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instance, i post fairly regular blogs on an inter-
nal site for employees to read, and i’ve even 
gone so far as to put myself up on youtube. 
these open and public postings were quite 
a leap for our organization, but it’s important 
to always be looking ahead and tapping into 
new ways to capture your audience and deliver 
your message. of course, it’s an extra bonus 
when the news outlets you choose are also cost-
effective.

What about resources and cost reduc-
tions? Obviously during times like these, or-
ganizations are looking at them more than 

ever. How do you think a leader should best 
tackle those issues?

even in an economic downturn, where 
cutting costs is important, some key investments 
should remain intact. an organization cannot 
save its way into prosperity. this is especially 
true for investment in people. successful leader-
ship always starts with identifying, developing, 
and empowering the right people. no one per-
son can do it all, and as leaders, we must ensure 
the people in our organizations are motivated, 
challenged, and aligned around the same core 
objectives and values.

talent is a key differentiator for any orga-
nization, as far as i am concerned. competitors 
may copy products, strategies, and technologies, 
but talent is what makes the difference between 
being average or even good and being the best. 
with that, there must be a clear line manage-
ment accountability for talent, as the ability to 
manage talent will become more and more a 
key predictor of success.

don’t be mistaken though; i do not mean to 
imply there should be unlimited resources dedi-
cated to unlimited headcount. instead for lead-
ers, the critical issue is identifying and securing 

EDITORS’ NOTE James Schiro joined Zurich 
Financial Services as Chief Operating Offi cer 
of Finance in March 2002 and simulta-
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What should be the number one priority for 
you and other business leaders during this 
time of economic downturn and turmoil?

as leaders in these challenging times, it is 
vital that we work to restore confi dence in the 
markets, and instill confi dence within our own 
people and organizations. to do that, we need 
to be transparent, consistent, and accessible. it’s 
equally important that we maintain the focus on 
our business, and keep our teams focused on 
executing the tactical plans needed to control 
those elements of your business that are within 
your infl uence.

What are some specifi c actions you 
think leaders should be taking?

communication is key, especially during 
times like this when the news at every turn is 
overwhelmingly negative, which creates uncer-
tainty in everyone’s minds. i’ve often said that 
people can cope with change, it’s uncertainty 
that they have trouble dealing with. so as lead-
ers, we should be driving robust communica-
tions efforts that articulate a clear strategic vision 
of how to maneuver through the turmoil. the 
effort should be focused both on the internal 
organization as well as on external target audi-
ences. of course, it’s not all about communica-
tion – we still need to execute. but when there 
is uncertainty, it’s critical to fi ll the void and 
help people make sense of the changes hap-
pening around them.

What about the methods you are cur-
rently employing to communicate effec-
tively to your employees at Zurich?

with so many different levels and types 
of communications at our fi ngertips today, i 
believe there’s value in using as many channels 
as possible. For example, each spring, we tra-
ditionally host a large leadership team confer-
ence in orlando where we bring nearly 500 of 
our people together to review our strategy and 
share best practices. this year, we decided to 
cancel the meeting, but take the same messag-
ing directly to our people through a series of 
road shows at locations around the world. so 
far, i and other senior leaders have visited more 
than 3,500 employees in 10 different offi ces in 
four countries – the u.s., germany, the u.K., 
and switzerland – and we have plans to take 
the show to Latin america, asia, and other key 
locations. the response has been great, and i 
actually think the leaders who go to listen to 
the local business presentations get as moti-
vated by the visits as the local employees.

Face-to-face interaction is critical to culti-
vating a sense of confi dence, honesty, and trust, 
and this holds especially true during cycles of 
uncertainty. people need to see body language 
and be able to look straight into your eyes to 
sense the truth of what you’re saying.

but there’s no physical way we can meet 
with all 60,000 employees, nor does everyone 
typically value the same communications chan-
nels. that’s why we’ve also instituted other new 
communications tools to create a virtual echo 
chamber for the messages of confi dence we’ve 
been conveying through the road shows. For 
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will become more critical, particularly for global 
organizations. and great organizations are those 
which will seek – not simply tolerate – diversity 
within their workforce.

at zurich, we have a global associates 
program that moves graduate students around 
the world, giving them fi rst-hand education 
about the insurance business, and enriching that 
knowledge through a network of contacts and 
relationships globally. we also have an extensive 
series of succession planning, performance man-
agement, and learning and development tools in 
place to make the most of the people we have.

Is there anything different from when 
you were climbing up the leadership ladder 
versus what future leaders today are facing?

i believe that the defi nition of leadership is 
undergoing a profound change. remember, most 
of my career was spent in a services fi rm part-
nership, which tends to place more emphasis on 
intellectual capital and talent management than 
the traditional corporate approach to human re-
sources. however, i am seeing that that model is 
increasingly carrying over to the corporate world, 
particularly as fi rms globalize and cross-culture 
collaboration becomes more and more critical. as 
a result, the traditional models of leadership that 
have focused on command and control behaviors 
are starting to be replaced with those that empha-
size fl exibility of style and the need to drive em-
ployee engagement. it’s an exciting shift, because 
it focuses more on the capabilities of individual 
people rather than organization charts.

You will retire as CEO of Zurich at the 
end of the year. What advice do you have 
for the future leader of Zurich, whoever 
that might be?

my advice for the next leader of zurich would 
be the same as for anyone else taking the lead of 
any organization: surround yourself with a group 
of smart and capable individuals that work well as 
a team, share the same core values, and who will 
be dedicated to the overarching success of the in-
stitution. Listen to them and make sure they know 
you are listening; and in the end, know when to 
take the lead and make the necessary decisions to 
move things in the right direction.

if my successor does all that, he or she will 
know – as i do – that the next generation of 
leaders will be better equipped for success than 
even he or she was.•

the resources and management styles that fully 
align teams of qualifi ed, motivated people who 
can execute on the strategy.

How does a leader develop good 
talent?

to be candid, this is the hardest part of 
leadership. it’s the most complicated, since peo-
ple are involved; it’s the most tiring, because 
emotions are involved; and it’s the most impor-
tant, because even leaders have limitations, and 
ultimately anything you can envision achieving 
needs to get done by other people.

getting this right requires commitment 
and action on a number of levels. it starts with 
making sure that your pool of people is broad 
enough to ensure diversity – not just in demo-
graphics, but in thought. when i am facing a 
challenge, i would rather have six qualifi ed 
people with different backgrounds and perspec-
tives than 60 qualifi ed people with the same 
backgrounds and perspectives.

Speaking of diversity, what about tal-
ent development as leaders today are facing 
an ever-increasing global economy?

without question, diversity of thought, 
skills, culture, nationality, gender, race, and age 

The traditional models of leadership that have focused on 
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right people. No one person can do it all, and 
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organizations are motivated, challenged, and aligned 
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