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Major leadership/management concepts discussed.

     The genesis for this 180-page, six chapter book was to investigate generational influences in the makeup of leaders to determine invariant leadership traits.  The concept was to ask well-known leaders to share their secrets and then to glean meaning from the personal revelations.  Survey questionnaire and interpersonal interview of 18 young leaders (geeks, aged 35 and less) and 25 old leaders (geezers, aged seventy and older) provided the source data.  

     To understand generational influences the authors take a chapter to discuss the era of the geeks and a second chapter to discuss the era of the geezers.  Very briefly, a defining term for the geek’s era is digital while defining terms for the geezers are analog and World War II.  

     In the course of pursuing this project the authors formulated a leadership development model.  They propose a model wherein individual factors and era (environmental factors) combine in a “crucible” (experiences of often difficult events) and the person who successfully creates meaning out of the experience for self and others emerges as a leader.  The process of defining meaning develops leadership competencies. This model provides the context for the authors to present their findings.  

     The authors see era as important because it presents individuals with a shared history and culture and a specific arena in which to act.  Era shapes individuals in large and small ways and the authors recognize the role that distinctive periods in history play in producing leaders.  They quote Oliver Wendell Holmes for perspective: “A great man represents a strategic point in the campaign of history, and part of his greatness consists of his being there.”  

     Comparing the two groups, three differences, attributed to era, are noted: geeks have bigger and more ambitious goals; geeks place far more emphasis on balance in work, family, and personal lives; and geeks are far less likely than geezers to have heroes or to have their image of a leader shaped by heroes.  Traits noted as common to both groups are: avid learners, forever strain to transcend limits, and the existence of events that transformed their behavior and self-understanding.

     The authors finish by discussing the qualities that define leaders.  They identify four broad categories as Leadership Competencies:  adaptive capacity, engaging others by creating shared meaning, voice, and integrity.  Within the discussions of these categories a host of other traits common to leaders are noted including: optimism, tenacity, self-confidence, first class noticers, creativity, purpose, emotional intelligence, ambition, competence, and communication.  Finally, the authors emphasize a trait common to the geezers they refer to as neoteny.  Neoteny is defined as “the retention of youthful qualities by adults.” By neotony the authors mean curiosity, playfulness, eagerness, warmth and energy.  

Significance of the book’s concepts to my work/life experience and learning.

     I found the book interesting and written in an easy to read style.  I recommend it but don’t classify it as must read.

     By looking at existing leaders, the authors describe a leader development process and leadership traits.  They make no comment about how to use knowledge of this process and the identified traits to develop oneself or to develop new leaders.  Defining moments are personal and what may prove to be a defining experience for one person may have no significance for another.  

     Whether I develop as a leader from my experiences remains in question.  However, I believe learning leadership skills and developing leadership traits increases the likelihood that as the tests come, I will be better prepared to emerge from each experience as a leader.

