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what	does	leadership	looK	liKe	today?
according	 to	nancy	altobello,	 americas	 vice	
chair	of	people	at	ernst	&	young,	it’s	a	whole	
new	game	–	and	that’s	a	good	thing.	years	ago,	
she	recalls	being	on	a	panel	of	women	execu-
tives	asked	to	address	an	up-and-coming	female	
audience.the	 feedback	given	 to	 those	on	her	
panel	was	eye-opening,	 to	 say	 the	 least.	 “we	
weren’t	that	helpful,	according	to	the	comments	
we	 received	 after	we	wrapped	up,”	 she	 says	
with	a	laugh	–	now.	“i	was	shocked!	they	said	
we	appeared	so	perfect,	so	in	control	that	they	
could	not	 relate	 to	us.	we	all	knew	we	were	
far	 from	perfect,	 but	 in	 those	days	we	didn’t	
talk	about	the	struggles	and	the	mistakes	we	all	
made	along	the	way.”

nancy	describes	today’s	leaders	“as	regular	
people	who	get	ahead	because	of	 the	experi-
ences	they	had,	the	coaches	and	mentors	from	
whom	they	learned,	and	the	support	they	were	
given	 to	 learn	 from	 their	mistakes.	 she	notes	
that,	 today,	 it	 is	 more	 acceptable	 for	 leaders	
to	 be	 real	 and,	well,	 vulnerable.	 Failing,	 and	
learning	 from	 the	 failures,	 paves	 the	way	 for	

a	great	career	track.	she	also	believes	
that	 stellar	communication	skills	and	
a	passion	for	diversity	should	not	be	
underestimated.

Experience is the best teacher

nancy	 is	a	believer	 in	 the	power	of	
experiences	 and	 coaching	 as	 key	
components	for	developing	effective	
leaders.	while	there	may	be	a	bit	of	
happenstance	 to	 the	 skills	 acquired	
and	 opportunities	 capitalized	 on	 as	
people	 rise	 through	 the	 ranks,	 she	
is	 a	 proponent	 of	 a	 structured	 ap-

proach,	one	that,	she	notes,	was	not	in	place	
early	 on	 in	 her	 career.	 to	 this	 end,	 ernst	&	
young	launched	eyu,	a	formalized	framework	
for	the	fi	rm’s	unique	approach	to	developing	
its	people.

eyu	came	about	as	ernst	&	young	looked	
back	at	how	many	of	the	fi	rm’s	most	success-
ful	leaders	got	their	start.	“the	most	successful	
leaders	have	had	many	varied	experiences	and	

are	able	to	thrive	during	up	and	down	econo-
mies,	through	tough	jobs	and	demanding	work	
situations,”	says	nancy.	“through	their	mentors	
and	coaching,	they	are	able	to	draw	on	different	
perspectives	to	help	choose	the	best	resources,	
ask	 the	 right	 questions,	 and	 most	 effectively	
communicate	with	our	own	people	as	well	as	
our	clients.	though	ernst	&	young	had	always	
had	a	structured	approach	to	the	formal	learn-
ing	our	people	needed	 to	be	successful,	eyu	
strengthens	and	customizes	that	to	provide	all	
our	people,	 no	matter	what	 their	 aspirations,	

with	the	right	experiences	and	coaching	to	help	
them	reach	their	goals.”

as	for	role	models,	nancy	recalls	that	when	
she	was	beginning	her	career	at	ernst	&	young,	
there	were	few	women	above	her	to	show	her	
the	 management	 ropes.	 most	 of	 her	 mentors	
were	men,	whom	she	is	appreciative	of	for	tak-
ing	an	 interest	 in	her	 career	 and	helping	her	
navigate	in	a	demanding,	client-serving	culture.	
today,	as	the	business	world	has	become	global	
and	diverse	in	so	many	areas	other	than	gender	
and	ethnicity,	she	views	role	models	as	far	from	
static,	 one-size-fi	ts-all	 examples.	 rather,	 she	
sees	them	changing	at	different	points	in	one’s	
career.	 the	 new	 working	 mother,	 the	 newly	
promoted	manager,	 or	 the	person	 embarking	
on	that	fi	rst	overseas	assignment	may	seek	out	
people	who	have	been	in	similar	situations	and	
can	thus	advise	on	the	best	path	to	take	during	
that	particular	career	stage.

Follow the leader?

diversity	also	means	that	there	are	no	one-size-
fi	ts-all	 leaders.	 thirty	 years	 ago,	 for	 instance,	
corporations	 tended	 to	develop	 their	c-suites	
in	what	can	be	called	follow-the-leader	mode.	
“the	prevailing	wisdom	seemed	to	be:	‘i	did	it	
this	way,	you	do	 it	 this	way.	this	 is	 the	path	
to	success,’”	says	nancy.	but	in	today’s	global	
world,	it	would	be	self-defeating	to	sustain	such	
a	narrow	executive	point	of	view.	people	simply	
cannot	look,	act,	develop,	or	manage	their	busi-
nesses	 in	 formulaic	ways.	plus,	being	unique,	
being	genuine,	and	being	honest	are	valued	as	
social	networking	plays	more	of	an	 important	
part	in	“fl	attening”	today’s	corporate	culture.

An eye for balance

while	nancy	acknowledges	her	mentors	were	
not	chosen	based	on	their	gender,	she	does	fi	nd	
that	her	management	style	today	is	attuned	to	
the	needs	of	working	women.	she	tends	to	look	
out	 for	women	 in	both	 their	professional	and	
personal	lives.	while	she	guards	against	making	
business	decisions	based	on	assumptions	–	that	
a	 new	 mother	 does	 not	 want	 to	 travel	 over-
seas	or	a	30-year-old	single	man	 is	not	 think-
ing	 about	work/life	 balance	 –	 she	 still	 keeps	
an	 eye	 out	 for	women	 striving	 to	meet	 their	
career	goals.	“women	have	more	things	in	their	
lives	that	they	need	to	balance,”	she	says.	“it’s	
a	reality.”•
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looKing	 For	 new	 business	 ideas	 or	
innovative	solutions	to	the	same	old	problem?	
Kate	barton,	americas	vice	chair	of	tax	services	
at	ernst	&	young,	suggests	taking	a	good	look	
at	 the	 composition	 of	 your	work	 force.	 “the	
most	successful	businesses	today	bring	together	
people	 of	 different	 genders,	 ethnicities,	 and	
ages	with	different	life	experiences.	the	result?	
new	ideas	and	better	business	opportunities!”	
she	says.

Strength in numbers

Kate	 joined	ernst	&	young	as	an	 intern	 fresh	
out	of	school,	and	looking	back,	she	says	the	
changes	have	been	amazing.	“twenty-fi	ve	years	
ago,	women	were	already	advancing	through	
the	ranks,	but	when	it	happened,	it	was	some-
thing	that	you	noticed.	now,	it’s	common.”	she	
notes	 that	 ernst	&	young	 is	 recruiting	more	
women	 on-campus	 now.	 this	 fi	scal	 year	 to	
date,	51	percent	of	all	campus	hires,	both	 in	
the	americas	area	and	 the	us,	were	 female.	
since	more	women	are	joining	the	fi	rm	at	the	
entry	 level,	 it	 is	expected	 that	more	of	 them	
will	 have	 the	 opportunity	 to	 become	 lead-
ers.	at	the	same	time,	the	fi	rm	is	hiring	more	
women	directly	 into	 leadership	positions	 for	
the	executive	roles	they’ve	played	and	experi-
ences	they	bring	from	other	fi	elds.

“we’ve	 hired	 women	 from	 the	
public	sector	who	have	negotiated	in-
ternational	treaties	for	the	government	
and	served	as	advisors	to	the	president.	
we’ve	hired	women	who	were	recog-
nized	as	leaders	and	innovators	within	
the	private	sector.	the	 talent	pool	of	
successful	women	is	huge,	and	that’s	
a	change	that	has	been	decades	in	the	
making,”	she	explains.

Kate	views	the	fact	that	ernst	&
young	 is	 well-recognized	 for	 pro-
grams	 that	 offer	 women	 support	
in	 both	 their	 personal	 and	 profes-
sional	 lives	 (high	 rankings	 from	

both	Fortune	and	Working Mother	magazines	
are	 two	 examples)	 as	 a	 big	 draw	 for	 both	

winning	talent	and	new	business.	Kate	meets	
regularly	with	clients	in	the	c-suite	and	says	
that,	basically,	ernst	&	young	is	a	reflection	
of	its	clients	–	and	that	is	a	positive	and	nec-
essary	thing.

“we’re	 seeing	more	 female	ceos,	cFos,	
and	 directors	 of	 tax,	 and	 more	 women	 on	

boards	of	directors.	we	see	more	women	en-
trepreneurs.	we	see	companies	working	hard	
to	 promote	 females	 into	 leadership	 roles	 to	
make	sure	they’re	‘walking	the	walk,’	in	terms	
of	breaking	the	proverbial	glass	ceiling.	anytime	
there’s	diversity,	it’s	a	good	thing,”	she	says.

Speaking up, stepping up

as	Kate	watches	the	next	generation	of	women	
leaders	rise	up	the	ranks,	does	she	look	back	
on	her	own	experience	 for	ways	 to	guide	or	
encourage	them?	she	recalls	that	she	was	for-
tunate	 to	have	had	outstanding	mentors	who	
helped	through	each	stage	of	her	career	and,	
in	fact,	continue	to	help	to	this	day.	according	
to	Kate,	“Future	female	leaders	need	to	reach	
out	to	mentors	–	both	male	and	female	–	and	
ask	for	honest	feedback.	it’s	also	important	to	
step	up	and	be	willing	to	take	on	tough	tasks	
in	which	you	have	 the	opportunity	 to	 shine.	
take	risks	–	don’t	be	afraid	 to	 try	something	
new.	that’s	huge,	and	research	has	shown	that	
women	may	be	more	risk-averse	than	men,	so	
it’s	something	we	need	to	work	on.”	Kate	also	
thinks	it’s	important	to	recognize	that	women	
face	 unique	 issues	 and	 that	 their	 managers	
need	 to	 identify	and	address	 them.	 “women,	
whether	 married	 or	 single,	 with	 children	 or	
without,	 all	 juggle	 jobs	with	 their	 family	 re-
sponsibilities.	we’ve	come	a	long	way	as	a	so-
ciety	and	as	a	fi	rm,	but	my	feeling	is	that	we	
can	always	do	more.”

Going for growth

Kate	 notes	 that	 her	 career	 advancement	 was	
largely	a	result	of	the	tried-and-true	success	for-
mula	–	understanding	her	 job,	working	hard,	
and	doing	it	well.	“in	the	case	of	ernst	&	young,	
our	people	are	our	true	differentiator,	and	pro-
viding	outstanding	service	to	our	clients	is	what	
gets	our	people	noticed	and	promoted.	when	
you	think	about	it,	these	attributes	apply	to	both	
men	and	women,	and	that’s	a	good	thing!”

what	is	her	advice	to	the	next	generation	
of	women	leaders?	“remember:	take	responsi-
bility	for	your	own	career.	develop	your	skills	
and	learn	something	new	every	day.	don’t	sit	
back	and	hope	you’ll	 be	noticed,	or	wait	 for	
things	to	come	your	way.	stay	fl	exible.	set	goals	
for	yourself,	make	sure	your	supervisors	know	
what	your	goals	are,	and	do	what	 it	 takes	 to	
achieve	them.”•

Kate Barton
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