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If you want to really get ahead over the course of 2017, you need to start by looking at yourself. Here are 12 tips for personal and career growth from London Business School’s experts. 

1. Develop your judgement – Professor Sir Andrew Likierman, Dean

Focus on improving your personal judgement in your ability to manage and lead. Judgement is key in who you work with, who you hire and the way you approach decisions. When we rely on team members and colleagues, we are relying on the quality of their judgement. Improving your own judgement means recognising where your weaknesses lie. You need to understand the following elements: whether you really absorb the information you are given and if you’re able to understand and assess the arguments put to you. Beyond this, do you understand who is giving the advice and why? Can you link relevant experience and knowledge to the situation? Are you able to take a clear view, aware of your own biases and emotional responses? Are you aware of all the options, not just those presented to you? Beyond this, there’s a need to understand the risks and appreciate the reality of what implementation involves. Finally, are you able to conclude and make a judgement at a speed relevant to the situation and the cultural context? 

2. Grow meaningful friendships – Dominic Houlder, Adjunct Professor of Strategy and Entrepreneurship

In the end, success for me is all about growing meaningful, engaged friendships. The meaning and engagement come from something that we can create together – a great conversation, an insightful experience, a project that might move the world even a little towards a better place. The beauty of LBS is that it provides so many opportunities for friendships of that kind. My 2017 success resolution is to make much more of those opportunities and that’s what I’d urge others to do as well. 

3. Step up your creativity – Richard Hytner, Adjunct Professor of Marketing and founder of beta baboon

Leaders, you need to exhibit Darwinian creativity. Under fire from political, economic and trading uncertainty, tighter regulation and heightened stakeholder expectations, creativity will be your business’ bulletproof vest. Encourage your people's contagious curiosity. Embrace their desire to find meaning in everything your business does. Invite their child-like self to show up every day. Equip them with a liberating purpose to catalyse enhanced propositions for customers. Have the courage to concede that your products and services may suffer from sameness. And, if you are serious about driving enduring distinction for your customers, unleash your people's creativity. In 2017, only the most creative leaders will survive.

4. Leave blame behind – Randall S Peterson, Professor of Organisational Behaviour and Academic Director, Leadership Institute

Start focusing on coordination in your workplace. Even with the best will in the world, sometimes we just don’t understand each other. When that happens, the tendency for all of us is to blame the other person for not understanding you. But who is really responsible? It could be them for not listening carefully, it could be you for not being clear, but most likely the problem is poor coordination – you lack common ground to understand each other. Neither party is to blame and both of you need to take responsibility to create shared understanding and space to communicate more clearly in the future. How much better would work be if we spent more time effectively communicating with each other and less time blaming each other? 

5. Use your time wisely – Lisa Shu, Assistant Professor of Organisational Behaviour

Take inventory of your time: in what ways do you spend your time that leads to the maximum increase in long-term satisfaction? Make sure you prioritise and carve out time in your daily, weekly, and monthly schedule accordingly: often the least urgent matters are the top drivers of overall life satisfaction. So be intentional about prioritising matters of importance over matters of urgency.

6. Get out more – David Arnold, Adjunct Professor of Marketing

It’s well known that the higher you climb up an organisation, the less time you spend with customers and the more time you spend negotiating targets and results internally and externally. Every senior manager should spend several days a year on site with their customers, using their own products or services. Why? First, customers are the source of cash flows – there is no excuse for not being close to them. Second, we now know that arm's-length surveys, i.e. asking customers what they think, often produces poor information. Best practice is direct observation of customers and putting yourself through the customer experience. Everyone, from junior managers to shareholders, will be impressed when you talk about your experience – and of course you will learn a lot. So be bold and get out of the office. 

7. Learn to see both sides – Gillian Ku, Associate Professor of Organisational Behaviour 

As we’ve seen from Brexit and the US Presidential elections, we’re looking at a world in which half of people believe strongly in their own perspective and the other half believe just as strongly in the polar opposite. 2017 is going to involve a lot of conflict unless people learn to see things from others’ points of view. In business too, the most successful managers and leaders need to acquire this skill in order to navigate their organisational worlds effectively, motivate their customers and employees, manage diversity and prevent and resolve disputes. Are you able to imagine the world from someone else’s vantage point, picture yourself in their shoes? It means investing effort to understand another person’s visual viewpoint, thoughts, motivations, intentions and emotions. There are risks to this perspective-taking but it will be a key skill for the year ahead.

8. Break bad habits by focusing on one behaviour – Vyla Rollins, Executive Director, Leadership Institute

It takes an average of 66 days to create a habit. Yet we know bad habits are harder to break. Choose just one behaviour to focus your energy on over the next 10 weeks to make or break a habit. You don’t have to think like a psychologist to identify behavioural changes that could have a positive impact on others. Think, for example, about asking questions before giving your opinion. Perhaps you could share what was effective about a situation rather than starting with what could have been done better. Maybe it’s not about giving feedback but rather being open to receiving it. Once you’ve honed in on the behaviour, practise the change with others. Select one or two development support buddies to offer feedback on your progress. Broaden out your supporters to a small group, who can tell you how you’ve done at the end of the 10-week period. Finally, ensure you choose the right one-to-one situations – small project or direct report meetings – to practise the behaviour you want to develop. If you really want to make a change this year and you’re up to the challenge, why not choose a behaviour you really don't want to work on, but absolutely know you should.

9. Try to be a more equal partner – Eliot Sherman, Assistant Professor of Organisational Behaviour

 

If you’re in a dual-earner family, take a moment to reflect on the division of labour at home. Who does the lion’s share of household chores? Who provides the childcare and when? If you’re like most couples, you struggle to balance the competing demands of work and home on a regular basis. This makes it easy to fall into a routine where one person ends up shouldering more responsibilities than the other. Unfortunately, over the long run this can negatively affect that person’s career success and personal happiness. A more equal partnership is possible, but it requires flexibility and adaptability: Knowing when your work projects ebb and flow and stepping up at home accordingly. It also requires unwinding some deeply ingrained habits – learning to say no to non-essential requests and reducing facetime activities more than you may like. This can certainly be a challenging adjustment in the short term, but the ultimate payoff is substantial and unequivocal. 

10. Explain your hiring decisions – Isabel Fernandez-Mateo, Adecco Associate Professor of Strategy and Entrepreneurship 

People handle rejection badly if they’re not offered a narrative to help them make sense of it. What they need is clear communication and a perception that the other party was genuine. When people engage in a selection process, they presume recruiters will be upfront about why they weren’t offered the role, but that’s often not the case. Yet giving reasons for our behaviour is a crucial aspect of negotiating our social lives – it helps confirm, strengthen or deny social relations. So organisations need to learn the art of good rejection. For example, venture capital firms routinely reject most of the business plans they receive, but this doesn’t mean a future investment is out of the question if it leads to learning about the other party. Likewise, organisations should work to understand how managing hiring rejections can shape future relationships, in order to avoid discouraging talented individuals who might be the right fit for a future role.

11. Ask others how they feel – Michael Parke, Assistant Professor of Organisational Behaviour

Emotions and feelings are typically the “soft side” of work that do not get much attention from managers. Leaders often forget to check in with how their team members are feeling, either because they don’t have time or because they find such conversations uncomfortable. However, teams with leaders who help members feel safe and encouraged to share their genuine feelings with one another often produce more creative outcomes and desire to work together well into the future than teams whose members tend to suppress or hide their feelings. Next chance you get, then, you may want to consider asking your team members “how are you feeling?” It might just spark a creative insight or help build a stronger relationship. 

12. Be yourself in a job interview – Dan Cable, Professor of Organisational Behaviour

For job applicants, it’s always a question of how much of your real self to show and how much to just be yourself. A recent study shows that when you really are a good fit for a company and a job, authentic self-presentation is far more likely to land you the job offer. This evidence suggests that recruiters have a taste for authenticity when it comes to deciding amongst a set of strong contenders. However, the data also show that lower-quality candidates will disadvantage themselves in the short term with authentic self-presentation. If securing a specific job offer in the short run is your highest priority, you might consider more caution about revealing your true self. Yet over the longer term, research shows that a poor-fitting applicant who presents him or her self inauthentically in order to acquire a job will likely perform poorly, be less satisfied, and more likely to leave. So, if your ultimate goal is to not only land a job but find a situation where you fit, authentic self-presentation might be better for both higher- and lower-quality applicants.
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More change is coming, say our experts, so be prepared for another challenging year.
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As 2016 races to a close, we pause for breath and invite some of London Business School’s leading thinkers to give us their views on the challenges and opportunities that businesses will encounter in 2017. Here’s what you’re likely to see next year, from ongoing uncertainty over Brexit and the global economy to transformations in organisational culture and new disruptive opportunities. 

 

 

Disruptive opportunities 

 

“2017 will be the year of disruption. Every industry will be affected by some kind of discontinuity or disruption – whether it’s the invasion of new business models or the arrival of radical new technologies. To face the challenge head-on, people need to ask: “How can we respond to these disruptions and introduce radical change in our organisations?” Some will succeed and some will fail. The companies with a higher probability of success are the ones that see disruption as an opportunity to exploit and create a bias for action in their organisations by instilling a positive sense of urgency. They will develop their response strategy by forgetting their existing business and thinking like an entrepreneur – approaching the task with an offensive, not defensive, mindset. As they look for innovative ways to exploit the disruption they will get every employee to contribute to the fight by providing a supportive and nurturing environment. It is a tall order and this is what will make 2017 an exciting year to watch!” 

 

– Costas Markides, Professor of Strategy and Entrepreneurship and Executive Education Faculty Director

Confident organisations 

 

“I’m very focused on what defines the great organisations emerging today. Over the next year we’ll continue to see that the organisations that flourish are those that are confident – not over-confident, nor under-confident. There are several key characteristics your organisation will require to enable you to retain this middle ground. Firstly, you’ll need a clear sense of purpose. You’ll enable everyone in your company to play to their strengths and you’ll create a culture of collaboration where people know they can support but also challenge each other. In this confident organisation you don't simply rely on your knowledge and expertise for success, but rather on your ability to work effectively with others. You create high levels of trust by listening and being open to ideas from all around the organisation and you develop high levels of individual and organisational resilience (our capacity to cope with the demands of our environment). If you can do all of that you’ll be well on the way to enjoying a great year.” 

 

– Richard Jolly, Adjunct Professor of Organisational Behaviour 

 

Unicorns go public 

 

“In 2017, we’re likely to see at least a few highly valued ‘unicorns’ go public, as their early-venture capital backers will want to see liquidity on their investments. Whether these companies – perhaps Airbnb, Uber or Dropbox, perhaps others – will fare well as public companies remains to be seen. And whether any such initial public offerings will create knock-on effects in making early stage capital more available to promising tech start-ups is equally unclear. Apart from those in Silicon Valley or in a very few other financing hotspots around the world, in 2017, most entrepreneurs are going to have to continue to finance and grow their start-ups the old-fashioned way – just as Michael Dell and Microsoft’s Bill Gates and Paul Allen did – using their customers’ funds.”

 

– John Mullins, Associate Professor of Management Practice in Marketing and Entrepreneurship and author of ‘The Customer-Funded Business’

 

Global economic uncertainty 

 

“2017 is likely to be a bumpy year for the global economy, with major economies facing political uncertainty too. The American economy will be led by a new president who faces a backlash against globalisation that could stymie trade deals. Even though it’s unlikely that globalisation will be rolled back, the lack of progress on opening markets and rising protectionist sentiment may contribute to prolonging the stagnant trade growth of the past year. China, the world’s second biggest economy, continues to be plagued by concerns over its slowing growth and rising levels of debt and could also see its president consolidating more power, which adds another level of uncertainty. The Chinese government is likely to continue to use fiscal stimulus to boost growth in 2017, despite concerns over how investment adds to debt. Finally, France, Germany and others all have elections or a referendum in 2017 that could see changes in government at a crucial time for the Eurozone, and the UK plans to formally trigger Brexit talks by March 2017. For all these nations, political headwinds may well be as important as economic reform plans in 2017.”

 

– Linda Yueh, Adjunct Professor of Economics

Brexit negotiations 

 

“The Brexit talks could become a drawn-out process if either party is unwilling to compromise. If after one and a half years they haven’t agreed anything, there will be a sense of urgency, with people panicking and doing deals that quickly unravel. The concern for me is that the negotiations become farcical. The best outcome for both parties is to have a clear idea of what they want before holding talks, to ensure a clean break. The UK’s best hope is that the EU has a strong set of negotiators with a clearly articulated position so the UK can strike a deal with them quickly. On both sides people will need to consciously not let any personal insults that were hurled before the Brexit vote to get in the way now. But that’s easier said than done: many sensible, bright people from the EU who live in the UK feel a sense of rejection, which is hard to get past. This wasn’t a positive vote to affirm the UK’s independence in the world – it was a rejection of what the EU stands for. The question is: can the EU representatives get past that and move forward?”

 

– Madan Pillutla, Professor of Organisational Behaviour 
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