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     On January 20, 2001 Colin L. Powell was sworn in as the 65th U.S. Secretary of State.  Secretary Powell has accumulated more than 45 years of leadership experience, which includes 35 years of active military service.  As a result, Colin L. Powell is favorably regarded for his skills as an effective manager and negotiator and is highly respected as an inspirational leader.  Author Dr. Oren Harai was inspired by Colin Powell to write this book, following his release of [what is widely known as] “The Colin Powell Leadership Primer” in the December 1996 issue of Management Review.  This book is an expanded version of the ‘Primer’, which is a set of eighteen leadership lessons.

Major Leadership and Management Concepts Discussed

     The book is divided into three parts:  (I) Powell as Provocateur, (II) Powell on Strategy and Execution, and (III) The Powell Character.  Although there are only three parts to this book, ‘people’ is the consistent theme throughout.  In part I, Dr. Harai journeys through Colin Powell’s style of management by learning through experience and situations.  This style is a straight-forward approach.  Powell firmly believes that holding people accountable results in responsibility.  He admits this takes people out of their comforts zone and ‘pisses them off,’ but this is precisely what he wants to happen.  He believes this promotes a ‘class of ideas’ and allows for an unfiltered line of communication.  Powell displayed this style by making daily ‘rounds’ within his organization to make himself available for discussion on what was really happening down in the trenches.  

     Colin Powell considers himself a pretty simple fellow.  For this reason his goal is a vision with simplicity, but his main focus is execution of the mission.  His constant theme of ‘people’ is clearly evident in this philosophy when he stated, “We had to make sure that we took the new mission and drove it down to the last private in the ranks.  Whoever came in and emptied the trash can at night had to understand the vision.”  In addition, Powell believes all his people are competent, if they are not, he is not afraid to fire them.  “If you don’t fire people who are not doing the job—after you have counseled them, after you have brought them along—then you’re hurting the whole organization.”  As evident in part I, Powell is not afraid to ‘piss someone off’ if his pursuit of effective leadership involves removing someone from the team.

     Again, in the third and final part of these leadership secrets, the focus is on people.  There are many angles in which people follow a leader, but Colin Powell focuses on the curiosity and trust factors.  If you are a good leader, people will follow you out of curiosity.  This is a form of trust, which comes from believing in a leader.  Of course, there are other factors such as courage, loyalty, and empathy, but one must be observing a great leader to be curious enough to follow.  “The leader sets an example.  Whether in the Army or in civilian life, the other people in the organization take their cue from the leader—not from what the leader says, but what the leader does.”  

Significance of the Book’s Concepts to Your Work/Life Experiences

     After reading this book, it enforced what I already believed—that Colin Powell is an excellent leader and manager.  What I did not know was how much attention to detail Colin Powell pays attention to.  I have always been under the impression that a leader knowing all the details was a ‘micromanager’ and that would be taboo.  I have since learned a leader knowledgeable of the ‘weeds’ in the organization does not necessarily have to ‘maintain’ those weeds, but the competent people hired to do the job should be allowed to perform maintenance.  

     As a self-proclaimed ‘people person’ myself, I can identify with Colin Powell in his desire for clear unfiltered communication.  There is a great need for more leaders who are willing to hear the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ about what is happening in their organization.  Managers tend to turn a blind eye or deaf ear to the negative issues, especially if it directly impacts the leader or manager and if their job security is at risk.  I want to develop into a leader who is willing to hear it all.  I want to be that leader that is told ‘he has no clothes on.’ 

     In sum, I have taken valuable lessons from this book.  As an emerging leader, I realize that I must be open to new ideas and receive them from others with an open mind—my way is not always the best way.  Colin Powell’s “Don’t be afraid to challenge the pros, in their own backyard,” lesson was an eye-opener for me.  I will use that lesson it situations where management is not receptive to hear what is really happening (good or bad).  I have also learned that being an effective and valuable leader is not always a popularity contest.  As the one who wants to keep everyone happy, I realize that this is not possible if I want to be a ‘true’ leader and manager for others to look up to.  There are endless examples for ways I can apply this book to my own life—I highly recommend everyone read this book or (as a minimum) the ‘Primer.’
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