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Welcome back, I'm Kim Bailllie, she's Fulyana Orsborn and this is Inside Exec.  We're 
continuing our discussion with Tammy Alvarez and this week we're looking at some 
interesting topics - how you manage when you are not the smartest person in the room,
your team is all smarter than you; the excitement and challenges of moving to a completely 
different country just for a change of scenery; and how you recognize operational excellence 
from within your team. So let's get started.

But would you add to that also your team? Pick people that know what you don't know.
Pick people to work with your team that are better than you, smarter than you, and have a 
complimentary skill set, rather than more of the same. Yes, if I don't believe that, you and I 
would not be talking today. [LAUGHTER]

Right, so I mean, you know, due to a long sort of growing up story, but I didn't go to college 
until, I didn't get my degree until I was 40. And I was a managing director, you know, at 35.
And so to be able to do that and making all the jumps that I did from industries and different 
roles, I was never the smartest person in the room. And I use that, you know, I use the fact 
that I didn't know a lot of the things that I led, you know, to my advantage, being able to bring 
in people that had skills in areas that I didn't. And it was interesting. So I used to say smarter 
than me, you know, same thing. But actually, they're smarter in a different area.So for 
example, I'm not good at math. Like, I don't think letters and numbers should be together. I 
don't think it's natural, you know? I'm glad that other people do, because that's science and 
tech and all the things, but I'm not your girl. And so whenever I was in these metrics 
meetings, or whenever we were talking stats and like all this stuff,
because we were always in a six sigma shop or something like that, my propeller just didn't 
spin fast enough. And so I would back up. And I would not ask the questions, because I was 
afraid I was going to ask a dumb question, and I probably would have.

But here's the reality. I surrounded myself with business analysts and quants and data 
scientists and people who were better at assessing the team's morale, you know,
because I would push hard and fast and not slow down sometimes. And so I'd have all these 
people around me, either directly or indirectly, that had these skills that I didn't.
I'm like, oh, they're smarter than me, but they're not. Because what I was good at is, I could 
see a strategy where we needed to go. I could inspire massive teams to take the risk to do 
this. And I could get people excited about doing something that should be terrifying.
Now nobody on my team could do that. And so it's not smarter, but it is, you know, a 
well-rounded team. I knew my gaps. Like the math one was obvious. You know, and I'm a 
people person, but I also have a high degree of risk tolerance. I move fast. And I needed 
somebody to tell me I was leaving the team behind. Right. And so I needed those people that 
were really in touch with that and who would come to me and tell me my baby was ugly, say it
isn't gonna work, so don't do this one. Try and pick something different.

And so I think any time you're a leader, you will thrive when you've got a team of rock stars
that have skills in places and areas that you don't. And that also helps from a knowledge 
perspective in terms of doing things that you don't, you know, you talked about, um, came like
the three big career changes, right? I also think there's three big leadership changes.



The first time you're a leader, right? So you're leading things that you've done before, then 
you start managing managers who are doing things you've never done before, and then you 
get into that C suite. And so those are three really big moments in a leadership journey that 
require exactly what we're talking about in terms of having those people on your team that 
definitely have those skills that you don't.

Very comprehensive. Let's go into question two or this is going to be a six hour podcast!
The question was, the first days in the C suite, love it or leave it? Is that how you approach it?

I think you need to ask yourself why you want to be there in the first place. At the height of my
career, you know, as a C suite executive leading 2000 people in 35 countries, I didn't always 
love it. You know, I love the impact. I love that kind of thing. But a lot of times I would take a 
role because I was offered it, that accidental career, you know, where the talent and you just 
keep taking advantage of those opportunities. Or because I thought I was supposed to. And 
so a lot of times we'll coach leaders who are like, I want to get to the C suite and I'm like, 
why? And if it's because you need a Range Rover like your neighbors, or you need the third 
house or you know, those kind of things, you might want to think again. So I think love it or 
leave it has a lot to do with why you want to be there in the first place. And if those reasons 
aren't deeply rooted in personal growth, impact for the business and impact for your team, 
then leave it. Because it is a pain in the ass. You don't want this job unless you really, really 
lean into those three things. And then you can make an impact, you can make money, you 
can do a lot of things that will take you further when you know what your goals are, that don't 
require that level of high stakes.

So I think, you know, we think we want it. And then when we get there and if you're looking 
around and thinking, is this all there is, then you've been running the wrong race. It was 
interesting because when I left my corporate career about seven years ago, I remember the 
day just to the day. There was this moment where my, I developed a disease that I didn't 
know was terminal at the time, but it was called, I don't give a shit, I just, you know, we were 
just all, it was a cage match in the board room, you know, and we had missed earnings. And 
so there's all this bantering back and forth, all this blaming and everything.
And we would do it every quarter. It would turn into a sport. And then we go for beers after.
And I remember this one time, like I felt like I was having this out of body experience where I 
was covering people and watching, but I was just very disassociated. And I didn't know that it 
was career limiting and it ended my career six months later, because I just couldn't find 
anything to be passionate about. That's when I cashed out. I moved to a tropical island off the
coast of Belize in Central America and started this business.

I had made it by normal convention, right? I had this title. It was big. It was fancy. It was 
important. And so I had an interesting reception when I told everybody that I was doing this 
and moving to Belize. 20% said, oh my God, how do you do that? Tell me how? But 80% are 
like, why are you giving up? And I thought that was really interesting. So I'm like, this is the 
most terrifying thing I've ever done in my professional life. And the idea, the perception that I 
was giving up was really interesting. So I think that's a relationship with the C-suite and what 
we think we want. We need to lean in because sometimes when you get there, it's not what 
they sold you for sure.

In that sense then, we've got people listening who are thinking about that move into the 



C-suite. How do they find out what it's really like, like genuinely, before they make that 
decision?

Yeah, I think start playing bigger in the projects that you sponsor. Because if you're stepping 
into the same type of role, where you don't have to get physically promoted to do the work, 
dip your toe in and do something that's really integrated and complicated and politically 
messy, to see how people in your organization respond. The other thing you want to look at to
see if this is really for you within the company you're in is, you know, how are mistakes 
handled? What kind of accountability culture do you have when people say they're going to 
do something and don't? And then, you know, is it an organization where you can fail 
forward? Because if it is, if these things are healthy, then it's a great place to take a first run. 
You know, if you're in an environment that's toxic or intolerant or siloed, then you may want to 
try somewhere else, right, to do that.

What I find is that people want to make that shift into a C-suite. If you're with a big company, 
sometimes you can level up by going to a midsize company instead. Because your 
knowledge and the breadth of your capabilities are so far beyond where they are that you are 
immediately adding value. And I would always try and have a 70/30 split whenever I made a 
leap up. I want 70% of what I did to be in my wheelhouse where I knew I was adding value, 
then 30% I knew as a stretch. And I needed to continue to learn and develop and come up 
with new ways to do things. And so if you're in that sweet spot, then it's probably, you know, 
you think this is what you really want. Then, you know, it's worth taking, you know, taking a 
jump to do that.

So we work on the 70/30 rule and you decided you had 70% of your talent and your 
knowledge was what you needed to do. Why my question is why Belize?

Oh, you know, the timing for me to cash out and to do something really different was perfect. 
My daughter was graduating college, so she was off the payroll, you know, my big fancy 
apartment rental was coming due so I could not renew my lease. And so my partner and I 
who had been dating for a long time, decided that we actually liked each other a lot. So we 
were going to stick it out. And so we're like, okay, where are we going to go? Let's do 
something. And then randomly, I would always listen to CNBC in the morning, listening to 
what happened in the markets before I went to work, and I was getting ready for work like for 
this like two or three weeks and basically, well, Belize was doing a massive marketing 
campaign and basically saying, come here, we love you. And I'm like, oh, that's interesting. 
My first thing is where's Belize and then I, you know, because we're big scuba divers. And, 
you know, so we have been, you know, to us to do lots of diving. And so scuba diving three 
days a week before work because it was only 10 minutes off shore. So you can go on a boat, 
get salty for an hour and be back in your office by 10. You know, they spoke English there, 
which is the only Central American country that spoke English. And they were pegged to the 
dollar two to one, so there was no foreign currency risk. Now I live in Mexico City, right? So 
we've since changed that after living in Belize for five years.
But it was just the adventure we needed. 

I needed to do a massive reset. I was all thing New York City, right? The big apple, all the 
things. And it wasn't serving me anymore. And I felt more burnt out and disenfranchised by 
the things that used to energize me. So I felt like, you know, moving to a different city or 



staying in New York and doing something different wouldn't have given me the personal 
growth that I was looking for. I decided, like this is how I make risk decisions, right? I just do 
doomsday scenario. What if everything goes completely wrong? And then what happens? 
And in my case, if everything had gone completely wrong, I would end it up on my mom's 
couch for a couple months trying to figure myself out. I'm like, okay with that, I like my mom. 
And so that's what made taking that risk on my personal life, my professional life and my 
location, it made it so doable because I was willing to accept the worst case scenario on that. 
So Belize just checked all the boxes. It was amazing.

That's great. That's very exciting, but you did it.

Well, I say I went from soho to boho, right? Like, you know, I mean, flip flops are formal wear 
there. So like all my fancy things had to get sold and given to friends and all that stuff. And I 
was, it was so liberating to get out of the commercialism. Because if you need anything, you 
have to know six weeks ahead of time, if you can't get it on the island. So that way you can, 
you know, order from Amazon, go to the United States and then put it on a barge and, you 
know, have it come down once a month. And so the on-demand culture and the other thing 
that was really surprising is that when we got there, no one actually cared what you did for a 
living. I was like, what do you mean you don't talk about, like no one talked about work. It was
a big adjustment for me to try and find something to be interesting about. But I was used to 
talking about work in the markets and all that kind of stuff all the time. So it was, it was 
absolutely the reason I needed to just, you know, rethink my second half, that next chapter for
me.

Right. I'm going to talk about executive presence. Some of my clients have a problem with 
that. Basically, it's more about their personality. I think the time we talk and I'm really 
interested in you view on this, is to make your presence in the executive space doesn't 
necessarily mean you can't be yourself or authentic.
And I think that any tips or information you could share would be most useful.

I would define somebody with executive presence as like this unicorn. Right. You can't really 
define it, but you know what it is when you see it and like, how do I have it? Whatever it is. 
And I think executive presence varies from company to company. And so what I would look 
for is, who are the ones in your company that have it? And what is it like, not how do they do 
it? Because then you're not being authentic. But what impact do they make? Like is it one of 
those things where, you know, the ones who don't say much, but when they do say 
something everyone leans in and like is that the thing that resonates in the company? Or is it 
the one who's more inspiring and the life of the party and you know, so think about what 
works within the company. And then what skills do you have to create the same outcome and 
the same feeling for the people that you're working with? I also have found that those who 
have really strong executive presence also have an incredible power base. And so, you know,
just to define what a power base means, it's a subset of your network that not only can, but 
will do things for you when you're not in the room. And so get out of your department, get out 
of your silo, go meet people and do meaningful work and build those relationships because 
when you're in a room, not full of strangers where you actually know these people well, then 
you can be much more confident in being authentic and still delivering the same feelings, the 
same emotions and the same vibe that the ones within the company that really have that 
strong executive presence because it's so unique. And I think it's so personal, but you want 



them to leave with the same outcome. Does that make sense?

Yeah, it does. Thank you.

So, third question was, what does operational excellence really mean?

Means no one's calling and screaming at you that something went wrong. I run some 
operations teams and some strategy teams and you know, it's gratifying, you know, when 
there's no drama, but it's actually how you know you're doing it right. So the three things I like 
to anchor to when we talk about operational excellence is moving the ball on either time, cost 
or quality, right? Preferably two out of the three, it's hard to get all three, but when you look at 
all the things that you do and you're looking at, okay, how can I make sure that we are 
delivering the highest possible output for our clients in a way that leverages the strengths of 
our team and eliminates or prevents a lot of rework, you know, and defect, you know, 
prevention. Then from that perspective, that's really where you start to think about, how do I 
run this really well? And how do I turn this into a repeatable well oiled machine? And so once 
you've really stabilized the business as usual piece, then you've got the luxury of starting to 
move those operational teams into a continuous improvement cycle where it's tiny 
improvements all the time. It doesn't have to be these big multi-million dollar transformations, 
which is because when they've left things for too long, that's what you get back into.
And so, you know, I think first of all, make sure that you've got that time cost quality thing 
dialed in. And then once you know that you've got that and you can measure it, now you can 
start to move into that, you know, continuous improvement phase. And I think we 
underestimate the importance of this for an organization.

You know, this is the lifeblood of the company and sales is sexy and executives get all the 
credit and all the risk functions get ignored, you know, and finances are feared. You know, we 
have all these things, but being able to run a business as efficiently and effectively as 
possible are table stakes for any leader to master. It's easy to get caught up with the shiny 
objects, but if you can't run the business, then it's really hard to lead the business. 

In that sense, just as you were talking, I wondered, we're talking about processes and the 
quality side of things and we're talking about people and people qualities, where's the 
balance?

In what way? Like, there's a lot of places to find balance. 

I want to make sure it's about how much do you rely on the process being right and how 
much input is it the people being right for the process?

Thank you for clarifying. People first all the time. You're going to have the best process known
to mankind if your people are bought in or capable and it doesn't matter. And I'll give you an 
example of an area where I was leading a team and I had, it was a big team, so I had 10 
leaders that each had about five, you know, about 200 people each, you know, on their 
teams. And they did the exact same function just for different business lines and different 
parts of the world. And so they all had a strategy and data analytics and an operation 
component and an onboarding. So they all had like five or six different things that they did 
within their silo for their business unit. And my managers were miserable. Like, they were just 



completely disengaged, apathetic. And I felt like I had to put a mirror under their noses half 
the time just to make sure that they were awake. Finally, I was like, everything I tried, nothing 
was working. So I finally, I'm like, all right, what gives? Like, how can we make this better? 
And it occurred to me as we were having this conversation that so much of what they did, 
they didn't actually enjoy. They were good at it. They didn't like it. And then when we stopped 
and said, okay, so give me your perfect day. And as it turns out, one of my leaders loved 
strategy. Another one ate data for lunch to turn it into information we could use. Another 
person loved process, another person loved clients, like they all had this different thing that 
they loved. So it's like, all right, let's try this. You now have strategy for the globe. You now 
have data analytics for the globe. You have people, you have this, all the things that they 
loved. And we took the teams and wherever their interest lay, we reorganized. I didn't need 
HR because it was all my team, nothing changed in terms of title, level or anything. What I 
found really interesting is what worried me because I'm like, the handoffs are going to be very
confusing and convoluted. Because the people cared about what they did, because they 
were doing the things that lit them up, that stuff fixed itself. They worked it out. And then once
they smoothed it out, they documented it. And so it's a really good example of, you get the 
right people in the right roles within your organization. The customers, the first ones to win. 
Well, actually, your employees are the first ones to win. Your customers are second in line to 
win. And then the business operational piece will absolutely take care of themselves because 
they care. They're engaged again, right? And they're leaning in. So it was a really interesting 
experiment that I'm like, well, what's the worst thing that can happen? They hate what they're 
doing now. I can't be any worse.

Time for a break in this fascinating discussion. Join us for Part 3. For now, I'm Kim Baillie, 
she's Fulyana Orsborn, we're talking with Tammy Alvarez and this is Inside Exec.


