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As a leader, talk is cheap. Action is what counts and practice makes a difference. Below are 
practical steps to improve performance.     

• Build a strategic framework that inspires a culture of innovation. Everyone in the 
organization needs to know where you want to go, not just your leadership team. 
Communicate the strategy, then work to help everyone feel empowered to help you 
achieve it. 
 

• Understand and embrace systems thinking. Internally, this means that rather than 
segment your thinking, strategy, or operations, consider everything in the context of how 
it contributes to and is impacted by the larger organization. Outside of your organization, 
a similar approach will help you build partnerships with others who are impacted by and 
contribute to your business. In both cases, be thinking of the wider picture. How are you 
impacting wider change? You only do this when you think of the larger system your 
business is part of. 
 

• Inclusion doesn’t just mean having different-looking people. Having a goal to create a 
diverse workforce doesn’t guarantee those voices feel heard and are empowered to 
contribute to the organization’s success. The deeper goal should be making sure everyone 
in the business, every diverse employee from different backgrounds and with 
perspectives, feels like they are contributing and really making a difference. This must be 
your aspiration, and your reward for achieving it will be innovation like you’ve never had 
before. 
 

• You’re likely asking the wrong question in your quest to hire more inclusively. Rather 
than ask how many applicants or candidates you received are diverse, ask instead how 
you went about getting your applicants. How many diverse avenues did you explore to 
find candidates who are equally good and can fill the job while contributing diverse 
perspectives to the organization? 
 

• It’s a leader’s job to prepare the organization for change. Underestimate this critical 
aspect of change management and you risk the organization not understanding the why 
behind change or what exactly is being asked of them. You play a vital role in the success 
or failure of any change effort in the organization, so make sure they’re prepared. 
 

• No one thing will solve our energy or climate issues. That doesn’t mean you can’t be 
thinking about how your organization can innovate to contribute to the solution, but 
innovation doesn’t always lead to one idea or solution. Alleviating the pressure to have 
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one big idea to solve everything broadens your perspective and opens you up to several 
smaller ideas that separately make small inroads but together make a big impact. And 
remember, if you’ve got Millennial or Gen Z employees on staff today, this matters to 
them and is something you need to be talking about if you hope to keep them. 
 

• Be respectful of traditional thinking AND find change agents in the organization who can 
support changes you’re looking to make. There are obviously two objectives here. First, 
respecting traditional thinking and the status quo is an important strategy to affirm and 
engage those who had a hand in helping you get where you are, those who might be 
resistant to change or feel disrespected by new ideas replacing them and their ideas. 
Second, finding change agents who are excited about new directions builds energy around 
change and helps engage and rally others to answer the call. Successful leaders 
understand change management isn’t an either/or approach, it’s a yes/and. 
 

• Be open to feedback and accepting failure. Doing so creates opportunities to pivot, 
adjust and accept reality so you can ask better questions and find new solutions. 
 

• Know your strengths. Know what you really enjoy and what you don’t enjoy and aren’t 
good at. By acknowledging that, you’ll be realistic about gaps that exist on your team and 
what strengths others will need to help fill them. Being honest about your own 
shortcomings helps you know who to add to the team and makes that team much 
stronger than it otherwise would be. 
 

• Get to the heart of the matter – the Why – if you want to innovate. As CEO, when you 
make assumptions and draw conclusions, it effectively shuts down others in the room and 
may lead them to withhold their own voices and perspectives. Instead, challenge yourself 
to be curious and resist assumptions and jumping to conclusions at the risk of stopping 
before you truly understand the why. Ask questions to invite everyone to contribute. Why 
is this occurring? Why are we doing this? Why does this matter? Getting to the root of an 
issue is the beginning of innovation. 
 

• Be curious and look at what other companies are doing. The best ideas won’t always 
come from within your own company, so expand your focus to stay in tune with what’s 
going on. Look to your immediate competitors, not with arrogance, fear, or disdain but 
with genuine curiosity. They may have a different way of putting ideas together or 
approaching innovation, so pay attention and be willing to expand your thinking and learn 
from them. Doing so may even help you find those strategic partnerships we advised you 
to consider above. 
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• Be the most authentic version of yourself, even at the risk of making others 
uncomfortable. Okay, this one requires a little clarification. We’re hardly suggesting you 
can just bulldoze through the organization without any regard for how you’re showing up 
or how your behavior might be impacting others. But there’s something to be said for 
being your authentic self, being true to your own core values and beliefs. We covered this 
topic at length in Episode 9, Leadership Presence with Katherine Johnson, so check that 
out for more on the importance of authentic leadership. 
 

• Everyone in your organization should be paying attention to the disruptors. These days, 
there’s so much data, information, and noise flying around that it’s impossible for one 
person to stay current on every potential disruptor to your business. Therefore, empower 
your entire workforce, every single employee, to pay attention to market trends, new 
technology, competitor activity, changing customer demands, and anything else with the 
potential to disrupt current operations or the future of your business. Everyone should be 
thinking innovatively and paying attention externally, and you must work to create a 
culture where that information can be brought to you for consideration and inclusion into 
the strategic plan. 
 

• Sharpen your skill at weeding through the noise. With everyone in the organization 
paying attention to the disruptors, someone must be skilled enough to evaluate 
everything on the table, parse through it and determine what is relevant and what is just 
noise. Get this right and your business wins. Get it wrong and you could find yourself 
playing catchup for a very long time. Whatever you’ve got to do and whoever you need to 
engage to help you, the future success of your business depends on your ability to get this 
right. 
 

• Seize every opportunity to break down the barriers of race, creed, gender, equality, 
status, or anything else that inhibits innovation. If you’re a CEO whose traditionally been 
in the majority, use your position and platform to obliterate the barriers keeping women, 
people of color, the LGBTQ community, and any others from being heard. This is not only 
great for business innovation, but also for creating a great workplace culture. It’s also just 
the right thing to do for humanity. You don’t want to be on the wrong side of history on 
this issue. 
 
Conversely, if you’re someone who has been historically marginalized, seize every 
opportunity to use your voice and show others you belong at the table. Frankly, some of 
these opportunities may fall under the category of tokenism, but you can still use the 
platform you’re given to wow the room and pave the way for others who have been  
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marginalized and excluded to follow. As demeaning as tokenism is, never pass up the 
opportunity to use your voice and show others what a badass you really are. 
 

• Build authentic, trusting relationships. Leadership is about influence, and you’ll only 
influence others without trust for so long. Learn to sincerely listen to people, connect with 
them through empathy and concern, have their backs, and above all, be genuine and 
authentic. Invest in your people as much as you invest in your company. This is simply 
foundational to successful leadership. 

 
 
 
 

To listen to this Episode again and tune in to episodes that you may have missed, go to 
http://www.thefrustratedceo.com/. 


