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In God we trust,
others bring maps
It’s a jungle out there... well,
in airport bookshops at least.
Dr Leandro Herrero explores
the dense ‘flora’ growing on the
shelves and finds that we’re a
world of ‘self-helpers’ and
‘self-help’ gurus

A

irports in the summer are Darwinian
landscapes where your survival instincts
take over from other more civilised
inclinations such as being polite to your
neighbours or avoiding hitting them with
overweight hand luggage. In the part of the
world where I live, England, we have reinvented
low-fare carriers as a carbon copy of Southwest
Airlines. These firms are often called ‘no
frills’ but they should be re-branded as ‘nomanners’.As a heavy user of one such carrier –
the employees of which are banned from
charging their mobile phones in company
buildings because it is considered theft of
corporate electricity, and have to pay for their
own uniforms and soft drinks on the plane –
I know what I am talking about. In some
airports, the toxicity of the no-frills-nomanners ethos seems to have gone beyond the
check-in desk. Increased security and other
airport paraphernalia don’t help. On a bad day,
the airport experience is one of sadomasochistic proportions. On a good day, you
may just find a polite employee who smiles.
The airport bookshops are good retreats in
these jungles and I spend quite a bit of time in
them, mostly browsing and finding out what is
on the shelves. There are two types of book
that are hugely over-represented no matter
where you are. One is the conspiracy-thrillerpseudo-history with Dan Brown’s collections
of Da Vinci Codes, demons, angels and the rest
at the front, mixed in with another dozen or
so authors crossing the spectrum of religion,
politics and global domination by world
powers. The other type is the ‘self-help-howto’ book which, in most cases, shares shelf
space with psychology. With my behavioural

Illustration by Rob Wilcockson

So many self-help gurus, but the business world
needs map-makers more than men with 20/20 vision
sciences and medical background, I can’t resist
looking at those shelves where often the only
real psychology is the label on the bookshelf,
not its tenants.
Self-help is a huge industry now valued at
close to US$10 billion a year. Its gurus advise
and write for the full spectrum of society and
consult with CEOs, heads of state, community
leaders and airport nomads. The borders of
religion, humanistic values, health, business,
New Age, social issues, etc are often hard to
find, but it would be too easy to dismiss the
whole thing as a charlatan-like epidemic of
colossal proportions.
I have done some quick and dirty research
into what I call ‘the universal scripts’. Here
they are, as far as I am concerned:
1. The learn-from-me model. I did it, you can
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do it as well, here’s how.
2. How to change (your life?) in 30 days and
other step-by-step plans.
3. The world in front is unlimited, don’t
constrain yourself to a limited path.
4. Here are some categories (of people, situations, etc). Find your fit and follow the
instructions.
5. Here is the (experiential) evidence. Somebody (some company?) found himself in this
situation and did that.
6. Here is a method/trick/way. Repeat again
and again, it works.
7. You are at the centre, you are in charge,
reward yourself, you are great.
8. Don’t judge, look at all the angles,
everything is relative, understand and comprehend, then you’ll see things differently.
9. Just do it, stop winging and procrastinating,
move!
10. Pick and mix, take what suits you, what
you like.You can leave the rest; you don’t have
to agree with it all.
11. Rely on a ‘higher power’ (religious,
spiritual?). Let go.
12. Trust your intuition, your feelings (or don’t
look for rationality).

I did it, so can you!
There you have it; 12 pristine plots, 12
scripts, 12 maps (which in itself is an example of
script number 4 – everything can be reduced to
categories). These themes cut across a broad
spectrum, from individual self-help and
motivation to business management, from
collective intellectual wisdom to practical ‘this is
what you need to do’ advice, from spiritual and
religious connotations to prosaic streetwise
realities. They’re all mixed up on the same
airport bookshelves. Divinity and Zen meets
Covey (author of The Seven Habits series), meets
biography, meets cookbook methodology,
meets Jack Welch, meets DIY, meets self-esteem
injection. I have a better idea for the label on
the bookshelf. Forget ‘self-help’ or ‘psychology’
or ‘lifestyle’ or even ‘business’; call it ‘maps’.
Through my behavioural sciences glasses, I
can reduce the 12 scripts further:
1.You have lots of possibilities in front of you,
you are rich but you may not know it.
2. Choose.
3. Stop analysing, just do it.
4. I’ve done it, you can do it.
You could construct a whole sub-industry of
self-help themes around plots containing
combinations of all four. But not here and now.
I met David Taylor at a dinner recently.You
may not know who he is but there is a statistical

chance you have had his books in your hands if,
like me, you are also an airport nomad. He is
the author of The Naked Leader, a compilation
of wisdom, formula, motivation and other
ideas, none of which is original. I can’t think of
anything in the book that has not been written
elsewhere. It almost contains my 12 universal
scripts. There is nothing new in there. The
overriding proposed formula: know where you
want to go, assess the gap, move in that direction
(I’m paraphrasing) is hardly breakthrough
thinking.The book and its follow-up are full of
examples, quotes, suggestions,
provocations and attempts to
build your own self-esteem.
Self-help books are usually found in
“What if you could not fail?”
the psychology section, where often
asks Taylor. It is light, very
the only real psychology is the label
light, and very simple, you
might think irrelevant even.
on the bookshelf
The book has been translated
into 38 languages and it is a
fantastic success. David travels the world giving
speeches, talking to CEOs, providing wisdom
and makes a living through it. David is, by any
account, an extremely successful writer-guru in
the motivation-inspiration-self-help-leadership
arena. The Naked Leader is a great success that
contains no new thinking, no new theory, no
new inspiration, no discovery of a new method,
no new research and no new model of
leadership.
But there are two reasons for David’s success.
One I knew after reading his books and the
other I only learnt accidentally after meeting
him in person. The first has to do with David
being a cartographer: he draws maps. The Naked
Leader is a map, or to put it better, a collection
of many maps. As a map-maker, David has not
created the geography himself; he just draws the
connections and paints the landscape. Here is
the secret: people need maps. This is a rather
stupid statement, but it is the best I can think of
to explain how we are all desperate for the
books that tell us how to get from A to B, what
options we have, how to get faster or slower and
where to stop. A map tells you that there are
some possibilities in front of you, that the
journey is possible. It also gives you some
reassurances that you’ll get there.

We’re all map-readers
There are geographical maps, spiritual
journey maps, personal development maps,
strategy maps, business plan maps, child
education maps, political maps and relationship
maps.They are usually made available to us via
our teachers, mentors, parents, political leaders,
bosses, religious figures, writers, gurus and
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airport business school authors. The quality
varies but they are available in huge supply.
A good business leader tells us about the
company strategy and the route needed to get
there and provides a set of objectives and
rules. A religious leader may appeal to higher
powers and translate the journey for his flock.
A political leader does the same. It’s all
cartography. Even those who reject maps,
who don’t want to follow instructions or
dictations, or who want to create their own
pathways, have maps. They may not know it,
but they will be somewhere
in their minds.
Maybe if we put all our maps
The second reason for
David’s
success is David
together, we’ll make some sense of the
himself. He is not only a
journey because there is usually more
good cartographer of
than one way to reach the shore
pathways, a writer of books
with no new ideas, no new
research,
no
original
breakthrough thinking, but he is also a good,
honest human being.The statements about the
lack of originality that I have repeated so far
would not trouble him. On the contrary, he
would say:“It’s all out there in life,” all written
in previous business books (which he has
researched extensively) and that the real secret
is that there is no secret. David Taylor
genuinely wants to change the world and
believes in the ability of people to boost their
self esteem and ‘do it’. He himself is involved
in significant charity/not-for-profit initiatives.
He is an honest cartographer who says: “I
haven’t invented the geography; I have put
together some maps.”

Maps to find the maps
The ‘leader as cartographer’ is one of my
own five faces of leadership,1 which have not
enjoyed the same publicity that David’s work
has. The other faces are those of a teacher,
architect, broker and historian. Map-makers
are in abundance. They sit in Parliament or
Congress, they preach in places of worship,
they teach in schools (including business
schools), they are invited to express their views
and show their maps on prime time TV, they
write books, they produce tapes and videos,
they give after dinner speeches and charge for
motivational-inspirational retreats. Some of
them are enlightening, liberating and enhancers of your own self-esteem, while others
are pretty dangerous. We need a map to
distinguish between maps and map-makers.
Business navigation is dangerous: not only is
the sea full of Bermuda triangles but also of
mariner-luring sirens. Maybe if we bring all
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our maps together, we’ll make some sense of
the journey because there is usually more than
one way to reach the shore. David Taylor had
to undress leadership to be able to dress it
again with all the bits and pieces of clothing
he could find. Maybe it’s not such a bad idea.
Yes, bring your maps.
A classical stereotype of leadership is one of
a visionary man who has ideas that perhaps
nobody else has, who knows where he is going
and where people have to go, and tells them. It
is assumed that some level of grandiose
ambiguity may be tolerated. After all, these
guys are very clever and not everybody is able
to understand them.Very often, it was assumed,
it just has to sound great to be visionary and
leader-ish. These point-of-destination-leaders
are often not very good cartographers. I believe
the business world needs more map-makers
than men with perfect 20/20 linear vision.The
trust-me-come-with-me-I-know-best type is
an interesting literary figure, but statistically
dangerous. I suggest that in God we may trust,
but anybody else in leadership positions should
bring decent maps.The map doesn’t guarantee
total success per se – Columbus didn’t reach
continental America until his fourth trip – but
mobilises people who may have their own
maps and compare notes.
Back to the airport theme, last time I was in
Spain I bought the latest conspiracy-thriller, a
translation of a French book about obscure life
in an ex-Benedictine monastery.The plot was
terrible, the Spanish awful, the pace depressing
and the grammar indigestible. I read quickly, so
quickly that I finished about 90% during the
flight back to England, because I refused to
carry it with me back home. As a symbolic
gesture of civilian disobedience and protest
against the no-frill-no-manners carrier I was
travelling on, I left the book on the plane. I left
the aircraft with pride in my small, invisible
antisocial behaviour, only to be stopped at the
immigration desk by a breathless smiling air
hostess saying: “Sir, you forgot your
m
book.”

S
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