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Leadership and Chess: A Kmd of Genius

By Otis White

Editor’s note: We first published this article
in 2015. It is still one of our favorites, well worth
sharing again with all of our readers.

What the best public-sector leaders do doesn’t
sound very exciting. It helps to be great at chess.

Twenty-five years ago, as I was growing
interested in how cities produce leaders and
leaders shape cities, I heard a state business
association president define leadership. A leader,
he said, “is someone who helps people get where
they want to go.”

He was speaking to a community leadership
class, and I could sense the audience deflate. That’s
it? Help people go somewhere? Like a bus driver?
What about organizing constituencies, offering
a vision, and persuading the public? What about
standing up for people—or standing up to the
powerful? What about holding office?

And, yet,  had to admit he was on to something.
Organization and persuasion are skills. Visions
can be supplied by others. Standing up to the

powerful and holding office are roles. The more I
thought about it, the more I realized that helping
people get where they want to go (and, one hopes,
need to go) isn’t a bad definition of what leaders
do. It’s just . . . incomplete.

So allow me to complete the definition. A
leader is someone who helps people get where
they want to go . . . by seeing the opportunity for
getting there.

Seeing the opportunity—the narrow, sometimes
temporary passage through which change can
happen—is the genius of leadership. And herding
people through that passage is the practice of
leadership. What the genius and the practice
require is a sense of how things fit together, a
tactical vision, a willingness to learn from experience,
and a saintly patience with people—but a patience
that’s bounded by the resolve to do something
meaningful.

If this sounds abstract, trust me; there are
examples all around you. Here in Atlanta, I’ve seen
these traits in people who nurtured projects great
and small, from the creation of the BeltLine, a
circle of parks and trails that’s transforming entire

neighborhoods, to the building of a roundabout
that fixed an impossible intersection at the gates
of Emory University and breathed life into a small
retail district. In both cases, the leader was someone
who recognized the value of these projects, sized up
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SBE OUTREACH SERVICES

With over 1.6 million businesses in our active
database—the country’s largest non-public
diversity database—SBE sets the professional
standard for diversity outreach across the
nation. For more than three decades, we have
served small businesses, prime contractors,
and agencies—with proven results.
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Placed in various Louisiana Business Journal
digital publications every month and at
www.louisianabusinessjournal.com

Fax, Email, and Postal Solicitations
Targeted mailings sent to businesses chosen
according to your criteria

Live Call Center Follow-Up
Telephone follow-up calls using a script of
five questions that you define

Computer Generated Reports
Complete documentation that will fit right
into your proposal, along with a list of
interested firms to contact

Special Services

Custom design and development of services
that you need for particular situations such
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With a database of over 1.6 million businesses,
SBE assists agencies with public legal notices
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LIGHTING

Bulbs, Ballasts, Exits/Emergency
Lights, Installation Options

Contact info: 3623 D’Hemecourt
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Lagniappe Baking is an independently
owned pop-up Bakehouse by pastry
chef Kaitlin Guerin. Created to make
one-of-a-kind assorted Pastry Boxes
that highlight the local, seasonal bounty
of the Crescent City’s agriculture, each
box is meant to challenge your taste
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Valerie Voorhies at
vvv@sbeinc.com

SOUTH EAST EVENTS

Federal Contracting: Woman-Owned Small
Business (WOSB) Certification Program Webinar
Tuesday, April 15, 2025, 1:00 pm-3:00 pm CST
Online

Main Sponsor(s): US Small Business Administration
Contact: Patrice Dozier, patrice.dozier@sba.gov
Fee: Free; registration required

SBA is creating a space for Woman-Owned
Small Businesses, via WOSB certification!

Are you a woman owner of a small business?
The federal government’s goal is to award

at least five percent of all federal contracting
dollars to woman-owned small businesses each
year. Join us for training on how to register for
SBA’s Woman-Owned Small Business (WOSB)
program, which helps eligible small businesses
to qualify for federal contracting opportunities.
The monthly sessions include an overview of
the self-certification process, and a discussion
of the NAICS codes that qualify as WOSB or
EDWOSB. Register at https://www.eventbrite.
com/e/woman-owned-small-business-wosb-
certification-program-tickets-1123654353419

8(a) Orientation and SAM Registration Webinar
Wednesday, April 16, 2025, 9:30 am-11:00 am CST
Online

Main Sponsor(s): US Small Business Administration
Contact: SBA lllinois District Office, 312-353-4528,
illinois.do@sba.gov

Fee: Free; registration required

Join the Small Business Administration (SBA)

FOR YOUR BUSINESS

[llinois District Office for a virtual workshop
providing an overview of the 8(a) Business
Development program, eligibility requirements,
and program benefits. Also learn how to increase
your potential for federal contract opportunities
through System for Award Management (SAM)
registration, including information that you
need for the registration process. SBA presenters
will offer addional tips, address FAQs, give
directions on where to get further assistance,
and answer your other questions. To register
for this free webinar, https://events.gcc.teams.
microsoft.com/event/ae4bd15d-ec43-4da3-
a0a9-854abf063970@3c89fd8a-7{68-4667-
aal5-41ebf2208961

Selling to the Federal Government Webinar
Thursday, April 24, 2025, 12:00 pm-3:00 pm CST
Online

Main Sponsor(s): US Small Business Administration
Contact: George Tapia, 610-382-3086,
george.tapia@sba.gov

Fee: Free; registration required

Did you know that the federal government is the
largest purchaser of goods and services in the
world? Interested in learning how your business
can market your services or goods to the federal
government? Register online at https://www.
eventbrite.com/e/how-to-sell-to-the-federal-
government-tickets-1013616984687 SBA helps
to ensure small businesses get fair opportunities
to share federal government prime contracts.
Topics will include: How to Register, Small
Business Certifications, Finding Opportunities,
Marketing Your Firm, Federal Supply Schedules,
Getting Paid, Tips to Prepare Your Offer, How to
Seek Additional Assistance. All training sessions
are held via Microsoft Teams Meeting.
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