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“ S o,  I  Wa n t  Yo u  to  L e a d … ” :
Adv ic e  to  a  Ne w  L e a d e r

Leadership Leadership 

J
ust over two decades ago, Bill
Dickson, then MIT’s senior vice-
president, asked me to talk with
him about computing. Three
conversations later, he asked me

to lead MIT’s central computing activi-
ties: computing services, data center op-
erations, administrative computing, and
soon, telephone services. Back then, MIT
had no computer network; its computing
environment included some four or five
mainframes providing batch and time-
sharing services, plus fewer than one
hundred minicomputers.

I told Bill “yes.” I had previously held
senior leadership responsibilities at
MIT and knew the technology reason-
a b ly  w e l l ;  t h o s e  c o m p e t e n c i e s ,  I
thought, would be enough. But I know
now that when I took the job, I lacked a
key skill: the competency to lead. As re-
tirement nears, I find myself reflecting
more and more on what I’ve learned
about being a leader—particularly in an
arena driven by rapidly changing tech-
nology—and what I wish I had known
much earlier. I want to share some of
those reflections.

Being a competent leader requires
that you have the skills and knowledge to
reach your goals. Assuming that this
means technological skills and knowl-
edge, for years we have appointed some
of our best technologists to technology
leadership positions. But like me two
decades ago, many of these people have
toolkits that are incomplete. Their tools
focus too much on the content of the
work, which of course is essential, and far
too little on what leaders do and how they
do it. As I near the next phase of my ca-
reer, I think of my leadership in terms of

who I am (be), what I know and
can do (do), and what I need to
know in order to continue to be
effective (learn). These three
touchstones—be, do, learn—frame
what I know about leadership.

Be
I remember watching my ma-
ternal grandfather one day in
the late 1940s, when I was staying at his
house for the summer. He was the fore-
man of a crew that maintained a stretch
of the Southern Pacific’s railroad track
north of Houston. One job for the crew
that particular day was shoveling out
the outhouses at my grandfather ’s
house, at the houses of the section
hands, and at the train station. My
grandfather was shoveling, side by side
with the section hands. “Why?” I asked
him later. After all, he was the boss, and
it was awful, messy, smelly work. I’ll
never forget his answer: “Don’t ask any-
one to do what you are unwilling to do
yourself!” For me, these words are an en-
during example of leadership—being
authentic, being credible, and being
able to value the dignity of those who
work with you.

To be an effective leader, you must
have character. Who are you? What are
your values? What is your worldview?
Followers want leaders who are credible,
leaders who do what they say they will do.
Max De Pree, the former CEO of Herman
Miller Inc., wrote in his book Leadership
Jazz: “Followers cannot afford leaders
who make casual promises; someone may
take them seriously!”1 In a similar vein,
Jim Kouzes and Barry Posner, in their
book Credibility, noted: “When a leader

makes promises, people instinc-
tively do a credit check. The last
time this person made such a
promise, was he being honest
about it?”2

Followers also expect their
leaders to be open, honest, and
ethical. Ultimately, followers ex-
pect leaders to focus their en-
ergy and ambition on expand-

ing the greatness  of  the work ,  on
advancing the organization, and on help-
ing the workers who serve with them,
rather than on promoting themselves, on
building their reputations, and on
stroking their egos.

Do
The second of my leadership touchstones
is what you know and do. After some
three decades, I’ve come to believe that
the leader’s work most often focuses on
two fundamental sets of tasks: coping
with operational complexity and coping
with change. Both involve deciding what
needs to be done, developing the capacity
to get it done, and ensuring that it is done.

King Solomon wrote, “Where there is
no vision, the people perish” (Prov. 29:18).
In today’s world, where there is no vision,
organizations perish. Coping with opera-
tional complexity and change begins by
developing and keeping to a vision, mak-
ing that vision real with goals and plans,
and aggressively communicating the vi-
sion, the goals, and the plan to staff and
customers. To be successful, staff must be
aligned to the vision and motivated to
achieve the goals. The leader must be
deeply involved at all levels in the doing
that will achieve the vision, whether by
removing obstacles, monitoring results,
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holding staff accountable for fulfilling
their responsibilities, or solving prob-
lems that delay success.

This work is hard for the leader. It re-
quires deep knowledge and skill. How-
ever, knowledge and skills are perishable.
Much of the knowledge and skill ac-
quired today will not adequately equip a
leader for tomorrow.

Learn
To lead effectively, you must face each day
as an active learner. De Pree wrote: “The
rate of change today requires that each of
us become a frantic learner. Leaders re-
spond to change by learning something.”3

One becomes a learner first by admitting
“I don’t know” and then by allocating
time to learning. Learning has to be con-
tinuous, and it requires complete open-
ness. For me, this has meant approaching
each day as a learning opportunity. Every
day, I have had to learn about technology,
about organizations, and about people—
including myself.

When I assumed responsibility for
computing at MIT, the dominant prefix
was “kilo”: kilohertz clock speeds, kilo-
bytes of memory. We’ve moved progres-
sively through “mega” to arrive at “giga,”
and now “tera” is within sight. The laptop
on which I write has a clock speed of one
gigahertz, a gigabyte of RAM, and a per-
formance improvement of about 40,000
over the machines I used two decades
ago. The principle behind these vast in-
creases in performance is Moore’s law,
which states that the capability of silicon-
based devices doubles every twelve to
eighteen months. Since Moore’s law is
likely to remain valid for the next decade
or so, leaders who do not learn about
new technology and its capabilities are ill
prepared to lead the deployment of new
technology to address the needs of their
organizations. The possibilities will sim-
ply not be visible to them.

Being a leader also means getting the
most out of your organization. To do this,
you need to understand the workings of
the organization and how to develop its
capabilities, how to organize to increase
effectiveness, how to make the culture
work, and how to reshape the culture
when it doesn’t work. A leader needs to
learn how to manage meetings and lead
projects, how to hold teams and individu-

als accountable, and how to view each sit-
uation through multiple lenses—for ex-
ample, John Van Maanen’s strategic de-
sign, political, and cultural lens4 or
through the eyes of the customer. With-
out these tools in the toolkit, the leader
will be severely hampered. 

It has often been said that the hardest
part of leadership is the people part. This
part includes learning about yourself.
What are your values? What are your
dreams? Where are you taking the organ-
ization? Why? How do you challenge
yourself and your staff to deliver the very
best? How do you lead your staff to exe-
cute the plan?5 How do you help staff
hold themselves accountable? How do
you give, receive, and act on feedback ef-
fectively?6 A leader needs to understand
that serving customers is at least as much
about being polite and responsive to the
customer as it is about getting the techni-
cal details right. 

■   ■   ■

Given the importance of information
technology to the higher education insti-
tution and its mission, effective leader-
ship of technology is absolutely neces-
sary for success. Over the years, the
discipline provided by the three touch-
stones of be, do, and learn has served me ex-
tremely well. I commend them to anyone
who wants to be a leader.
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