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Everything in nature invites us constantly to be what we are. We are often like rivers: careless and forceful, timid and dangerous, lucid and muddied, eddying and gleaming, still.

—Gretel Ehrlich, The Solace of Open Spaces
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INTRODUCTION

FINDING TRUE NORTH

I grew up in Grand Rapids, Michigan, the only girl in a family of boys. My dad loved the outdoors, and while my mom liked looking at nature, she loathed camping. I spent my summers at Camp Manitou-Lin, first as a camper and then as a counselor. Camp—and the outdoors—has been a constant companion in my life. But a turning point for me came when I drove across US Highway 2 in a beat-up Suburban on the way to Glacier National Park, where I had secured a summer job as a rafting guide. . . if I could pass training. I had never rafted at that point, so it was with anticipation and fear that I jumped into unknown waters.

I cried the entire drive to Montana—and for the better part of my first month there. I had never been more scared, more alone, colder, or more afraid. I was scared I’d let down my family or not be able to keep up with everyone else or fare poorly so far from home. I was intent on being a rafting guide even though it was new to me and not something my family or friends had pursued. There was emotional tension as I stubbornly pursued this goal yet was simultaneously riddled with insecurity. I was miserable and full of self-doubt. But as I faced those fears, my view of myself transformed. As I spent that summer living in a tipi tucked between the Bob Marshall Wilderness Area and Glacier National Park, doing something I never thought myself capable of, I became alive. I discovered my true north.

Do you know how to read a map? I mean, not following Google Maps or Siri, but truly navigating? To read a map, you need to know how to adjust for declination—compensating for the angle between magnetic north and true north. A compass points toward magnetic north, but a map is based on Earth’s rotational axis, or true north. As the earth spins and tilts, the angle between magnetic north and true north changes constantly, which means the direction you are headed on a map changes as well. Setting off in the direction of magnetic north would be a big mistake. Instead, you need to adjust your compass so you’re headed for true north. You can apply this skill not only to your quadrangle map—the topographic location you inhabit—but also to your life. Adjusting for declination is critical. It requires you to have correct information—and know where you are at that point in time. That summer in Montana, I was compelled to adjust my perspective to find my true north, and it changed my life’s trajectory toward a career in the outdoors.

Working in the outdoor profession is not for the meek or uncommitted. It is a career that compels you to take risks, to forge a new path, to get dirty, to be alone, and to be vulnerable.

READING YOUR OWN MAP

It turns out that the force that pulls you and your passion might not align with the trajectory your friends and family have envisioned for you or led you to believe is right for you. I came from a traditional family with very high expectations for grades, career, and social status, but my summers in Glacier National Park flew in the face of those expectations. I hope this book offers you the ability to find your own true north on the map of outdoor leadership.

I am passionate about outdoor recreation because nature and adventure can be transformative for individuals and for groups. Outdoor adventures are unique activities in unique environments, creating shared experiences that require interdependence between participants. While many adventure activities require technical competency, all outdoor leadership demands social competency—the ability to adapt to new and ever-changing people and environments. Nature, with its sometimes-immediate pressures and circumstances that cannot be controlled, can be an equalizing force that eliminates and strips down biases and pretenses. In the hills, everyone is a leader, and leadership starts with us—we, as leaders, are responsible for our choices.

LEADERSHIP AS AN ONGOING JOURNEY

I’ve been thinking a lot about what it means to be an outdoor leader who is also a woman—what that has meant in the past and could mean in the future. Maybe that is the story I have to share: years of chasing achievement and compiling an ever-growing outdoor checklist in order to be validated or considered equal by my peers, only to realize I’ve been seeking approval from the very people, in coveted leadership positions, who’ve been writing a narrative of exclusion. My leadership journey, which is an ongoing process, has moved beyond this—from what I thought I needed to be doing (to achieve or become) to considering what I can do to help lead others on their own journey. My expertise as a listener, facilitator, and convenor is key in this modern vision of outdoor leadership that emphasizes accessibility, diversity, and inclusion.

I am interested in a leadership style based on care and commitment: leadership as a choice. In this view, leadership starts with the individual, and anyone can be that individual. Leadership is choice, and strong leaders consistently make better choices. Building the capacity to lead is an opportunity for everyone. Anyone can develop the stamina, focus, and awareness needed to become a strong outdoor leader. Truly transformative leaders have a high commitment to care for the greater good and a devotion to curiosity and continuous personal growth. Best of all, leadership skills are transferable—personally, professionally, and recreationally.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

Combining my own experiences and a few dozen anecdotes collected from a broad range of fellow outdoor enthusiasts, this book offers teachable moments and focuses on the attributes of excellent outdoor leadership: resilience and grit, integrity, tolerance for adversity, and highly developed listening and communication skills. In these pages, I’ll explore the ways a transformational leader makes good decisions, creates and champions a vision, and leads change through a lens of diversity, equity, and inclusion.

This book is less about “hard skills” for outdoor adventure, such as knot-tying, and more about the core communication and foundational emotional skills of outdoor leadership. I want to show how we can apply what we gain and learn from outdoor leadership to our lives anywhere—not just in the backcountry or a wilderness setting. To this end, I have included stories from leaders in the outdoor industry whom I admire—people I’ve led with, worked with, volunteered with, and, most importantly, grown with. I have modified certain details relating to my own experiences—some names, places, and other elements—to protect some individuals’ identities, as well as to highlight a learning outcome rather than present a simple historical re-creation of events as I experienced them.

Finally, this book is about you, the reader, and how you see yourself in the passages, connect with the “Takeaways,” and respond to the “Thirsty for More” sections at the end of each chapter. My contribution is merely a recounting of my ongoing maturation as a leader. I am a leader in my family, in my community, on my team at work, and for my outdoor organization. I lead on a national stage and in my own life. These are the places I lead. May this book offer coaching and guidance as you step into your own leadership role and begin to lead others farther along their own paths.
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CHAPTER 1

CHOOSING TO LEAD

Though there are many leadership styles, they’re most often categorized into one of the three core styles: authoritarian (autocratic), participative (democratic), and delegative (laissez-faire). However, I am interested in a (new-to-me) leadership style based on care and commitment: leadership as a choice. In this view, leadership starts with a single person who chooses to inhabit that role and who, as a result of their strong leadership, makes consistently better choices.

Leadership and building the capacity to lead are equally important in the field, the workplace, the boardroom, and personal interactions with friends, family, neighbors, and acquaintances. Given society’s tendency to either elevate or demonize our leaders (by revering or passing judgment on their competency), the ability to lead yourself, others, or an organization toward a desired outcome or destination is at the core of the choice to lead.

This chapter introduces the notion of leadership choice using a matrix that juxtaposes a continuum of care for self and for the group with a continuum of commitment. Depending on where you land on these continuums, there are four possible leadership styles: compliant, productive, destructive, and transformative. We’ll explore each of them, getting to the heart of what choosing to lead—and how you choose to lead—means for your and your team’s desired outcomes.

HOW I LEAD

I strongly dislike being cold and wet—most of us do—including while on outdoor adventures. But the outdoors is filled with cold and wet, and if you choose to spend time recreating there, you’ll need to accept these conditions as the price of admission. However, the big question becomes, will you view them as unwanted visitors or as welcome companions?

In addition to my disdain for being cold and wet, I am always scared and nervous when I start a hike. There is a feeling of unease as I lock the car or as the van that brought the group to the trailhead bounces away down a dirt road. I look at my pack, which either does or does not have all the things I will need for the trip. I look at the weather and ponder what it means for my physical comfort. I fear I may not be fit enough or that my gear is inadequate. This happens to me every time I set out—and has, ever since my very first outdoor adventure when I led an overnight trip as a camp counselor. On that trip, while our destination was only a handful of miles from the main camp, it felt like we were unreachable in the event of an emergency, and both the privilege and pressure of being accountable for those I led was palpable.

I often wonder why people see me as a leader. I’m a mom, an employee, a teammate. What are the qualities that make me a leader? It’s hard to pin down one’s own characteristics, so I asked some colleagues. They told me things like: “You are a person of influence.” “You influence others to think differently, to try more, to do more.” “You hope for more from yourself and everyone around you—to me, that is leadership; at its simplest, leadership is influence.” “You lead because you cast a vision for a better tomorrow.”

These things are true: I like to make things better, but I don’t always know what that better actually is. Thus, it requires some investigation. I want everyone to feel like they are a part of something, that they belong, that they can do it, and that they should try something new or challenging. I like challenging situations, and I like to see what is going on, try to understand it in a cursory way, and then offer other ways to look at the issue, all while helping people keep their focus on the process—and not the outcome.

By employing this approach, I know I lead and aim for continuous improvement, and I am always pushing forward. For most of my career and, I must admit, in my growth as a leader, I have become aware that it is not necessarily the type of leadership that is important, but my ability as a leader to embody different leadership styles, depending on the situation or desired outcome. Not too long ago, I was approached by someone pursuing their PhD, whose assignment was to interview a leader in the outdoor industry, a role I’m flattered to have matured into. After some small talk during which I got a better understanding of the context for the call, the PhD student asked me, “What would you say is your leadership style?” It’s a question I’ve been asked more than once before, and so have had a lot of time to come up with an answer.

Pause. What exactly is “leadership style”? Well, it’s a leader’s approach to providing direction, implementing plans, and motivating people—and, if done correctly, it will be flexible and fluid. So while I imagine my interviewers would prefer that I answer by citing a very specific leadership theory—something they’ve read about in a class—for me, the correct answer is that my preference has been and will always be an ongoing process to use all styles whenever and wherever necessary.

LEARNING FROM POOR LEADERSHIP

There are many poor leaders out there. Our society has done an amazing job of glorifying leadership and a horrible job of not expecting poor leaders to change or be held accountable. When I look back on the different leadership styles I’ve interacted with, I find it disappointing to realize I’ve been led by a lot of poor leaders. In the past, I took a lot of things personally and tried to work around difficult situations. But sometimes a terrible leader is the reason for a terrible experience or outcome, and I began to realize that any failures or missed goals often did not reflect my own incompetence but were instead the result of poor leadership. That is the hard thing about calling out poor leaders: They have often been in control for so long that they are comfortable, biased, and probably not open to feedback or to changing their ways. There is fear and trepidation for followers, and their path is usually one of endurance until the leader moves on.

Many outdoor leaders fall into this category: They are blinded by their own ego and personal desires. They are intent on achieving a summit rather than cultivating and maintaining a positive and fulfilling trip experience for all. Time and time again, we don’t admonish but instead praise their inappropriate behavior, justifying the end—the fastest or longest hikes, the first ascents, the nomadic adventures across desolate landscape—rather than the means. In the process, we devalue adventures that elevate community-building, time away to reset, and being outdoors closer to home.

Still, there are many great outdoor leaders—some of them famous and some who have flown under the radar. Good leaders are everywhere, but they may be harder to see because their leadership strength is in cultivating an environment and community in which their position goes unnoticed. I have been fortunate because, while I’ve known some bad ones, I’ve also been inspired by many great leaders in my personal and professional life—in outdoor settings, in my various jobs, and in volunteer opportunities. Many of these great leaders are highlighted in this book, and they share their insights.

When I am turned around—lost—outdoors, I look for indicators for how I got there. Leadership is a lot like wayfinding: we can look back to see how we’ve built our understanding of where we are. And once we know where we want to go, we can make a series of informed decisions to move forward.

THE TRADITIONAL LEADERSHIP MATRIX

In 1939, the psychologist Kurt Lewin and a team of researchers determined the three basic leadership styles mentioned earlier: authoritarian (autocratic), participative (democratic), and delegative (laissez-faire). Researchers have since increased our collective understanding, defining many other styles of leadership that you may have heard about in books, blogs, podcasts, TED Talks, or magazine articles, and then studied or practiced yourself, including in outdoor settings.

The common understanding is that the best practice is to be flexible and adaptable in your leadership style, depending on the situation and needs of a group. For example, in an outdoor context, it would make the most sense for the leader of a group of novices working together to cross a river to use the autocratic leadership style. Group members in this situation need to be told what to do: how to physically move their bodies and gear, how to manage risks (above and below the crossing site), how to negotiate the time of day/weather and its effect on water levels (e.g., with a glacierfed river or recent rainfall), and how to respond if someone gets hurt. The group would need to follow this autocratic leader until everyone traversed the river safely.

Let us imagine the same group, now safely across the river but realizing that camp is still some distance away and that some participants are safe but struggling. Here, a switch to a more democratic leadership style could build buy-in and give everyone a voice in deciding how far to push forward (until camp, until dusk, etc.). Alternatively, under a laissez-faire leadership style, the leader would be in the background, allowing the participants to work through things on the river—in this instance, not depending on the leader for the last word. The group might even decide not to cross the river, but instead to walk more miles to cross at a bridge. This hands-off method is designed to encourage participation and problem-solving among group members, and it centers on the process rather than the result.

These traditional styles of leadership were founded in research, but they are based on theories that are more than seventy-five years old and that were proposed by white men, the dominant culture at the time. Thus you’ll hear certain adjectives ascribed to “strong leaders”—“unwavering,” “formidable,” “confident,” and “empowering,”—that come directly from this tradition but fail to encompass a true feminine perspective, even with modern-day leaders such as Michelle Obama, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Brené Brown, and Sonia Sotomayor. Instead, these amazing women’s leadership styles are seen through the reductive lens of how might they best lead by adopting characteristics of male leadership voices? These women will often face a choice: either emulate male leadership attributes to be accepted (assimilation) or lead unabashedly as a full female leader and run into systemic barriers.

I’ve been thinking about a unique style of leadership—one that’s different from autocratic, democratic, or laissez-faire but incorporates key aspects of each while also putting the emphasis on choice.

Caring for the Whole

COREY FERNANDEZ


When COVID-19 collided with the world in early 2020, my son was three and my daughter one. Like many families during the early years of the pandemic, we enjoyed countless days outdoors. I can close my eyes now and recall some of the first times I took my kids on local trails. These were places we could be safe together. Three days a week, I was their trail guide—an experience I will always treasure.

Under the transformational canopies of forests and nature preserves, there are countless discoveries, including learning how to be a better dad—the most important leadership role I’ll ever have. When setting off to lead humans with tiny feet, developing muscles, outstretched hands, and super-sized blue eyes, I came to understand, with the gift of hindsight, that my own self-leadership was the difference-maker in our best of times and worst of times.

When my own ambitions and needs on the trail become a priority, I become less connected to my kids’ needs and interests. What does my leadership look like in these moments? When our collective needs and interests as a group are prioritized, how does my leadership differ? Too much focus on myself triggers more control and rigidity, while a stronger orientation on the group unlocks the necessary care, flexibility, and creativity that make adventures extraordinary and challenging times even a little bit fun.

It’s human nature for us to focus primarily on ourselves at the cost of others, but we’re capable of rebounding and being better for our teams (and our little people) the very next go-round. This self-leadership helps us pause before, during, and after we take to the trails. It allows us to forgive ourselves and recommit to the whole, to the task in front of us. Caring for the whole is a result of our self-leadership. When we focus on the whole more often, it inspires the rest of the pack to care for each other as well. Corey Fernandez (he/him) is a leadership coach for executives and teams that are growing into more complex roles and leading change. He loves outdoor work, play, and adventures with his family in Michigan.



THE NEW LEADERSHIP MATRIX

In 2018, I took part in Humanergy’s high-performance leadershipdevelopment program called High Impact Leadership Training (HILT), which resonated greatly with my evolving ideas about leadership. I learned that leadership isn’t about position or personality or power of experience; leadership is simply about choice. Every day, each of us has the power of choice in our personal and professional roles and responsibilities, and each of us can decide how we will lead. Founded in 2000 by John Barrett and David Wheatley, Humanergy was built on the premise that “the world needs a new kind of leader—people who are passionately committed to the greater good and who have the character, wisdom, and competence to make a difference.” The work and training of Humanergy, which is focused on the individual, empowers those who choose to lead by offering a new construct based on care and commitment.

The Four Choices of Leadership matrix (see Figure 1.1) shows the relationship between care and commitment. Ranging from low to high, the matrix sets a continuum of care for self and for the group (greater good) against a continuum of commitment. Four leadership choices result: destructive, passive, productive, and transformative.
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If leadership is a choice, then everyone can be considered a leader. This framework allows the possibility for each person to lead. The practice of leadership, as applied to leading others, is about two things:

•managing your actions, words, and choices in a situation that is not about you

•being centered on yourself but not being self-centered

To lead effectively, a leader must always be conscious of their influence on others—to recognize the outsized role they have on a group. For instance, on a group hike, if the original plan was to do an eight-mile hike, it might be challenging for a leader to reduce the mileage if it turns out that the group is not up for this. How a leader responds or whether they convey any personal disappointment has a tremendous impact on the group. Thus, it’s paramount to being a transformational leader that they manifest the appropriate levels of care and commitment—ideally, as much as possible of both—for the needs of the situation and the group.


Care and Commitment

Leaders own who they are and what they do. They make choices, and their ability to make consistently better choices informed by reflection on their lived experiences makes them more effective leaders. With a thoughtful leader, every choice becomes an opportunity to balance care and commitment.

•CARE: Is the choice limited to oneself or made for the greater good? A person who makes a choice for the greater good considers the effects of their actions both on themself and others.

•COMMITMENT: A low-commitment choice is passive and disengaged, while a high-commitment choice reflects passion and intense focus.



DESTRUCTIVE LEADERSHIP


I’ll get what I want, even if it hurts others.



•High intensity and passion (high commitment)

•Self-interest (low care)



When a leader’s care is focused on themselves and their commitment is intensely focused on an outcome, leaders become destructive.



According to the Four Choices of Leadership matrix, a combination of high commitment and low care can lead to destructive leadership. In the outdoors, there are plenty of examples of destructive leadership; indeed, countless books have been written about destructive leadership, usually detailing how the expedition failed or how miserable (or tragic) the experience was, even if the goal was met. These tales share a commonality of relentless pursuit: achieving the summit, being the first to complete a climb, navigating the virgin rapids, exploring the deepest depths of a cave system.

Destructive leadership can play out on a smaller scale, too, as with adventures pursued near a trailhead or in more urban settings. It could be a meetup for a local day hike that goes south when the frustrated organizer either waits impatiently—or not at all—for slower members. Or perhaps the leader didn’t give directions to their group to help them find a remote boat launch for a canoe trip. Or maybe disaster struck when the leader failed to secure the boats to the car or didn’t properly fit a life jacket because of perceived time pressures.

Destructive leaders can be charming, incredibly charismatic, and draw followers through their sheer stature or through past accolades and success. Their destructive tendencies may not be immediately apparent, but a series of seemingly small poor choices—not ensuring a team member has the proper equipment, not slowing down to deal with a blister—can accrue to eventually culminate in injury, miscommunication, or loss of life or limb. Destructive leaders can cause group failure by fracturing the expedition into those who choose to follow the leader and those who will not follow any further. This splits the resources, erodes trust, and destroys the expedition—and, along with it, the ability to achieve the desired outcome.

Case Study: Destructive Leadership

The outdoor program I used to manage ran multiple weeklong trips for spring break. After one such break, I learned, through debriefing with the students, about the destructive leadership of one of my student leaders on a hiking trip to the Grand Canyon. This trip had been something everyone in our outing program was looking forward to, anticipating that the warm Arizona weather would be a welcome relief from the long, cold, snowy Michigan winter. Steve, one of the two student trip leaders, was universally admired in the program, providing a welcome addition to the trip leadership and bringing experience in the field which far exceeded that of the other trip staff. On this trip, other factors of note included the fact that it had been difficult to acquire National Park Service group permits for the early-March trip, and the distances between group campsites were a concern for the trip participants, who were all novice hikers.

After the descent into the canyon, which required the use of crampons because of icy conditions at the top, one participant, an older woman, twisted her ankle and began moving at a slower pace. When they arrived at Phantom Ranch at the bottom of the canyon on the first day of the program, Steve determined the group would not be able to travel each day’s distance to the subsequent camp because of the slowed pace. Instead of modifying the route to accommodate the needs of the woman as part of the whole group, Steve, who was focused on spending a week in the canyon at all costs, convinced his co-leader to push forward with the original agenda with the rest of the group. The next day, Steve advocated for and then allowed the older woman to hike back up to the top of the canyon by herself so the trip could proceed. Fortunately, she made it out okay and was able to adjust her flight to travel home earlier.

The choice not to choose is still a choice, leaving the success or failure of the adventure to luck or happenstance.

PASSIVE LEADERSHIP


I’ll do what is easiest for me.



•Path of least resistance (low commitment)

•Self-interest (low care)



When a leader’s care is focused on themself and their commitment is low or passive, leaders become passive.



On the leadership matrix, a combination of low commitment and low care can lead to passive leadership. In this case, the leader may eat first, taking advantage of a leadership position for personal comfort, gain, or interest, but then fails to have hard conversations, make difficult decisions, or take decisive action. The choice not to choose is still a choice, leaving the success or failure of the adventure to luck or happenstance. If the outing succeeds, great. But if it fails, the leader blames it on external circumstances, such as weather, and then, because of a low level of commitment, refuses to take ownership for their actions or inaction. If it rains, for example, the leader might want to stay put and not get wet, and therefore, not move to the next campsite. Never mind that it might be a permitted campsite or that the group needs to return on time.

The passive leader can be easygoing and amiable, which may attract followers, but may find the idea of an actual adventure daunting. At first, group members might like that they have equal say in the decision-making process, but as soon as difficult decisions must be made, the attraction fades, and they become affected by the leader’s lack of competence or willingness to direct the group. For example, getting an alpine start to see a beautiful sunrise remains only an idea if the passive leader is not willing to encourage others to become excited about it, perhaps themself preferring to stay in bed later or reasoning that the participants have already seen plenty of sunrises, so what’s another one?

Moreover, passive leaders can often be recognized by their unwillingness to pursue or gather additional knowledge, certifications, and perspectives through books, podcasts, expanding networks, or professional development. This indicates an individual who may lead when it’s easy, but who is not committed when the going gets difficult.

Case Study: Passive Leadership

I was asked to co-lead a month-long outdoor-leadership course in New Zealand, which provided me the bucket-list opportunity to co-lead hikes and to paddle with my good friend Nick. Nick was very much loved and adored by course participants and in our professional circles for his amiable and vibrant personality. The course was set up as a series of three- to five-day treks interspersed with a day of classes and other adventures. One of our first hikes was on the Kepler Track out of Te Anau. In the months preparing for this program, Nick and I had discussed and studied different leadership styles and had practiced backcountry skills with the students. In New Zealand, students took turns being “leader of the day,” and they made decisions for that whole day.

When we set out from Te Anau on the Kepler Track, it was very overcast, and as we hiked from the lake to a higher elevation, the rain and wind kicked up. As the elevation, wind, and rain increased, the temperature dropped. Many students, including the leaders of the day, were not putting on their raincoats or covering their packs with rain covers, and I told Nick we should encourage them to do so. But Nick did not see the issue and insisted it was not our position to tell the designated leaders of the day what to do, but rather allow them to figure it out.


Interdependence

A canoe requires a partnership between the bow (front-of-boat) and stern (back-of-boat) paddlers to move the boat in a coordinated way, not only in the right direction but also straight, so that the boat doesn’t turn with each stroke. In rock climbing, two climbers are connected by the belay system, and each relies on the other to communicate what’s going on by using climbing terms like “slack” and “take.” Likewise, a group of backpackers distributes the weight of communal gear among themselves, often separating components of the tent, the cook kit, and the food. After reaching camp, the backpackers will reassemble the gear to establish the kitchen and sleeping areas. These relationships all highlight our interdependence—or the ways that individuals come together.

Interdependence presents itself in both the productive- and transformativeleadership choice quadrants. In a team or group environment, there are vital connections that create success between people. These relationships, or interdependence, are what this book examines: how a leader can promote clear and open conversations, be candid in communication, and lead by example with care for the greater good.
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From my perspective—as co-leader but also overall program leader ultimately responsible for the group—I was aware we had four days of hiking in higher elevations, and I was concerned about hypothermia. So it was hard for me to understand why Nick did not want to tell the others to put on their layers. Having the hard conversation with the leaders of the day was not something Nick was open to. In reflecting on Nick’s passive leadership and the potential impact of his decision, I realized that I too had become passive by not addressing these issues with him. Many of the students were very cold and wet when we arrived at the first hut. The resulting wet clothes and equipment needed extra time to dry out before we could head out the next day. Fortunately, the delay and discomfort were the only repercussions, rather than a cold-weather emergency like hypothermia.

On the Four Choices of Leadership matrix, rising above the horizon line and leading for the greater good requires that we explore the integral concept of interdependence. In outdoor leadership and in professional settings, “going it alone” can be tempting for those looking to remove potential interpersonal challenges or complex group decision-making. Rudyard Kipling said this well in his poem “The Winners”: “He travels fastest who travels alone.”

Groups, however, require cultivation, care, and an investment of time, as well as creating space for relationships to form and be maintained. A leader who focuses on the greater good not only understands this but is consistently looking for ways to open communication and engage the entire group. This leads us to the next matrix quadrant: productive leadership.

PRODUCTIVE LEADERSHIP


I’ll help us succeed.



•Will do the right thing, unless it’s difficult (low commitment)

•Understands interdependence (high care)



When a leader focuses on the greater good, and their commitment is low, leaders become productive.



A combination of low commitment and high care can lead to productive leadership: What can I do to help? What support do you need right now? A productive leader focuses on the greater good and helps lead the group to achieve the set goals. Productive leaders are champions for consensus, and are at their best when the group is moving along with a positive critical mass of attitude and energy. People admire and like productive leaders. Followers feel cared for and, with little need to challenge the status quo, comfortable.

When a productive leader understands the role of interdependence in a group, they are also appreciating the need to cultivate relationships and awareness of group dynamics. To move to the outcomes desired by the group, the leader works with the group to ensure that conditions remain positive and conducive to productivity for all the group’s members.

Productive leaders are champions for consensus, and are at their strongest when the group is moving along with a positive critical mass of attitude and energy.

But a productive leader’s desire to deliver a positive outcome—achieving the team’s stated objective, for example—may come at their or the team’s expense, pushing everyone beyond their capacity. Trying to motivate participants during a challenging situation, such as continuing on to camp as darkness falls, or the leader taking on more weight to assist a struggling backpacker, are short-term solutions that can obscure bigger issues. So while the trip might, on paper, meet its objectives, this comes at the cost of disempowering individuals who perhaps do not benefit from the process.

Case Study: Productive Leadership

One of my summer jobs while I was in college was leading extended leadership adventures for high school students. Dave and I co-led a monthlong expedition for a group of high schoolers, which included paddling in Alaska’s Prince William Sound and backpacking in the Talkeetna Mountains. We knew that all the route planning and decisions made by the company we were working for would have to become ours when real-time weather, group dynamics, and injuries came into play. The program was designed as an outdoor-leadership trip for these students, all of whom had previous outdoor experiences. The students were motivated and energetic, and they worked well with and through challenges, such as rising tides and unmoored boats, glacial-river crossings, and following bear precautions on the open tundra.

On the paddling portion of the trip, we were outfitted with single and tandem kayaks, and we were ferried out into Prince William Sound with the objective of paddling back to the mainland over a week’s time. One participant, a larger boy who could comfortably fit only in the bigger tandem kayak, had a previous shoulder injury that made paddling the long distances increasingly more challenging, and the tandem boat did not track well compared to the single kayaks, slowing progress. Dave and I, along with the rest of the group, became aware of not only the physical challenges the boy was experiencing, but also the increased risk the rest of the group was exposed to as the tandem boat fell farther behind. Working together, and with input and modification from all participants, we were able to explore other options to modify the trip, boat-partner pairings, and weight distribution. We had open discussions about the challenges of perceived strength related to size and learned how, in this case, physically strong people did not need to carry or move the weight for the entire group.

Leading from Below

KENJI HAROUTUNIAN


Although I had skied the backcountry a dozen times, having the chance to ski a bucket-list adventure across the daunting and remote Sierra High Route was exciting—and slightly terrifying. This trans-Sierra route is nearly 40 miles across five major mountain passes over 13,000 feet, in as remote a place as one can get in the Lower 48. This adventure of a lifetime would certainly test my outdoor skills and leadership abilities.

I was invited on the trip as an alternate, so I only had eight weeks to come up to speed with gear, fitness, and mental prep for the seven-day selfsupported ski tour. I was not planning to lead any section of the trip, so I was mostly concerned with just keeping up! My teammates were seasoned, extreme athletes and leaders. Two had recently participated in an all-women’s expedition to Antarctica, completing a 600-plus-mile slog across the continent. I had served in lead roles many times before, but I was the rookie in this group.

As we embarked, I felt strong, but I also had the heaviest gear of the group. I wondered if I was going to pay a price for that. The trip began with more than 6,000 feet of vertical climb before getting through Shepherd Pass, at 12,500 feet. There, the route stays above 11,000 feet for 30 miles and five days of backcountry winter travel. As we moved along, I felt well prepared. Despite a fuel-bottle leak into our breakfast rations, I had my kit together. My heavier boots were now a blessing because of the variable conditions we encountered en route.

About three days into the journey, at Coppermine Pass, my preparedness met an opportunity. I was first through the pass after a very long traverse, heading into the setting sun. The snow was hardening, and the pass was becoming treacherous. The trip leader and I decided to split up, so he could belay the trailing teammates as they approached the pass while I took the “sharp end” and, by headlamp, dug out a campsite for the night in the unknown terrain ahead. From this point on in the tour, I was co-leading.

Timing is everything when it comes to supporting other leaders, taking the reins when needed and deftly sharing the load when a highly skilled group comes together. My prior experience as a climber had paid dividends, and maintaining a calm demeanor in the face of fear was key to working out creative solutions as challenges presented.

Kenji Haroutunian (he/him/his) is an outdoor-industry veteran, with thirtyfive years of experience in specialty retailing, skills instruction, and guiding and event management, as well as in high-profile roles on the national outdoor-recreation scene, including Outdoor Retailer Show director and Access Fund board president. He lives in Culver City, California.



TRANSFORMATIVE LEADERSHIP


I’ll ensure we’re successful.



•High intensity and passion (high commitment)

•Focus is on interdependence (high care)



When a leader focuses on the greater good and their commitment is high, leaders become transformative.



Here’s the real sweet spot: a combination of high commitment and high care, which can lead to truly transformational leadership. With stated intentions, consistent behavior, and acute perception, a transformative leader sees their success connected to the greater good. A transformative leader consistently models taking responsibility for their choices, which influences those who are actively following. In this manner, the leader knows they ultimately guide the group’s outcome. Through inspiration, influence, and coaching, a transformative leader achieves lasting success.

A transformative leader consistently works on:

•building trust and credibility

•getting people to come and work together as a team

•focusing on what is important and essential

•helping others be their best

•doing what is best for the expedition or organization

•proactively reducing misunderstandings and working for mutual understanding

•reflecting upon and seeking ways to improve themself and others

Transformative leaders are highly aware of the role of interdependence, and they continually cultivate open communication, feedback, and active listening, ensuring every individual has their voice and input heard. The investment in relationships that deepen among group members allows everyone to be at their full, best self.

A weekend backpacking trip, navigating a river by canoe, climbing at a local crag, and mountain biking an epic trail are experiences in which a transformative leader, by design and intention, can lead others to experience success. By showing consistent care and commitment, a transformative leader can help participants fully appreciate an outdoor experience, managing and influencing them in a seemingly effortless manner.

Case Study: Cultivating Transformative Leadership

After twenty years of working, leading, guiding, and teaching in the outdoor industry, I had never led an all-female expedition. I had always had male co-leaders and participants, and so it was with some trepidation that I organized and facilitated an international expedition solely for women. The trip, to Costa Rica, was novel in many ways: I invited another national association to join and help plan, and the women were at different points in their careers in different aspects of the outdoor industry—some participants were outdoor educators, while others worked in upper administration.

The program was designed around various activities throughout the country—tackling rope swings into a stream, rafting the Sarapiquí River, hiking along the side of a volcano, learning about sustainable coffee production, hiking in national preserves, and kayaking down a jungle waterway. The evenings were filled with time for small-group reflections, incorporating the day’s activities to catalyze conversations or connect to the assigned readings.

Our group was a mixture of women with varying outdoor experience, ranging from novices to instructors. We intentionally changed roommates at each new location; our living arrangements were always double occupancy and ranged from local hotels to bunkhouses. The program was designed to hold space for transformational leadership understanding by allowing the group to experience both low and high care and low and high commitment. Each night, we would debrief, reflect, and process the day’s events in the hopes of applying new knowledge to our choices the next day. Over the course of the week, the leadership team watched participants transform from individuals experiencing new activities for the first time to a cohesive group watching out for each other’s emotional and physical safety.

There were tears and triumphs that affected both the individuals and group throughout the week, but perhaps even more so after we returned to the States. This group of sixteen women still connects and communicates in various forms and places, including at conferences, virtual presentations, text groups, and on video calls. Each woman certainly has gained a greater sense of her own leadership potential as she moves forward with her life outside the expedition, but they all remain firmly connected to the experience in Costa Rica, which provided a basis for ongoing growth.

THE GREATER GOOD: SERVANT LEADERSHIP

Building the capacity to lead is an opportunity for everyone. Leadership skills are transferable—to your personal life, your professional world, and recreationally in the great outdoors. If you desire to be an impactful leader, you must learn and continually revisit how you lead. When guiding others toward agreed-upon outcomes, your success or failure will be determined by how you navigate your care for the greater good over self, your level of commitment, and the leadership decisions you make. A great leader is committed to lifelong learning and personal responsibility.

It has been my experience, through my work on and for myself, that when I can identify ingrained habits and behaviors that no longer suit me, I build the capacity to be more present, aware, and intentional. Some of these ingrained behaviors, such as those that make me feel valued and accepted, come from my upbringing and ways my family showed me love. It turns out that more is not always better, especially when it comes to quantifiable goals like good grades or accolades. I’ve learned instead that knowing myself and understanding my value is the best way for me to lead.

On a cold April evening a few years ago, I sat around a firepit with six other women. Our connection was sports, and we had met through a master’s swim program. Some in the group had been friends for many decades before I was invited to join, with a shared foundation that included child rearing and social activities like church groups and dinner parties, while others were relatively new to the group. We gathered to celebrate one woman’s most recent professional accomplishments—she had been promoted in university leadership. I really enjoyed the conversation that night and was excited about her choice to lead at a very prominent post. The group supported her opportunity, acknowledged her efforts, and shared her excitement for what was to come, as well as expressed support for the other group members who had recently changed jobs or returned from living overseas.

With stated intentions, consistent behavior, and acute perception, a transformative leader sees their success connected to the greater good.

These leaders, even those not navigating change at the time, had many common attributes, but the one that stood out for me was their reflection on the greater good. It was even more impressive to learn about how the need for leadership presented itself and to hear each leader’s choice—after considering how it would affect them, their families, their partners, and other people in their lives—to pursue it. I’m honored to be among leaders who do not seek leadership titles for the titles’ sake, but instead consider the significance of what they’re doing, how they can contribute to a situation, and how they can continue to improve their leadership skills and not get complacent or stagnate. I wondered if I had always been as honest and forthright as a leader. I realized their humility was the most important part of the conversation, and that on reflection, I too could work on my own humility and growth as a leader.

TAKEAWAYS

•Leadership guides outcomes: it determines success or failure.

•Leadership is a choice, and everyone can choose to build their capacity to lead.
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