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Foreword

A

t its core, the very purpose of leadership comes down to a single
charge: to shape, challenge, and develop the individuals who seek
to follow you. Leadership is a privilege, and a great responsibility. Done
right, it is one of the most difficult, yet rewarding endeavors we can
take on. That is perhaps the most important thing I have learned in
my forty-plus years of leadership experience with some of the world’s
largest companies. I have come to understand that “Leadership is the
ability to get people to do something they do not believe they are
capable of accomplishing, as opposed to getting people to do something they do not want to do.”1
I met Jackie Freedman some 15 years ago, when her husband, Dan,
was part of my team at an organization I was heading. It was evident
right away that here was a woman of incredible insight and experience. She also knew quite a bit about the concept and mechanics
of updraft, because, like me, Jackie’s husband is a licensed pilot.
Over the years, we’ve had numerous conversations about the nature
1Copyrighted

phrase used with permission from Frank L. Vastano.

of corporate leadership, its successes and its outstanding failures.
Throughout, Jackie remained optimistic that there must be a better
way. I’d see a glint in her eye and knew she was onto something.
The book you’re holding is that something, the second edition of
her successful book that outlines and maps out the way to increase
productivity, employee loyalty, and that critical bottom line—all
issues that every business leader must face. With compassion for leadership’s reluctance or trepidation in these areas, Jackie takes a stepby-step approach that empowers leaders and leads them toward the
situational change they’re seeking.
I read her book while on vacation, cover to cover. As I sat by the
pool, smiling as I read, a woman came up to me and said, “Hey, I’ve
heard great things about that book.” I told her the author was a longtime friend who’s just written something so significant that I literally
couldn’t put it down.
Jackie had encapsulated everything I’d ever learned about leadership
into one concise and illustrative volume. Her approach to leadership is
not only the most effective model for driving an organization, it is also
the most humanizing. It takes a brilliant, creative mind to observe the
flight dynamics of geese and relate that to the forward movement of
corporate entities, as Jackie Freedman has done. She realized that the
principle of updraft, when effectively applied, could affect powerful,
lasting changes within a company, with the only real barrier being
leadership’s understanding of how to put these methods into place. So
Jackie wrote a book, one that illustrates how empowering people and
raising employee engagement transforms organizational culture, which
is the absolute key to effecting major change. Having worked with
as many companies as she has, she observed that, for the most part,
leaders simply had a flawed concept of where to begin.
Here’s the good news: It starts with you, at the leadership level. In
fact, change doesn’t just start with you, it’s 100% dependent on you.
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You have a tremendous ability to influence those who report up to
you by your actions and words. You don’t, however, have the same
degree of influence on those above you in the organizational hierarchy. But here is more good news: As you transform your individual
organization and begin to achieve success, those above you in the
organization will take notice, and maybe, just maybe, they will try to
emulate you.
This book requires you to roll up your sleeves, (yes, all the way),
examine your own role as leader, and look at what may be holding
you back—because the issues that may be limiting you personally are
limiting everyone. This won’t necessarily feel comfortable. You may
even sweat a little. Using the workbook assessments included in the
book, though, you’ll be able to quickly see where you need to make
modifications, and deepen your own engagement, in order to bring
leadership into alignment with organizational direction. Facilitating
your own course correction is the first step to changing direction
throughout the entirety of the business.
In order for any major change in a business to take place, it’s often
necessary to change the organizational culture, either attitudes and
behaviors surrounding one particular area, or completely, companywide. That means shifting the ways employees at every level engage
with their positions, departments, and the business as a whole. When
engagement is lacking, either problematic or sub-par, the entire
organization struggles to perform, and everyone must work harder
to produce outcomes that could be better facilitated. The longer
engagement runs amuck, the closer the company comes to a point
of breakdown. On the other hand, when people are fully engaged in
a sane and healthy way, then the organization as a whole begins to
gain momentum. As momentum increases, there is less resistance to
achieving top performance. I know from experience that changing
organizational culture to optimize engagement is one of the trickiest
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things leadership can undertake, and how that happens, if that happens, can determine a company’s success or failure for years to come.
It’s the role of leadership to challenge those they lead to perform
at their highest levels. In order to help people think differently about
their connection and contribution to the organization, they must
receive inspiration from the top—that’s you. That means that if you
want your people to change, you must facilitate that change in yourself first, and be an exemplar of the values you want to instill.
Leadership takes courage. This book takes courage. It is my sincere hope that as leadership improves and becomes the model for
change as well as the agent, as the entire organization relaxes into a
more powerful efficiency, your final step will be to share these ideas
with others in leadership roles, and perhaps more importantly, with
future leaders who will create corporate cultures that emanate the
flying formations of geese, organizations achieving greatness through
principles of individual empowerment, personal responsibility, and a
collective integrity that lifts and propels everyone to the highest altitude, and farthest horizon.
—Frank L. Vastano
Director, Merck Research Laboratories Information
Technology (Retired), Merck & Co., Inc.
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E

very year, I look forward to late fall and early spring when the skies of
New Jersey are filled with the honking of thousands upon thousands
of migratory geese. For me, it is a beautiful and inspirational sight. As
a photographer, I find it impossible to resist picking up the camera and
adding to my already extensive (understatement of the century) portfolio of more than 2,000 Canada geese photos. Since North America
is blanketed by four flyways, or migration corridors—the Atlantic, Mississippi, Central and Pacific—and migrating waterfowl can be found all
over the world, I’m sure you’ve seen geese flying overhead at one time
or another. Their teamwork and coordination look effortless as they
soar through the air, banking and turning behind the lead bird as if
performing a choreographed program.
Needless to say, the birds don’t line themselves up because of how
beautiful they figure it looks from the ground. They do so because
the v-formation provides a distinct advantage to them and to other

large birds like pelicans, swans, storks and ducks. As we’re going to
see, flying in this formation allows them to fly farther and faster,
cruising along at speeds of 40 to 50 mph and even reaching 70 mph
with a tailwind. Regardless of whether they are headed to breeding
grounds, wintering grounds or feeding grounds, the geese’s survival is
dependent on reaching their destination; their ability to make progress of up to 1,500 miles in a single day cannot be underestimated.
As an advisor, facilitator, consultant and coach, I spend much of my
time talking with business owners and executives. While most of these
conversations begin with some general discussion about the organization’s history and current situation, they quickly intensify. As we delve
deeper, exploring obstacles and challenges, the responses I get become
more thoughtful and more emotional. Unfortunately, I so often hear
that not only are these leaders not seeing daily progress toward their
destinations but most are not even getting off the ground. Instead of
flying along, confidently leading their organizations in the direction
of their collective goals and ambitions, these leaders are experiencing
something quite different. Some say they feel as though they are in the
middle of a swarm, squawking and honking at the top of their lungs—
but to no avail. Others feel as though they can’t get off the ground
because their organization is creating too much drag. And still others
feel as if they are flying solo, flapping their wings like crazy, trying to do
too much themselves.
What they talk about are missed sales and profit targets, plummeting customer service metrics, blown deadlines, botched product
introductions, and the like. I’ve heard concerns about initiative and
accountability, as well as stories about executive teams acting neither
like executives nor like a team. In short, the issue is that these organizations aren’t achieving what they need to and/or aren’t functioning
the way they should. One CEO spoke about missing sales targets three
quarters in a row and a falling NPS (net promoter score: a measure of
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client satisfaction and retention). Another questioned the competency
of several managers who made excuses and wouldn’t act without explicit
instructions. And yet another faced pressure from an impatient Board
of Directors who was pressing him for results. Each one was worried
about his organization as well as himself. I could see their concerns, as
well as their sleepless nights, written all over their faces.

Wing Vortex

While the symptoms vary, the bottom line is that far too many
leaders are no longer enjoying their jobs. The word I hear most often
from owners, executives and board members is “frustrated.” I believe it
doesn’t have to be this way, and it is this belief that drove me to write
this book. While it is true that leading an organization can be one of
the most difficult and frustrating jobs on the planet, it can also be one
of the most gratifying and rewarding professions ever imagined. So, what
do you do? The same thing the lead goose does. Remember we mentioned that these birds often fly in a v-formation? They do this to take
advantage of the updraft created by the swirling air coming off the wing
tip of the bird in front of them. This updraft reduces air resistance and
increases lift so each bird can flap its wings less often. Less work means
that in a group, the birds can cover much more distance—as much as 70
percent more than if they were flying solo. As the leader, it is your job
xv

to create the conditions where each and every member of your organization is both creating and taking advantage of that updraft. Maybe an
example with less altitude would help.
The very first car I owned was a Nissan 200SX. It was a silver hatchback with a manual transmission, and we took great care of each other,
parting only once the amount of oil leaking out exceeded the amount
poured in. Next, I bought an Acura Integra. It was a silver hatchback
with a manual transmission (some say rut; I say pattern). Both cars
were wonderfully fun to drive. The challenge was my driveway, which
required a leap of faith to traverse. The house sat on a hill so the
second floor was at street level. We had a ridiculously steep driveway
with a lovely turn in it so you would come down the hill in one direction and then have to make a less than 90-degree turn in order to
head into the garage. Needless to say, even the smallest amount of
snow, slush or freezing rain made it almost impossible to get back up to
the street. The Nissan had rear-wheel drive, so as winter approached I
would put several sandbags in the trunk over the wheel wells to weigh
down the back of the car. And we were first in line when the pallets of ice melt showed up at the hardware stores. Despite that, I can
recall several harrowing attempts to get up the driveway where I ended
up either stuck partway without sufficient traction to move forward or
sliding backwards until the tires caught (experiences I definitely do not
wish to duplicate).
The Acura, however, has front-wheel drive. I was absolutely amazed
at the difference that made. Instead of the engine revving and the tires
spinning, I was able, more often than not, to make my way right up the
driveway. Most of the leaders I talk to are like my Nissan, trying to push
2,700 pounds up the driveway. They are using a tremendous amount of
energy, their wheels are spinning, and they can’t even see where they
are going. The answer isn’t to push harder; the answer is to get up front
and lead the way, creating the momentum to move forward.

xvi

Taking your Organization to New Heights

The good news is that you can banish your symptoms along with
your frustration, and you can enjoy going to work again. Your organization can soar under your leadership. But you are not alone in being
frustrated, and that leads me to the bad news. As the leader, you do
not benefit from this updraft. In fact, the lead bird has to work the
hardest, and that is why flying in the lead position requires experience, determination, resilience and a demanding combination of
skills. However, once you understand updraft and its relationship to
the job of leadership, you will be able to focus your efforts, harnessing
the power of aerodynamics to take your organization to new heights.
In Updraft, we’re going to delve into the areas that require your
attention because they directly affect your organization’s ability to soar.
Some of you may not like Part I, as it shines the spotlight on you as
an individual. After all, you need to be the kind of person who people
want to follow—if you aren’t aerodynamic, how can your organization
be? In Part II, we’ll look at the issues that enable your organization to
get off the ground. Then, once you are aloft, Part III will set the stage
for updrafts that will support the organization at altitudes you never
thought possible.

xvii

PART I:

AERODYNAMICS
As the lead bird, it is imperative you have the
ability to create updraft. In order to do that, you
need to understand exactly what updraft is and
how critical you are, both as an individual and a
leader, in creating or destroying it.

CHAPTER 1

What is updraft and how
does leadership create it?

T

hrust. Drag. Gravity. Lift. These are the four forces exerting pressure
on any object moving through the air—whether it be a bird, a ball, a
feather, a Frisbee® or an airplane. If you were learning to fly a plane, you
would be busy analyzing everything there is to know about how these
forces affect the plane and its ability to fly—these are not things you
want to learn about at an altitude of 7,000 feet. Similarly, if you want
your organization to fly, you need to understand how leadership exerts
pressure on the organization and how those pressures affect its ability to
fly. Liftoff occurs only when the forces of lift and thrust are able to overcome gravity and drag. If you aren’t getting off the ground, then your
organization must be weighed down by an excess of drag and gravity
that have jeopardized its ability to fly. The question is, why? Why are we
experiencing an excess of drag and gravity, or why aren’t we generating
sufficient lift and thrust? Regardless of what you may think, the hard
truth of the matter is that this inability to take flight comes back to leadership and its ability (or inability) to create updraft.

Four Forces

Before you can begin to create updraft, we need to discuss exactly
what we mean by it, how it is created, and how it radiates throughout
your organization. I mentioned earlier that many of the leaders I speak
with are pushing—they are using too much energy and not getting
enough in return. This happens because their attention is focused in
the wrong places. We need to step back and examine this issue in the
context of defining leadership and its specific roles and responsibilities.
The very first thing you need in order to create updraft is a thorough
understanding of what updraft is and how it relates to and is dependent on leadership.

UPDRAFT AND ENGAGEMENT
Earlier, I explained that by flapping its wings, each goose creates an
updraft that helps the bird behind it—if the birds are in a v-formation.
Each bird is contributing to the effort by lifting his own weight and also
by helping those around him. That is, each bird is dedicated to his specific role and to the progress of the entire flock. What would your organization look and feel like if each person’s efforts extended beyond his
or her functional or operational area to the entire organization where
people were helping each other and feeding off each other’s successes?
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What we’re talking about is an organization full of engaged people—
people who are talented, passionate, focused and committed to the goals,
values and mission of the organization. These are people who have a
positive emotional connection to their organization; in other words, they
care. And when people care, they care about everything—not just their
jobs or areas or departments. When meeting the staff of a new client or
prospect, I often informally “test” for this by asking questions or pointing
out an issue that lies outside their functional area. Do they essentially
dismiss it, giving the issue (and me) some lip service or do they embrace
it as something they can and will do something about?
On my way into a meeting with the finance director of a retail chain,
I passed a public area that was littered with cigarette butts (probably
where the staff took their breaks). I mentioned it during our meeting
but left doubtful anything would happen—after all, this was outside
the finance director’s scope of authority. At our next meeting, much to
my delight, I saw that the area had been cleaned up. Certainly an issue
of this nature was not in the finance director’s “job description,” but
her connection to the organization drove her to reach out and initiate
action. Just imagine the possibilities when the vast majority of people
in your organization are performing at this higher level! People who
have this positive emotional connection demonstrate it every day by
achieving and surpassing goals, taking a win-win approach with colleagues, voluntarily going the extra mile, being an advocate for their
company, and continually finding opportunities to make improvements.
When your people care about their organization and what they
are doing, the results are nothing less than astounding. I’ve seen this
firsthand, and you’ve probably experienced it too. I remember a customer service person taking on a customer’s problem as if it were her
own, reaching out to product management, product development and
production for answers. Then, she patiently explained the solution to
the customer and offered to send out a few products, free of charge,
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which would be helpful in resolving the issue. On the other end of the
spectrum, we’ve all encountered the customer service agent who compounded our anger and frustration by serving us an insincere “sorry”
with a “nothing I can do” chaser. The problem is you can’t make
people care or pay them to care—that decision rests solely with them.
When I’ve asked business owners, “What percentage of your staff
do you think is engaged?” Responses typically range from 50 percent
up to 80 percent. Most people are shocked and saddened to hear that
the employee engagement level in North America is estimated to be
29 percent.1 Think about what that means. A 29 percent engagement rate means you are benefiting from less than one-third of the
value of your most important and most expensive asset. While this
explains why so many leaders feel their organizations aren’t soaring,
it also means there is a lot of opportunity for those who figure it
out. As you’ll see, updraft relies on many of the same factors that
impact employee engagement, but it requires us to go even further.
While a handful of talented, dedicated managers can do wonders for
employee engagement within their scopes of influence, they are not
powerful enough to lift the entire organization.
You may have heard about employee engagement. Please don’t dismiss
it as the most recent fad in leadership. Despite what you may or may not
think, it is the key not only to creating updraft but also to creating the
organization you’ve envisioned and dreamed about. Can you really afford
to ignore a concept that has been proven to have a strong, positive relationship with things like sales growth, innovation, quality, earnings per
share, customer satisfaction and retention, reduced turnover, lower cost
of goods sold, and so on? Consider just a few examples:
• Bottom line: Hewitt Associates found that “organizations
with high levels of engagement (where 65 percent or more
of employees are engaged) outperformed the total stock
market index even in volatile economic conditions.” What
6
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they saw was a staggering 63-point difference in shareholder return between companies with high (65 percent or
more) and low (less than 40 percent) engagement.2
• Productivity: Moving an employee from low to high
levels of engagement can result in an improvement in
employee performance of 20 percentile points—and
decreases the probability of departure by 87 percent.3
• Customer loyalty: Highly engaged teams achieved a 37
percent net promoter score (a metric designed to measure
customer loyalty) versus just 10 percent for teams with
low engagement.4
• Quality: A Fortune 100 manufacturing firm found that
the low-engagement group had 5,658 quality errors
(parts per million) versus 52 (no, that’s not a typo)
quality errors for the high-engagement group.5
I could go on and on. Where there was once a trickle of research
proving and validating the connection between engagement and stellar
organizational performance, now there’s a tsunami of case studies and
research.
Why is engagement so important to creating updraft? Think back
to the v-formation where each bird physically creates updraft for the
birds that flank them. If your next in line is not engaged, then he’s not
creating updraft and all the birds behind him lack that support. Each
and every bird needs to create updraft. Just one disengaged person,
especially one in a leadership or management role, can easily compromise the performance of an entire department or division, and
before you know it, your organization is grounded. Shockingly, only
34 percent of managers and executives are estimated to be engaged.6
This means an awful lot of birds are forced to flap harder, expending
more energy because they are flying without the benefit of updraft. You
7

cannot afford to keep even a single
turkey on your payroll—the cost is
High levels of
so much higher than you realize.
engagement lead to
teamwork, cooperation When the right person—i.e., one
who is talented, passionate, enthuand an esprit de
siastic and committed—is plugged
corps that promotes
into the right position, he or she
progress and lifts the
creates updraft just by doing his
entire organization.
or her job. Those high levels of
engagement lead to teamwork,
cooperation and an esprit de corps that promotes progress and lifts the
entire organization, helping it to get off the ground.

ACCEPTING CHAOS
Avian v-formations have fascinated observers for years, and only very
recently have researchers confirmed their suspicions that birds fly
in a v-formation for its energy-saving effects (i.e., updraft). In doing
so, they found that birds that fly in a v-formation maximize performance even more effectively than scientists ever thought possible;
the birds actually adopt the exact position fixed-wing aerodynamics
would predict.7 In other words, the birds position themselves to take
full advantage of the updraft coming off the preceding bird,8 something previously considered impossible due to “the complex flight
dynamics and sensory feedback that would be required.”9 Even more
unexpected, researchers discovered not only do the birds get into the
optimal position for updraft, but based on their spacing, they synchronize their wingbeats.10 By either flapping in unison with the bird
in front of them or timing their downbeat with the preceding bird’s
upbeat, they further their ability to utilize the upward-moving air.
(Maybe “birdbrain” isn’t quite the pejorative term we thought it was.)
What researchers didn’t find, however, is a goose off to the side or
the leader of the flock yelling, “Bob, your flapping is out of synch,” or
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“Downwind side, close ranks—you’re too far apart.” The geese move
and fine-tune their positions, interacting, communicating and making
in-flight adjustments designed to maximize their performance and that
of the flock. Sometimes this results in a picture-perfect v-formation and
sometimes in a seemingly incoherent mass of birds, shifting positions faster
than you can say “corporate restructuring.” This process works because
the flock is a self-organizing system.11 As such, it is complex, dynamic
and chaotic, but also highly adaptable, creative and spontaneous.

So, what does all this have to do with our discussion of engagement
and updraft? Well, without diving too deeply into the theories behind
self-organizing systems, one of the characteristics of such a system is
that the agents (or members of the system) initiate action on their own
within certain global limits. They do this based on the information and
feedback they receive and the interactions they have. The v-formation
is not imposed by some authority (i.e., there’s no goose yelling instructions) but is the result of the actions of each individual goose. Most of
the business owners and executives I speak with want their people to act
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like agents of a self-organizing system. They want their people to do the
work of the organization and deal with the problems and opportunities
that arise without waiting for instructions, but at the same time, they
can’t help directing and managing and coordinating. Leaders want the
responsiveness and creativity of the system, but have trouble accepting
and trusting the chaos. As a result, they impose structure through an
ongoing barrage of processes, procedures and policies.
Now go back to our flock and think about trying to dictate the
v-formation. As soon as you get one or two geese into the proper position, even the slightest breeze means starting all over again. You can’t
orchestrate the v-formation.
• There are far too many variables.
• Conditions change too quickly.
• Complexity increases exponentially with the size of the
flock.
• It reduces each individual’s role to that of a cog, being
told what to do.
• It takes you out of formation, so you are no longer creating updraft, and forces you to neglect the responsibilities of leadership.
• It is exhausting and leads to exactly the kind of frustration and burnout so many leaders experience.
In the same way the flock relies on each goose’s ability to do its
job, you need to get the right people into the right positions (more
on this later) and let them do their jobs. Disengagement (or a lack of
engagement) occurs when those top-down controls—which reflect the
philosophies, attitudes and beliefs of leadership—come between your
employees and their ability to do their jobs and feel good about where
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they work and what they do. Think of the customer service agent who
can’t satisfy an unhappy customer because his or her hands are tied by
an inflexible, no exceptions refund policy. Or a manager who wants
to individualize rewards and training efforts for his or her staff but is
limited by the organization’s one-size-fits-all programs. Or the manufacturing engineer who needs four levels of approvals before he can
resolve a production problem. These kinds of situations quickly destroy
initiative and creativity and result in confusion, frustration, anger and
resentment. And by interfering with your people’s ability to assess and
adjust their positions, you impede their ability not only to harness
updraft but to create it.
I’ve seen engagement survey after engagement survey asking, “What
can we do to increase engagement?” Leadership’s interest is commendable and indicates that they acknowledge, at least to some extent,
engagement’s importance, but the very question reveals an incomplete
understanding of the subject. The question shouldn’t be “What can we
do to increase engagement?” it should be “What are we doing that is
getting in the way of engagement?” In other words, “What do we need
to stop doing?” The vast majority of your people walked through the
door on their first day of work eager, excited and optimistic, but little
by little, that enthusiasm was crushed out of them. The fact it was
done unintentionally makes it no less destructive.
I hope you are starting to see how engagement leads to the creation
of updraft and how the very presence of updraft begins to transform
your organization. Now think about how this new model affects you.
As the leader, how does it help you? Think back to your own frustration and concern over the lack of progress. Once your people are creating updraft, you are no longer spending your days mired in operational
issues. Your highly competent and engaged staff comes to you when they
need you, but they are eminently capable of doing their jobs, leaving
you free to . . . dare I say it . . . lead. Suddenly, you have the bandwidth to
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meet with clients, investors, board members and your own staff to assess
situations, consider opportunities and address strategic issues.
Instead of spending day after day trying to take off or feeling stuck
in a holding pattern, you find the quality of your day changes dramatically as you spend time focusing on those areas affecting updraft. In
many cases, these will be the very areas you’ve always wanted to work
on but never had time for. Going to work can be exciting, inspiring
and fun for your entire organization—including yourself. And it should
be. Because your job is not just critical to the success of your organization but has implications far beyond your own parking lot. Leaders
who can create updraft are scarce (remember that 29 percent engagement level?), and that is bad, not just for leaders and their organizations but for society as a whole.

CATBIRD INDUSTRIES
Maybe you feel I’m exaggerating the importance of leadership, but
think about all the things great leadership and its subsequent updraft
make possible in an organizational setting, say at Catbird Industries, a
manufacturer of cat-related products. New toys, beds and litter boxes
are developed. Research is conducted, giving new insights into cat
behavior and health issues. Manufacturing and sourcing procedures
are improved and new processes are implemented, resulting in better
quality products at lower costs of manufacture. People are learning
and developing and contributing; they are engaged and happy and
spreading that attitude throughout the organization. Production is
humming along as raw materials come in and products go out. Profits
are healthy, enabling the company to grow. Employees are hired and
on-boarded. Kitties are leading longer, healthier lives. And as a result,
customers are happy and spreading the word about Catbird Industries’
products. (If you are unsure or even skeptical as to how you impact
all the areas I’ve just mentioned, stay tuned, that’s what this book
is all about.) Catbird Industries is soaring, and that’s obviously great
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for anyone affiliated with them. But their achievements extend far
beyond the edges of their organization. During the holiday season,
you’ve probably seen that great Jimmy Stewart movie, It’s A Wonderful
Life. In it, a good, kind man (Jimmy Stewart), who is angry and frustrated over a serious business problem he didn’t create, is shown by an
angel what life would have been like had he never existed. He has no
idea of the impact he’s had on the lives around him, and he’s surprised
at the difference he’s made for close family and friends as well as the
people he’s touched only tangentially. In the same way that a ripple in
a pond continues to radiate out far from its point of origin, his influence has travelled considerably further than he realizes. Great leadership has the same far-reaching effects.
Let’s ask Clarence (Jimmy Stewart’s angel in the movie) to show
us what Catbird Industries might look like without updraft. Without
strong guidance and leadership, the organization simply fails to thrive.
Just like a ship with no one at the helm, the organization has no control over its direction. Without that, there is no cohesiveness or focus,
and performance at all levels is compromised. Like rust on the hull of
our ship, the lack of progress and goal-achievement slowly eats away
at the organization. Over time, sales decrease. Production is cut back.
Revenues and profits fall. People are increasingly frustrated, insecure
and disengaged. As these emotions and attitudes spread throughout
the organization, they are reflected in the culture, and before long, top
performers jump ship, accelerating the downward spiral. No new products, procedures or processes are developed—and on and on it goes.
But what are the bigger-picture, broader implications for this lack of
leadership? Take the decrease in sales, for instance, which will eventually lead to a reduction in production. As the manufacture of toys, furniture and cat beds is cut back, people may be laid off, requiring them
to tap into unemployment programs. Fewer jobs in the community may
affect the area’s ability to attract residents, which could impact housing
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prices. Lower revenues and fewer workers also mean reduced tax revenues for the area with implications for public services and schools. If
Catbird Industries is a major player in the local community, then these
effects will be even more dramatic and far-reaching.
In addition to layoffs, less output means fewer inputs, so vendors of
lamb’s wool, plastics, carpet and string will all see demand drop. Catbird
Industries’ issues negatively affect all of their suppliers and partners,
potentially initiating a similar cycle for them, depending on their situations and the quality of their leadership. And what about those who
have been laid off or are miserable at work? What is the effect on them,
their spouses and their kids? Both the local and national economies
are negatively impacted as residents, suppliers and governments feel the
pinch created by the flailing Catbird Industries organization as it sinks.
Without strong leadership, there is no emphasis on development and
growth—in fact, there’s no emphasis on anything. This further reduces
the number of great leaders available, not just to this company but also to
other organizations, the government and the community. New product
development and process improvement come to a standstill as creativity and innovation all but disappear. Who knows what life-changing
products or industry-shifting processes will never be developed. People
become frustrated and insecure, simultaneously unhappy with their jobs
but terrified they may lose them. Such high levels of stress may impact
their health, contributing to the rising costs of healthcare.
This is far from an exhaustive list, but you get the idea. While this
state of affairs can persist for years, months or weeks, it will ultimately
destroy the organization if left unchecked. The organization’s potential
is lost. Resources are wasted and value is destroyed—and not just at
the organizational level. Think about how the larger economy has been
impacted by bad leadership and dubious decision making at places like
Lehman Brothers, WorldCom, Arthur Andersen and Enron—companies that no longer exist but have had a material impact on the world
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around them. And the larger the organization, the larger its impact
will be—positive or negative—on the world around it.
No pressure, right?! You already have plenty on your shoulders
without me making you responsible for the entire economy. I just
want you to take a moment to recognize how important your job
is. Leadership is a noble profession, and leaders need to be proud of
what they do and inspired by the tremendous potential they see. My
intent is simply to remind you of the impact and importance of great
leadership and that it is leaders like yourself who create the future.

FIVE MYTHS ABOUT THE JOB OF LEADERSHIP
Being in a position of leadership doesn’t make you a great leader any
more than having a body makes you a great athlete or having wings
makes you capable of flight—just ask a penguin. While most of us
know people who are in positions of leadership, few of us have had the
awesome opportunity of learning from or working with a truly great
leader. The vast majority of people who I speak with possess or could
possess the capabilities necessary for great leadership. The issue isn’t
one of supply; we have plenty of raw material. To a great extent, the
problem lies with the fact that the job of leadership is dangerously
misunderstood and as a result of these misperceptions, we often end
up with the wrong people in leadership and/or with poorly structured
positions. You need to be aware of these myths and confront them
head-on as they will compromise your ability to create updraft.

Myth #1: Leadership means power.
Myth #1 concerns those people who want a leadership position
but for the wrong reasons. These people are often committed to the
old-style command-and-control philosophy. They are eager for the
power and authority the position brings and are more interested in
“what’s in it for them” than the challenges and successes of true leadership. They lack passion for the mission, vision and values of the
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organization (if those even exist). Their true motives are obvious,
and they do not engender loyalty or trust, never mind any level of
engagement. Out of frustration, even good leaders sometimes pull
rank, reminding others they rule the roost, but true leadership is not
about power or ego. In fact, great leaders know that leadership is more
about the ability to give up and grant others power and authority.
This is not to say great leaders are intimidated by or uncomfortable
with power. The fundamental difference is that power and control
isn’t the great leader’s objective; it simply comes with the job.

Myth #2: Great technical skills translate to leadership talent.
Myth #2 is born out of the assumption that technical competence
translates to leadership competence, and you can see this clearly demonstrated in the common practice of promoting from within. Don’t
misunderstand me, promoting from within is a great philosophy, but
think about how it typically works. Let’s say we have a top-performing
salesperson who sells paint and decorating items to small and midsized retailers. His territory explodes as he increases sales to existing
customers while also adding a few new retailers. He excels in his position, running past established goals and targets, and in doing so, he
gains the attention of management. Eventually, a position opens up
for a sales manager, and he becomes the obvious choice for promotion. Eagerly, he moves into his new position, but it doesn’t take long
before he is struggling and everyone is disappointed but mystified by
his inability to perform.
Many people would simply say that our salesperson had been promoted to his level of incompetence, explaining away his downfall
with the Peter Principle. You’ve no doubt heard of it. It was formulated by Laurence J. Peter, who studied how people move through
an organization, and it states “in a hierarchy, every employee tends
to rise to his level of incompetence.”12 I think what Peter observed
was not so much that people are promoted into a position where
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they are incompetent but that they are promoted into a position
that isn’t a good fit for them or for which they haven’t been properly prepared. Semantics? Maybe. But the distinction is an important one. It isn’t so much that the person suddenly loses his or her
abilities but that the organization has failed to understand the true
nature of the new position.

Go back to our salesperson. He met and exceeded his targets by
excelling in all aspects of sales from lead generation to closing. His
hard work and talent were rewarded with a promotion to sales manager. But look at what that job entails. The sales job exists to close
sales and keep clients happy, while the sales manager position exists
to advance the development and performance of the sales team.
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ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES
Sales Position

Sales Manager

• Find and qualify prospects
• Establish relationships with clients
• Possess a thorough knowledge of products/
services
• Create proposals
• Close sales
• Handle customer issues
• Interact with internal departments

• Hire and direct a sales team
• Establish plans and strategies for the
department
• Interact extensively and participate with
senior management
• Establish and control budgets
• Conduct ongoing coaching and development
for all team members
• Assist team members with proposals, presentations and meetings, as needed

While there is some overlap, these are two completely different
jobs, requiring completely different skill sets, talents and competencies, and there is no reason to assume that someone who excels in
one will necessarily excel in the other. This is not to say a great salesperson doesn’t have what it takes to be or to become a great sales
manager, just that expertise in one does not necessarily correlate to
proficiency in the other and vice versa.
Years ago, early in my husband’s IT career, he worked for a project
manager who was highly regarded by both those for whom he worked
and those who worked for him. While he was an excellent project
manager, their boss used to joke (somewhat inappropriately) that
“his technical knowledge about mainframes would fit in an ashtray.”
Although his technical skills were lacking, his ability to plan, coordinate and motivate were outstanding. Most hierarchical structures (i.e.,
organizations) eventually reward what we’ll call “technical expertise”
with a promotion to a position that requires less emphasis on the technical and instead requires “leadership/management expertise.” I think
this disconnect is what Laurence Peter observed and what led him to
formulate the Peter Principle.
18
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These situations develop thanks to two organizational realities that
do not occur in organizations that have updraft. The first relates to
the amount of training, support and guidance most employees receive
with their promotions, which usually sits on a continuum somewhere
between little and none. Many people fail simply because they are
thrown off the ledge to either take wing or drop like a stone. There
are people who possess the competencies necessary to move up from a
technical position to a leadership position, but as we’ve just seen, organizations are ignorant of the magnitude of this transition. They don’t
do a good job communicating the expectations, priorities and responsibilities of the new position, and leadership fails to provide the attention
and mentoring that would lead to success. The second organizational
reality that contributes to this situation is the sad but true fact that
organizations do not do a good job assessing the performance of the
leaders and managers within their ranks, so those who secure a leadership position for the wrong reasons find it relatively easy to retain it.

Myth #3: It’s okay to hire an executive for skills other
than leadership.
Myth #3 is closely related to Myth #2 as it results in putting the
wrong person into a leadership position and, once again, is the result of
misunderstanding the job. Myth #2 was the result of a tactical misconception about the position, while Myth #3 is a strategic misconception
regarding the position. In this case, the organization doesn’t understand
the true job of leadership or its role in creating updraft. This occurs most
commonly with high-level executive positions. It can happen for many
reasons, but oftentimes the owners or the board become so focused
on a particular challenge they believe to be hampering the company’s
growth that they bring in someone to address that specific issue.
I’ve seen CEOs and presidents hired for a whole host of reasons—
because they had access to capital, a background in process improvement, a reputation for cost-cutting, experience in sales, extensive
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industry knowledge . . . all kinds of things. I’m not saying these areas of
expertise are not important. I am saying they are not disciplines that
create updraft, and therefore, they do not automatically qualify someone
to be the lead bird. In one organization I know, the president was hired
because of his industry connections, in the hopes he could open doors at
a few retailers the company had been unable to penetrate. Not only did
these connections not pan out, but this gentleman was so uncomfortable dealing with people that he had a bathroom built in his office so he
wouldn’t have to bump into his own employees.
Needless to say, his leadership abilities were essentially nonexistent,
and instead of growth and expansion, his tenure was characterized by
layoffs, lost clients, massive disengagement and the departure of several top performers. The company would have been better off hiring
a true leader and then creating a position, or hiring a consultant who
could have addressed the sales issue. And taking it a step further, had
they hired a leader who understood the job of leadership and was
capable of creating updraft, they may well have found the organization wholly capable of solving the issue on its own. An understanding
of updraft and the ability to create it is the most important qualification for leadership—anything else is icing on the cake.

Myth #4: Leadership can be a part-time job.
The misconceptions surrounding the job of leadership can also
lead organizations to structure the role in such a way that the job
itself interferes with the promise of great performance. Myth #4 is
that leadership can be a part-time job, but the reality is there are far
too many concerns, commitments and responsibilities that extend
to every corner of the organization and outside the organization as
well. This manifests itself most often in firms using the “managing
partner” structure, common to accounting and law firms.
In this scenario, a partner who has successfully built his practice and
contributed to the growth of the firm is appointed the senior partner.
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Like a CEO or president, this partner’s responsibilities encompass a huge
array of issues, starting with leadership (i.e., setting direction, leading
the executive team, identifying business opportunities, establishing
organizational objectives, etc.) but extending out to human resources
(i.e., hiring and promoting employees, dealing with disciplinary issues,
handling partnership performance reviews and development, reviewing
compensation plans, etc.), marketing (i.e., developing brand identity
and messaging, representing the firm, etc.), sales (i.e., tracking progress, assisting others as needed, etc.), and any and all organizational
issues that arise. At the same time, that partner is usually expected to
maintain and continue growing his personal practice—something that
was a full-time job before the promotion and remains a full-time job
for all the other partners. So now, the managing partner is expected
to do two full-time jobs. While CEO or president is a full-time position everywhere else, these responsibilities are expected to take only a
percentage of the managing partner’s day. Rarely does a firm have the
talent, structure and processes in place that would enable a managing
partner to be truly successful. In this case, it is the structure and expectations of the position that make great leadership all but impossible.

Myth #5: Leaders should have all the answers.
Myth #5 goes right to the heart of so many of the discussions I’ve had.
In many cases, company growth (or a lack thereof), a merger or acquisition, new ownership or investors, competitive developments, a lack of
progress, industry shifts, and so on have left the leader feeling unsure of
himself and questioning his own ability. These leaders are beating themselves up for not having all the answers. Unlike athletes who are always
working with coaches to improve performance, many leaders hesitate to
reach out. Consider Phil Mickelson, a professional golfer, who relies on a
team of people to keep him on his game—his caddy, a putting coach, a
swing coach, a short-game coach and even a mental coach.13
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As a business owner or executive, you’ve spent years amassing a tremendous amount of expertise and experience in your field and industry,
but if your company decided to automate its warehousing systems or
needed a completely new branding and marketing program, you wouldn’t
hesitate to reach out to someone who had spent years amassing expertise
and experience in that field. Moreover, you wouldn’t see it as a shortcoming or a reflection of your ability. So many of the leaders I speak
with seem to feel that leadership is something they should instinctively
know how to do. But leadership is another discipline to learn just like
finance, production, marketing or sales. What leadership does require is
the strength to reach out to advisors and experts who can support your
growth and development, enabling you to rise above the never-ending
stream of challenges that come with your job.

LEADERSHIP DEFINED
James MacGregor Burns said, “Leadership is one of the most observed
and least understood phenomena on earth.”14 And yet, in order to
transform your organization and create updraft, you need to thoroughly
understand the role of leadership and its impact on an organization. The
difference between average performance, exceptional performance and
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poor performance comes down to leadership. We need to explore the
concept of leadership in order to understand the effect it has on people.
For example, how is it that Wegmans, a chain of grocery stores, manages operating margins double the earnings of the big four grocers and
sales per square foot estimated to be 50 percent higher than industry
averages?15 Wegmans has buildings, produce, stacked shelves, prepared
foods and employees. So, what is it that makes their clients such fanatics
that they drive out of their way and right past the competition?
Wegmans and its competitors all start with the same basic inputs.
Money is money. Cash registers are cash registers. A gallon of bleach
is a gallon of bleach. It isn’t the quality of the bleach that makes for a
great shopping experience, it is the smiling, friendly, helpful faces you
encounter at every turn. Even a restaurant with a lovely ambience and
excellent food can’t thrive if the waitstaff is rude and discourteous.
More than any other factor, the customer’s experience will depend on
the quality of your people. It is the introduction of leadership energy
and its effect on people that creates something greater than the sum of
its parts—but how much greater depends on the quality of that energy.
Think about an organization as a chemical reaction, like the kind
that occurs when you bake a cake. While mixing together flour, baking
powder, butter, sugar, eggs and vanilla may result in some tasty batter,
until you put it in the oven and introduce energy in the form of heat,
you do not have a cake. In the same way our cake requires the introduction of heat energy, our organization requires the introduction of leadership energy; without it, we just have a bunch of ingredients—and to a
great extent, the same ingredients our competition has. But when we
introduce positive leadership energy, something happens. Earlier we
talked about the impact of engaged people on customer service, quality,
productivity, costs, profits and innovation—and its importance to the
creation of updraft. Wegmans’ positive leadership energy generates a
powerful updraft. That updraft, in turn, has engaged their people and
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led to performance that has made it a customer service legend, garnering awards, press coverage, profits and employee retention industry
competitors would kill for. How many grocery stores do you know that
receive requests from people to please put a store in their area? Wegmans
received more than 5,200 requests16 in 2012 alone.
Leadership is the ability to supercharge an
organization’s most important asset—its people.
When
And when those people are supercharged, the
people are
updraft they create provides one of the most
supercharged,
difficult to reproduce strategic advantages out
the updraft
there. Leadership energy is rarely neutral. If it
they create
isn’t positive, then it is introducing a negative
provides one
energy where the effects are just as predictof the most
able—disengaged people, resulting in inconsisdifficult to
tent quality, uninspired customer service, low
reproduce
productivity and a lack of innovation.
strategic
Remember our cake? Well, now it is dried
advantages
out, burned on top or not fully baked. What
you are getting from your organization starts
out there.
with what you are giving—or, more specifically, with the kind of leadership energy you are infusing it with.
This issue goes right to the heart of what leadership is and how it
creates (or destroys) updraft.

THE JOB OF LEADERSHIP
If you want your organization to soar, we’ve established that you need
to imbue it with positive leadership energy that supercharges each
and every member of your flock. Inspiring and encouraging the creation of updraft is a huge job, and while we’ve talked about what you
need to accomplish, we’ve said nothing about how you do this. Of
course, this book is all about what it takes to get everybody into formation and flying in the same direction, but let’s take a quick look
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at the three critical areas affecting updraft—resources, culture and
direction—and, as such, require leadership’s attention.

Resources
Before geese and other migratory birds take flight, they are a
common sight in and around ponds, lakes and other bodies of water.
They stop to feed, drink and rest, making certain each bird has what it
needs to go the distance. As the leader, ensuring each member of your
flock has what he or she needs is your responsibility. I’m not saying you
should be involved with the purchase of paper for the copier but that
you are responsible, at the highest levels, for making absolutely sure the
organization and each individual has what they need—both physically,
mentally and emotionally. Do people have everything they need to do
their jobs to the best of their ability?
The knee-jerk reaction of most owners and executives is a quick,
“Yes, of course, we have desks and computers and processes,” or,
“Sure, we have cash registers and shelves and a warehousing system.”
But the question goes much deeper than that. As consumers, we’ve
all witnessed the customer service agent who is uncomfortable with
the long silence and feels compelled to explain that the computer
is very slow, or the repairman who is embarrassed that he has to
come back because they don’t stock the part, or the retail associate
who is apologizing because their policy doesn’t allow her to . . . (fill
in the blank).
I remember performing reconnaissance on one retail establishment
before meeting with the owner. The associate at the customer service
area (no less) apologized over and over because a simple transaction
was taking so much time. The cash register kept freezing up, and she
had to go through a several step process to restart it. When I asked
her about it, she said it happened all the time. “Have you told anybody
about the issue?” I asked, and in response, I got the all-too-familiar
eye roll that told me the company’s executives didn’t understand that
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they were responsible if she was unable to take care of clients the way
she (and they) wanted to. The implications of not having the right
resources are far more serious than it might seem at first blush, and
they correlate very strongly with a lack of engagement.
Think about it this way. Imagine starting a home project: perhaps
you and your significant other decide to paint the living room. The
colors are all picked out, so you get an early start to the hardware
store. You buy the paint, a couple of drop cloths, and then you head
home. As you begin moving furniture out of the way, you notice several holes. You are a bit annoyed to find that the spackle you have
on hand has hardened in the container, so back to the store. Once
the spackle has dried, you need to sand those areas, but you can’t find
the sandpaper. As you rummage through your workshop, you become
increasingly angry. Finally ready to dip a brush into paint, you discover that the brush isn’t thoroughly clean.
By now, you are angry at your spouse, annoyed at yourself and hate
your house for even having a living room. Now imagine what it is like
for customer service people who have to apologize to clients because
the computer system doesn’t work correctly, or for factory workers who
have to stop assembly in order to scrounge up the tools and parts necessary to repair a machine, or for salespeople who can’t get the product
information they need. It is no less frustrating for them.
As the leader, you need to guarantee that your organization has
access to the best-quality resources it can get. While a bit more complex
than the flock’s needs, there are really just three resources that provide
for the other inputs—time, people and money. Technically, we could
say there are only two inputs—time and money—since money allows
us to hire people. However, as we will discuss, people are the most significant resource, so we will consider them separately. While even the
best leader cannot procure more time, it is leadership that ensures
time is being used effectively and efficiently by focusing attention on
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the vision, mission and goals of the organization. And since the talent
and commitment of your people determine the success of the company,
acquiring, developing and retaining the best of the best is essential.
Leaders who do not devote sufficient time and energy to this responsibility do not recognize the connection between stellar financial performance and talented, engaged employees.

Culture
Extremely social animals, Canada geese have their own set of routines and conduct that guide behavior both on the ground and in
the air. While instinct drives goslings to peck soon after they hatch,
it is their parents who teach them what to eat and what not to eat.17
Migration and migratory routes are passed down from generation to
generation, and in the same way we teach our children how to communicate, so do the geese.18 Goslings, for instance, must learn to
recognize the threat call and its accompanying body language (head
pumping, an open bill with tongue extended, and possibly vibrating
feathers)19 so they don’t accidentally provoke an attack from another
goose. These habits and behaviors increase the likelihood of survival
and also reduce conflict within the established family groups. For
remarkably similar reasons, it is your responsibility to set the standards for behavior and to shape the environment inside your organization. You must ask, as well as answer, the important questions.
What do we, as an organization, believe in? What do we stand for?
What won’t we tolerate?
The answers to these and similar questions establish the shared
standards and values that help to guide actions and decisions. When
used and understood correctly, these values serve as ethical guidelines and become part of the foundation for the organization’s culture. The goal is to create and maintain a supportive culture—one
that inspires passion and engagement rather than one that fuels
indifference and resentment. It is the leader’s job—your job—to
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monitor and tend the culture in order to ensure it remains an asset
of the organization rather than a liability. While we’ve discussed this
as one of the three areas requiring leadership’s attention, a positive,
nurturing culture could also be considered one of the resources leadership needs to provide.

Direction
You’ve finally gotten off the ground, and everybody is working
together, flying in a beautiful v-formation—just like the geese. At this
point, you might think you’ve made it. But those birds aren’t flying
around just because they can. They are following the lead bird in
search of food, water, mating grounds or warmer weather, and every
mile they cover brings them closer to their destination. Your people are
expecting you to take them somewhere too. They are counting on you
to have a destination in mind—i.e., a vision (more on this later)—and
to have answers to those questions that revolve around the reasons for
our existence as an organization. Why are we here? What is the purpose of this organization? Where are we going? What do we want to
accomplish? Having a specific direction provides a shared focus that
concentrates the efforts, resources and energy of the organization and
is crucial to supercharging performance. Just flapping their wings isn’t
enough; people want to accomplish something.
Resources. Culture. Direction. Your attention to these three areas
is absolutely vital to creating updraft. We will revisit these issues
many times and in much greater detail as we dive into our discussion
of updraft and how to use it to transform your organization.
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What is updraft and how does leadership create it?

STRETCHING YOUR WINGS  .  .  .
We’ve just gotten started, and while I hope that you are finding our
discussion interesting, I’m more concerned that you are finding it thoughtprovoking. It is never easy to stare into the mirror and take responsibility,
but in order to explore new ideas and perspectives, you’ll need to put
aside your preconceived notions about leadership, your organization, your
people and even yourself. At the end of each chapter, I’ve included questions designed to help you zero in on your particular situation. I encourage
you to consider these questions carefully, as they will help you to understand why your organization isn’t soaring . . . yet.
1. To help you experience the beauty and grace of the v-formation, take a moment to watch a short slideshow at www.
DeltaVstrategies.com/Resources taken from the vast database of
geese photographs I mentioned earlier.
2. Close your eyes, relax and picture the organization functioning
the way you’ve always imagined. What is your role? What are
you doing? Are you enjoying yourself? What is stopping you
from attaining your vision?
3. What do you think is the engagement level at your organization? How does that make you feel? Is it contributing to the
issues you see?
4. Go to www.DeltaVstrategies.com/Resources and take the
Updraft Assessment. Review it carefully. Have your executive
team complete the assessment as well.
5. Which of the Five Myths of Leadership applies to you? Are you
sure? How can you address it?
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6. Are you bringing leadership energy to your organization? What
kind? Are you truly supercharging your people? All of them?
7. Of the three focus areas—resources, culture and direction—which one needs the most attention? Why has it been
overlooked?
8. Bring your executive team together to discuss engagement. (For
more case studies and research, go to www.DeltaVstrategies.com/
Resources.) Some possible discussion points could include:
• How do team members define engagement?
• What do they know about it?
• What do they think the engagement level is at your organization? Why?
• How is this related to the issues and challenges you face?
• What kind of leadership energy is this team providing? Is it
helping or hurting the engagement level?
• Using the Updraft Assessment from #4 above, have your
executive team share their results from Part 2 and Part 3 of
the assessment.
• On a scale of 1 to 10, what is the status of each of the
three areas of focus—resources, culture and direction? Start
with the area with the lowest score. How could you, as a
team, begin to address it?
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Would you like to bring Updraft
into your organization?

I

hope you enjoyed this book and I thank you for taking the time to
read it. If you found it to be thought-provoking and would like to
hear more about leadership, engagement and updraft, then I invite you
to connect with me.
Visit my website at www.deltavstrategies.com to find out more
about how I work with leaders and their teams to bring updraft to
their organizations.
While you’re there, feel free to read my blog, find out where I’m
speaking and check for new resources.
www.facebook.com/JacquelynFreedman
www.instagram.com/deltavstrategies
www.linkedin.com/in/jacquelynfreedman
www.twitter.com/JacquelynFreed1
jfreedman@deltavstrategies.com
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