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o u’ ve seen it happen: A star sta ffe r,

re s p e c ted for her cra ft skills, ge t s

co u r ted. 

“ We need someb o dy with your ta l e n t

and good judgment to lead the depa r t-

m e n t ,” she is told. After a few of these flat-

tering co nve rsations, the sta ffer signs on.

She becomes a b o s s .

The nove l ty of making decisions and

offering insights at news meetings carries

her through the fi rst weeks. Then re a l i ty

sets in. 

She re a l i zes she’s out of her co m fo r t

zone. She’s a step away from the co m m u-

n i ty she cove red. Or she’s no longer de-

signing the front pa ge. She wo rks longe r

h o u rs. She gets no overtime pay. Her fo r-

mer peers and friends begin go ss i p i n g

a b o ut her. Once she spoke her mind

f re e ly; now she worries about political

fa l l o ut .

She begins to wonder if management is

just self- sa c r i fi ce. Did she trade cre at ive

c h a l l e n ges for thankless ad m i n i s t rat i o n?

She becomes re s e n tful. Maybe she eve n

gets co e rc ive. If she doesn’t get to do wh at

she wants, at least she can make others do

wh at she wa n t s .

Be coming a manager is supposed to

g ive you powe r. But many manage rs, espe-

c i a l ly new manage rs, don’t feel powe rful. 

In fact, some feel less important than

eve r. The move to management can be

t ra u m at i c .

M a n a ge rs may feel displ a ced when they

begin their lead e rship care e rs, but this is a

p ro blem that can

be anticipate d

and ad d re ss e d .

The solution in-

vo lves a simpl e

s h i ft in thinking.

New lead e rs

must shift their fo-

cus from them-

s e lves to their sta ff.

Th ey must change fro m

doer to helper, from pl ayer to

coa c h .

W h e re’s the power in being a

coa c h? The management lite ra-

t u re is full of re fe re n ces to coa c h-

ing, but we’ re not talking about

Vi n ce Lomba rdi, Pat Su m m i tt, or

Bo b by Knight here. Sports have

m a ny coaches in title but not in

s p i r i t .

To find the sort of coach the

m a n a gement gurus ad m i re, yo u

h ave to look to someone like Jo h n

Wooden, the most succe ssful coach in co l-

l e ge ba s ke t ball histo r y. I’m not a ba s ke t-

ball fan, but in re s e a rching the roots of the

coach ideal, I found a lot to like in Wo o d-

e n’s lead e rship styl e .

Wooden is the only guy to be inducte d

i n to the ba s ke t ball Hall of Fame as both a

pl ayer and a coach. And, while he was a

gre at pl ayer in his day, when Wooden be-

came a coach, he didn’t look ba c k .

Wooden coached the UCLA Bruins to

10 national championships (seven in a

row) in the 1960s and ’70s. He was victo r i-

ous not because he focused on being pow-

e rful but because

he focused on be-

ing helpful. He

wa s n’t wo r r i e d

a b o ut his ow n

i m p o r ta n ce; he

was co n ce r n e d

with his pl aye rs ’

grow t h .

And grow they

did. Wooden had ta l-

e n ted pl aye rs ove r

the ye a rs, such as Bill

Wa l ton and Kare e m

A b d u l - Ja b bar (know n

as Lew Alcindor then).

B ut far from being self-

s u fficient sta rs, Abdul-

Ja b bar and Wa l ton we re

fi e rce ly loyal to Wo o d e n .

To d ay they credit him

with not only improv i n g

their ba s ke t ball but with

i m p roving their lives. Th ey

still call their old coach, now 90, to ask ad-

v i ce or tell him they love him. Th ey speak

in reve rent tones about the almost spiritu-

al impact he has had on their live s .

Wooden was known as a co n s u m m ate

teacher; no aspect of the game went un-

taught. (Abdul-Ja b bar used to wonder at

Wo o d e n’s detailed instructions for lacing

his shoes.) But, curiously, Wooden re-

mained pa ss ive during games. He sat 

q u i e t ly on the sidelines. Un l i ke other

coaches, he didn’t rant, chew things, or

jump up and down. 

When the eyes of the wo rld we re upon
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him, Wooden stepped out of the limelight.

He let his pl aye rs shine. 

How did they respond? Th ey dug deep

within themselves and found their own 

re s o u rces. Th ey found ways to use the les-

sons they ’d learned in pra c t i ce to win cru-

cial ga m e s .

He re is wh at Wooden seems to have

k n own instinctive ly: If pl aye rs co n t i n u a l ly

look to the sidelines for direction, they

wo n’t find their own, more profound inner

d i rection. If they depend on the boss ’s ex-

p e r t i s e, they don’t develop their ow n .

Coaches who inject themselves in the

game make the game about themselve s ,

not about the pl aye rs. Playe rs with self-

i m p o r tant coaches don’t have to think as

h a rd because they know they always have

a ba c k s top and a gate ke e p e r. Th ey don’ t

i n te r n a l i ze and pers o n a l i ze the coa c h’s

d r ive to win.

True lead e rship fo s te rs independence .

I ro n i c a l ly, if you give your sta ff the to o l s

t h ey need to succeed, you make yo u rs e l f

m o re important than eve r, as Wooden wa s

to Abdul-Ja b bar and Wa l ton. You are light-

ing the path to your sta ff’s growth and ful-

fi l l m e n t .

Pe o ple invest more in their wo rk if it’s

t h e i r growth at sta ke, not just the boss ’s

sat i s faction. To be truly enga ged, they

must focus on building their own co m p e-

te n ce, not on pa ssing muster with the

b o ss .

W h e re are the rewa rds in this for lead-

e rs? 

Helping others know themselves, deve l-

op their talents, and do their best wo rk is

p owe rful. It fo s te rs the growth not only of

oneself but also of peers and sta ff, not to

mention the orga n i zation. For many, it is

p rofo u n d ly rewa rding. Helping others

s u cceed is challenging, cre at ive wo rk .

And, as Wa s h i n g ton Post D e p uty

A M E / News Vi n ce Bzdek said at Poy n te r’s

Visual Journalism Lead e rship Co n fe re n ce

last ye a r, “It ’s liberating not to have to

think about yo u rself all the time.” 

If yo u’ re still thinking like a pl aye r, how-

eve r, you can’t ex p e r i e n ce the joys of being

a coach. You can’t build your co n fi d e n ce

and co m p e te n ce as a coach unless you let

go of your glory days as a pl aye r.

Good coaching is about teaching and

l e tting go. So why don’t more lead e rs do

it? I suspect many lead e rs can’t let go –

c a n’t share power – because deep dow n

t h ey worry that their formal aut h o r i ty is

all they have. Th ey secre t ly worry that

t h ey have nothing to teach, especially to

the more able sta ff. 

M a ny new manage rs feel pre ss u re to

k n ow everything. This cre ates insecurity

because nobody knows everything. 

L iving with this anxiety can make boss-

es grudging, secre t ive, and aut h o r i ta r i a n .

And here’s the sad thing: These insecure

l e ad e rs are wrong. Th ey unquestionably

h ave things to teach: Th ey can show others

h ow to further the goals of the orga n i za-

tion. Th ey have that capa c i ty, undoubte d ly,

or they wo u l d n’t have been pro m o ted. 

Senior manage rs pro m o te those who can

carry out their vision. The job of the new

l e ader is to coach others in seeing beyo n d

t h e m s e lves and meeting larger orga n i za-

tional goa l s .

Eve r y b o dy needs a coach. Eve r y b o dy

needs fe e d back. Eve r y b o dy needs a pa r t-

ner in pro gre ss. Even Michael Jo rd a n ,

who this season returned to the game as a

pl aye r.

If bosses re a l ly focused on helping the

s ta ff, wh at would that look like? 

Th ey ’d quit trying to prove their cra ft

expertise. Th ey wo u l d n’t tell others how

t h ey wo u l d ’ ve designed the pa ge or writ-

ten the sto r y. Th ey ’d co n ce n t rate on

helping each sta ff member see the nex t

s tep in his or her unique deve l o p m e n t .

Being a leader means keeping quiet wh e n

the answer is on the tip of your to n gu e, so

t h at others may make discoveries. 

It means being silent on the sidelines,

l i ke Wooden during Bruins’ games, so that

p e o ple find their own cre at ive solut i o n s .

It means doing all you can to help sta ff

reach their pote n t i a l .

It means being willing to say, “I don’ t

k n ow; let’s find out” to sta ff, and being

open about the fact that bosses have

t h i n gs to learn, to o.

M a ny lead e rs find that in nurturing oth-

e rs they nurture themselves. If you give

f re e ly of yo u rs e l f, you help cre ate a more

ge n e rous wo rld. 

Th at ’s the power in coa c h i n g .

‘ Helping others know themselves, develop their talents, and do their best wo rk is powe rful. 

It fo s te rs the growth not only of oneself but also of peers and sta ff, not to mention the orga n i zat i o n .’


