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On	
   the	
   day	
  
that	
   former	
  

business	
  
magnate	
  
Bernard	
  

Madoff	
   was	
  
sentenced	
  

to	
   150	
   years	
  
in	
  prision	
  for	
  his	
  massive	
  Ponzi	
  scheme––
which	
  cost	
  his	
  clients	
  billions	
  of	
  dollars––
the	
  judge	
  made	
  some	
  striking	
  comments	
  
about	
  Madoff’s	
  life	
  and	
  leadership:	
  

In	
  terms	
  of	
  mitigating	
  factors	
  in	
  a	
  
white-­‐collar	
   fraud	
   case	
   such	
   as	
  
this,	
   I	
  would	
  expect	
   to	
   see	
   letters	
  
from	
   family	
   and	
   friends	
   and	
  
colleagues.	
  But	
  not	
  a	
  single	
  letter	
  
has	
   been	
   submitted	
   attesting	
   to	
  
Mr.	
  Madoff’s	
  good	
  deeds	
  or	
  good	
  
character	
   or	
   civic	
   or	
   charitable	
  
activities.	
   The	
   absense	
   of	
   such	
  
support	
  is	
  telling.	
  

	
  

Remarkably––and	
   significantly––not	
   one	
  
friend,	
   family	
   member,	
   neighbor,	
  
colleageue,	
   or	
   acquaintance	
   came	
   forward	
  
to	
  offer	
  a	
  positive	
  statement	
  about	
  Madoff’s	
  
character	
  or	
  deeds.	
  Such	
  a	
  statement	
  might	
  
have	
   helped	
   to	
   commute	
   his	
   sentence,	
  
allowing	
   him	
   the	
   possibility	
   of	
   being	
  
released	
   on	
   bail	
   some	
   time	
   before	
   the	
   end	
  
of	
  his	
  life.	
  

The	
   judge’s	
   comments	
   about	
   Bernie	
  
Madoff’s	
   character	
   lead	
  us	
   to	
  ask	
  ourselves	
  
some	
   probing	
   questions	
   about	
   our	
   own	
  
lives:	
  

• If	
   my	
   family,	
   friends,	
   and	
  
colleagues	
   were	
   asked	
   to	
   give	
   a	
  
statement	
   under	
   oath	
   about	
   the	
  
strenth	
   of	
   my	
   character,	
   what	
  
would	
   they	
   say?	
   Would	
   they	
   be	
  
able	
   to	
   talk	
   about	
  my	
   good	
   values	
  
and	
   the	
   positive	
   contributions	
   I	
  
have	
  made	
  to	
  society?	
  

• Changing	
   the	
   analogy	
   around,	
  
would	
   their	
   testimony	
   be	
   strong	
  

enough	
   to	
   “convict”	
   me	
   of	
   my	
  
good	
  character?	
  If	
  so,	
  would	
  their	
  
assessment	
   be	
   true	
   in	
   light	
   of	
  
what	
  I	
  know	
  about	
  myself?	
  

• How	
   much	
   importance	
   have	
   I	
  
placed	
  on	
  having	
  a	
  good	
  name––
and	
  the	
  character	
  to	
  back	
  it	
  up?	
  

• What	
  difference	
  would	
  it	
  make	
  to	
  
my	
   family,	
   my	
   business,	
   or	
   my	
  
organization	
   for	
   me	
   to	
   be	
  
acknowledged	
   as	
   a	
   person	
   of	
  
genuine	
  integrity?	
  

• Am	
  I	
  living	
  ethically	
  in	
  all	
  areas	
  of	
  
my	
   life––such	
  as	
   the	
  ways	
   I	
  work	
  
with	
   others,	
   meet	
   my	
  
responsibilities,	
   and	
   treat	
   others	
  
in	
  the	
  world?	
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All	
   of	
   our	
   negative	
   attitudes	
   and	
   careless	
   behaviors	
  
weaken	
   our	
   leadership.	
   The	
   effects	
   of	
   our	
  
unaddressed	
   character	
   flaws	
   inevitably	
   cause	
   us	
  
damage.	
  Whenever	
  we	
  fail	
  to	
  pay	
  attention	
  to	
  issues	
  
of	
  character,	
  we	
  will	
  experience	
  some	
  kind	
  of	
  loss.	
  

The	
  fallen	
  leaders	
  whom	
  we	
  know	
  personally	
  or	
  read	
  
about	
   in	
   the	
  headlines	
  are	
  warnings	
   to	
  us.	
  We	
  must	
  
recognize	
   that	
   every	
   decision	
   we	
   make	
   adds	
   a	
  
sentence	
  to	
  our	
  life	
  story.	
  Will	
  the	
  complete	
  story	
  of	
  
your	
  life	
  and	
  leadership	
  add	
  up	
  to	
  something	
  positive	
  
and	
  honorable?	
  There	
  is	
  only	
  one-­‐way	
  to	
  ensure	
  this	
  
outcome––	
   through	
   the	
   intentional	
   development	
   of	
  
character.	
  

Most	
   people	
   have	
   positive	
   character	
   traits	
   and	
  
certain	
  negative	
  character	
  traits.	
  Picture	
  a	
  continuum	
  
where	
  some	
  people	
  have	
  moved	
  toward	
  the	
  positive	
  
side	
   of	
   character,	
   while	
   some	
   have	
   moved	
   toward	
  
the	
  negative	
   side.	
  Where	
   are	
   you	
  on	
   that	
  measure?	
  
Are	
   you	
   on	
   the	
   positive	
   side,	
   with	
   conviction	
   and	
  
integrity––	
  or	
  on	
  the	
  negative	
  side,	
  with	
  duplicity	
  and	
  
moral	
   compromise?	
   Your	
   answer	
   will	
   require	
   some	
  
introspection,	
   including	
   an	
   examination	
   of	
   your	
  
personal	
  motives.	
  It	
  is	
  easy	
  for	
  us	
  to	
  overlook	
  areas	
  of	
  
ethical	
  weakness	
  in	
  our	
  lives,	
  and	
  to	
  remain	
  unaware	
  
of	
   how	
   these	
   weaknesses	
   affect	
   the	
   quality	
   of	
   our	
  
leadership.	
  

A	
  leader	
  who	
  desires	
  to	
  be	
  strong	
  and	
  effective	
  will	
  
summon	
   the	
   courage	
   to	
   identify	
   and	
   root	
   out	
   his	
  
weaknesses,	
   preventing	
   them	
   from	
   growing	
   into	
  
larger,	
  more	
  damaging	
  issues.	
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It	
   is	
   not	
   just	
   the	
   Bernie	
  
Madoffs	
   of	
   this	
   world	
   who	
  
have	
  character	
  flaws.	
  And	
  it	
  is	
  
not	
   only	
   “big”	
   ethical	
   issues	
  
like	
   fraud	
   and	
   infidelity	
   that	
  
erode	
  our	
   integrity,	
   injure	
  our	
  
credibility,	
   and	
  wrong	
   others,	
  
damaging	
   the	
   quality	
   of	
   our	
  
leadership.	
   Character	
   has	
  
many	
   practical,	
   everyday	
  
implications.	
  

For	
  example,	
  how	
  would	
  you	
  rate	
  your	
  consistency?	
  
If	
  you	
  are	
  always	
  delinquent	
   in	
  paying	
  your	
  bills	
  due	
  
to	
   carelessness,	
   it	
   can,	
   among	
   other	
   things,	
   affect	
  
your	
   credit	
   standing	
   and	
   that	
   of	
   your	
   family	
   or	
  
business.	
   One	
   result	
   is	
   that	
   you	
   could	
   miss	
   out	
   on	
  
opportunities	
   to	
   acquire	
   loans	
   to	
   expand	
   your	
  
company,	
   thereby	
   limiting	
   the	
   growth	
   of	
   your	
  
business.	
  In	
  a	
  similar	
  way,	
  if	
  you	
  are	
  regularly	
  late	
  for	
  
appointments	
   and	
  meetings,	
   you	
   can	
   erode	
   others’	
  
confidence	
  in	
  you	
  and	
  prompt	
  them	
  to	
  decline	
  future	
  
collaborations	
   that	
   would	
   have	
   been	
   advantageous	
  
for	
  you.	
  

Or,	
   could	
   a	
   lack	
   of	
   self-­‐discipline	
   be	
   undermining	
  
your	
   strengths?	
   For	
   instance,	
   do	
   negative	
   emotions	
  
such	
  as	
  anger	
  control	
  you?	
  If	
  you	
  hold	
  on	
  to	
  grudges,	
  
you	
  may	
  lose	
  out	
  on	
  beneficial	
  relationships,	
  as	
  well	
  
as	
   sacrifice	
   your	
   own	
   peace	
   of	
   mind	
   as	
   you	
   waste	
  
unnecessary	
  energy	
  dwelling	
  on	
  bitter	
  thoughts.	
  Or,	
  
if	
   you	
   allow	
   yourself	
   to	
   abuse	
   alcohol	
   or	
   drugs,	
   you	
  
will	
   not	
   only	
   do	
   harm	
   to	
   your	
   health	
   but	
   also	
   put	
  
yourself	
  at	
  serious	
  risk	
  of	
  losing	
  the	
  respect	
  of	
  people	
  
you	
  value	
  and	
  who	
  can	
  support	
  your	
   leadership	
  (not	
  
to	
  mention	
  the	
  ramifications	
  of	
  any	
  legal	
  violations).	
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the	
   risk	
   of	
   becoming	
   overly	
   detached	
   from	
   reality	
  
and	
  failing	
  to	
  see	
  or	
  act	
  on	
  a	
  significant	
  weakness	
  or	
  
threat.	
   Learning	
   to	
   recognize	
   and	
   deal	
   with	
  
blindspots	
   is	
  a	
  task	
   in	
  understanding	
  the	
  sometimes	
  
counterintuitive	
   aspects	
   of	
   how	
   they	
   operate	
   and	
  
then	
  more	
  effectively	
  managing	
  yourself	
  and	
  others	
  
with	
  that	
  knowledge.	
  	
  
	
  
Blindspots	
   are	
   worthy	
   of	
   attention	
   because	
   the	
  
costs	
  of	
  neglecting	
   them	
  can	
  be	
   so	
  high.	
  A	
   single	
  
blindspot	
   in	
   a	
   critical	
   area	
   can	
   undercut	
   even	
   the	
  
most	
   talented	
   leader.	
   Blindspots	
   can	
   also	
   take	
   a	
  
toll	
  on	
  those	
  who	
  live	
  with	
  the	
  consequences	
  of	
  a	
  
leader’s	
   decisions.	
   	
   Blindspots	
   matter	
   because	
  
leadership	
  matters.	
  	
  
	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
Leadership	
  Blindspots	
  
By:	
  Robert	
  Bruce	
  Shaw	
  

	
  
	
  

The	
   term	
   blindspot	
   refers	
   to	
   an	
   unrecognized	
  
weakness	
   or	
   threat	
   that	
   has	
   the	
   potential	
   to	
  
undermine	
  a	
   leader’s	
  success.	
  Unlike	
  so-­‐called	
  black	
  
swan	
   events,	
   which	
   are	
   unpredictable,	
  
uncontrollable	
   and	
   rare,	
   and	
   situational	
   blindness,	
  
where	
   the	
   environment	
   makes	
   recognition	
   of	
   a	
  
weakness	
  or	
  threat	
  almost	
  impossible,	
  blindspots	
  are	
  
recognizable	
  if	
  one	
  looks	
  for	
  them.	
  	
  
	
  
Blindspots,	
   however,	
   are	
   not	
   just	
   cases	
   of	
   failing	
   to	
  
see	
   ourselves	
   or	
   our	
   actions	
   accurately.	
   They	
   are	
  
evident	
  in	
  the	
  way	
  we	
  view	
  our	
  teams,	
  organizations	
  
and	
  markets.	
  	
  
Two	
   surprising	
   qualities	
   of	
   blindspots	
   are	
   worth	
  
noting:	
  First,	
   leadership	
  strengths	
  are	
  often	
   found	
  
in	
   close	
   proximity	
   to	
   blindspots.	
   Leaders	
  who	
  are	
  
deeply	
   passionate,	
   for	
   instance,	
   can	
   believe	
   in	
   their	
  
own	
  views	
  to	
  the	
  point	
  of	
  dismissing	
  contrary	
  views	
  
or	
   information	
   that	
   doesn’t	
   fit	
   with	
   their	
   beliefs	
   or	
  
plans.	
   Visionary	
   leaders,	
   in	
   particular,	
   are	
   often	
  
driven	
  individuals	
  who	
  can	
  become	
  prisoners	
  of	
  their	
  
own	
  assumptions.	
  	
  
	
  
Second,	
   blindspots	
   may	
   be	
   recognized,	
   only	
   to	
  
reappear	
   again	
   later	
   in	
   a	
   leader’s	
   career.	
   In	
  other	
  
words,	
   awareness	
   of	
   a	
   blindspot	
   doesn’t	
   mean	
   it	
  
disappears.	
  Some	
  blindspots,	
  in	
  some	
  situations,	
  are	
  
adaptive	
   and	
   serve	
   a	
   leader	
   well.	
   Blindspots,	
  
however,	
   always	
   come	
   with	
   a	
   price.	
   They	
   increase	
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Coaching	
  reminders:	
  

Mike	
  is	
  available	
  for	
  individual	
  
leadership	
  coaching.	
  	
  

	
  
Call	
  or	
  email	
  for	
  
appointments.	
  

	
  
www.futurenowed.com	
  

mstabile@futurenowed.com	
  
513-­‐460-­‐1015	
  

	
  

“Everything rises or falls with leadership.”   

Cultivating the Viox work Culture 

This	
  publication	
  was	
  produced	
  
by	
  Michael	
  J.	
  Stabile,	
  Ph.D.	
  at	
  

FutureNow,	
  Consulting	
  


