ways. So I got a lot stronger at mastering all the data. And that really



gave me a nose for trouble, which someone who works in
transformation needs, because you need to be able to identify the
warning signs early on. You get warnings through the data. You get
warnings through the people. There are lots of warning signs from all
parts of the organization, but you’ll only pick up on them if you are
open to them. 

Bryant: As a board chair, how do you make sure the entire board
operates as a team? 

Elliott: You have to unite people in a common purpose, so you have to
bring them together and collectively commit to the one defining idea of
the organization. Why does this organization deserve to exist? So I start
with that: “Have we all agreed on this key principle?” And if we
haven’t, then we need to get there to join people in a shared sense of
purpose for the organization. 

How do you do that? It’s all through building relationships, and those
need to be one-to-one. The chair needs to take the time to understand
the background, the capabilities, the character, and the drive of each
board member and what they can contribute. Then it’s a bit like the
most wonderful human puzzle. How do you interlock all their talents?
How do you connect that talent with the parts of the organization that
need their input, and then bring all that together to make sure that the
objectives are delivered? 

Building that sense of



teamwork and bonding on the
board requires work.

Building that sense of teamwork and bonding on the board requires
work. It has to be deliberate. If you’re relying on it happening by
accident, it will be too slow. If you want a board to work together, you
have to give them the opportunity to get together, whether in person or
virtually. The boards that I’ve chaired during Covid, surprisingly, have
learned more about one another, because we’ve met more frequently,
even though the meetings have become shorter. We have much more
efficient ways of dealing with routine business, which I’m pleased to
say that we’ve now carried into our in-person meetings, as well.  

Another point about building a sense of teamwork on the board: You’ve
got to engage them with an exciting agenda, so that they’re not just
turning up for the paycheck. You want to draw on all their experience
and wisdom, but you’re asking them for more by giving them new
challenges. And that can include being involved in discussions to
develop frameworks for values and behaviors. This is of course a
broader discussion that should be led by the leadership team. But the
board can also ask questions to help lead those discussions.

What are the values of the organization now? Are these the ones that
we want to have for the future? Is this really us or do we want to be
something different? Are we being realistic in our aspirations? If
transparency is one of the values, then how do we put that into
practice? What are three observable behaviors that show that we are



putting our values into practice? You’ve got to give people something
they can refer to, and it can’t be a great tome. It’s got to be something
that anybody can work with.  

Subscribe here to get future "Leading Through
Disruption" interviews.  

https://www.linkedin.com/in/dr-anastassia-lauterbach-021a004/recent-activity/posts/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/adambryantleadership/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/dr-anastassia-lauterbach-021a004/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/dr-anastassia-lauterbach-021a004?miniProfileUrn=urn%3Ali%3Afs_miniProfile%3AACoAAADcOBkBNvfWE5VZADAGAya5iSG0p3oTVos
https://www.linkedin.com/in/rubamashtoub?miniProfileUrn=urn%3Ali%3Afs_miniProfile%3AACoAABTN11YBIOC7xQU9ToO89UaqyN3GoGDmDf4
https://www.linkedin.com/in/hans-gerd-spehl-271606?miniProfileUrn=urn%3Ali%3Afs_miniProfile%3AACoAAAAW8fUBrKTin5WG9hoNMz_OAfT-Hf25X-A
https://www.linkedin.com/in/anthony-scriffignano-ph-d-9165845?miniProfileUrn=urn%3Ali%3Afs_miniProfile%3AACoAAAD5dCIBG4Ssm5F-UM2-gRyXP6zUHSr1PFQ
https://www.linkedin.com/in/cernica-veaceslav-0016b53b?miniProfileUrn=urn%3Ali%3Afs_miniProfile%3AACoAAAh31MEB8-IozPVjyCG-FM5TnqG1N4qePM4
https://www.linkedin.com/in/swalk321?miniProfileUrn=urn%3Ali%3Afs_miniProfile%3AACoAAAHXdGsB0X4FP-DC0im0uA3TZPZ70ZUFdtA
https://www.linkedin.com/in/kriscastle?miniProfileUrn=urn%3Ali%3Afs_miniProfile%3AACoAAABcG7MBlORqdNQHOTzSZnnH4-26iCNfBzY
https://www.linkedin.com/in/judy-reinsdorf-2464b7134?miniProfileUrn=urn%3Ali%3Afs_miniProfile%3AACoAACDSW5YBkeRflM9uCw0aHAPvOPBP3-77yXo
https://www.linkedin.com/in/darwinpintado?miniProfileUrn=urn%3Ali%3Afs_miniProfile%3AACoAAAF7PO8BUMYaFdDLptuY-2VZGYOoFQiAEdE
https://www.linkedin.com/in/karen-toulon?miniProfileUrn=urn%3Ali%3Afs_miniProfile%3AACoAAAJ4y78BFalgCbn-Uq2G0RtYy9zJhmFNT_M



