Who Are We?

We’re Ambassadors of Positive Change at the NASA Goddard Space Flight Center

August 2002
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NASA is responding to President Bush’s challenge by instituting a pioneering and award-winning leadership development program that is transforming, both in intent and outcome.  This program, called Leadership Alchemy, ignites the spark in talented people and results in their living their own visions in alignment with NASA’s vision:  


To improve life here,






To extend life to there,







To find life beyond.

The first graduates of Goddard Space Flight Center’s Leadership Alchemy Program testified, at their August 8, 2002, graduation, to the amazing transformations experienced as they strive “to improve life here.”  Like Dorothy and her Wizard of Oz companions traveling the yellow brick road, the Leadership Alchemy journey enabled 16 graduates to reveal their leadership qualities of wisdom, strength, courage, vision, determination, creativity, risk-taking, and passion.  Now, in their own words, “Leadership is a way of being and, as ambassadors of positive change, we can change the world.”  

To begin with, Leadership Alchemy provides a “space to grow” inside of work for people to define and realize their leadership vision.  In other words, Leadership Alchemy begins with creating a personal leadership vision and ends with the opportunity to act in ways consistent with putting one’s vision into action.  Program participants apply action learning to real work applications and use appreciative inquiry to build on the best of what already exists.  In turn, Leadership Alchemy results in a transformation that allows the leader to be present in the moment, and to hold both the concerns of others, as well as the larger context, in mind.  

The program name, Leadership Alchemy, was selected after great deliberation.  The name and brand (LOGO) captures the magic of personal and organizational transformation.  Effective leaders are committed to life long learning – hence the journey to the tree of life and knowledge and wisdom.  The wizard, with the heart aglow, represents the magic and holistic nature of wisdom.  It also represents the importance of relationship-based leadership and relationship intelligence.  The two remaining quadrants reflect Goddard’s Earth and space science mission.
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The preceding picture depicts the three phases of the Leadership Alchemy journey to the Tree of Wisdom and Knowledge.  The fruits on the tree represent the key program components, practices, and learning.  The Leadership Alchemy program is built on several non-traditional and critical philosophical underpinnings:  

1. Leadership is a “Way of Being”

2. Leadership can be learned

3. Everyone can and should be a leader  

4. Language is generative – language does more than describe, it creates our reality and our identity

5. Whatever we focus on expands – energy follows attention  

6. People learn through their head, heart, and hands

7. Learning happens in a community where relationships are built both on trust and the respect for differences

8. How we see the world determines the possibilities we identify and the actions we take – if you change the “observer that you are” you create more possibilities for action

9. You are your “practices” and you are always practicing something, so choose wisely

Why would people elect to participate in a non-traditional program 9-month leadership program that requires rigor and commitment, without an explicit promise of a new job or promotion?  What were the people who competed for the opportunity to participate in Leadership Alchemy promised?

In a sense, this non-traditional program offered non-traditional promises.  The participants were not promised a promotion, nor were they promised a new job, upon program completion.  Rather, more powerful and transformational promises were made – and they were all kept.  For each of the three program phases we said:
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· You will develop greater presence, authority, and confidence as a leader, so that you exceed the expectations of those you will be leading. 

· You will know your own capabilities, so that you can call on multiple inner resources and therefore, also know when and how to call on the capabilities of others.

· You will have ample opportunities to clarify or revise notions about yourself, in order to develop your vision about where you want to go as a leader.

· You will be able to design conversations for leadership, such as declaring a mission, making alliances, and putting vision into action.

During Phase 2:  Creating the Desired Organizational Future

· You will have a vision for yourself and for your organization that positively captures the passion of people to carry you into the future. 

· You will know how to influence, coach and enable others so that you create a following on the teams you lead.

· You will practice forming partnerships, alliances, and teams, so that the conditions are created to identify and make possible what was not possible before.

· You will be capable of setting new performance standards for yourself, demonstrate progress in achieving those standards, and capable of declaring what you have learned. 

· You will understand how organizational culture plays out in multiple settings and, from this understanding, you will be able to build trust and, when necessary, shift the context (including mood) so that all members in the culture thrive.  

· You will be capable of influencing others and building trust through coherent narratives and stories of great impact. 

During Phase 3:  Transforming Knowledge and Skill into Wisdom and 

                             Action

· You will gain the knowledge, skill, and the wisdom to make effective choices from a wide array of possibilities for the benefit of the team or the organization.
· You will be able to coordinate effective action, so that you and your team can design, plan and implement a strategic change process in support of strengthening the financial and resources management community at Goddard.
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Upon receiving their diploma, Leadership Alchemy graduates were conferred with “Master Wizard” status.  Each graduate embodied strong and authentic leadership presence, speaking from their hearts about what they learned and how their learning benefits, and will continue to benefit, the organization.  In fact, they offered to pay their leadership presence learning forward – a concept derived from the recent film Pay it Forward.  

How does NASA benefit?  Here’s a sample of what the graduates said:

· Visible improvements in leadership presence and my ability to command the attention of others

· Ability to choose my mood and set an organizational mood of lightness

· Intensified passion for work

· Stronger and more meaningful work relationships 

· An expanded network and related increase in productivity

· Increased creativity and willingness to take risks  

· Enhanced authenticity – a willingness to bring my whole self to work

· Improved teamwork and team performance

· Dedicated to sharing knowledge and wisdom with others

· Noteworthy improvements in generating learning questions and in my ability to exquisitely listen to others

· Ability to separate the “facts” of an occurrence from my emotional reaction 

· Enhanced ability to effectively deal with stress and balance multiple priorities

At the conclusion it was clear that NASA, and the members of the first Leadership Alchemy graduating class, possess “the right stuff” to lead the Goddard Space Flight Center in the new millennium as Ambassadors of Positive Change.   

For additional information on this award-winning program, contact either:

· Gail S. Williams, Leadership Alchemy Program Manager, 301-286-0159, Gail.S.Williams@nasa.gov 

· Kathy Hefferin, 301-286-8319, Goddard Leadership and Career Development Group Leader, Kathryn.D.Hefferin@nasa.gov      

President Bush recently issued a strategic human capital challenge in asking “What can Federal Government organizations do to think and act differently for the sake of attracting and retaining talented and imaginative people to public service?”  I imagine that most organizations, including those in the private sector, can relate to this question, especially in light of U.S. demographic predictions.





During Phase 1:  Gaining Personal Insight and Leadership Mastery





You will have greater insight into the learning process itself, both in terms of what interferes with and what supports learning, so that you can develop a framework of elements for working as a learning organization. 








Ask any of the 16 Leadership Alchemy graduates.  To a person they will state that we kept all of our promises.  On a more objective level, most are now working in new jobs or have new job responsibilities.  Many were promoted.  Is this a coincidence?  We don’t think so.
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