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Preface

Leading teams of knowledge workers and professionals presents 
an interesting challenge. People with these skills join organisations 
to do interesting, challenging work with equally smart, able 
people, applying their knowledge and experience for the benefit of 
their clients and their firms. They are smart people who, perhaps 
understandably, think they know everything already. They often 
don’t believe they need leaders. They might not even believe in 
leadership itself. Unsurprisingly, leaders in the professions may 
have to work especially hard to earn the respect of the people they 
lead. Often this respect comes from being ‘one of us’, professionals 
themselves. So, what happens when professionals have to step up 
as leaders and learn a whole new, additional skill set on top of their 
technical skills and know-how? This is a book for these people – 
people like you – who also love the intellectual challenge and fun 
of the work, but are working hard to make sense of a leadership 
role they have been asked to perform, probably with little or no 
experience or training. 

The material is based on hundreds of conversations with 
professionals and knowledge workers, from a range of industries 
and professions, all over the world. We have also included lots 
of practical advice from our many colleagues and the respected 
experts we work with, all of whom spend their time helping leaders 
to make sense of the challenges they face and to become better at 
what they do. 

Each section is based on a topic we know has been an issue for 
the professionals we have worked with over the years. It is clearly a 
‘help’ book, written for the express purpose of being ‘dipped into’ 
when you are in need of some ideas or guidance in a hurry. It is 
unashamedly not theoretical, nor is it intended to be read from start 
to finish; the How to use this book section (p. xii) outlines how the 
book is organised and can be used. 

The advice is offered as practical steps based on hard-earned 
experience and counsel over the years. You should view the advice 
as something you would get from a trusted friend who’s been there 
and done it before. Frankly, this is the sort of material and ideas we 
wish we had been given earlier in our careers. We hope it helps.

Arun Singh and Mike Mister
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xii

How to Lead Smart People offers advice and guidance on 
some of the key topics and issues you’re likely to face as 
a leader of smart people, organised into three parts: 

Part 1: Leading Me 
Focuses on your own performance as a manager.

Part 2: Leading the Team
Shows you how to work with different people and achieve  
a high-performing team.

Part 3: Leading the Organisation
Teaches you how to build your profile outside of your team.

How to use
this book
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Each topic has its own section, and each section follows the  
same format: 

An Introduction explains the topic or issue that will be covered, 
followed by an Example based on our experience. Then we have 
an action-oriented Do this section, consisting of Try this/Like 
this grids which, rather than offering high-level solutions, try to be 
very clear and specific about what you might try to do in a given 
situation. At the end of each section, we sum up with a few snappy 
closing thoughts: And remember. 

Bear in mind that the advice is offered without the benefit of 
knowing your specific context. It should therefore be treated as all 
good, well-meaning advice should be treated: considered against 
the situation with which you are dealing. If it suggests a course of 
action or ideas that will help address your issue, then put it into 
your own words and see how it works for you. 

To get you started, here’s an example of the Do this section:  

Do this

  Dip in and dip out
Pick the topic that you need 
help with or have interest in. If 
it does not appear in the Index, 
look for other topics that might 
be connected and try them. The 
overview of each topic outlines 
what is being covered and why 
we consider it important.

  Check out the ideas that we 
suggest
Ask yourself: how would that 
work in my circumstance, in 
the situation with which I am 
faced? Consider the ideas 

and suggestions and tailor 
them to your issue and your 
organisation. And be sure to 
use trusted colleagues and 
confidant(e)s to check out 
what you are proposing. Their 
advice will give you another 
perspective.

  Keep things moving
Take action; make things 
happen. Inaction breeds fear, 
concern, worry and uncertainty. 
Leadership is about acting, 
movement, going forward. 
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 Rehearse with a friend
Grab a friend and actually 
practise/rehearse the 
conversations you need to have. 
This is not the same as checking 
out your ideas as noted above. 
We mean actually practise the 
conversation with your friend. 
Say the actual words you intend 
to use and ask how they were 
received. Did they have the 
impact and desired result? What 
might need to be changed? 

  Use this book as a starting 
point
Make time to read more 
widely about leadership and 
management, but beware of the 
latest trend or fad that is hitting 
the bookshelves. This book is 
written for busy, smart people 
looking for ideas and help when 
they are in a hurry. It is no 
substitute for a more detailed 
study of the subjects  
of leadership and management. 

And remember

In our work with hundreds of professionals we are regularly asked 
‘How do I . . .?’, ‘What would you do . . .?’, or even the ubiquitous  
‘I have a friend who . . .’ . Our experience tells us that busy people 
are looking for quick, practical and effective tips that will help 
them make a difference as leaders. In this book we have tried to 
offer just that: the advice that you would get from a trusted friend 
or colleague who has been there and done it before; the sort of 
quiet conversation you would have over coffee or a drink. Dip in, 
experiment and use the book when you need a quick solution to a 
problem you’re facing right now, when time is tight and you need 
to act. 
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Assertiveness

Assertiveness can be a tricky skill to develop. It benefits 
hugely from focused practice. There is a thin line 
between assertiveness and aggression and it is easy, 
even for smart people, to mix them up. So what’s the 
difference? Assertiveness is related to balance, being 
clear about your needs and taking into consideration the 
needs of others. Aggression is based on winning without 
any thought of the rights or feelings of others and might 
even be seen as bullying.

Assertiveness, your assertiveness, is entwined with the 
idea of ‘rights and values’ and judgement, those ‘rights’ 
you think you have and those you afford or deny others. 
Smart leaders don’t dominate non-assertive people but 
include and involve them. Equally, smart people resist 
the pressure of excessively dominant or aggressive 
behaviour. Being assertive protects one from being taken 
advantage of, and helps to achieve one’s own goals and 
reduce anxiety. It also protects those less capable of 
exercising or expressing their own rights. 

Assertiveness is about making choices and should 
be used selectively as part of your overall range of 
behaviours, dialled up or down depending on the 
situation or context.
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Example

Angela was on a call when Mark, the partner to whom she 
reported, entered her office without knocking. Mark stood in 
front of her, his impatience palpable as he waited for the call 
to finish. As soon as she put the phone down, Mark leapt in: ‘I 
need you to prepare a talk for me to give to an international 
conference in Rome next week.’ Angela, a senior associate, was 
speaking at the same conference and had already completed 60 
per cent of her preparation. Angela always found it difficult to say 
‘No’ and usually worked whatever hours it took to get a job done, 
something Mark was well aware of and had exploited in the past.

Angela was also aware that she was being considered for 
promotion and had a pile of other work to complete before the 
conference. She thought to herself, ‘Do I really have to do this or 
am I just pleasing someone else?’ She realised she had the right 
to say ‘No’ in an assertive, adult manner. Her ‘mind talk’ – what 
she was saying to herself – was clear: ‘No, I do not have to do this 
now.’ In response to escalating pressure from Mark, she replied: 
‘I appreciate you need to get this done, Mark, but I am unable to 
deliver what you need in the time available.’ As Mark continued 
to press her, Angela, secure in her thinking about her rights, 
made steady eye contact and with firm, open hand gestures 
confirmed, ‘I know you need help, Mark, but it is just not possible 
for me to deliver for you just now.’ 

Mark left her office to find someone else to prepare the paper 
for him. Angela felt surprisingly calm and justified in the way 
she had judged the situation, stood her ground and quietly, yet 
assertively, refused the request.
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  Be aware of your rights and 
value them
Having self-belief and clearly 
knowing your goals builds 
self-confidence to assert your 
rights and needs with clarity. To 
perform to your full potential, 
you need to ensure that your 
needs are clearly articulated. 
Write down the rights to which 
you think you are realistically 
entitled: to make requests, 
to ask, to say ‘No’, to query 
deadlines. 

  Try ‘fogging’ responses
The idea of ‘fogging’ means 
listening carefully to what is 
being said, acknowledging the 
elements that are true, but not 
getting drawn into or feeling 
pressured to agree to either 
explicit or implicit demands 
from the other person. It is 
especially helpful if someone is 
placing pressure on you, but you 
do not want to carry out the task 
because it is not in your best 
interests. Listen to the person. 
Reply using their vocabulary, 
acknowledge their need, but 
state your view. This way you 
are showing them that you have 
understood their request but 
you cannot adhere to it. For 

example, a response to 
a request that ‘I need this 
now!’ might, using the ‘fogging’ 
technique, be: ‘I am sure you do, 
but it is just not possible now, as 
my priority is …’

  Accept that you cannot control 
the behaviours of others 
If colleagues react to your 
assertiveness in an angry or 
resentful way, do not react to 
them in the same way. You can 
only control your own behaviour, 
so stay calm and measured to 
help dissipate the anger. Be 
respectful and say or remake 
your request assertively.

  Learn and practise saying ‘No’
When you do have to say ‘No’, 
try to explore an alternative 
solution that works for 
everyone. This can be hard, 
but it’s critical if you want to 
become more assertive. For 
example, understand how much 
work you are able to take on 
and identify any areas of your 
work where you feel you are 
being taken advantage of, but 
also come up with some ideas 
for how that work might be 
reallocated. Or suggest how 
the work can be rescheduled to 

Do this
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accommodate the request over 
the longer term.

  Try ‘scripting’
Pretend you are writing dialogue 
for a play and write down your 
opening form of words and 
how you want to deliver them 
assertively, outlining four steps: 
the situation, your feelings, your 
needs and the consequences. 
Keep it brief and succinct. Then 
practise saying the sentence(s) 
out loud, paying attention to 
the delivery. Scripting is really 
useful if you find it difficult to 
express your feelings clearly 
and confidently. One proviso: 
do not try and script the entire 
conversation, as you never know 
exactly how the other person 
will respond. 

  Change your verbs
Use more definite and emphatic 
verbs to give a clear message. 
Use ‘I want’, ‘I need’ or ‘I feel’ to 
express basic assertions. Use 
verbs like ‘will’ instead of ‘could’ 
or ‘should’, ‘want’ instead of 
‘need’, and ‘choose to’ instead of 
‘have to’. For example: ‘I choose 
this alternative option because 
I think it will be more successful 
than the other options before us.’

  Try being a scratched record – 
use repetition 
Prepare the message that you 
want to convey ahead of time. 
If the person does not get the 
message, then keep repeating 
your message using the same 
words; be relentless. 

  Think about your 
responsibilities
While you have the right to make 
requests yourself, you also have 
the responsibility to listen to 
the other person’s response and 
treat it sensitively. Ignoring or 
just brushing aside their point 
of view is aggressive or bullying 
behaviour. Taking a weak or poor 
refusal at face value may be 
seen as unassertive, but rights 
and responsibilities must be 
balanced.
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And remember

Being assertive is about finding the right balance between 
passivity and aggression and being firm about what you want and 
why. It helps to have a firm and clear sense of yourself and the 
goals you want to achieve, a self-belief that you deserve to get 
what you want and to stand up for yourself, even in challenging 
situations. Smart people express their needs and wants in a 
positive way. They know when and how to say ‘no’ firmly and 
use assertive communication techniques to communicate 
their thoughts and feelings firmly and directly, enhanced by 
appropriate body language (see the section on Body language, 
p. 17). It takes practice to become assertive. Smart people find 
mastering assertiveness helps them to become more productive, 
to have more power and control over themselves, and to earn the 
respect of their colleagues.
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