
May 28, 1953. It was twenty-five degrees below zero Fahrenheit. Altitude: 27,500 feet. Two men, Edmund Hillary, a 
beekeeper from New Zealand, and Tenzing Norgay, a mountaineer from Nepal, pitched a tent in preparation for 
their next milestone. The following morning, after a freezing, sleepless night, they left high camp and proceeded to 
climb. Fighting through snow, winding along a ridgeline with drops of over 3,330 feet on either side, they scrambled 
up steep, rocky steps and navigated a sloping snowfield on their way to the world’s highest peak.

Wedging himself into a crack in the mountain face with the summit in sight, Hillary inched himself up to what was 
thereafter known as the Hillary Step. He threw down a rope, and Norgay followed. At 11:30 a.m. on May 29, 1953, 
the climbers stood on the top of the world and did what eleven prior expeditions failed to do. They achieved what 
had been considered the unachievable. Since that historic day, more than four thousand people have scaled their 
way 29,035 feet above sea level to the summit of Mount Everest.

MAKING YOUR “HILLARY 
STEP” POSSIBLE  



BREAKTHROUGH BEYOND WHAT YOU 
THOUGHT POSSIBLE

I frequently think about this momentous “step” that opened the 
way to so many others that followed.  How often do we find 
ourselves climbing along our “career mountain” and once it gets 
difficult, a bit uncertain, or untraversed, decide to stay put or 
call it good and turn back? Surely, we can take the “Hillary Step” 
needed in our careers. Why don’t we take worthwhile risks with 
the needed support to breakthrough, doing what you, or others, 
haven’t accomplished in your career to date? You can, we can, and 
. . . it doesn’t have to be life threatening! 

Those familiar with my approach know that I use mountaineering 
as a metaphor for the way we climb the corporate ladder. In both 
cases, we set a goal, take one step at a time, and collaborate 
our way to the top. We bring our own ability, motivation, and 
mind-set on the way up. However, mountains are not climbed 
alone, and neither are careers.  They depend on the generosity 
you’re willing to extend to your colleagues, known as the Law of 
Reciprocity. It’s a universal understanding to explain that, in order 
to create success, you need to extend help to others along the 
way. They, in turn, will assist and inspire you to reach your career 
summits.  Surround yourself with those who can help you reach 
greater heights.  Learn from them. Learn the good, the not-so-
good, and be observant of the qualities of those who continue 
to climb higher. Unfortunately, many realize too far into their 
careers that effective communication skills are indeed necessary. 
You will find on your way to the top that no matter your job, 
success will be determined:

• 5 percent by your academic credentials;

• 15 percent by your professional experiences;

• 15 percent by your natural ability; and

• 65 percent by your communication skills

Despite evolving management theories, differing corporate 
cultures, and various product lines, there is one common thread 
that weaves its way through today’s economy: The top jobs go 
to the most compelling communicators. Climbing and public 
speaking also underscore the battles we fight in our minds as we 
seek to define the meaning of success. They tap into the deepest 
understanding of ourselves and help us realize the importance 
of tenacity in pursuit of success. As General George Patton once 
said, “I don’t measure a man’s success by how high he climbs but 
how high he bounces back when he hits rock bottom.”

“THE CLIMB” IS UNIQUELY YOURS  

We all want to go the same general direction in our careers: up.  
But, going “up” requires better communication skills.  While there 
are fundamental techniques to becoming a better communicator, 
that journey, and the leaps you need to make, are uniquely yours.

The character John Keating, played by Robin Williams in the 
movie Dead Poets Society, is my role model for this very reason. 
He encouraged his students to be authentic, innovative, and 
to find the courage to plot their own career paths. I work to 
embody the timeless core values expressed by the Keating 
character, which remain as compelling today as they were when 
the movie was released in 1989:

• We must constantly remind ourselves to look at things in a 
different way.

• No matter what anybody tells you, words and ideas can 
change the world.

• Strive to find your own voice because the longer you wait to 
begin, the less likely you are to find it all.

As a leadership-communication coach to organizations 
worldwide, my mission is to help people exceed their own 
expectations.  My goal has always been to set high expectations 
for clients and students, challenging them to push out of their 
comfort zones and achieve more.  

Public speaking brings fear and frustration to many.  You may 
find yourself feeling how Edmund Hillary inevitably did, fighting 
through challenging conditions that will discourage and frighten.  
However, take courage, just as Hillary and his partner did. Prepare 
yourself in the smaller day-to-day communication opportunities 
you have access to.  Practice the fundamentals, and when find 
yourself at a significant career ledge, you’ll be ready to take the 
leap.  Rarely do these skill developments happen spontaneously. 
Like climbing a mountain, your ability to speak powerfully brings 
a new set of struggles. In both cases, it’s in the act of overcoming 
challenges where professional and personal growth occurs.

Remember, the key to success as you climb in your career is 
communication.  Are you equipped with the communication 
tools needed to make your personal “Hillary Step” possible? 
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