
Introduction

Alison Cummings: Hello, Charlene! First, I want to say it's a real opportunity to talk with you, you're one 
of Social Media's rock stars! So not a typical day for me.

Charlene Li: Well, thank you!

Alison: I want to start with some questions about your book Open Leadership - my copy is actually quite 

marked up right now - then finish with some career-based questions. 

Was your target audience the one that ended up reading this book?

Charlene: In some ways. My target audience are leaders in general. And I do believe leadership comes in 
many different shapes and forms inside an organization. People tend to peg the book as a book for CEOs, 

but that was not my intention. It’s interesting to see where you try to position a book and where it ends up. 
A lot of people see it as a very threatening book.  So what happens is that people like you give it to their 

executives.

Why leaders can’t admit weakness without having strength and credibility

Alison: The fear of admitting failure is discussed quite a lot in the book. Did you get any direct responses 

from the leaders about why it’s so hard for them to show weakness and to acknowledge failure?

Charlene: Yes, I did.  It’s a common perception that if I note that I am weak, or admit that I am wrong in a 

certain area, then I will be vulnerable to all the people who are out there trying to attack me. Both internally 

and externally.

The problem is, you can’t admit weakness without having strength, and that credibility. And if you admit 

weakness over and over and over again, and failures over and over again, without that credibility in the first 
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place, then you cannot succeed. So it’s the context, again, of is that relationship strong enough to be able to 

carry you through. And, in many cases, that relationship just doesn’t exist.

So, no, they don’t feel comfortable doing this because they don’t have that relationship in the first place. 

Because they are approaching leadership from very much a control point of view.

Alison: Has social technology transformed the way you lead?

Charlene: Over the last decade or so, I led through my ideas. When I was at Forrester, it was through 

writing a paper, and then publishing it behind a firewall. I was the first analyst to go past that firewall and 

create content outside of it.  And that gave me a tremendous amount of influence.

Alison: I found the concept of the sandbox covenant insightful on its own.

Charlene: Yes, people tend to see the sandbox covenant very quickly.  It’s the idea that you can’t be 

completely open. You have to define it. Even if that means saying,“I’m not going to be that open; I’m going 

to be really, really closed,” you still have to be somewhat open. 

And some of the work I’ve been doing lately, especially with organizations that say “We can’t do any of 

this!” I am like well… you can decide to be completely closed if you want to, but you have to make it a 

choice. Be choiceful in this, rather than just by default putting your head in the sand. Because if you choose 

to do it, then you, understand the implications, what it means, the trade-offs. You understand it, and it 

becomes a strategy rather than you just saying “I don’t believe it.”

Alison: For awhile, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) was the big thing for corporations to adapt.  

And the interest came more from the pressure of “They’re doing it, we’d better do it ” and concerns on 

regulatory enforcement than any genuine concern.

Charlene: But it’s really shifted now.

Alison: In the same vein, do you think there is any difference in an organization adapting Open Leadership 

willingly rather than being forced into it by way of this is how business is starting to be led?

Charlene: Yes. And I think the way they are being forced into open leadership is that customers are 

demanding it.
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Mad men, bad management

Alison: You may be one of the millions of people who watch Mad Men—or not—but Don Draper has said 

more than once, “If you don’t like the conversation, then change it.”  And I think that point of view is still 

pretty common, but we are getting to the point where that attitude is definitely not going to work any more.

Charlene: No, no.  You can’t control it. And this is the thing that I talk to people about over and over:  You 

think you are in control and that by giving up control by engaging in these areas. And I’m like, “Man, 

wrong mindset!  You’re not in control. And they tell me, “What? But I’m the leader!  I run this place.  I own 

my customers!”

If I really want to blow up some doors, what I’ll do a little research beforehand.  I’ll know who’s going to 

be in the room, I know their departments, and I will go into Glass Door and find people talking very 

specifically about their company. And about them. And I’m like “How much are you in control of this?”

I was speaking to another group yesterday, and they were saying, “What do you do if your employees go 

out there and say inappropriate things using these tools?” And I responded, “You think that they can’t do 

that today?”

How many employees have access to Twitter and Facebook, and can start a blog on a moment’s notice? All 

of them can, right? But they don’t do it.  In fact, the vast majority of people don’t do it. They do not 

disparage a company. They know not to say inappropriate things. They exercise judgment and restraint, for 

the most part.

So, you’re talking about a possibility that’s already there. And you have to give your employees a lot more 

credit than they are getting and deserve.

Alison: You are a Harvard Business School graduate. From the perspective of when you were a student, do 

you see Open Leadership becoming part of an MBA program?

Charlene: Yeah. I wrote it partly because I think that philosophy needs to be there. And it echos a lot of 

leadership books that have come before me. Jim Collins wrote about humility in Good to Great. And there’s  

Jeffrey Pfeffer’s work on power: What are some of the sources of power? And how do you take it and use 

it?
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I would love to see it involved in the curriculum, because I think it’s more about that mindset, again, of 

“where does power come from?”

And power and influence are always part of the curriculum of any MBA, and understanding how you use 

these new tools to develop these relationships and sort of extend your leadership is an essential part, I think.

Social technologies bring new types of relationships

Alison: But give yourself some credit! Yes, there are leadership books that came before, but everything first 

came together in terms of social technologies in Groundswell.

Charlene: Thank you. [Open Leadership] came out of Groundswell, actually. Because I was going around 

and talking about this, and so many people who kept coming up to me and saying, “I don’t like this. I don’t 
like what this makes me have to be. I have to be open. And how open do I need to be?!” 

You kind of laugh, being an evangelist on the other side … I’m like, “C’mon, that’s a silly question.” But 
you sit back and you think about it, and that’s actually a darn good question!

The fundamental reason people are still uncomfortable taking on social technologies has nothing to 
do with the technologies, and everything to do with the new type of relationship they have to form. 

In the sense that if I enter into a relationship, I give up power and lose control. Well, that’s what a 
relationship is. And in many ways, that’s what leadership is.

It’s rethinking a lot of the ways that we think about business.  Which again, if you look at Mad Men, 
it’s like uck, remember those days? Well, we’re really not that far from those days. Really not that far.

Why are some cultures more “open” than others?

Alison: How would you address the challenge of implementing Open Leadership in a global organization, a 

company that has office, plants, whatever, around the world, so they are literally in different cultures and 

also operating within the business cultures native to that location?

Charlene: Yes, and the implication of that is that some cultures are more open than others. 
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So how do you rationalize Open Leadership in different places? I keep going back to the Sandbox 

Covenant, in that you would have different sandboxes for different groups – even inside a small business in 

one location.  So the way you would be open with the Sales department would be very different from the 

way you are open with Customer Service. Because of the nature and the needs of that group.

So one size does not fit all.  And we do the Openess Audits with people inside of companies a different 

levels and the numbers are all over the place.

I do it inside my own small company.  And the people who are senior, the partners, see themselves as not as 

open as the people who are staff.  We’re just harder on ourselves to some degree.

Alison: Do you think the next generation will be the one to drive the change?

Charlene: To some degree. They will feel more comfortable having these conversations and using these 

tools.  And I think they will bring those relationship-building tools to their leadership positions.

But I think in the end, it’s still going to be slow to change, because their leadership is going to be in the 

context of an established culture of what leadership means for an organization.

So culture changes slowly over time.  Sometimes you can accelerate it from the top down and from 

the bottom up, but it takes a tremendous amount of energy to change the way cultures work, because 

cultures are how people get things done.

And if you are fairly constrained inside an organization of how you can get work done, then you are trained 

to exert leadership in a certain way.

Now that said, every organization, no matter how good or bad, always has exemplary leaders.  And if you 

look and study at what it is that they do better than anyone else, it’s not that they have a better vision, the 

only way they can really get things done is that they develop a relationship with people that’s effective. 

Sometimes it’s a very highly controlled one, sometimes it’s one that’s really built on relationships and trust. 

So those things never change, they just never change.

I just did a webinar with Jim Kouzes. He has a new book out, The Truth about leadership – it’s a great little 

book – and (in it) he says, “The most important truth about leadership is that you have to have credibility.” 
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And the credibility and people seeing you as a credible leader, just never changes. And so, if these social 

technologies, in the way that you are credible these days, is that you are there, you are frequent, you are 

communicating constantly vs. a cone of silence.

And that cone of silence that has traditionally been there, just won’t play anymore. In many ways, that cone 

of silence, that sort of hierarchical work, works well if you make widgets and you’re in a Six Sigma 

environment. Most of the people you hire today are knowledge workers. And they need to have that 

relationship – it’s a very different type of environment. And leadership really hasn’t addressed that change.

Alison: Yes, and there’s the knowledge share you can tap into with these social technologies.

Charlene: Just think about how much you can get done, and how much more effective you’d be because 

you use these tools.

Internal politics and out-processing the process

Alison: I want to talk about putting an open strategy into action: specifically addressing internal politics 

and roles.

In one of my favorite quotes from Open Leadership, you maintain, “The psychological effect is especially 

strong for people in leadership positions, because it’s their world that is being rocked, with their people, 
their workflows and budgets to change.”

People. Workflows. Budgets. I would think Open Leadership would seriously rock IT’s world, which is 
traditionally one where knowledge is power, and  maintaining an all-knowing facade  trumps transparency 

and genuine engagement.

Charlene: I think IT is one of the power brokers, but they are not necessarily the one that people point to. 

Legal is the biggest issue. And I kind of feel like saying to the business managers, “You wimps! Who’s 
running the show here, Legal or you?”

It’s one thing to say “Legal tells me I can’t do it, so I can’t do it.”  And I’m like, if it was important to you, 
and you felt it was important enough, you would tell Legal “We’ve got to work our way around this.”
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Alison: It’s a cop-out.

Charlene: It’s a cop-out. And so, I give the example about how Citibank set up  their Twitter account. They 

went to Legal and Legal said, “You know we’ve got to approve every tweet.” 

If you’re in the States, well, that’s the most ridiculous thing you’ve ever heard. 

And you know what they did? They said, “OK.” Because they realized there was going to be no way they 

were going to talk them out of it. There was no way. They had to approve every tweet.

So somebody showed up in their office every day three times a day with a stack of papers of the tweets 

printed out so they could approve them. And then they figured out after a couple of days, well this is pretty 

inefficient, let’s just move it to e-mail.

And then they moved it to an online, then after a couple of months, they said finally, let’s work out a way 

that we don’t have to approve every tweet, in the same way that you don’t have to approve every phone 

call, every e-mail, we have enough experience here now. Let’s just set some rules down in place.

So, they out-processed the process. They just stuck with it, and said we have to go through this, it’s new 

and they have a responsibility to understand what’s going on and we have a responsibility of showing them 

how that works. And they now have an escalation clause, where, only certain things have to get approved. 

Now, how many companies would go through that? But you have to do it.  You have to work with [Legal]. 

It’s nerve-wracking for them. They don’t understand it. 

I think it’s a real problem inside organizations when the first thing they do is cast blame on everyone else or 

they try to spin it.  The thing that I really love is when someone goes, “I really messed up this way,” and 

they don’t hide any of it.

Alison: Of the four Open Leadership archetypes (Realist Optimist, Worried Sceptic, Cautious Tester, 

Transparent Evangelist) outlined in your book, which do you think is the most politically risky?

Charlene: It’s not so much a risk as this is just the way you are. 
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Again, these are just mindsets, and there’s nothing you can do to change a mindset. And as you recognized, 

being the evangelist, trying to convince a worried sceptic to use Twitter, you’re just not going to get there.

Which is why to out-process the process is so important.

So what’s the riskiest thing? I think it’s not so much risky as it is you have to identify where your 

disposition is and then modulate it, knowing who you are going to be talking to. So if you are going to be 

talking to a Cautious Tester vs. somebody who’s a Worried Sceptic, you’re going to have to approach things 

in a very different way.

Same thing, if you are a Worried Sceptic. If you are an executive who realizes that you are just not going to 

be ready to do this, you have to admit that to people, “I fundamentally distrust this stuff. I don’t see it 

coming to any good. But I know it’s something important that we have to do. Now I see you as a 

Transforming Evangalist, we need to meet somewhere in between.”

And the somewhere in between is let’s agree on what we’re trying to accomplish.  The unifying theme here 

is we all want the same thing in the end, right? We do. Our goals are going to be the things that unify us. So 

let’s focus on that rather than the technologies. Let’s talk about the relationships we want to build rather 

than the flaws behind them.

Alison: Say you have an executive sponsor who is a closet Worried Skeptic?

Charlene: They should be a very visible Worried Sceptic, actually. It’s really very good and healthy for the 

organization to see they are a Worried Sceptic.

Alison: So that role would be a good counterbalance?

Charlene: Absolutely!  I look at one of my favorite people, Clark Kokich of Razorfish, who was in  

Groundswell. He was blogging internally all the time. 

And he was saying to me the other day, “You know, I’m not a natural blogger. I have to force myself to do 

this, It doesn’t come easily. But I do it because I think it’s really important. I had to push down that 

inclination to hoard information and push it out. Because I know that it’s the right thing to do.”
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So what you find is, it may not play to your strengths and your natural inclinations, where for  the early 

adapters and Transforming Evangelists, it just comes so naturally to them.

I work with a lot of executives and I say, "You know, it may seem like it’s hard, but you have to keep in 

mind why you are doing this, what’s the value behind it. You’ve got to believe in it, because that’s the only 

thing that carries you through those rough spots.

Because if you fundamentally don’t believe that it’s worth the time and the effort and the agony, you’re not 

going to do it. You’ve got better things to do. And if you’re not ready to commit to that, don’t bother. Get 

someone else to do it  if you can’t. 

But at least you have to admit, 'I’m not the person to do this, it’s not my natural inclination, I would do it 

occasionally, but I see the value in it and I’m going to get you a leader for it.' That's very different than 

saying, 'This is not for me!'”

Career advice: Open leadership in today’s job market

Alison: If you were on the job market today, what questions would you ask in an interview to determine the 
degree of a company's Open Leadership?

Charlene: That’s a great question.  I would ask how communication flows, where the power is.  And also, 
how open are the leaders that you’re going to have to work with. Both within your area and also 

horizontally. 

Again, if you are going to be coming in as a social strategist. How open are they to change? To listening, to 

communicating? To admitting that they’re wrong? And their appetite for failure. Because how they work, 
that culture of how they work is going to determine your success more than anything else.

Alison: That’s true. And I guess also how they react to you asking those questions.

Charlene: I ask those questions all time. 'Tell me the last time you really messed up. Tell me about a time 

you really made a mistake, and what you did wrong. And what have you done in the meantime to fix it.' It 
has everything to do with the way people answer that.  How self-aware are they? How much can they take 

ownership of things when they go wrong?
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I think it’s a real problem inside organizations when the first thing they do is cast blame on everyone else or 

they try to spin it.  The thing that I really love is when someone goes, “I really messed up this way,” and 

they don’t hide any of it. They’re just so aware of where they messed up.  And the second part is, well, 

what do you do now, differently?

Or what’s the biggest battle or weakness that you have?  And people who say “Well, my biggest weakness 

is my strength,” I don’t buy it.  Try again. I want just a pure weakness.

Alison: So do you find stories inspired by failure more motivating than those inspired by success?

Charlene: Absolutely. Failure, barriers, people overcoming things – it’s the hero journey. Why do we love 

heros so much? Because they overcame the impossible. And they succeeded.  That’s why they’re heros.  

And usually the best heros are the ones who are flawed. And how they have to overcome those flaws.

Alison: What resources do you use to keep current on all that falls under the huge umbrella of social media 

and social media technologies?

Charlene: You know my little secret?  I follow about 200 people on Twitter. And I use Techmeme.com.  

Because that’s where the breaking stories are – if it’s worth reading, it’s going to be there. I use my 

network, and people reach out to me a lot.  And I use my Twitter feed of people who I trust and respect to 

tell me about things that are important.

Alison: No RSS feeds?

Charlene: I’ve never been into RSS.  There’s just too much to read and it takes way too much time. And 

I’d rather use smart people as my filter, frankly.

Alison: That’s helpful, as I find I am drowning in information overload.

Charlene: I don’t need to stay on top of everything, because everything’s not worth following.  I don’t.  

And yet, I’m really on top of things. Because I only pay attention to the stuff that’s worth paying attention 

to. And it’s OK I don’t know everything. Perfectly fine. I’ll be the first person to admit I do not know 

everything. “Haven’t heard of that company. Tell me about it,” is what I usually say. I’m like, “Wow, that 

sounds really interesting. I haven’t heard about it. Tell me about it.”
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But usually, by the time it’s gotten out there, I know about it.  Like Chatroulette. I wasn’t the first person, 

it’s been out since the beginning of the year. I sort of got onto it in the middle of the year. I still don’t have 

the guts to do it.

Alison: My fear is I’d end up seeing some naked guy in Russia.

Charlene: I thought about doing it when I’m traveling or something, but I just don’t have the guts to do it 

yet, to be honest about it.  Every time I go there, I’m like “Yea-ah”! And I turn it off.

Alison: It’s definitely an experiment.

Charlene: But it’s interesting to see how and why people do it. I read a lot about why, the psychology of 

why. I have to admit—I talk to reporters a lot—“No, no. Haven’t done it. No.” I pretty much have to do it. 

(laughs).

Alison: Right now on the market, it seems the position of the social strategist is expected to know 

everything—write for the Web, keep up with SEO, analyze the stats and make recommendations, use all the 

tools, maintain the blog.  It’s just becoming crazy.  How can one person do all that?

Charlene: Yes, and that’s ridiculous.  You can’t.

Alison: Do you think it’s better to be a generalist or a specialist?

Charlene: It depends on where you want to go as a career. If you want to go more strategic, you want to be 

a generalist.  If you want to double-down and be a specialist and an expert in an area, then obviously, you 

want to be a specialist. You can’t do both.  I decided to go in the generalist area, because I get bored.

Alison: Me, too!

Charlene: People are expecting all the time for me to be able to do things like implementation. And I’m 

like, “I can’t do that.” I just don’t know enough. I know just enough to get myself in trouble.  And you 

don’t want me to do SEO.  You don’t.

I can tell you at a general level what works in SEO and social, I know enough to get you started. And then I 

have a whole bunch of people you can call who are experts in this space. But what I say to them, “Go call 
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the experts, but you have to set the strategy.” Never let somebody else set the strategy for you. Never.  

What I can do is help you set the strategy.

Alison: It’s hard for me to be strategic if I’m not thinking of it from the beginning to the end result, then 

moving backwards/forwards, and starting the process all over again.

Charlene: People ask me all the time, “Are you big picture or detail?”  And that’s an easy one: big picture.

Alison: Big picture, but aware of where the details are going.

Charlene: You have to be. You always have to be a little of both.  But you have to choose one or the other. 

And I’m a firm believer you can’t do both. You have to choose.

Alison: I was hoping you would say that! It seems everyone is, or wants to be, a “Social Media Strategist.” 

I think the first place I saw that term was in Jerimiah Owyang’s column a few years back.  But he seems to 

be using that term less and less these days. Meanwhile, other titles are cropping up, like “Chief Web 

Officer” and “Chief Listening Officer” What do you foresee as the next position or positions that will 

become key to organizations.

Charlene: Well, Jeremiah’s putting out a report  on the role of the Social Strategist, the career path. I think 

there are a couple of ways, and this is the last piece that we close up the report with, and that is, you can see 

somebody becoming sort of the uber Customer, Chief Customer Officer, Chief Listening Officer, or 

something like that. You can see somebody actually moving into a top leadership position because it’s so 

important to every single role, that this needs to be a CEO role, actually. These responsibilities around 

strategies, around customers in general, move into more traditional roles.

And then you could say just the opposite thing. That nobody’s really in charge of that overall strategy. It’s 

just something that every single person does. And so you may have social strategists at the brand level, but 

it just moves into the brand strategist’s role.

So there are a couple of different paths I see, and it has everything to do with what happens inside an 

organization, and where they want to put that focus. You can see some people have “Chief Experience 

Officers,” “Customer Experience Officers,” others don’t. What determines that or not? It has everything to 
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do with their strategy and how important it is for them at that particular moment in time to have that focal 

point to be part of the C-suite.

Alison: Your first book Groundswell came out in May 2008 and was about social technology and society.  

Two years later, almost to the day, you published Open Leadership, which is about social technology and 

organizational leadership. In this context, what can we expect to from you in 2012 to complete the trilogy?

Charlene: Yeah, I’m working on it!   What I’m looking at now is not just what people are empowered to 

do, but what businesses, how – it’s sort of the last chapter of Open Leadership, it’s sort of foreshadowing 

the next area of work that I’m doing, which is “How do you plan the transformation of your business? And 

how will businesses be transformed—at a very strategic level? And some of the research I’m doing right 

now is, “How do you go about planning that? How do you plan your business strategy?”

Because the thing we’re getting asked all the time is, “We need a social business, social media strategy.” 

And at some point, it moves beyond the Marketing department, and you have to say, because that’s where it 

begins.  And we have a report coming out that will show that 41% of social strategists live in the marketing 

department.  It’s very customer-oriented, but as you move into the enterprise side of things, and the 

transformation that has to happen, what does that look like then?

And, so what are the long-term implications. So it’s much more of a strategy book, overall business 

strategy book, about how are you going to approach your strategy as business, because some fundamental 

things have changed.  You have to rethink your strategy, from inside out and outside in, completely.

Alison: Charlene, again, thank you for your time. I look forward to reading your next book.
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