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Penelope North: 

Welcome to At the Table with Tony, a podcast where we get to sit down with Tony Brown, Professor Emeritus at 
the Sanford School of Public Policy at Duke University, and his friends and former students. 

This podcast is meant to be a breath of fresh air, a chance to break away from the stress of everyday life and 
reflect on ideas that maybe aren't front of mind, but help you make better decisions in life. It's also about 
connection, sparking conversations among Tony's community, and creating a space to reflect together. And at the 
heart of it all, it's a way to nurture a deeper, more meaningful relationship with Tony, which is a big part of making 
2025 a good year for him. 

The central ideas of this podcast are rooted in two principles that Tony has lived by and taught in his classroom at 
Duke: first, from Socrates, that the unexamined life is not worth living; and second, from Tony's leadership model, 
that when we focus on creating benefits for others, we also strengthen our own identity, agency, and sense of 
purpose. 

My name is Penelope North. I'm the host and producer of this podcast, and a senior at Duke University, and I'm 
excited to sit today at the table with Tony and his former student and the founder and CEO of Out Leadership, 
Todd Sears. 

Before we start, if you have listened to any of our previous episodes, you know that Tony's facing some health 
challenges, and since he shared this news with his thousands of friends and students, he's been getting a lot of 
heartfelt messages, like this one. 

"Dear Tony, you've given me so many remarkable life lessons to my husband and me that I don't even know where 
to start. I wanted to write to you to send you love and support, and also to say a deep thank you for the impact 
that you've had on our lives. I would love to say it perfectly, but I don't know how to sum it up, so I hope you will 
accept this rambling letter of gratitude. 

"The things that I've learned for you are know your values, and big decisions become small decisions, get ready, go 
get set, love, moral courage, self-improvement, constant learning, and being vulnerable. Your impact has been 
immense, and on the much broader world, for all of our lives you have enriched throughout your professional 
work and your personal life. 

"It sometimes takes a major jolt, like a cancer diagnosis, for us to say that out loud. I just want you to know how 
much we love you and appreciate you. Thank you for everything that you've done, and I'm sending so many 
prayers for happy nuggets still ahead. With love and gratitude." 

Today, we will talk about inclusive leadership with Tony and Todd. Todd has spent over 20 years working at the 
intersection of finance and equality. He began his career as an investment banker before joining Merrill Lynch as a 
financial advisor. There, he created the first team of financial advisors on Wall Street focused on the LGBTQ+ 
community, and brought almost $2 billion of new assets to the firm from LGBTQ+ couples and nonprofit 
organizations. He also pioneered award-winning diversity initiatives as the head of diversity strategy at Merrill 
Lynch, and then at Credit Suisse as the head of diversity and inclusion. 

Todd founded Out Leadership in 2010 as a premier global platform used by businesses to drive equality. Out 
Leadership connects leaders across industries to foster business growth, cultivate talent, and drive equality 
forward, and currently has 98 of the world's most powerful companies as its members. Todd graduated from Duke 
University in 1998. 

Welcome, everybody, to the table. 

Todd Sears: 

Thanks, Penelope. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. The message was wonderful. You're reading excerpts of messages. This was a message that was twice as 
long and it was handwritten, which is quite amazing. And this person's spouse is also a former student of mine, so 
that message touched my heart a lot. They are good friends. 
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Todd Sears: 

Well, I've actually not even been able to write my note yet. I've been trying for six months, and each time I try to, I 
get so emotional I can't. And so I finally sent Tony a voice note three weeks ago, probably. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, you did. 

Todd Sears: 

And shared with him my gratitude because he taught me my senior year at Duke, and everything I've done in the 
world in leadership comes down to this man's teachings, and I've been honored to actually guest lecture his class 
20 times over the last 20 years. I'm so happy to be here. I'm so honored. 

Tony Brown: 

So why are we friends? Because I'm on my last, in other podcasts, we've talked about vocation, and I'm on my last 
chapter, I think on my chapter, my vocation, and it's moved from organizational leadership to being a teacher to 
just being a good friend. So formative friendships are really important to me. And what do you think? How do you 
explain that to somebody that doesn't know you? 

Todd Sears: 

Well, because that's how you teach. We became friends when I was in your class. You didn't look at it like teacher 
up here and student down here. You look at everyone as equals, that whole method, and I took you up on that. 
And so I've stayed in touch with you for the last, well, I graduated in '98 and it's 2024, 2025, so literally. 

Tony Brown: 

So my wife might say I bamboozled you. 

Todd Sears: 

Now that term means that you pulled the wool over my eyes. 

Tony Brown: 

Right. 

Todd Sears: 

Which you did not do. 

Tony Brown: 

I didn't. 

Todd Sears: 

You've instead been a mentor to me. You still have office hours for your former students. Even now, you go to the 
Washington Duke every day and meet with people. And I've been lucky enough to have office hours with you for 
many years. And every time I've come back and guest lectured, we sit down and you talk to me about where I am. 

You've also connected me to Duke. I've done talks about diversity at Fuqua. We're friends because I love you. I'm 
so grateful to have you in my life. We were chatting earlier and there are people who are transactional in this life 
and who want friends because they will get them something, and that's never been my approach, nor has it been 
yours. 
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Tony Brown: 

Yeah. How about enough of your background so that we can get into diversity versus inclusion versus... Because I 
have experience in that from having been a corporate CEO because that was important to my organization, and as 
a teacher, it's important to my class. 

Todd Sears: 

That's right. 

Tony Brown: 

You've got a totally different path. 

Todd Sears: 

Well, but also I'm a CEO of an organization too. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, you are. 

Todd Sears: 

And I've worked with 1,200 CEOs around the world the last 15 years, 25 years. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, yeah, yeah. But you're a rock star in this stuff now. 

Todd Sears: 

Well, that's kind. I don't know about that. 

Tony Brown: 

And then we can wrestle a little bit and talk about it. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah. Well, so Penelope did a great job of summing up. So the piece that we didn't have is that Credit Suisse laid 
me off. I was fired without cause and I took my severance check and I started Out Leadership. And literally I 
jokingly say I had a Hendricks Martini and a severance check on a sofa and an idea. Because when I was at Merrill 
and I brought in almost $2 billion, I tracked it from the community and I said to Merrill my first year... Because my 
goal was $24 million in 24 months, and if you didn't have $8 million under management, you were fired. The fail 
rate was 92% at that time, churn and burn. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. So what's the $2 billion? That was a specialized market. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah, that was from the gay community. No Wall Street bank had ever spoken to the gay market. And at that time, 
there were 1,049 rights that gay and lesbian couples didn't receive because marriage equality wasn't even on the 
horizon. 90% were financial and I saw the opportunity. 

But I said to Merrill, "I can't go sell to my community if you discriminate, if you don't have the right policies." So 
fast-forward three years later when I brought in $100 million my first year, I got the meeting with the CEO, and I 
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said, "Mr. Sontag, we could take this across the country, but I need a quarter million dollars from you." And he 
gave it to me. 

I later found out in 37 years at Merrill Lynch, he'd never given a financial advisor a dollar, but he gave me a quarter 
million, and I had to meet with him once a quarter to tell him the on ROI and his investment. And that's how we 
brought in almost $2 billion, but I got Merrill to support gay rights. 

Tony Brown: 

How did you start? You brought in, what was it, $100 million? 

Todd Sears: 

The first year, yeah. 

Tony Brown: 

First year. Your first five clients, how did you get from A to B with your first five clients? 

Todd Sears: 

Well, so I'm lucky that I'm creative and I plan events. And as we were saying, I actually founded Last Day of Classes 
here at Duke, LDOC, and it's still around. 

And that year, my first year at Merrill, Merrill Lynch had sponsored the Matisse Picasso exhibition at MoMA when 
MoMA moved out to Queens. And I called the marketing people and I said, "Hey, we probably spent millions of 
dollars on that. What do we get for the sponsorship?" And they said, "Well, we have five nights at the museum, 
docent-led tour, catalogs, et cetera." And I said, "Amazing. Is anybody using them?" And they're like, "No." So I 
said, "Can I have two of those nights?" And they said, "Sure, all you have to do is find money for the catering." And 
so I did. 

And so then I called Lambda Legal, which is the most important LGBT organization in the United States in my 
opinion. Every legal victory we've had is a Lambda victory. And I said, "You guys never get to thank your donors. 
Every event you do is a ticketed event. I want to invite 200 of your major donors to a private night, Matisse 
Picasso, docent-led tour, blah, blah, blah, for a thank you." And they invited their top 200 donors and I gave 100 
for the second night to GLAAD and the LGBT Center. So I had 400 prospects in the course of two days, and that's 
how I brought in $100 million. 

Tony Brown: 

So to what extent did you lead with the fact that you're gay? 

Todd Sears: 

I started with it. 

Tony Brown: 

You started with it. 

Todd Sears: 

I said, "I am starting this team and I want you to invest with me, not because I'm gay, but because I understand the 
financial issues." And I partnered with lawyers and I did domestic partner planning seminars all across the country 
with Lambda Legal educating gay couples on the issues, but also with a philanthropic bent because if you don't 
have kids, who's going to get your estate? Potentially your homophobic family. But instead, why don't you... 

So we started the planned giving programs for Lambda Legal and HRC, which still exists to this day, and that was 
the whole idea. It was charitable planning with intent. 
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Tony Brown: 

And for you, it was having a CEO that had a vision, willing to take a risk with you. 

Todd Sears: 

Yes. That's correct. And many of them. So James Gorman, who is the recent retired CEO of Morgan Stanley, I 
coached on his first talk on a petition in 2001, and then he hosted my Out on the Street Summit with Morgan 
Stanley and he did his earnings call on CNBC from my summit. There's Morgan Stanley on one side and Out on the 
Street, which is what I called it originally, on the other. Pretty cool. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. Great story. 

Penelope North: 

Out on the Street, now Out Leadership? 

Todd Sears: 

Correct. 

Penelope North: 

Would you have ever guessed after graduating, leaving Tony's class, graduating from Duke that this is where you 
would end up in 25 years? 

Todd Sears: 

No. I was an English major here at Duke and with a concentration in medieval literature and poetry, and I did an 
independent study in poetry. But no, I had no idea. People like to think I had some grand plan and I don't. I just 
say, "Yes." 

"What's the opportunity? Will you talk to me? Cool. Will you talk to me? Cool." I want to understand people. I love 
people, just like this guy. Lucky me. 

Tony Brown: 

Know yourself, leap into uncertainty, and connect the dots, and et cetera, et cetera. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah. Well, and I've been able to work. I mean, my OutNEXT program has 7,000 young leaders that have gone 
through it. It's a leadership program based on a lot of his learnings. And one of the things that I've discovered is 
globally, LGBT people, because we have to come out, know ourselves, and it makes us great leaders because we 
have to be empathetic and we have to read every room we walk into for psychological safety. And that gives us 
different antennae. We're always paying attention. 

Tony Brown: 

So one of the things I did in the year after I retired- 

Todd Sears: 

Which is such a BS term. You never retired. You're still working right now, so retired and close to- 

Penelope North: 

We just talked about that in the last episode. 
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Todd Sears: 

Yeah. Now that's bamboozling. That's bamboozling, Tony. 

Tony Brown: 

Close. Since I retired from my job. 

Todd Sears: 

There you go. There you go. 

Tony Brown: 

I'm still working, but I retired from my job. 

Penelope North: 

You're still working. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah, your paying job. Yes. 

Tony Brown: 

But one of the things I did, because I think it's the way I think, is I spent quite a bit of time defining my philosophy, 
my spirituality, and my religion. And then dropping down from that, that's the basis for defining my purpose, 
meaning in life, and strategies for success. I did this at 80 so that you got a long ways up. 

Have you thought a lot about your philosophy and your spirituality and your religion and your purpose and your 
meaning? 

Penelope North: 

One at a time. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah, but they're all blended together. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. 

Todd Sears: 

And I'll tell you something funny. I didn't know you were going to ask me that question. 

Tony Brown: 

I didn't either. 

Todd Sears: 

So my OutNEWS that goes out to about 40,000 people every week around the world, I just finished the draft of the 
letter, and it's with gratitude to Pope Francis because he's a hero of mine because he was the first pope in the 
history of the Catholic Church to ask, and when a reporter asked him in 2013, "What does he think about gay 
people?" And he said, "If they ask Christ's forgiveness or they live their lives in Christ-like fashion, who am I to 
judge?" And he was the first to try to have women involved in the Catholic Church, et cetera, et cetera. 
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I went to Catholic school for kindergarten through second grade. I went to nine different schools before I went to 
boarding school at Woodberry Forest. I went to third grade in two different cities in two different states. So I was 
always the new kid who knew he was gay when he was five, which- 

Tony Brown: 

Just to jump in. I went to- 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah, and religion was a part of that. 

Tony Brown: 

... probably six schools in my first three years. We were moving all the time. 

Todd Sears: 

Of course. Right. And that's another reason we're friends because we had that kind of a childhood because you're 
being uprooted- 

Tony Brown: 

Absolutely. 

Todd Sears: 

... and you have a choice. You can be ticked off at your parents about it or you just go with it. And I just went with 
it. And I have stayed in touch with people from kindergarten through my whole life and they're still my Facebook 
friends and everything else, and lucky me. And that's not because I'm transactional, it's because I'm lucky enough 
to have people just like you do. 

So my purpose is my work. I am the luckiest guy in the world that I get to do this work that's aligned to my life 
purpose because I know that God put me here to do the work that I'm doing. And I read a book called Many Lives, 
Many Masters three years ago. And the books that I give to my mentees, by the way, 48 Laws of Power, et cetera, 
that you taught me. And my purpose is clear. 

I mean, I'm passionate about my work and that's why people believe in me. And I have a nice followership and 
people invest in my work with their time. Companies give me their platform. These CEOs, Lloyd Blankfein, the 
Chairman of Goldman Sachs, was my first board member, and the chairman of Bloomberg is my second. The global 
CEO of HSBC, Noel Quinn, just rolled off my board. All these leaders believe in what I'm doing, and they're mostly 
straight white guys and they use their platform to advance equality all over the world. 

Tony Brown: 

And they believed in what you're doing because you wore it on your sleeve- 

Todd Sears: 

Correct. 

Tony Brown: 

... so clearly. You're very authentic. 

Penelope North: 

Yeah. I was going to say, how do you get people to believe in you? 
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Todd Sears: 

Just show up as you are and be authentic, and I've been- 

Tony Brown: 

It's about purpose, not business. 

Todd Sears: 

Correct. Business, it's never been about the business to me. My dad said to me when I started Out Leadership, 
"You can't survive on psychic income," he said. And we have a video of my parents at my 12th anniversary we did 
at the Rainbow Room saying, "My dad thought I was nuts." He still thinks I'm nuts, but that's okay. I love him. But 
purpose is intertwined with... I'm a very spiritual person. I speak to God and I have my own practices. 

Tony Brown: 

So let's go home. Let's go back now to- 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah. Anywhere you want to go. 

Tony Brown: 

... why do you want to call this inclusive leadership? 

Todd Sears: 

Well, when I was- 

Tony Brown: 

Because it's not a word I would use. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah? Well- 

Tony Brown: 

So we can compare notes on it. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah, I'd like to. Well, when I was at Credit Suisse, I was the guy who said... So one, I got to start the first veterans 
network on Wall Street, VOWS, and veterans has been a key part of my work and it's part of Out Leadership's work 
going forward. But I was the guy who said, "Get rid of the term diversity" 17 years ago for lots of reasons. 

One, it's got a lot of baggage. People think about class-action lawsuits and it's about picking people over other 
people, and I want to talk to you about Martin Davidson's philosophy, but the word diversity doesn't even 
translate into a quarter of languages in the world. Diversity is a very American concept. So if you're a global 
organization, having terms that do globally translate is really important to lots of languages. 

But that aside, there's a guy named Martin Davidson who taught at Darden School for many, many years, and I 
hired him to come speak to people at Merrill Lynch and at Credit Suisse, and he's been a mentor of mine. And he 
wrote a book called Leveraging Difference 20-something years ago. And he contrasts managing diversity, which is 
what old-school companies do, with leveraging difference. 

And if you're managing diversity, it's a problem to be solved. It's focused on the six areas of visible difference: race, 
ethnicity, generation, et cetera, EEOC categories. It's driven by HR, not by the business. And you literally pit people 
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against each other. You say, "I have too many of this," generally straight white guys, "and not enough of this," 
women, people of color, LGBT. And so what does that do? It sends the message to people you have "too many of," 
that they don't matter, and the people that you don't have enough of that you're only hiring them because their 
race or something not their talent. 

Leveraging difference is an opportunity, not a problem. It's rooted in business. Why do I care about this for my 
business? I want to win, I want to innovate, I want to et cetera. And all relevant differences count. So all of those 
normal things, but also you could have white guys in a room and that could still be leveraging difference because 
they could be different generations like you and I are. I would argue that this creates difference and everybody 
sees their role in it. Everybody wants to be a leader. Everybody wants to be included. Everybody wants to be part 
of a community. Focus on those words. 

And so I've been saying publicly to all of my friends in the diversity world, "Folks, let the word go. Get rid of DEI. It 
doesn't matter. What do you care about? Do you care about winning or do you care about dying on the cross of 
that term?" Inclusive leadership, belonging. My friend Sandy actually has a great term. She said, "Belonging, 
equality, and impact." If you really want an acronym, BEI, because everybody wants to belong, it's about being 
equal, and it's about impact. Why does it matter? 

Tony Brown: 

For you, is inclusive leadership, does that replace DE&I? 

Todd Sears: 

Absolutely. 

Tony Brown: 

So it's one word? 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah. I mean, the term diversity, if you're looking at a mix of people, you're looking for the mix. 

Tony Brown: 

A mix of X, Y, Z? 

Todd Sears: 

It doesn't matter. 

Tony Brown: 

People, ideology... 

Todd Sears: 

Religion. So Lloyd Blankfein once said to me, and he's one of the greatest leaders that I know and I used to get a 
meeting with him once a quarter, which blew my mind, he once said that he assumed in any room he walks into, 
there's a gay person, a straight person, a Muslim, a Jew, a Hindu, a Buddhist, an old person, somebody has an... 
Because disabilities and LGBT are the two invisible things. You don't know that I'm gay until I tell you, and you 
don't know that I have a disability until I tell you. But you want a mix of people because different perspectives are 
how you innovate. 

So whatever you call it, that's fine, but it can't exclude people. That's the point. 

Tony Brown: 
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Well, this is where I use the word community. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah, there you go. I love that. 

Tony Brown: 

I like the word community. I understand your word because- 

Todd Sears: 

I do too. Inclusive community. I mean, that's... 

Tony Brown: 

Well, to me, inclusive is a component of community. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah, absolutely. 

Tony Brown: 

Just like belonging is. 

Todd Sears: 

I agree. I totally agree. And I think here's what the equity challenge is. So equity is a social justice construct, right? 
Because you see those cartoons where you give people the... They're standing at a fence to see the baseball game 
and you have to give them a box so that they can see over or whatever. Nobody's going to argue with that as a 
concept. That's the right thing to do. 

Tony Brown: 

That's right. 

Todd Sears: 

But it's very hard for a company to do that because you're favoring people over other people at its core, right? 

So from a social justice perspective, as an organization, like a nonprofit advocating, absolutely. But it's really, really 
hard to tell Goldman Sachs or Morgan Stanley or Walmart that they've got to structure this. Now, to their credit, 
I'll give Walmart a lot of credit, and I've been... And actually, their CMO's a Duke grad, my class, William White. 
They've done so much great work. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, a former student of mine too. 

Todd Sears: 

Yes. I know, I know. And he sends his best, by the way. I told him I was going to see you. They've done an amazing 
job. They have transgender greeters in North Carolina that they have told the story. And the Walton family has 
supported LGBT rights and transgender... They're phenomenal as the largest employer in the country. 

Tony Brown: 

Right. Because you're dealing to a great extent with the frontline workers, people coming in the store, people 
interacting with customers. 
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Todd Sears: 

Who need to feel like they belong and they're included- 

Tony Brown: 

Absolutely. 

Todd Sears: 

... in every single Walmart. And that's their goal. And they achieve that every day all across the country. 

Tony Brown: 

Yep. 

Penelope North: 

When we're talking about inclusive leadership, you said something earlier, Todd, about before we started 
recording, we were talking about how anyone can be a leader. You don't need the position, you don't need the 
title. You could be a frontline worker at Walmart. You could be in your exact seat, or you could be retired. 
Whatever occupies your days, you can still exercise leadership, and more importantly, inclusive leadership, focus 
on community. 

I guess I'm curious, did you always feel that way about yourself? How do you inspire that in other people? What do 
you say to people who maybe aren't necessarily as confident or courageous in walking into that room and being 
the one to lead the charge? 

Todd Sears: 

Well, first, thank you. I don't think of myself as inspirational too often. 

I will say a couple things. One, I was the kid who came home from the playground when somebody was being 
bullied when I was four years old and I complained to my mom about it. And that's just, I've always wanted to 
stand up for the little guy or a little gal or a little person. And I'm lucky enough that I'm not a judgmental person. I 
take people where they are and I want to bring him to where I want them to be, but I also realized that, early on, 
that I have straight white male passing privilege. 

I'm 6'4", 230 pounds. I played every sport you can think of. I can be a jock. I was in a fraternity here at Duke. I can 
drink beer and chug beer and blah, blah, blah, and whatever. And that makes me relatable to lots of different 
people. And for my first 10 years, I was the first gay guy that most of these straight CEOs had ever met. And I'm not 
threatening. I'm just your average Joe. I'm Johnny Appleseed. We were saying earlier. I feel that way. I've planted 
lots of seeds, right? 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, I think so. 

Todd Sears: 

And I've been able to use that. And some people have come for me in different communities over the years, said, 
"Well, you're just a gay white guy." And cisgender gay white male, in my experience, has not been used positively 
ever. When anyone says that to me, they're not saying something nice about me. And I'm like, "That's cool, but you 
don't know what I've done for the last 30 years. I've raised tens of millions of dollars for gay causes using my 
straight white male passing privilege because I can get into rooms that a lot of people can't." 

Tony Brown: 

Do you have siblings? 
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Todd Sears: 

No, only child. 

Tony Brown: 

No, only child. Yeah. And are you more like, in all things considered, your mom or your dad? 

Todd Sears: 

I'm a perfect blend of both. My mom is a healer, a nurse. She has her master's in prenatal and postpartum care 
and she worked with pregnant women and started a thing called Healthy Mothers, Healthy Babies in South 
Carolina years ago. And my dad's a CFO. He was a CFO of Westpoint Stevens and a lot of textile companies. That's 
why we moved because they kept going out of business. So he's very right-brained and very logical, and I can be 
that way, and my mom is the person who'll talk to anybody and will cook for everybody. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. 

Penelope North: 

What are your thoughts on how you can exercise influence on others without- 

Todd Sears: 

Well, that didn't answer your platform question. 

Penelope North: 

Yeah, without a platform. Exactly. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah. Well, but here's the thing. Nobody is without a platform. Every single human has a platform. They just don't 
think of it that way. You could be on a church committee. My mom has a platform with her bridge group. She 
invites her bridge group to my Global Town Halls, and being able to have access to 75-year-old women in 
LaGrange, Georgia, that's pretty cool. 

And people, Facebook, that's your platform. And people misuse it and I think there's a lot of hatred in all of this 
and I'd really love people to think about what they say because it matters, but anybody has a platform if- 

Tony Brown: 

But what do you do though? Because this is what I go through. I'm very concerned about innovation, and some 
organizations are just, they smother innovation. So there's a platform there, but the opportunity is not there. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah. Well, they're not willing to take risk. 

Tony Brown: 

So what do you do if you're with those kinds of companies that the CEO doesn't have the vision? 

Todd Sears: 

Well, two things. One, I remind them of the Peter Drucker quote you taught me. Remember it? "In business, you 
don't have to change. Survival is optional." I'm like, "Cool. You want to shoot down ideas? Awesome. Your 
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nextdoor neighbor, that other CEO..." Lloyd Blankfein said on stage once, "I don't mind it if other companies 
discriminate against talent because I'll hire them." You want to discriminate? Cool. I'll take those people. Right? 

It's about opportunity and it's about about... It's about getting the right people, the right mix, making them feel like 
they're part of a community. And you get the best out of people when you do that. 

When I interviewed at Merrill, my final-round interview with a guy, a straight guy from Georgia, Brett Bernard, and 
he asked me what the hardest thing I had to do in my life up to that point was, and the truth was coming out, 
which is for any gay person. But in that moment, it was 2001. So do I say the truth or do I say, "My dog died"? 

And so I took a deep breath and I said, "Well, actually, Mr. Bernard, it was coming out." And he paused and he said, 
"Huh, I would've thought that would've been a positive." And in that moment, I knew he was an ally and I could tell 
him my idea. And the rest is herstory, as they say. 

Tony Brown: 

So what would you do if you were teaching an academic course at Duke with regard to... And we have a course 
outcome definition that we aspire for students to take a step forward as they define it in inclusive leadership. 

Todd Sears: 

First, I'd probably get fired. I would probably get fired at a university right now, or vilified or destroyed on social 
media because I say- 

Tony Brown: 

Well, I don't know because- 

Todd Sears: 

I don't know either. I'd like to try. 

Tony Brown: 

... because what I would do, what I've done, I don't try to push any ideology. 

Todd Sears: 

No. 

Tony Brown: 

But I want students to think deeply and define it themselves. 

Todd Sears: 

Well, and critically think through and rationalize. 

Tony Brown: 

Critically. 

Todd Sears: 

Right. And question their own thoughts. 

Tony Brown: 

Absolutely. 
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Todd Sears: 

Right? And then if you come back to the same decision, awesome, then it's the right one. 

Tony Brown: 

And then act on it. This is- 

Todd Sears: 

If you don't act on it, what are you doing? 

Tony Brown: 

Well, I mean, this comes back to what Penelope at the beginning, Socrates, it's really Socrates doing deep now 
reflection, connected at the hip with action. It's not being in the blue sky going nowhere. These two things come 
together, generate better results. 

Todd Sears: 

That's right. 

Tony Brown: 

Better decisions. 

Todd Sears: 

Well, and a lot more fun. I mean, my Instagram moniker is changing the world and having fun while I'm doing it. If 
you're not having fun, what are you doing? 

Tony Brown: 

Right, yeah. So what would you do if you had a class? 

Todd Sears: 

Oh my God, I'd love it. Are you kidding? 

Tony Brown: 

I mean, how would you go? Do you think the students are right for this or what would you- 

Todd Sears: 

I would hope so. And this is a hint, Duke. I will guest lecture because I used to for his class. 

Penelope North: 

You could be the next Tony Brown. 

Todd Sears: 

Oh, God. I mean, big shoes to fill, but he told me many years ago that his life started at 50 and he taught till... And 
my plan is to teach. In my boarding school Woodberry Forest, Mr. Reimers, who's my biggest mentor, it's my mom, 
my dad, Mr. Reimers, personal experience. I'm lucky enough, just like you, when you started teaching, you came in 
as a former CEO, someone who'd done it, who'd walked the walk, who'd done all these things and so you have 
credibility. And I like to think that I do too. And I want to share that. I mean, I do that already with kids all over the 
world, and lucky me. 
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Tony Brown: 

All right. Well, there's one other piece of this ingredient which would be applied to you and to me is you care. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah, very much. 

Tony Brown: 

Students get that. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah. Well, I think you're right. 

Tony Brown: 

Students get that. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah. 

Penelope North: 

What's something that you... I mean, I know you and Tony have sustained a friendship over the past how many 
years has it been? 

Todd Sears: 

25 years. 

Penelope North: 

25 years, yeah. Whether it's from your friendship over the past 25 years or from the very first time you met him in 
his class, what's something that has stuck with you that's come from your relationship with Tony and how it's 
influenced your life? 

Todd Sears: 

He leads with joy. I have never seen this man not happy. And people have said the same thing about me. And 
they're like, "How are you always so happy?" And I'm like, "Well, one, I'm the eternal optimist," just like he is, and 
that's a choice. You can choose to suffer or you can choose to be happy. And Tony exhibits that. 

And I will never forget my very first class when you made us create our leadership map, and I still have my 
leadership map, and I've executed on- 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. Well, and I want to be happy in my last chapter. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah. Well, same. I want to be... I mean- 

Tony Brown: 

I'm not- 
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Todd Sears: 

... and I live like this could be my last chapter. Who knows, right? 

Tony Brown: 

Who knows? 

Todd Sears: 

I could get hit by a bus- 

Tony Brown: 

You have no idea. 

Todd Sears: 

... across campus today. But if that happens, I'm perfectly happy with what I've done thus far but I have plans for 
the next 40 years. And I think that's what's always inspired me about him because he's always been there for me. 
I've been able to have conversations with him about absolutely everything in my life and my career, but not in a 
career-coachy way. 

Tony Brown: 

No. 

Todd Sears: 

Of like, "Oh my god, Tony, I got to tell you about this." And he's like, "Oh, that's so cool. What did you think about 
this?" I mean, that's how it goes. 

Tony Brown: 

That's right. 

Todd Sears: 

And I do the same thing. I give people advice and counsel and just make connections. That's all we do. 

Penelope North: 

Both of you are energizing to be around, inspiring to be around. I think one of my biggest takeaways is from this 
conversation is the power and the perspective shift. And choosing to see glass half full or glass half empty, I think, 
is the simple analogy. But choosing to see, what you said, like a room full of people and assume that everyone is 
represented in that room or choose to see it as everyone and their similarities as opposed to their differences. 

And I think that was a very representative anecdote or piece of advice on inclusive leadership, and I think today we 
broke down really what inclusive means and what leadership means. And I think the best thing that anyone can do 
leaving this conversation, realizing that everyone has a platform and that your words matter, and that the people 
around you, if you choose to see them as people to be influenced, can be influenced in a positive way if you so 
choose to exercise. 

Todd Sears: 

Well, they're influenced either way, right? 

Penelope North: 

Yeah, exactly. And you have the choice to make sure that that's a positive thing. 
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Todd Sears: 

Yeah, that's the positive thing. 

Penelope North: 

It's in a positive way. 

Tony Brown: 

Well, just I would just add, I certainly get the idea that DEI means a lot to a lot of people. It's like the word love. It 
doesn't mean- 

Todd Sears: 

That's right. People have very strong opinions about it. 

Tony Brown: 

One hypothesis I would have is it's easy for people to say, "That's way over here." 

Todd Sears: 

"That doesn't apply to me," right. 

Tony Brown: 

"It doesn't apply to me." And you're really framing this on the basis of, and I'm framing on the basis of- 

Todd Sears: 

It is. 

Tony Brown: 

... this is important stuff, and it's beyond racial, it's beyond LGBTI. 

Todd Sears: 

It's not about race or gender. 

Tony Brown: 

It's about human relationships. 

Todd Sears: 

Correct. And the kind of- 

Tony Brown: 

Pay attention to these things, reflect on them, and act on them. 

Todd Sears: 

And what kind of world do you want for your children? 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. 
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Todd Sears: 

Right? I have a closing comment. 

Tony Brown: 

That's the takeaway. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah. So you said I'm a glass-half-full person and Tony is as well. One of my favorite movies ever is Drop Dead 
Gorgeous. Have you seen it? 

Penelope North: 

Mm-mm. 

Todd Sears: 

Ellen Barkin, Allison Janney, one of the funniest movies ever. And it's about a beauty pageant in Montrose, 
Minnesota. And towards the end, and Kirsten Dunst is in it and she's the contestant, and towards the end, the two 
women that run the Minnesota Modeling Academy are by the pool and they're drinking. They're drunk. And one 
says, "Some people say, 'This glass is half full.' Some people say, 'This glass is half empty.' I look at it and I say, 
'Where's my waiter?'" Which I just love. I think that sums me up pretty well. I think that sums Tony up pretty well 
too. If the glass is half full, if it's half empty, where's our waiter? 

Tony Brown: 

Well, if you apply to that, it means if you want to act on this stuff, get some help. Get a waiter. 

Penelope North: 

Get ready. 

Todd Sears: 

Yeah. Get a waiter. Get moving. 

Tony Brown: 

Get an ally. 

Todd Sears: 

Get moving. Do something. 

Tony Brown: 

Because you're not going to- 

Penelope North: 

Get ready, go get set. 

Tony Brown: 

Get ready, go get set. 

Todd Sears: 
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Well, if you stay ready, you don't have to get ready. We could go for hours, clearly. 

Penelope North: 

Thank you, Todd, for coming and- 

Todd Sears: 

Thanks for having me. 

Penelope North: 

... that concludes our eighth installment of At the Table with Tony. Before we go, I have one more letter that I 
would love to read from one of Tony's friends. 

It says, "Tony, I just got your note and you know me, so you know that I'm in tears. I know that you have been one 
of the most important people in my life since I moved here to Durham. Thank you for being the moral beacon in 
my life and someone who has inspired me, supported me, and challenged me to continue to grow. You have 
stepped into my life and been there for me in ways that you probably don't even know. There's not a bigger 
compliment that I could give than that you are like another dad who is always the one I go to when I need real 
counsel. Please, please, please count me in on any possible ways that I can help. Any excuse to hang out with you 
is always the best part of my day." 

Todd Sears: 

Same. 

Tony Brown: 

That's right. 
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