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‘My Airplane’ 
 

Don’t Let Fear Keep You 
From Taking Action
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Executive Summary: “Over the course of any 
given day, we can encounter an inflection 
point, a situation that suggests we need to 
take action. But often we don’t see it. Or we 

might see it, but we don’t have the courage 
to act.” Guest Editor Don Bailey recounts 

his own path to finding courage. 

By Don Bailey
Carrier Management
Guest Editor
Partner, 
Bristlecone Partners
 

Certainty is scarce 
right now. When 
we lack certainty, 
we lack calm and 

peace. Our lives feel out of 
control. It’s daunting to 
capture calm in the midst 
of chaos. But when we 
seize control in times of 
uncertainty, we can 
change everything. 
 One man’s decision to 
act inspired me to take 
control of my life. 
Fulfillment comes to 
those who have the 
courage to seize control.
 I was sitting in my office 
in lower Manhattan on a 
cold, gray winter day 11 
years ago when I heard an 
unusual commotion. The 

date was Jan. 15, 2009. You 
may not recall the date’s 

significance, but I’ll bet you 
remember what happened.

     My office, near Battery Park 
City, looked right over the 

Hudson River, across to New 
Jersey. On that overcast day, 

with the river so close, I could 
almost feel its icy embrace. 

Working across the street from the 
World Trade Center site and having 

lived through my own 9/11 experience, 
I’d become sensitive to unusual noises and 
things flying too low in the sky. Glancing 
out the window, I saw what appeared to be 

an airplane sitting in the middle of the 
Hudson.
 It was US Airways Flight 1549, better 
known as the “Miracle on the Hudson.”
The flight took off from LaGuardia Airport 
at 3:25 p.m. Only two minutes later, at 
about 2,700 feet, the pilots heard a 
thudding rat-a-tat and the cockpit 
windscreen turned brown. The engines 
had encountered an Alfred Hitchcock-sized 
flock of birds. Both engines were damaged, 
and passengers could see flames shooting 
from them. Air Traffic Control instructed 
Flight 1549 to circle back to LaGuardia for 
landing, but it was too late for that. The 
pilots knew they’d never make it, so they 
decided to land the plane in the safest 
available place: the Hudson River.
 Soon after catching a glimpse of this 
mind-boggling sight, I put on my coat to 
brace against the January cold and headed 
toward the river. I stood on its edge to 
watch one of the most amazing scenes I’ll 
ever behold. There were people standing 
on the wings, almost calmly waiting to be 
rescued. Incredibly, everyone was saved.
 My mind buzzed. I couldn’t help wanting 
to know everything about the crazy tableau 
in front of my eyes. Why did they make an 
emergency landing? How did the plane 
land without breaking apart? What went on 
in the cockpit as potential disaster loomed? 
Over the following days and weeks, we all 
learned. And, in the process, I learned how 
to take control of my life. 
 There were two men flying the aircraft. 
The pilot, Captain Chesley “Sully” 
Sullenberger, a former fighter pilot, also 
happened to be a flight safety expert and 
glider pilot. The first  officer, Jeffrey Skiles, 
had just qualified to fly that particular 
plane, an Airbus 320, and was on the last 
leg of his first assignment at the controls. 
As disaster struck that afternoon, it was 
he—not Sully—who was flying the plane.
In my almost obsessive search for more 
information, I found the unabridged 
cockpit transcript for Flight 1549. Cloaked 
in the technical jargon of pilots and air 
traffic controllers hides an amazing story. 
 First Officer Skiles was at the controls as 
a skein of Canada geese bombarded the 

plane. Sullenberger quickly assessed the 
situation, and with both engines disabled 
and fire licking the wings, he instinctively 
said, “My airplane.”
 When the first officer heard those words, 
his training compelled him to relinquish 
the plane to the captain. Sully was now 
personally in charge. Relying on training 
for a task he had mentally prepared for but 
had never physically done, Sully executed 
a water landing outside of New York City.
 Those two words saved 150 lives. I’m not 
being cavalier. With all due respect to 
Skiles, I am 100 percent confident that the 
passengers and crew of Flight 1549 would 
have experienced a very different fate had 
Sully not made the decision to take control. 

 Let’s look closer at that moment. In the 
midst of dangerous, disorienting, adverse 
events, Sully’s training and instinct told 
him that he needed to step up and take 
charge of a crashing plane. He knew that he 
was the only one on that plane who had a 
chance of saving all on board, so he made a 
decision. Don’t miss that point: He made a 
decision, and then he acted on it despite 
desperate circumstances. 
 Often, the most difficult thing in life is 
having courage to make a decision at a 
critical inflection moment. I’m not 
referring to the mundane, binary decisions 
we make every day (oatmeal or eggs?). I’m 
talking about those that potentially change 
our path whether we know it or not. 
 Over the course of any given day, we can 
encounter an inflection point, a situation 
that suggests we need to take action. But 
often we don’t see it. Or we might see it, 
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“I have zero data to back this up, 

but I am absolutely positive that 

people who regularly take action 

are more successful personally 

and professionally than those 

who don’t.”
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but we don’t have the courage to act. Why? 
Inaction somehow seems safer than action 
because it’s known. Acting has risks 
associated with it. Acting brings 
accountability, maybe even failure.
 Failure to act usually will not mean that 
a plane full of people crashes in a major 
metropolitan area. But critical inflection 
points are all the same in that they require 
action within a given time frame and are 
then gone forever. The consequences of 
our choice to act or not, to take 
accountability or not, shape our future.
 People, in general, seem far less 
interested in personal accountability in 
risky situations than ever before. Nobody 
wants to be in charge of a crashing plane—
or even of a plane in turbulent skies.  
 Nobody wants to be responsible for his 
or her actions should things go badly. The 
dispersion of responsibility allows 
everyone to point a finger when something 
goes wrong. That cripples us as a society. 
That scares me. The victim society we’ve 
become, where no one is responsible for 
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anything, has corroded our collective will. 
Rather than looking within, we rationalize 
that some outside force is responsible for 
our plight—a spouse, an employer, the 
government, “The Man.” 
 There has been collective buy-in to the 
Bystander Effect: the belief that someone 
else will come along and fix things. But no 
one wants to be the fixer because they 
might fail. Each person who chooses to run 
away from responsibility diminishes us as a 
society; it’s one more brick removed from 
the foundation. And, as I said, it’s scary.
 I’m going to go out on a limb here. I have 
zero data to back this up, but I am 
absolutely positive that people who 
regularly take action are more successful 
personally and professionally than those 
who don’t. 
 There is an old saying that smooth seas 
don’t make a skillful sailor. For me, it 
means that people who habitually take 
ownership and accountability—specifically 
in unpredictable, high-stress moments—are 
better equipped to handle unexpected 

inflection points because they know that 
they have at least some degree of power in 
any situation. 
 “My airplane” pushed me to think about 
my own life. At that time, I had a big job 
and was making certain decisions all the 
time. I was working 80-90 hours a week 
with little time for much else—shackled by 
what felt like endless obligations. But after 
so many years of quietly complaining 
about my situation, it finally dawned on 
me that I was declaring myself a victim by 
claiming to be trapped. 
 I made a decision to act. Realizing I 
wasn’t always the person I really wanted to 
be, I decided to try harder to live a life of 
meaning. After opening my mind up to 
change, I quickly realized the possibilities 
were endless. Sure, I could easily have 
fooled myself into thinking there was little 
I could do to change the trajectory of my 
life, but it became clear to me that feeling 
trapped compels you to act. You must do 
something. Make a decision—escape!
 Since Sully saved Flight 1549, I’ve found 
a new vocation that energizes me and 
empowers me to drive innovation, 
ownership and change with executives and 
organizations. Personally, I am now eight 
years into a new marriage that fulfills me, 
and I am working to create much closer 
and deeper relationships with my children.  
I’m talking to my kids for the first time 
about stuff that really matters. I’m deep 
into new passions, like winemaking, 
executive coaching and neuroscience. I 
commit more time to charity, reconnect 
with old friends, and I am simply more like 
the person I always knew I could be. I feel 
more fulfilled, more complete, and more in 
control of my life, success and happiness. 
 For me, “My airplane” isn’t a story about 
tragedy averted but about taking action to 
make your life better. It’s about personal 
accountability. Take a good look at your 
life. Do you love it? If not, use the current  
crisis as a catalyst to decide and to act.  
 Decide to empower yourself. Decide to 
come out of this better than you went in. I 
know it’s not easy. But nothing big and 
profound ever is easy. It does, however, 
begin with deciding to take control.    
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Executive Summary: There are two types of people, 
writes Guest Editor Don Bailey: fountains and drains. The 
first is filled with positivity, hope and purpose that 
inspires others. The second depletes others’ resources by 
focusing on negative thoughts and emotions. 

By Don Bailey
Carrier Management Guest Editor
Partner, Bristlecone Partners

You’re either a fountain or a drain. Funny 
thing is, you’re not born that way. It’s a 
choice you make each day. 
 How do you tell which a person is? Take 

an inventory of how that person makes you feel. 
  Does he talk about himself all the time, leaving  
you feeling unimportant? Does she complain about 
everything, causing you to harbor your own 

Leadership In Insurance

Fountains 
and Drains
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negative thoughts or leaving you 
emotionally exhausted? Does he blame his 
failures on bad luck, or worse, everybody 
else? Does she make you feel worse about 
yourself or your own situation? If the 
answer is yes, you’re looking at a drain.
 Does he greet you with a big smile 
when he sees you and ask, “How are 
you?”—and really mean it? Is she 
unfailingly positive, making the future 
seem brighter to you? Does he look for 
every opportunity to help others and never 
take credit for anything, leaving you in awe 
of his selflessness and inspiring 
you to be the same way? Does 
she take charge of her own life, 
no matter what comes her way, 
believing in her heart that it’s all 
within her control? You’re talking 
to a fountain.
 Fountains are full of purpose, 
optimism and confidence. They 
overflow with it. They cannot 
prevent their joy from spilling 
into the lives of those around 
them. They fill others up. Drains 
deplete others’ resources by 
being focused on their own 
unquenchable chasms of doubt. 
 At this time, our mindsets 
are the battleground for our 
well-being. And so much of our 
mindset is determined by those 
around us. Drains lead us down a 
dark spiral of thoughts, while 
fountains keep us optimistic and in the 
moment. 
 Allow me to make this a little more real.
One morning a few years ago my phone 
rang at 6:30. At that hour, it’s rarely good 
news. I learned that my trusted colleague, 
Jim, had died. At 7:00, the phone rang 
again. More bad news: Larry had just 
resigned to join a competitor, taking 15 of 
our employees and a number of our largest 
clients with him.
 Jim was a fountain, Larry a drain. Jim 
was a joy to be around and all the more 
powerful because of his subtle grace. Larry 
was just the opposite: a vortex of negativity 
and self-involvement that left everyone 
around him emotionally spent.

 Water is common to both fountains and 
drains. It’s an amazing thing: life-
sustaining, psychologically soothing and 
mentally stimulating. Water is more 
essential than even food—we can survive 
only three days without it. Water also 
enhances life; there’s a direct correlation 
between clean water and economic 
prosperity. And, personally, nothing calms 
me more than sitting by a lake.
 Ironically, water is also a killer. Floods, 
tidal waves, tsunamis and storm surges 
regularly wreak havoc on lives and 

property. Even in its most benign forms, 
water can envelop and suffocate.
 People are just like water.

The Fountain
 Jim and I worked together. I was the CEO 
of a North American business with 4,000 
employees, and Jim was a senior 
consultant in our largest industry 
practices. Major firms in the world sought 
Jim out for his advice on their most 
complex risk and insurance issues. 
      But his reputation for technical 
excellence is not what people remembered 
most about Jim after their first meeting. It 
was what radiated from within him: a 
relentlessly positive world view married to 

a genuine joy discovered in serving others, 
all delivered with the bedside manner of a 
kind and warm country doctor. Jim was a 
devoted husband and father who also 
considered his community part of his 
family. He was deeply involved in a 
number of charities. Jim was one of those 
guys you wanted to be around. He made 
you feel better about everything. I would 
have loved to have him as a neighbor and 
daily presence in my life. With Jim, it was 
never about him.
    I took it hard when I learned about Jim’s 

cancer. Everybody did. We all 
immediately rallied around him, 
though, as he had done for countless 
others. But in typical Jim style, he 
would have none of it—no furrowed 
brows, hushed tones or sad 
laments. He ignored the cancer 
ravaging his body to stay focused on 
what mattered most to him: 
everybody else. 
     Sitting in his hospital bed, Jim spent 
his days figuring out how he could 
still help his clients and colleagues, 
reassuring us all along the way that he 
was just fine. I remember talking to 
him one time in the hospital. I kept 
asking him about him. And each time 
he would artfully redirect the 
conversation to how I, as CEO, could 
help one of his clients or associates. It 
was frustrating but also riveting. 
     I kept thinking to myself, is this 

some Gary Cooper act, or is this guy really 
that selfless? It was no act.
 It’s obvious why I call Jim a fountain. He 
springs eternal, like hope, even in death. 
What’s not so obvious is that at some point 
in his life, Jim made the decision to be a 
fountain. He made a conscious decision to 
dedicate his energy to increasing the 
energy of others. He didn’t need to jockey 
for personal recognition. Instead, he would 
help. He would encourage. He would 
advocate for people and causes. 
 
The Drain
 Larry was a salesperson and account 
executive for us, what’s called a 
“producer” in the insurance trade. But 

“We’re not genetically pre-

programmed to be a 

fountain or a drain. We 

decide—every day.”

“Jim made a conscious 

decision to dedicate his 

energy to increasing the 

energy of others. He didn’t 

need to jockey for personal 

recognition. Instead, he 

would help. He would 

encourage. He would 

advocate for people and 

causes.”
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that’s not what he originally was hired to 
do. When he first joined our firm, his job 
was a highly technical one with far less 
status and money associated with it. Larry 
was in luck, though. A seasoned hand and 
generous soul decided to take him on as a 
project and, Pygmalion-like, taught him 
everything he knew and introduced him to 
all of his clients. 
 Larry was ambitious and applied 
himself, parlaying his mentor’s training 
and his own growing experience into a few 
promotions over the ensuing years, 
eventually rising to producer and team 
leader. Unlike Jim, the fountain, no one 
above him ever doubted that Larry was in 
it only for Larry. He had become a well-
trained insurance professional, but he was 
still a drain. He had made the opposite 
decision from Jim at some point in his life.
 OK, so Larry resigns. Why should I 
care? You’re thinking good riddance, 
right? Well, not exactly. We taught him the 
ropes, handed him a roster of clients and 
paid him substantially. Recently, Larry had 
been grumbling more than usual even for 
him, so a competitor’s attempt to pay Larry 
tons of money to bring his clients and 
people to their firm wasn’t unexpected. 
 What was a surprise, however, is that so 
many of “his people” were thinking about 
leaving with him. They obviously didn’t 
see what I and so many others did: that 
Larry was in it only for himself. “His 
people” were merely chess pieces he 
needed to move to help lure clients 
away. They didn’t know that Larry’s 
success to date hinged on draining 
resources, energy and credit from people 
like them. Larry’s drain-like behavior had 
become his lifelong default setting.
 Back to that morning when I got the two 
calls. In the insurance brokerage business, 
like a lot of professional services, raids like 
Larry’s aren’t that uncommon. That’s 
because the people themselves—not the 
company—are often considered to be the 
more relevant and valuable brand. 
 I’d been here before, so I knew exactly 
what to do. We immediately went to the 
“burn the house down, shoot the dog” 
strategy (apologies for the harsh metaphor, 

but that’s what we called it); in other 
words, we fought back fast and hard. We 
had no choice—we were a public company 
and had to protect our revenues and the 
franchise value of our business. 
 So, we went after Larry with every legal 
strategy and business tactic imaginable. 
We weren’t playing defense; we were 
playing offense. From the time I received 
that early morning call until 8:00 that 
night, we battled Larry on every front. I felt 
like Norman Schwarzkopf leading the 
forces of Desert Storm, and, like his army, 
mine was well trained, executed its 
mission impressively and secured a swift 
victory. After Day One we had succeeded in 
keeping our people and clients in the face 
of Larry’s insurgency. I felt really good, 
until many hours later when I remembered 
Jim. Then I felt like a heel. I had allowed 
my mindset to be dominated by a drain. 
 For 13 hours, I hadn’t thought about Jim 
once. I had devoted all of my time and 
energy to dealing with Larry, the drain, 
when I should have been thinking about 
Jim. In a way, Larry won our Day One 
skirmish. He had managed to distract me 
from doing the most important thing I 
should have been doing that day: 
remembering Jim. Calling his family, 
honoring him, creating ways to make sure 
Jim’s legacy would never be forgotten—I 
did none of that. Instead, I watched water 
go down a drain.

Becoming a Fountain Is a Choice
 I resolved in that moment to make better 
choices about where to devote my precious 
mindset. It’s way too easy to get caught up 
chasing life’s drains. For whatever 
insidious reason, they’re incredibly 
effective at drawing us in. They sap our 
time, energy and emotion. They make us 
feel bad about ourselves. Even worse, the 
more attention we pay to life’s drains, the 
more they seem to find us. 
 I’m pretty sure we’re all guilty of 
focusing more on our problem employees 
than our stars. It’s much harder to devote 
your time to fountains in your life, but it’s 
critical. Fountains are life affirming. They 
energize us. Self-doubt vanishes when we 

bathe our mindsets in fountains.
 Try this exercise. Grab a pencil and 
paper. Make two columns. Label one 
“Fountains” and the other “Drains.” List all 
of the important and influential people in 
your life in the proper column. Don’t forget 
yourself. Which are you?  
 If you’re being honest with yourself and 
are a drain, make the decision to 
immediately switch teams. At the same 
time, make a conscious commitment to 
embrace the fountains in your life. Spend 
more time with them. Go out of your way 
to meet new fountains. 
 As for the drains, if they’re important 
in your life, give them the gift of honesty 
and help them understand the negative 
effect they’re having on you and others. 
Sometimes you just can’t walk away from 
the drains, but for those you can do 
something about, figure out your best exit 
strategy and beat a hasty retreat. Otherwise 
they’ll suck the life out of you.
 Thanks to Jim, my 
mindset is set positively 
each day. I’m spending 
lots more time with the 
fountains in my life; I 
made a conscious decision 
to run from the drains. It 
required a lot of 
forethought, planning and 
careful execution, but I 
did it. What’s more, I’ve 
taken my own advice and 
have discovered new 
fountains. As it turns out, 
fountains really like 
hanging out with other 
fountains! 
 As we all find our way 
during this crisis, our 
mindsets will determine 
how we come out of this. 
The Fountain Mindset will 
serve you well. It will 
compel you to remain in 
the moment and propel 
you to emerge better than 
you went in.  
Dedicated to Jim 
Maloney. RIP.  
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Executive Summary: Don’t be stuck in a binary 
belief system of always or never. Such 
extremism divides us as people, teams and 
organizations, writes CM Guest Editor Don 
Bailey. Instead, we need to find the gray area 
by embracing intellectual humility, seeking 
different perspectives and finding common 
ground.

By Don Bailey
Carrier Management Guest Editor
Partner, Bristlecone Partners

Let’s start with the normal 
distribution curve. Have I lost you 
already? 
The normal distribution curve, 

also known as a bell curve, sits on an x/y 
axis. It starts low, gradually rising up, hits 
an apex and then descends back down to 
the same low level where it began. The left-
side tail and right-side tail are mirror 
images of each other. It looks like a lovely, 
single rolling hill. The normal distribution 
curve has three sections: the left tail, the 
fat middle and the right tail. The area 
under the normal distribution curve 

represents probability, and the total area 
under the curve sums to 1.
 Over the years, I have come to learn 
quite a bit about myself and the functions 
of teams and organizations based upon this 
curious curve. Cognitively, I spent way too 
much of my time in the tails and not nearly 
enough in the middle. My beliefs about 
people and the world persisted in the 
extremes. I was always “for” something or 
“against” something: 
• He was either a great leader or a terrible  
 leader.
• The sales plan could only be terrific or  
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“A one-truth mindset equates 

to intellectual laziness. The 

harder effort is in the middle. 

The middle requires us to hold 

two truths—to see and 

embrace the gray.”

BEWARE OF 

Always and Never 



 it could be horrible. 
• The investment proposal was perfect or  
 a nightmare. 
• The budget was completely rational or  
 it was utterly ridiculous. 
 
 I was seemingly unable to hold two 
truths simultaneously. Please linger on that 
prior sentence for a minute. Be careful of 
single-story narratives. When someone 
tells you (or you tell yourself) a story that is 
devoid of nuance, elegance and gray, be 
careful. Things are rarely always “this” or 
never “that.” Always and never are 
dangerous and generally don’t exist. 
 This world contains a scarcity of absolute 
truths. Resist giving life to always and 
never. 
 Unfortunately, our world has become 
increasingly about the tails—about 
desperately clinging to a single truth, to 
outliers. People’s belief systems have 
become binary. Decisions are now only a 
choice between two opposing options. This 
practice of extremism is neither helpful, 
nor practical. It divides us as people, teams 
and organizations. I am constantly being 
forced into being for something or 
completely against it. Why do I have to be 
with one team or the other? Isn’t there a 
third team? 
 Yes, there’s the gray team! The world is 
gray. It’s nuanced. Elegance persists in all 
things. Extremism accounts for as much as 
30 percent of the world. Are we better 
served by believing that 30 percent equals 
100 percent, or is the 70 percent (or more) 
that we are ignoring what really matters? 
Reality exists in the 70 percent. Truth 
exists in the 70 percent. In the 70 percent, 
we are required to hold two truths.
 Let’s bring this to life. What are a few of 
the most polarizing “always/never” topics 

today?
• Climate change 
• Race
• Guns
• Politics
•  Millennials

 Depending on where you live—literally 
and metaphorically—you will tend to have 
a distinct opinion on these topics. You hold 
a single truth on each of these topics (e.g., 
guns are bad). You have a single narrative 
that you cling to on each subject (e.g., 
climate change is not real). 
 With each of these topics, we can apply 
the normal distribution curve. The one-
truth extremes are easy to outline. A one-
truth mindset equates to intellectual 
laziness. The harder effort is in the middle. 
The middle requires us to hold two truths—
to see and embrace the gray. It demands 
three things:

• Intellectual humility. Can you embrace 
the fact that you don’t know everything? 
Intellectually humble people realize there 
is always more to the story, and they revel 
in learning more and getting better (the 
growth mindset). They seek out the gray. 

• Perspective taking. Do you appreciate 
that true wisdom comes from deep 
knowledge of a topic or concept? Your 
perspective alone is a limiting factor. 
Perspective takers are committed to 
escaping the echo chamber we naturally 
build for ourselves by seeking and learning 
from other points of view. Perspective 
takers know that more perspectives create 
better solutions. 

• Common ground. Can you appreciate 

that you may actually 
agree with the other side 
on certain aspects of the 
topic? The science of 
debate dictates that you 
find common ground 
with your counterparty 
in order to create 
credibility for your 
position. Common 
ground is a precedent to 
change. 
 
 The world is 
competing for our 
attention. One of the 
effective tools of 
extremism is the short 
form: Twitter, LinkedIn 
posts, etc. These pithy 
and emotional 
proclamations seize our 
attention and color our 
perceptions. They 
demand a distinct black 
or white position. There’s 
no time for nuance and 
elegance in short form. 
 The middle takes more 
time, requires more work 
and much more of an intellectual exercise. 
Today, we have made ourselves so busy we 
are unable to find the elegance in things. 
Our busyness blocks complexity—we 
simply don’t have time for anything 
complex, so we avoid it. 
 I have come to appreciate things and 
people that are not simple. They take more 
time to know and understand. Complex 
things are often never mastered, but that 
journey of mastery is a precious and joyful 
one. Truth, reality and wisdom are 
embedded in complexity. Wisdom is not 
about knowing many things; it’s about 
knowing one thing deeply. 
 We must be purposeful stewards of our 
attention. We must resist the natural 
temptation to accept simple explanations 
for complex things. We must not allow 
extremism to paint a picture of the 
landscape and chart our course for the 
future.  
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“Always and never are 

dangerous and generally don’t 

exist. This world contains a 

scarcity of absolute truths.”
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events such as funerals, memorials and 
burials are limited in the 
number of people who are 
allowed to attend. New 
protocols require the wearing 
of protective gear and 
maintaining physical distance. 
 Sharing a meal or having family and 
friends over to memorialize is unsafe. 
People are dying alone, and loved ones are 
often unable to visit or allowed only at the 
very end. Additionally, some of these 
rituals are only able to happen in a virtual 

By Heather Althoff

The COVID-19 pandemic has not 
only caused a tremendous 
amount of death, but it has also 
altered society’s ability to 

perform and experience the traditional 
rituals of dying, which are necessary to the 
grieving process. 
 In the new COVID-19 reality, to hold a 
loved one who is dying or grieving is risky 
(and sometimes forbidden) if you have not 
been quarantined together. Communal 

‘Finding Meaning’                                             Amid COVID-19 Pandemic
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setting. These new procedures make the 
grieving process more difficult. 

 Covering topics such as survivor’s guilt, 
suicide, complicated relationships, 
unseen losses, mental illness and 

addiction, David Kessler’s “Finding 
Meaning: The Sixth Stage of Grief,” 
published in November 2019, is an 
essential resource for dealing with grief. 
 Deaths from and during the COVID-19 
pandemic will produce more cases of 
complicated grief, where a person’s grief 
inhibits them from functioning. Kessler, a 
student of and collaborator with Elizabeth 
Kubler-Ross, the psychiatrist who 
originated the five stages of grief—denial, 
anger, bargaining, depression and 
acceptance—argues for the addition of a 
sixth stage to the process: finding meaning. 
 These stages of grief are not meant to be 
linear, and a person may experience 
multiple stages at the same time. While 
finding meaning is the last stage, that does 
not mean that once a person enters the 
sixth stage their grief ends. Finding 
meaning does, however, propel a person 
toward living and loving again. 
 Kessler states that meaning can emerge 
in a variety of ways. He writes, “It can take 
many shapes, such as finding gratitude for 
the time they had with loved ones, or 
finding ways to commemorate and honor 
loved ones, or realizing the brevity and 

value of life and making that the 
springboard into some kind of major shift 
or change” (p. 3). Meaning can be large or 
small, public or private, and it can 
transform over time. 
 The losses from COVID-19 are causing 
many of our clients to experience grief. 
Grief can look different depending on the 
person. To witness a person’s grief may be 
to sit in silence with them, listen to their 
memories or to offer support in some way. 
In Chapter 2, “Grief Must Be Witnessed,” 
Kessler states that grief is a universal 
experience, which should bring people 
together (p. 30). 
 Last year, my mother passed away from 
pancreatic cancer. While I miss her terribly, 
I am grateful she was spared from the 
COVID-19 pandemic. I am so thankful that 
we were able to have a funeral and 
luncheon, and that my father could be 
supported by family and friends. We were 
able to have our grief witnessed. 
 My father, who now lives alone, is slowly 
finding meaning in my mother’s death. For 
the two years before she passed, my 
mother tried to donate all of her quilting 
fabric, but no organizations had a need for 
it. After two months in quarantine, my 
father found a nonprofit that happily 
accepted the fabric for their mask-making 
efforts. I know this would have made my 
mother happy. For my father, it’s a gesture 
that indicates his willingness to live and 
love again. 
 There is no timeline for grief, and the 
stages may reappear, but finding meaning 
will enable life and love to return.   
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Executive Summary: Insurance is still a 
relationship business. Physical events were a 
focal point of network building opportunities in 
the past, and they will likely come back in new 
ways post-COVID. Here, CM Guest Editor Don 
Bailey shares ideas about future in-person 
events, as reimagined by someone in his 
network who is an executive in the event space. 
Bailey also offers ideas for network-building 
activities for insurance professionals to engage 
in in the meantime (without using Zoom).

By Don Bailey
Carrier Management Guest Editor
Partner, Bristlecone Partners

Arguably, the greatest asset I own 
after 30 years in the insurance 
industry is my network. My 
network was built over decades 

of engagements. To be clear, all of those 
engagements were face to face. I didn’t 
build any of those relationships via Zoom. 
 More specifically, I built that network 
while at myriad local, regional, national 
and global industry events—RIMS, CIAB, 
ABA, along with a series of company-
sponsored events, incentive-based 
gatherings and on-location training 
sessions. There were meetings, dinners, 
cups of coffee, golf and plenty of time in 
conference rooms. 
 There was a seasonality to these events. 
They marked the passage of time.

 That network served me quite well. I was 
a better advocate for my clients, and I was 
a more effective recruiter of talent. And my 
network was key to my career progression.   
 I was able to build Bristlecone Partners 
(my current operation) as a result of my 
network. It gave me courage to venture out 
on my own because I knew I could count 
on that network's support. 
 They say insurance is a relationship 
business. There is no doubt. Over the 
course of my career, I often spoke to 
younger generations entering our industry 
about keys to a successful career. Among 
my top points was always the importance 
of building and nurturing your network. 
 This is where I bring in COVID-19 and 
connect it to the event industry and your 

No Events =  
     No Networking?

“Raise the bar. Spend some 

time alone with your beliefs. 

What do you believe? Share 

those beliefs with 

others…People will 

be drawn to you.”   

Leadership in Insurance
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ability to build a career-enhancing 
network. The live event industry is, in 
many ways, the industry epicenter of this 
crisis, just as New York City is the 
geographic epicenter. 
 For now, there are no more in-person 
events. When will there be in-person 
events? Will there be as many? Will they be 
as big? Will people travel on planes to get 
to them? And, without these events for the 
foreseeable future, what does that do to an 
industry that was undeniably built on 
trusted relationships forged through a 
steady cadence of face-to-face 
engagements over many years? 
 I reached out to Janet Dell, chief growth 
officer at Freeman Company. Freeman is a 
giant in the event industry, with 7,000-plus 
employees in 90-plus locations and over $3 
billion in annual sales. To date, the event 
industry has lost in excess of one million 
jobs and could lose as much as $300 billion 
if events don't resume in 2020, according 
to a GoLiveTogether study based on data 
from the Events Industry Council and the 
Center for Exhibition Industry Research 
(CEIR). Those are staggering numbers. 
 I also know Dell as one of my great 
teachers and a former colleague (when we 
both worked at Marsh). Dell educated me 
on how to modernize our legacy-obsessed 
industry. She helped me understand how 
technology could be embraced to 
reimagine expectations and amplify 
outcomes. Sales didn’t have to grow at 3 
percent a year; they could grow at 10 
percent with a technology-led winning 
strategy. And we could improve the 
productivity of every salesperson while 
also bringing more value to clients. 
 I knew Dell would offer helpful insights 
on the path forward for events in the 
insurance industry. She initially talked to 
me about her ongoing effort to study 
rebound patterns from prior crises. She and 
I debated the relevance of anything that 
has ever happened before this crisis as 
instructive planning for the next few 
months. We dug into 9/11, Hurricane 
Katrina, the 2008 financial crisis, but 
nothing really seems to be overly useful as 
a point of comparison.  

 Dell outlined for me a series of 
concentric circles. She sees events trying to 
become virtual, but she believes the lack of 
a truly effective substitute for physical 
presence will create a drive to a new type 
of in-person gathering. She sees the initial 
concentric circle being small. The first 
in-person events will be accessible by car 
and will not require an overnight stay in a 
hotel. The next circle may be a bit bigger—
still accessible by car, but events may 
include a night or two in a hotel. You get 
the idea, bigger circles over time. 
 What makes the circles bigger? People 
may simply get comfortable with the 
tradeoff—meaning the value of the 
in-person engagement exceeds the risk 
they perceive. 
 Dell walked me through a reimagined 
live event where people arrive via newly 
established airline, lodging and dining 
protocols to an event that has secured 
cancellation insurance to protect the 
sponsor. This presents opportunity for the 
underwriting community to demonstrate 
its creativity and the role this industry 
often plays in getting business back in the 
game. To protect attendees, she initially 
envisions less attended events where 
enhanced protocols in distancing and 
testing create a level of comfort for some. 
Then, with cures and vaccines, we begin to 
see more large-scale live events. Dell 
makes it clear that the road back may 
require a few detours and take time—but it 
will come back in a reimagined manner. 
 Back to networks: Does all of this suggest 
we wait until live events are back to build 
our network? Absolutely not. There is way 
too much at stake. While live events make 
network building easier, we must find new 
ways to build and nurture a network that 
will amplify the value we bring to clients 
and positively influence the trajectory of 
our careers. Here are some ideas:

• Handwritten notes. There is nothing 
that speaks to your professionalism and 
thoughtfulness more than a handwritten 
note. I can appreciate the challenges of 
personal stationary and old school stamps. 
For me, I use an app called Felt. I use my 

Apple pen to hand write 
personal notes to my 
network. The customized 
card, with my actual 
handwriting, arrives in a 
physical envelope with 
an actual stamp! It could 
not be any easier. 
 
• Phone calls. Phone 
calls are the new 
handwritten notes. Make 
some. You don’t need an 
agenda, and it’s perfectly 
fine if a call lasts only five 
minutes. It’s all about a 
quality touch. Calls can 
be to current members of 
your network or 
prospective ones. 
Consider calling someone 
that you don’t know who 
would be a valuable 
person to know—maybe 
an expert in InsurTech, 
data or China—and tell them why you are 
calling. You’ll have their attention. You 
could also connect via LinkedIn and send a 
message to get started. Be sure to ask how 
you could help them as well. 

• Author original content. When was the 
last time you sat down and wrote 
something that was all yours? I see a lot of 
links to articles attached to a somewhat 
uninteresting sentence. Raise the bar. 
Spend time alone with your beliefs. Share 
those beliefs with others. It’s not about 
being right or wrong; it’s about having a 
reasoned point of view. People will be 
drawn to you. You will position yourself as 
a valuable member of a network. 

 Advances in technology, in concert with 
this crisis, can lead us to lessen the priority 
of network building. Don’t make that 
mistake. It’s critical to escape the natural 
echo chambers we build for ourselves. We 
need new perspectives. Knowledge rules 
going forward, and nothing will position 
you to learn more than a world-class 
network, hand built by you.  
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