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Clean Closets (or The Builder) 

 Kelly came to me via a circuitous route … and after spending time with her, I believe she lives 

her life in a circuitous route. I am not even sure what her educational background is or how she got into 

being an Information Technology (IT) expert, and it doesn’t make any difference. What I do know is that 

being with her drained me – all that energy was overwhelming and I am an energetic person. It’s funny 

that she shared pictures with me of a fire hose, a woman with her hair standing on end, and a man being 

blown over by a huge fan … she used those photos to describe what her transition felt like, and all I 

could think was ‘this is what it feels like to be in a conversation with you.’  

 I can’t quite decide what nickname to give her, so let me give you two metaphors and as a 

reader, you can choose how you want to remember her. She has a history of working with start-ups 

because she loves to build things; once the building is done and her role moves into maintenance mode 

she is bored and wants out of there. As a matter of fact, she mentioned on several occasions “I don’t 

know what people in IT do in organizations that are up and running. I just don’t get what it would be like 

to just keep things running – BORING.’ Thus, The Builder, makes some sense because it aptly describes 

what she loves to do. The other moniker that might ring true is Clean Closets. I know that doesn’t sound 

like much of a title, but neither do most of the band names these days (Imagine Dragons, Neon Trees, 

The Script, Theory of a Deadman to mention a few), so I say we try it on for size. She loves to clean 

closets – the messier the better. She looks at her jobs in IT as being given a big mess and figuring out 

where everything needs to go in order for the closet to be clean and easy to use. Once she is done 

cleaning a closet, she wants another one to clean. Her real home or house is in constant remodeling 

because when she is done fixing a room she moves on to another room. The messier- the better. So – 

pick your name and think of her fondly as you recall what you learn from this leader’s story. 

Clean Closets has made a lot of moves in her career – there are a lot of closets to clean and she 

is good at it. We talked about a few of them, and after a brief discussion of each of the last three, she 

stated “this one has been the hardest of any I have made” and that awakened the researcher in me – 

WHY?  When someone has made many transitions and seems to get through them successfully , it is 

intriguing to try and understand what would make this latest transition the “hardest”. She moved from 

consulting services for a software company to IT work for a healthcare/insurance processing (which she 

said felt like ‘dying on the vine’) to GAMING. The excitement factor certainly moves up for this latest job. 

We are not talking about video gaming here – we are talking about GAMING – Las Vegas style. 

Apparently, the Information Technology behind the scenes of casinos is a big deal and very complicated. 

The job referral came out of nowhere and the real reasons she said yes were two-fold: 1) She got to be 

the CIO, which is a very ‘sexy title’, and 2) The CEO was extremely charismatic. He used to work for 

Donald Trump and ran Circus-Circus, the casino – she wanted to work for this guy. ”I felt I could learn 

something and I felt that he really knew his craft and I could learn more about being a leader from him.”  

So, she took the leap and said ‘sure, I will come and be the CIO for a company located in Las Vegas 

(commute back to my home in Minnesota every few weeks) and learn about something I know 

absolutely nothing about – the gaming industry.” She initially thought that the location and the 

commuting were going to be the hardest part of the job, but she was wrong. She has no children and 

her husband got used to the commuting piece very quickly. The fact that she knew nothing about 
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gambling and the technology behind the scenes didn’t really worry her either. What caught her 

completely off-guard was the transition itself. It wouldn’t have made any difference if the company was 

located in her home state and she had worked in the industry – she was not prepared for the challenges 

this gig presented to her leadership and working style. 

When I use the word ‘leap’ in the description of Clean Closets’ transition, that is my word – not 

hers. “I didn’t see it as a leap because I’ve done this kind of thing before. Don’t get me wrong; I was 

worried and I was scared. If I’m not scared, it’s not going to work. I have to be somewhat afraid that I 

can’t do it or I’ll be bored. I don’t like to do the same thing twice. I am confident that there isn’t anything 

I can’t wrestle to the ground and figure out. It’s just a matter of how much time and energy it takes. 

Once I’m done and it’s running like a finely tuned machine, it’s time for me to move on. I know how to 

build stuff, but I am not even sure I know how to keep the stuff running – that’s for someone else.” 

Kelly admitted to feeling fear and worry – what other emotions were there in this time of her 

life? When I met her, she had been on the rollercoaster ride for about nine months. She actually used 

the amusement park metaphor – “I’m a rollercoaster rider, not a fan of the carousel. Let me twist and 

turn at high speed and great heights, and even though I want to throw up at times and I may be 

screaming ‘let me off’, I am loving it and when it stops, I can’t wait to do it again. Put me on a carousel 

and all I can think is when does this stupid ride end so I can get off?  Who thinks it’s fun to ride around in 

a circle over and over again?”   I think you are getting a sense of her personality now, right? A thrill 

seeker who takes chances not only for the thrill, but also because it feeds her curiosity.  As soon as she 

said she was curious, I was awakened because it’s one of my favorite words. Curiosity opens doors, and I 

was curious about what doors she wanted to look behind. “I didn’t exactly know what was wrong or 

what needed to be fixed, so I was curious about where I needed to start. There’s also curiosity about all 

the people stuff. Who am I going to be working with? What are their personalities like? I am confident in 

my ability to figure out how to move from point A to point B, but as a leader you need to get other 

people to move with you … they need to help you get there, so how do I get the people to move with 

me? That’s the psychology of these changes and it’s always different. Do they need a lot of 

handholding? What’s the CFO like? Is he tight with money or not? Is HR going to help me with the 

people side of things or be a battle I have to fight? Those are the fascinating parts of it. I think the 

biggest challenge is figuring out the personality of the organization and all the people I will be working 

with.”  

Kelly’s curiosity aligned with what the research says about making transitions. As soon as you 

leave an organization you lose two critical elements to leadership success. One is relationships – in the 

new place you typically have ZERO relationships. Two is knowledge of the culture – telling you what the 

culture is really like is not part of the recruiting and hiring process. Even if the organization wanted to 

tell you about their culture, they couldn’t. They are hogtied because they have lost objectivity living 

inside it and can’t really see what the ‘rules’ are. I was now curious about how Kelly went about the 

work of figuring out the personality of the organization. I think you will agree with me that this is not an 

easy process – certainly not something we can teach leaders in a class or a book – it’s experiential. You 

need to get your hands dirty, win and lose a few times along the way, and little by little you figure out 

what you need to do to get the lay of the land.  It’s an individualized process, so I can’t give  you steps 
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one, two, three, etc. I can tell you that it is critical to do it and that you don’t hurl yourself into action 

based on assumptions. Kelly had this to say on the process of figuring things out … “You pretty much 

observe. You watch how people interact with each other in meetings. Pay close attention to the words 

they use – watch their body language. It’s important to figure out right away what the power pyramid is 

because it almost never matches the paper organization chart they give you when you are hired. Don’t 

forget that sometimes you can turn out to be a power person in the company; it’s good to know that so 

you realize the influence you can have on the direction of things – it isn’t always obvious. Until you 

figure that out, you will struggle with getting things done – it’s the roadmap of the company and you will 

drive around wasting gas trying to get somewhere until you know the roadmap.” 

 Clean Closets was full of fantastic metaphors, so I am just going to continue to use them as I 

believe that they will stick with you.  “It’s kind of like when you get married and you move into a family 

and need to figure out the dynamics. What’s your mother-in-law like? What’s important to your father-

in-law? Who is the power voice in the family? Are you dealing with people that only want facts or is it 

someone who is very emotional?  I’ve discovered that some people care about how people feel and 

some don’t care at all. It’s actually kind of fun figuring it out and then learning to play to each person in 

a different way – a bit like a game – only a game with a lot of money at stake and critical consequences.” 

I know that it costs a significant amount of money to hire a new employee, and the higher level the 

employee works at, the more expensive it is. The organization isn’t paying the new gal to observe (watch 

and wait) – there are expectations that work will be done and done quickly. I was a bit curious about 

how Kelly went about this observation process. “Don’t get me wrong; I don’t just sit and watch and 

listen – I participate very quickly in the process. When you are hired in a leadership position, they need 

you. Questions start coming right away about your opinion and your observations and your suggestions. 

It’s a tricky combination of watching and acting simultaneously. They need you to make decisions before 

you have everything figured out, so I have learned to say this is based on what I know so far … that 

usually cuts me some slack. First impressions are sometimes right on and sometimes way off base. Plus, 

sometimes I have listened to someone else’s impressions and acted on those only to find out later that 

their impressions were not close to the reality of the situation. I have been burned a few times – “  

Notice how Kelly uses the traits of honesty and transparency to handle these situations – it’s 

courageous!  “I’ve been in a couple of situations where I have made a judgment based on initial 

conversations that at some point in the future proved to be incorrect. In other words, I end up changing 

my mind big time. In my experience, it’s best to address that with the person and just let them know 

that things have changed and that you don’t feel that way anymore. Clear the air and start over. 

Executives aren’t any different than anybody else in the workforce – it’s just that they have way more 

responsibility. We feel the same things – we have the same rollercoaster of days, good and bad – we 

feel old, ugly, dumb, and fat just like everybody else does. It’s just that we feel an extra responsibility to 

make decisions and move quickly. So, when we do something stupid, we need to find the courage to 

admit and apologize and move on, like we would expect anyone else in the workforce to do.” 

 Clean Closets opened a door about executives and an extra responsibility to know what they are 

doing that I just couldn’t leave untouched. I am not sure I agree with her view, but this isn’t about my 

agreement or disagreement ‘I am just here to report the news’ (tongue in cheek). Something about this 
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way of thinking rubs me the wrong way; my guess is that it doesn’t feel as if the executive is being 

authentic, but then not every executive holds that value as preciously as I do. Let’s see what you think… 

“When you are an executive, you always act like you know what you’re doing, whether you have any 

clue at all. You always act like you know what you’re doing.” I honestly thought that if I said those words 

back to her, she would think they sounded ridiculous and recant. She did not. “If you didn’t act like you 

knew what you were doing, you would not be respected as a leader, for the most part…You have to 

command a presence. You don’t flat out lie- I would never do that. Dishonesty in work is absolutely not 

acceptable, but you can act. Work is a lot of acting. I guess I should say, at least there is for me. I am 

mostly a quiet, reserved type that prefers being with two or three people, but at work I can walk up in 

front of 500 people and speak and be fine. I can calm down a situation that is out of hand. I just become 

that person that is in charge and can take control of a situation or a group of people – I just act like I am 

her. So when people ask me to do something, I say yes, we’ll get it done and it will be done because I 

will go back and figure it out or find the people who can help me figure it out. But, I never act like I don’t 

know what I’m doing, even I have no clue. You don’t show weakness – that is just not what leaders do. I 

guess I just feel like I am confident that I can come up with the answer – no matter how hard it is or I can 

get the work done, no matter how difficult it may be.  I am so tied to my work – my job. I don’t have kids 

and my career is my self-worth – my self-esteem. I’m an overachiever and it’s really important that I get 

a lot of positive feedback at work. So, I will do whatever it takes to start getting praise. So, I work really 

hard until I get to the point that I really do know the answers and it is really hard to ask me something I 

don’t know or that I can’t do. In that way, I act until I become the person I am pretending to be.” 

  What do you think of that? Are there things that you pretend? Are there parts you are acting 

while you are figuring things out?  How do you know who you should pretend to be? Were you acting 

when they hired you? And if so, what if they really needed the person you are and not the person you 

are pretending to be? How do you figure that out?  I have no answers, but her comments certainly 

raised a lot of questions for me. I encourage you to have a conversation with yourself, and then with 

others about this whole leadership stereotype of having the answers – commanding the presence that 

you know what you are doing, even when you have no clue.  

 Somewhere along the way, I found myself wondering how Clean Closets defined success, or if 

she had a conversation in each of these new jobs to define success with her new ‘boss’.  In Kelly’s case, 

she never has had that conversation. She takes on roles that involve the creation of processes and 

procedures – creating infrastructure. “My job is to get things humming. I’ll know when that’s happened 

based on workload. When the number of crises decreases – when fixes happen less and less - when the 

company starts to get really happy and we don’t hear complaints – that is when I can confidently say 

that the work we have done has been a success.”  I don’t believe that every leader has a definition of 

success as clearly defined, and certainly doesn’t get to that point as easily as Kelly has been able to do.  

In some ways, Kelly made it sound like attaining success in her roles has been easy. Yet, she kept 

speaking of how hard it was (is) to feel as if she is being successful in this new job. She used a golf 

metaphor. “When I start, there is a mess (Point A) and we need to get the mess cleaned up (Point B).  I 

have always been able to see the end point and known how to get there. It’s like when I am golfing and 

line up a putt. It’s almost like I can see a dotted line of the path it should take. Now, I can’t always hit it 
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that way, but I can always see it. This one feels a bit messy because I can’t exactly see the dotted line. 

It’s hard to hit the ball when you can’t see the path – at least it is for me. I’ve always been able to see 

the path before.” During our first interview, she could only voice some frustration. It wasn’t until our 

second interview when she shared a picture of what the frustration felt like that the fog began to lift and 

she began to ‘see’ why the path was hard to find.  She showed me a picture of a storage room that was 

full of computers and servers and various cords and wires; “this represents chaos” she said, “and most 

of the jobs I have taken are moving into chaos. I have never had a sense of panic – I just realize that 

there is chaos and I need to bring order to it.”  At that point, I got very literal and began to ask what 

these cords and computers represented. As she began to explain that the cords were the connections 

between people or information or departments, she hesitated for a moment “What?” I asked. “That’s it. 

I am not feeling like I can start to clean up this mess because I am afraid to unplug anything. There is so 

much chaos that I don’t know what plugs into what; I don’t know what will happen if I pull this plug… I 

guess I am frustrated because it is taking me longer to figure out what’s in the mess. I can’t start to clean 

yet and that makes me feel like I’m not doing anything.” Because of her background in start-ups, which 

to me means that there is nothing (no mess) and she builds it from the ground up, I was having a hard 

time understanding why she said there has always been chaos. “Well, the chaos is different because 

there is nothing in place, but nothing inexistence is its own kind of chaos. There is chaos created by not 

knowing where to start – lots of ideas and business goals, but nothing in place to get you there. There is 

also lots of energy – people running around just wanting to do something – get things moving – and that 

is chaotic. It’s that need to pause, breathe, sit people down together and talk about what the future 

looks like – get specific. That is the kind of chaos that exists in a start-up. Or the chaos of everyone 

having an idea of what is should look like.”  

So back to the question of why this chaos was/is different… The more we talked, the more clear 

it became to Kelly. “This one is full of bad habits – things are broken. People don’t even know what they 

are doing wrong. Not only do they not know, but they are the people that built things to work the wrong 

way. I have never had to break something before I can build it. I have always built it from the ground up. 

This is existing – it lives – the people that built it are still here and they take pride in the work they did. 

It’s hard work to have a conversation with someone about the need to get rid of something they built – 

they take it personally. It’s a lot of one on one conversations, and building credibility with individuals so 

that they will begin to listen and work with me to tear down what is in place and build something new. I 

guess that is what makes this work so exhausting, and makes me feel like I don’t know how to do it. I 

don’t know how to help someone feel okay about letting go of something that is really important to 

them – helping them understand that when I say there is another way to do this, I’m not saying that 

they are stupid or incompetent or of little value to the organization …it’s back to the psychology thing I 

talked about earlier. It’s just really hard work getting the people that built this to help me figure out 

what is plugged into what, and then agreeing to help me unplug it.”  While the metaphor itself is pretty 

cool, the insight that it provided to Kelly was even cooler. She came to this research project as a favor to 

a friend of mine; she had no plans of finding any answers or learning anything. She actually ‘wrinkled her 

nose’ when I talked to her about taking pictures as part of the process. Kelly couldn’t imagine what she 

would take pictures of ….”I can try, but I am not creative or artsy – I just don’t think that way – I do 

computers, you know?”   As we were having the conversation about the messy computer closet and 



6 
 

how it represented her current frustration at work, I could see the level of frustration start to lessen as 

she was able to gain insight about why this was hard (for a woman who doesn’t very often find things 

hard to do) and what she needed to do to move forward. I can only imagine what it is like to be a 

successful leader – one who knows how to do things – and to find oneself in a situation where no matter 

how well they apply what they know how to do, it doesn’t work. The bag of tricks is empty and things 

aren’t getting any better – now what do they do? For Kelly, she realized that she had made some 

assumptions about this new job that weren’t turning out to be true. She couldn’t just do what she had 

always done and have things work out. She couldn’t work hard enough to make this be successful; she 

had to work differently. And, she was working differently – she just hadn’t thought about it. “Maybe this 

explains why I am exhausted at night, and why I am actually glad I am living in Vegas away from my 

friends and family and any non-work activities. I don’t have any energy at night to do anything except 

eat dinner and go to bed.” As our conversation continued, she recognized that if it was really hard for 

her to figure out how to do something different, it was equally hard for the people on her staff to do 

something different. “I’m not necessarily going to cut them any slack, but I am going to tell them that I 

now know why this is so hard. And, in order to get to point B, we are all going to have to do really hard 

things.” 

 What about the person the new leader is replacing? This might seem like a no-brainer to you at 

this point, but one thing I hadn’t given much thought to was the replacement factor (I don’t know what 

else to call this element of a change).  How much energy should a leader dedicate to understanding who 

they are replacing, and what that change may be like for others? I don’t know that there is a right 

answer, but it seems that it is worth some thought. Kelly had this to offer on the subject of 

replacements. “I’ve always walked into things where the other person left, not necessarily on good 

terms. Trust me, people will tell you right away what they liked and didn’t like about the old boss. In that 

first one on one, they will tell you everything that they loved about the previous person or disliked 

about them or the company in general or their job or anything that goes on. You don’t have to ask.” This 

information sharing is more about the employees feeling as though they can vent, then the information 

being something valuable for the new leader to act upon. “It’s about opinions. I am not going to base 

what I choose to do or how I choose to act on the opinions of the staff – that wouldn’t work out at all. 

It’s common to have some staff members love the same thing that other staff members hated. I am not 

there to make everyone like me; I’m there to get the job done. I tend to spend more time watching how 

they are reacting to the way I am communicating and the decisions I am making. That is the feedback I 

am interested in.” Again – not sure there is a right answer – but perhaps a reminder that when you 

transition into a role – it is typically being vacated by someone. It might be a good thing to at least 

consider what the other person was doing, how they were spending their time, and the type of 

personality they had. It’s not the most important data point, but it is a data point. 

 For some leaders, the hard part of the job is learning the “stuff” about the job itself, but for 

Clean Closets it was all about the people and understanding what the organization would tolerate this 

time around. She shared a picture of a car speedometer. “Sometimes you go 95 mph and other times 

you go 15 mph. This time I feel like I’ve been going 95 mph the whole time – there is no feeling of being 

able to let my foot off the pedal. There is more to untangle. The personalities of the people I am dealing 
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with are … well, it’s more volatile – more risk of people getting upset and just quitting. They don’t know 

how to work together – they worked by themselves. There’s a lot of market pressure to hurry up and be 

ready, but there’s also a lot more risk if we get it wrong. It’s just that no one here knows what a mess I 

inherited – they don’t know what they don’t know – and so they expect that we should be able to get 

this work done in a short time. I find myself longing to slow down, and I can’t. I also feel as if I am driving 

way over the speed limit and it’s not all that safe – for me or for the organization.”  As I reflect on how 

Kelly’s learning might be used by other leaders, I think about our awareness of speed. What is the speed 

limit? What speed are you comfortable driving? What happens when someone is riding your bumper? 

Or won’t get out of your lane? The self-aware leader must know what their natural speed is and how 

they react when anything impacts it.  

 Clean Closets thought she had this transition thing all figured out and was really taken aback 

when this one “kicked her butt”.  Like many of us, she thought that if you do something enough you 

have mastered it and you will always be able to do it … a little like riding a bike. Sure, you may be a little 

sore and you may wobble a bit, but if you can ride a bike – you can ride a bike – you don’t forget how. 

Now she believes that there are some fundamentals about transition, but there is no “one way to do it”.  

She used a picture of a beverage display case (the act of taking the picture almost got her kicked out of a 

Starbucks) to explain this to me. “This picture shows you all the variety of refreshments that you can 

buy. You can spend a lot of time figuring out which one to pick, but you can’t go wrong. Every one of 

these is going to quench your thirst. You just need to pick one and go with it. You may drink it and think 

it’s gross and you wouldn’t choose that one again – you may not finish drinking it – you might ask for 

someone else’s opinion about what is the best drink to quench thirst … whatever happens, nothing 

actually happens until you buy it and drink it. I guess I am saying that I am inclined toward action, and 

I’m not going to spend a lot of time picking out what to drink. I’m going to buy something and try it. That 

isn’t everyone’s way of working, and I have come to realize that is okay, and while I believe that Pepsi is 

my drink of choice, it’s not all about me and what I like…. To be perfectly honest, I can drink whatever 

anyone wants as long as my heart is in it.  See this picture of a heart sticker? It’s a little tablet I have with 

a heart sticker that I carry everywhere. It’s my reminder to ask myself if my heart is in it. If I really love it 

and my heart is in it, I can keep going and it won’t make any difference how hard it is. I am not into this 

transition far enough to tell if I love it or hate it … I am still neutral after nine months, and that’s strange. 

I guess I love it enough to keep going … it’s the longest I have ever been in a job and not known.  All I 

know right now is that this is really hard and I am learning a lot… I guess that I need to qualify that part a 

little bit. I have never had a job where it was all love or all hate, maybe one or two with mostly hating it, 

but every job has times when I love it more than others, but I guess I just think the most important 

things that will get me through any new situation are that I can finish it (declare the closet clean and 

organized) and that I loved coming to work, even when it was hard. If I can’t see the end and I don’t love 

what I am doing, I’m not interested and I am not going to do a good job.  I think every person, not just 

every leader, has to figure that part out --- what’s gotta be there for you to get through hard times”?  

Seems like a pretty great question to end her story. We are all going to hit a stretch of hard times during 

the transitions we have in our careers … what has to be there in order for you to keep going and make it 

work? 
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 Kelly’s lessons are two-fold – what she learned about herself during her many transitions and 

what she would tell others to remember during a transition. 

Self-lessons 

 I am capable of way more than I thought 

 I do what scares me – over and over again 

 I can be a self-promoter and it’s hard, but necessary in order to not be overlooked 

 I have to be the captain. It would be nice to say that I am a good team player, but I don’t want to be 

a member of the team, I want to be the captain of the team. 

 I love adventures – messy, scary, unpredictable adventures are something I love 

 I say yes too quickly – to jobs – I should ask more questions 

 I know what I love to do 

 I have learned to position myself for success 

 

Lessons for others (Remember this) 

 Whatever you do – embrace it 

 Be fearless – failure is only temporary 

 Trust yourself 

 Rely on what’s worked in the past to get started 

 Some parts of a transition can’t be predicted or known ahead of time – move into it anyway 

 Love what you do or do what you love – it’s the only way to have this work make sense 


