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publisher, Jossey-Bass, a Wiley brand, from “The
Necessity of Strangers” by Alan Gregerman.
Copyright (c) 2013 by Alan Gregerman.

We all know that LEADERSHIP is crucial to business
success and that the best leaders help us to build
organizations and cultures that nurture innovation, unlock
the brilliance in employees at all levels, foster
collaboration, and encourage new and more meaningful
connections with customers. But does the leader’s role
need to change in a world filled with strangers and
countless possibilities? To answer this question, let’s begin
with a simple children’s story that has been around for
about five hundred years …

In the French version of the classic tale “Stone Soup,” retold and illustrated in 1947 by
award-winning author Marcia Brown, three soldiers come to a modest village on their way
home from war looking for a meal and a place to sleep. Upon seeing the soldiers
approaching, the village residents quickly hide all of their food. It’s not that they dislike
strangers, though they are somewhat suspicious of them, but rather that they are very poor
and know that “soldiers are always hungry.” It is a situation that makes for an enjoyable test
of wits that continues to amuse kids and their parents throughout much of the world.
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As the story unfolds the soldiers enter the village and knock on the doors of several of the
homes asking residents if they “could spare a bit of food” and “a corner where we could sleep
for the night?” But at each house they are told that all the food is gone and that all of the
beds are full. And, each family appears to have a perfectly believable reason — even though
the reader has already learned that they do in fact have food which they have hidden under
beds, in their cellars, and even down the well. And they also have ample room for a weary
soldier to rest his head. Which leads the soldiers to devise a plan.

Standing in the center of the village, surrounded by many of its residents, they declare that
since there is no food they will be forced to make stone soup—a rare and delicious
concoction made primarily of water and stones. If this sounds oddly appealing to you, you
are not alone. It is a most intriguing idea to a village full of hungry people. A delicious meal
made from water and stones — the only two abundant resources around? It’s kind of the
food equivalent to renewable energy. But first they will need the largest pot in the village,
and the peasants quickly comply. Then they will need to fill it with water and light a big fire
to get the water cooking. And finally they will need “three round, smooth stones.” Again the
locals jump to the challenge then gather around the pot with growing curiosity.

“Any soup needs salt and pepper,” the soldiers suggest, and children quickly run off to fetch
them. Then the soldiers note that while this should make a good soup it would be even
better with some carrots. Before they know it, one of the women in the village returns with
her apron full.

And “a good stone soup should have cabbage,” which another neighbor hurries home to find.

And, “if we only had a bit of beef and a few potatoes, this soup would be good enough for a
rich man’s table.” Now that’s a request that is difficult to turn down—especially for peasants
who have probably never had a rich man’s meal before. Within moments sacks of potatoes
and sides of beef arrive to be stirred into the pot.

And “if we only had a little barley and a cup of milk,” the soldiers continue, “this soup would
be fit for the king himself.” The soldiers then suggest that they had actually made such a
soup the last time they dined with the king! Probably not the most truthful statement but
exciting none the less.

Now the soup was ready and a grand table was placed and set in the village square. A table
fit for a king. And as the soup smelled so good and the setting looked the grand, the
villagers thought that bread, cider, and a roast might make the banquet complete. And when
the final touches arrived everyone ate, and drank, and danced “far into the night,” at which
time they decided that the three guests “must have the best beds in the village”—in the
priest’s house, the baker’s house, and the mayor’s house. A far cry from the reception they
initial received.
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B-school professor Bret Simmons is a management wonk
with plenty to say for himself.

Career Advancement Blog
Joel Garfinkle gives practical advice for advancing up the
executive career ladder.

Driving Results Through Culture
S. Chris Edmonds takes a deeper look at how leaders can
take a proactive role in culture management.

Fail Spectacularly
Winning isn’t everything, and Jason Seiden has built a
successful career helping business leaders look on the
bright side of failure.

Great Leadership
As leadership-training manager for a Fortune 1000
company, Dan McCarthy brings an HR perspective to

The next morning the soldiers and the villagers return to the square to offer thanks and to
bid each other a fond farewell and we are left to assume that the villagers now have a new
understanding of their own potential to be part of something remarkable. Potential that
comes to fruition when everyone’s unique contributions and abilities are brought together to
achieve a bigger purpose than any one person might have achieved, or imagined, on his or
her own—a delicious feast, a wonderful party, and greater openness to strangers. We are also
left to wonder if the clever trio of soldiers will repeat their magic in any number of
additional villages on their way home.

’The retelling of this story shows what it means to lead in a world filled with strangers and
hidden possibilities. ’Below are five “new” rules for leaders They shouldn’t be surprising, but
they are not the typical rules or principles we use when thinking about leadership. These
new rules build on our earlier discussion of mindsets and the notion openness is the real key
to greater business and organizational success—openness to our own potential, where new
ideas actually come from, the value of people we don’t know, and the power of connecting in
new and more deliberate ways.

The “New” Rules for Leaders

Essential roles for leaders in a world filled with strangers and possibilities. . .

1. Leaders help us to see that we call always be better at the things that really matter.
2. Leaders inspire us to be remarkable.
3. Leaders empower us to discover our greatest abilities.
4. Leaders challenge us to cast a wider net and to embrace the necessity of connecting

with strangers and new ideas.
5. Leaders build cultures of conversation and possibilities.

As the story suggests, leaders provide the context for helping all of us to step out of our
comfort zones and see that we can always do better, and that we have the shared ability to
do something remarkable if we put our hearts, minds, and resources together. ’Assuming
that your company or organization has an even more compelling purpose than the soldiers
in this tale, that the soup you make is all about enabling your customers to be more
successful in some compelling way. If not, that should be your starting point — being clear
about a purpose that makes a compelling difference to those you have the privilege to serve.

You can do this by asking two essential questions:

Why do we exist as an organization? And,
If we didn’t exist tomorrow would it matter?

We can’t afford to be complacent in a world filled with great competitors, powerful purposes,
and a host of new business models. Employees, customers, and potential collaborators all
have choices, and we want to be the most meaningful choice in meeting their objectives. But
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executive-level leadership challenges.

Inflexion Advisors
Strategic consultant Mark Stelzner says his HR tips have
created $3 billion in tangible results for his clients.

Innovation Management
Applicable advice for leaders who are looking to convert
innovation from something your company talks about into
something your company does.

InPower Consulting
Dana Theus helps companies unlock the power of their
leaders. An expert on talent innovation, she also writes
about women’s leadership issues at InPower Women.

John Baldoni Blog
Prolific leadership educator and executive coach John
Baldoni’s columns and posts from around the Web. Usually
features concrete, actionable advice for leaders.

Last Word — Steve Tobak
Former Silicon Valley CEO Steve Tobak offers an incisive,
entertaining take on leadership issues.

Lead Change Group
A posse of business bloggers say they’re planning to
foment a character-based leadership revolution, and
everyone’s invited.

Management Excellence
Consultant, executive and business professor Art Petty
offers commentary and practical leadership tips.

Mary Jo Asmus
Former Fortune 100 exec Mary Jo Asmus is on a mission to
make leaders more purposeful in their work relationships.

MIT Sloan Executive Education blog
Expert advice from the MIT Sloan Executive Education and
Management Training Program.

People Equation
Jennifer V. Miller leverages her observational skills to
provide bosses with insights into their teams’ successes and
failures.

we can only do this if we offer something uniquely valuable to their world — that uniquely
combines a purpose and the offerings and experience to fulfill it. And the real litmus test is
whether the world, or at least your world, would be greatly diminished if you decided to
close your doors.

That’s why the folks at places like REI, Apple, Buckman Labs, RepairClinic.com, Khan
Academy, Whole Foods, or even IKEA sleep well at night. They know that they are taking
their customers to new levels of knowledge, capability, and possibilities and they happen to
sell them useful stuff as part of the journey. So while your best customers might be sad if
you suddenly folded your tent, would they find some other company or organization to fill
the void? If so, you haven’t been valuable enough and you’ve still got some important work
to do.

Needless to say, someone else could always provide us with a comfortable and clean hotel
room, or create a new web portal that helps a government agency to connect with citizens,
or sell us roughly the same food, or climbing gear, or web-based education, or exactly the
same appliance parts, chemicals, and automobiles. But what they can’t replicate is your
ability to reinvent the customer’s world in a way that truly matters.

Try to imagine …

Making travelers more comfortable, confident, and successful based on the specific
purpose of their trip.

Enabling the government to deliver more timely, valuable, and engaging information
based on a deeper understanding of citizen needs.

Making shoppers healthier and more knowledgeable about food, proper nutrition, and
having a more stress-free lifestyle.

Making climbers more passionate and skillful, and connecting them with other folks
who shared their interest.

Giving learners a growing base of knowledge, building learning cohort groups, and
supporting their transition to additional education or work.

Making homeowners more self-sufficient,confident, and capable of doing an ever-
increasing number of repairs and upgrades.

Enabling businesses to achieve more with the same chemicals and also undertake
efforts to protect the environment.

Creating the most remarkable ownership and driving experience they’ve ever had for as
long as they own (or lease) their vehicle.
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