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Travis Kalanick goes back to the classroom

The $50bn leadership industry may not have much to teach disruptive Uber
founder

Andrew Hill
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“Children, we have a new member of class this term. Please say hello to Travis, who has

joined us from Uber (https://www.ft.com/topics/organisations/Uber). Travis, welcome

to Leadership 101. I'm sure you’ll be very happy here.”

Caught by a dashboard camera (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gTEDYCKNqns)

arguing with an Uber driver, Travis Kalanick, the founder and chief executive of the ride-

hailing service, this week apologised and told staff (http://next.ft.com/content/ffg27e44

-fe14-11e6-9618-3700c5664d30): “This is the first time I've been willing to admit that I
need leadership help and I intend to get it.”

https://www.ft.com/content/31e77710-fe82- 11e6-8d8e-a5e3738f9ae4
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He will have plenty of helpers to choose from. The leadership industry is vast. Harvard’s
Barbara Kellerman estimated in 2012 that well over $50bn annually was spent on
leadership development, from the smallest coaching corner shop to the biggest business

ttps://www.amazon.com/Leadership-Headlines-Insider-insights-leaders/dp/129211276

X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1488393492&sr=1-1&keywords=leadership+in+

the+headlines)). Despite this, as Jeffrey Pfeffer pointed out in his uncompromising 2015

attack on the sector, Leadership BS (https://ig.ft.com/sites/business-book-award /book

s/2015/longlist/leadership-bs-by-jeffrey-pfeffer), there is still “overwhelming evidence

of workplaces filled with disengaged, dissatisfied employees who do not trust their

leaders”.

So as well as giving Uber’s founder the chance to atone, “educating Travis” would also
offer the engorged and often ineffectual leadership industry an opportunity to redeem
itself. Take an aggressive 40-year-old executive, who continues to behave like the

“scrappy, small entrepreneur (http://next.ft.com/content/b4bf8508-ad29-11e4-a5¢1-00

144feab7de)” he says he once was, and turn him into a leader that even Uber’s most

disgruntled drivers can be proud of.

It is a task worthy of Professor Henry Higgins in My Fair Lady, who sought to pass off
foul-mouthed flower girl Eliza Doolittle as a duchess. But, like Higgins’s challenge, the

quest is strewn with obstacles.

Related article First, there is the intractable would-be student

himself. As a role model for life-long learning,

Uber chief admits he
needs leadership help
after outburst Chttp://ne
xt.ft.com/content/ff927e
L4-fel14-11e6-9618-3700
c5664d30)

Mr Kalanick falls short. Despite repeated efforts
to polish the founder’s rough edges (http://nex

t.ft.com/content/3549e246-e0e8-35f0-8f1b-53

78148181d0), Uber controversies keep coming.

Last month brought to light not only the
awkward video, but a potentially far more
Video footage emerges of Travis damaging claim by a female former engineer
Kalanick arguing with driver that Uber’s human resources team had ignored

her allegations of sexual harassment (http://ne

xt.ft.com/content/7b17¢860-f71e-11e6-9516-2d

969e0d3b65).
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Then there is the question of whether Mr
Kalanick has already outgrown formal
education. Most universities so worship
entrepreneurs that they are more likely to be
welcomed as guest lecturers or badgered for

funding than admitted as students. Meanwhile,

aspiring MBAs dream of out-disrupting Uber’s creators, not sitting alongside them in

remedial leadership (https://www.ft.com/topics/themes/Leadership) classes.

Finally, there is the question of whether teaching Uber’s leader how to lead would take
the kick out of Mr Kalanick — the hard-charging attitude that helped him make his

fortune in the first place — just as Higgins neutered Eliza’s winning charm.

Still, something must be done. Uber’s problems have emerged from its dog-eat-dog

culture (https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/22/technology/uber-workplace-culture.ht

ml?smid=tw-share& r=2), and culture — as many of those 200,000 leadership manuals

will tell you — comes from the top. The Institute of Leadership & Management polled

1,200 UK workers (https://www.institutelm.com/resourceLibrary/how-do-we-understa

nd-authentic-leadership.html) recently: half agreed their leaders sometimes or

frequently allowed their mood to dictate the climate of the workplace. The institute,

incidentally, is one of many professional associations Mr Kalanick could join, rising to

become a “Fellow”, with the right to put “FInstLM” after his name.

Join our reporting

What is your company
doing to increase
diversity? Is it working?
(http://financialtimes.pol
|daddy.com/s/corporate-
diversity)

The FT is looking into corporate
diversity initiatives.
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It seems more likely the Uber founder will seek
one-on-one advice. I would counsel him against
over-paying for his own management guru,

however.

Asked what Mr Kalanick should do, one
business school professor suggests he should in
future “stop, challenge and choose”: stop to
think, challenge what he knows about the
situation (and what he may not know — that
dashboard camera) and choose the right

response.
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It is a fine, simple prescription, based on
common sense — and that should be no

surprise.
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- . For all the cash companies spend on training
(http://financialtimes.polldad
dy.com/s/corporate-diversit

y)

and the lifetimes academics devote to forging

new theories, often the leadership industry
peddles to leaders the advice and values most of

us absorbed in nursery school.
For Mr Kalanick, in other words, it is probably already too late.

“Children, just a reminder before we start the class: no fighting, ‘indoor voices’ only, and

that (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W_ 4IgwO4MoM).”

andrew.hill@ft.com (mailto:)

Print a single copy of this article for personal use. Contact us if you wish to print more to

distribute to others. © The Financial Times Ltd.

Latest on Leadership

Technology
Uber chief admits he needs

leadership help after outburst

Video footage emerges of Travis Kalanick arguing with

driver

Special Report Employment: Global Best Practice
Teaching leadership from the bottom up

Workers at all levels of organisations benefit from management coaching

Review Managing Others
How to stop wasting time in futile meetings

Book review: ‘Time, Talent, Energy’, by Michael Mankins and Eric Garton

https://www.ft.com/content/31e77710-fe82- 11e6-8d8e-a5e3738f9ae4 417


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W_4IgwO4M0M
mailto:
http://financialtimes.polldaddy.com/s/corporate-diversity
https://www.ft.com/topics/themes/Leadership
https://www.ft.com/companies/technology
https://www.ft.com/content/ff927e44-fe14-11e6-96f8-3700c5664d30
https://www.ft.com/content/ff927e44-fe14-11e6-96f8-3700c5664d30
https://www.ft.com/recruitment/global-employers
https://www.ft.com/content/0233fb94-d423-11e6-b06b-680c49b4b4c0
https://www.ft.com/topics/themes/Managing_Others
https://www.ft.com/content/1ca3d524-f78e-11e6-9516-2d969e0d3b65

06/03/2017 Travis Kalanick goes back to the classroom

Special Report Employment: Global Best Practice
Wanted: workers willing to defy their robot bosses

Employees are more likely to respond to commands from humanoid androids

Special Report Connected Business
Intelligent virtual helpers whittle away at human jobs

Human call-centre agents are still needed for complicated questions

Latest in Opinion

Nick Butler ;g-‘DER’CHARGJNG CAPABILITY
The disruptive impact of '
technology

Review Globalisation

World Englishes and Culture Wars by Braj Kachru

A spoftlight on the relentless expansion of the global lingua franca

Andrew Hill
Stop squandering women's potential

Companies miss billions of opportunities to realise female talent

Follow the topics mentioned in this article

Opinion

Uber

https://www.ft.com/content/31e77710-fe82- 11e6-8d8e-a5e3738f9ae4 5/7


https://www.ft.com/recruitment/global-employers
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsviF5DSb5Ty9ZVjC0qziEbj_dE7FwlwO2q0J6s3oQkcn7ao6uirRDzYhIy-cZU4DvL-6EPDDwtyssIUwdq4W8tqVhVfAHC3dzXNwDUxiBtqn1yIDTYixoVfJZSkGkKoIX4CGwkmBwc4c41Ij1kWYjrL5p47PFl8Ct8kOtSaf9Ny22ifsFHA7ComlBGYLkniDCuXHcCkrpgYeeP9XH0l0khYVJ8Z44gC&sig=Cg0ArKJSzKY56kAshUlxEAE&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.ft.com/content/72f9120c-d693-11e6-944b-e7eb37a6aa8e
https://www.ft.com/reports/the-connected-business
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstYSX1wH4kru1V89RpFwuHFBsurg8FMMlu8lwuoc7ns7sDRDv8gGQUEY2J5gEreMffwJfOoLM9HUfCddFa7uGEwjMQGnN9F-dF2oHzucZNXchFN3R_1fxdbmfiub8Qupun4QjDAcje2wKC2ob-URlWbK8_oCd2tNjKdtL-Mpvc3Bz5Gln0ORviiuVVmT1FSIPWM4fr-xNERTKIxGmpHpq96zthNUpne&sig=Cg0ArKJSzKqmKimMq6gvEAE&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.ft.com/content/54916686-f225-11e6-8758-6876151821a6
https://www.ft.com/opinion
https://www.ft.com/nick-butler
https://www.ft.com/content/64771727-1f42-348d-9a08-d72e4c2a82e4
https://www.ft.com/content/64771727-1f42-348d-9a08-d72e4c2a82e4
https://www.ft.com/topics/themes/Globalisation
https://www.ft.com/content/87d8c7ec-fe7c-11e6-96f8-3700c5664d30
https://www.ft.com/work-careers/andrew-hill
https://www.ft.com/content/d0e59ff4-fe82-11e6-96f8-3700c5664d30
https://www.ft.com/opinion
https://www.ft.com/topics/organisations/Uber

06/03/2017 Travis Kalanick goes back to the classroom

Travis Kalanick

Barbara Kellerman

Columnists

Follow the authors of this article

Andrew Hill

Take a tour of myF~

https://www.ft.com/content/31e77710-fe82- 11e6-8d8e-a5e3738f9ae4 6/7


https://www.ft.com/topics/people/Travis_Kalanick
https://www.ft.com/stream/peopleId/TnN0ZWluX1BOX0VudGVydGFpbm1lbnRfMjAwOV8xMF85XzE2MjMz-UE4=
https://www.ft.com/comment/columnists
https://www.ft.com/work-careers/andrew-hill
https://www.ft.com/myft/product-tour

06/03/2017 Travis Kalanick goes back to the classroom

https://www.ft.com/content/31e77710-fe82- 11e6-8d8e-a5e3738f9ae4 77



