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In many ways war can be seen as a metaphor for much of what happens in daily business life.  In fact, ten different versions of The Art of War by Sun Tzu are currently listed in the top 1% of all books on Amazon.com.  

Corporate leaders, not military people, are the major buyers of these books.

As organizational leaders reflect upon the ongoing war in Iraq, it might be a good time to look for learnings from combat that we can all apply in our daily business interactions.

I have had the privilege of coaching many successful leaders.  One of my former clients (who I will call “Joe”) is now the CEO of one of the world’s most valuable corporations.  When I worked as his coach, he was the chief operating executive at a smaller company.  He had many of the strengths that most of the top executives that I meet possess.  He was brilliant, dedicated, high in integrity, committed to the company, dedicated to serving customers, innovative and consistent in achieving results.  He was also viewed as somewhat stubborn and opinionated.  

Joe’s “area for improvement” was not particularly unusual.  When the Harvard Business Review interviewed me in October, I was asked to describe the most common problem of the executives that I coach.  I replied, “winning too much”.

Joe was a wonderful client and is still a friend.   After 18 months, he achieved very positive long-term change in behavior as judged by his key stakeholders.  He was seen as much more open and less opinionated and judgmental.  He was viewed by almost everyone as a more effective leader.  At the end of our time together, I asked Joe, “What did you learn from this coaching process in the past year?”

Joe replied, “Most of what I learned from you, I learned in the first day.  I learned to stop, take a breath and ask myself, ‘Is it worth it?’ before I spoke.”

He smiled and said, “Unfortunately, in many cases, when an executive like me makes a suggestion, it is taken as an order.  When I was able to stop and think before speaking, in about half the cases, I concluded, “Do I believe that I am right? Maybe.  Is it worth it? No.”

When listening to news about the war, it might be good for all of us to review the behavior of the key players in this drama.  For each decision ask, “Does this leader believe that he is right?” then ask, “Is it worth it?”

In some cases the answer may be “yes”.  Sometimes it is worth it to go to war to defend what we believe to be right.  In other cases the answer might be “no”.  Sometimes “winning the battle” is not worth the cost.  As you listen to the leaders speak (on all sides), think not only about the war.  Think of the interactions that preceded the war.  For example, think about the way that the Americans, Brits, French and Germans have treated each other in the past few months.  

These lessons from war may not just apply at work.  They might also apply at home.  

Nathaniel Branden taught me a wonderful exercise to help determine if something was really worth it.  He asks his clients to complete the following sentence (over and over again) with a list of benefits: “If I get better at (the behavior the client may want to change), then  …”.

I have done this exercise with hundreds of leaders.  When leaders participate in this exercise, one of two things happens.  Either can be very useful.  In some cases the leaders begin to realize how important this change is.  They finish the exercise with a commitment to do better.  In other cases the benefits don’t seem that important.  The advantages of changing don’t merit the effort.  In these cases I suggest that they work on something else.

The first time I did this exercise, I observed an executive who was highly judgmental.  He completed the sentence, “If I become less judgmental …”.  The first few completions were mainly sarcastic or cynical comments.  By the sixth completion he had tears running down his face.  He said, “If I become less judgmental, maybe my children will speak to me again.”

This leader learned a great lesson.  Sometimes “winning” and “being right” just wasn’t worth it.  He also learned that becoming less judgmental was definitely worth it.

War provides an opportunity to observe leaders making critically important decisions in the ultimate high-stakes environment.  As you watch each leader on television ask yourself, “Does he believe that he is right?” then ask, “Is it worth it?”

Try to differentiate between the need to “win” and to “be right” from the need to fight a noble battle for a just cause.

More importantly, the next time you are ready to go to war – at work or at home – don’t forget to ask yourself, “Is it worth it?”

