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Prison Experience Teaches Corporate Executive 21st Century Lessons in Leadership

BY ROB BRINKMAN

THE CURRENT CRISIS in corporate America demands that we rethink and reshape industries’ leaders.  The unprecedented plethora of scandals witnessed in the 1990’s with companies like Enron, Tyco and WorldCom are but a recent reminder that we continue to ignore the signs of our dysfunctional approach to identifying and fostering the type of leadership needed for long term success and accountability.

Lately, the media has focused attention on the unconscionable executive pay packages within failed institutions like Fannie Mae, Shearson, Bear Stearns and AIG. The resulting social and political uproar to address the imbalance between personal profit and corporate responsibility, while maintaining wealth creation and shareholder value, even threatens the viability of fundamental values inherent in our democracy.

How can we solve this complex dilemma?  As a former successful top executive with several Fortune 500 companies and a man driven by economic profit as a benchmark of success, let me introduce myself. I have been described as cocky, arrogant, self-centered, self-serving, harsh, obnoxious, sarcastic, bossy, abrupt and rude; many of these are accolades from my friends!  Fortunately, I have also been described as talented, smart, confident, persuasive, disciplined, hardworking, creative, and tenacious.  Psychologists would identify me as a Driver or Type A personality.

Many corporations and industry leaders promote this personality type that is devoid of what Jim Collins’ Good to Great book introduced several years ago; that is, his concept of the necessity of companies for having Level 5 leaders: “people who build enduring greatness through a paradoxical blend of personal humility and professional will.” 

My book, Humble Pie, expands on Collins’ insight by offering a very personal journey of the pitfalls facing so many of our fallen industry leaders.  It also offers a viable approach for individuals aspiring to positions of leadership (as well as current corporate leaders) and presents a critical tool for balancing competing interests within our social and corporate milieu.  Corporations can build a long-term entity that benefits employees, customers and shareholders.

As an executive making millions, my hubris led me from a pinnacle of corporate and financial success, to the lowest cellar of our society – a federal prison.  It took the shock of going to prison to learn humility.  As one of the country’s most prolific tax-protestors, I did not hide income or cheat but rather fought outright against certain taxes; I did the proverbial “fought the law and the law won”!  

In Humble Pie, I redefine the application of humility as not only a personal characteristic for achieving corporate success, but as a necessity for effective leadership in corporate environments where the dynamics of accountability and responsibility are increasingly more transparent.  Government inquiries and SEC investigations are just a few of the obvious examples, which support this assertion. 

The concept of promoting humble managers and leaders to the helm of corporate America is not generally palpable because society tends to see humility as a weakness in leadership.  As well, humility is also a very personal characteristic nurtured on a very individual level.  It demands change on the nuclear level.  Leadership seminars do not typically offer courses that identify the value creation in developing humility within leaders!  

Humility is therefore an evolutionary process that, while it begins on an individual level, it can be modeled within a corporate setting to foster improved teamwork, to identify new ideas, to balance competing interests and to generate an overall atmosphere within a corporation that values and balances the contributions of all employees with the needs of all stakeholders.  

In his book, Collins identifies companies fortunate enough to have existing Level 5 leaders among their ranks; and he documents the value of humility in achieving success.  However, what becomes of the thousands of corporations who either have a dearth of humble managers or don’t understand the importance of recognizing them? What tool and what assistance does the executive in such companies have to germinate the process of change at the most base, incremental level – the individual employee.

What follows for the remainder of this article is an excerpt chapter from my book Humble Pie.  I speak to change from within.

In prison there is a term used virtually every day – “bitter or better”. An inmate has a choice during incarceration to leave that institution either a bitter person, or a better person. For 517 days my eyes opened to a dreary cinderblock wall, confirming that no, it wasn’t just a bad dream, I really was in prison, and I had a choice about how to get through the day – bitter or better.  It was rather sobering to realize that I could leave bitter or better.  For someone like Bernie Madoff, the equation is different. Will he die in prison a bitter or a better person.  A rather sobering thought isn’t it?


In jail there is one thing you have plenty of - time. Lots of time to…well, think. I have always been a forward thinker - pondering, dreaming, planning, and setting goals. In these circumstances, it was difficult to look forward. Without really meaning to, I would consistently do a video rewind of my life. As I did this, I felt like that scene in the movies when a witness is describing the face of a criminal to a sketch artist. At first it is just a bunch of graphite scratches on paper, add some hair, broaden the lips, smaller ears and BOOM! That’s him!
Once I recognized the perpetrator staring back at me in the mirror, the question at hand was: what to do about it? Remember…bitter or better.  For whatever reason, the word humility was what I centered on. It was after working in the prison warehouse one day that I sought out the dictionary in the jail library. I sat in a plastic chair staring at the definition: Not proud or arrogant; modest. Low in importance, status, or condition. Courteously respectful. 

Suddenly “COUNT!” was the word that shattered my stupor. I had a guard yelling at me because I had to high tail it back to my bunk in order to be present for the 4:00 stand up count. I looked around.  The library and hallway were empty. I sprinted to my bed with the dictionary still in my hands and realized that I had been sitting in a daze more than half an hour. 

I certainly wasn’t in a trance because of the great revelation of how “un-humble” I was - I sensed this long ago. No. What was really bothering me was how effective I would be at addressing the changes necessary while I was residing in my current environment.  Two dimensions of this puzzle concerned me. 

First, prison isn’t exactly the safest place to display low importance, status or condition. I was incarcerated for “tax evasion”, but as my prison counselor commented on my arrival day, “Brinkman, most of the men aren’t here because they sang too loud in church.” You can be the easiest going guy on the planet, however there are still boundaries and territorial issues that if you don’t stand up for yourself, you will literally get walked on. Keeping to yourself doesn’t work either. I had 120 men living in two buildings the size of a tennis court. There is no “keeping to yourself” in jail. Predators prey on the weak. I saw it growing up watching the Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom show; the Bureau of Prisons version was live and up close!

Secondly, I was faced with the daunting realization that I had no choice but to begin my metamorphosis in jail. I was going to end up looking like a mosquito strip. Do you see the issue yet? My fear was that once I opened myself up to my fellow inmates, that it would be an endless, energy sapping, emotional monopolizing prison tea party (without the fancy little finger foods). Do you know what? I was right. The more I reached out to people, the more people there were to reach out to.


Look at it this way. A big dimension of humility is putting other people’s concerns above your own, being empathetic and listening to their issues. Well, guess what? EVERYBODY in jail has issues. When you are free on the outside, you can go over to a friend’s who is struggling with a matter and be there for them. But, after a couple of hours you get to leave and go home to your family. In jail, I walked pass dozens of issues all the time and I can’t go home…they had some sort of rule against that!

The depth and severity of these issues was mind-boggling.  We are talking about the guy who has been incarcerated for 17 years and still can’t read; or, a 68-year old man who upon release in another month would have nowhere to live, no family to call, no job opportunity, and he would still owe the government over a million dollars in restitution.  There were masses of people who had never seen a laptop, read an email, used a cell phone or surfed the Internet! How would they cope?


Honestly, reflecting back, I am not happy with my initial journey towards greater humility, especially when I measure it against myself today. I struggled to stay connected, to have the endurance to see a person through. To me, some of their issues were so insurmountable that I would collapse emotionally. One of my biggest hurdles was that I simply did not respect many inmates because I reconciled that most of their problems were largely their own fault and they didn’t seem to be doing anything to change the pattern.  

To realize change, I learned that I had to “gut” it out.  Like a new exercise program to get in shape or lose weight, the initial phase is always the most painful and challenging. This is the time when you are most likely to throw in the towel and say, “pass the Oreos”. I also learned that it helps to laugh; sometimes to keep from crying. I find that I laugh at myself more than anything these days and I like that dimension of humility. Jail was THE perfect environment for me to practice humility. There was nowhere to hide and the opportunities abound.


Now that I am on the outside again, I am conscious about exercising humility in my management and leadership of people. As Collins says in Good to Great about Level 5 leaders, “they are ambitious, to be sure, but ambitious first and foremost for the company, not themselves.”  Humility is not weak. The positive leadership attributes of drive, commitment, discipline, communication and motivation are enhanced by a humility that recognizes the contributions and interests of all stakeholders as a key to creating a more long-term success.    │
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