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Riley Reece: 

Welcome to At the Table with Tony. This is a podcast where we get to sit down with Tony Brown, who is 
Professor Emeritus at Duke University, and his friends and former students. This podcast is about 
connection, sparking conversations amongst Tony's community and creating a space to reflect together. 

My name is Riley Reece. I'm a senior at Duke University and host and producer of this season of the 
podcast. And today, I'm sitting at the table with Tony and his former student, Mia Wise. 
Mia Wise is a two-time Duke grad who is currently serving as member and chief of staff at The Ready, a 
consulting organization. She's previously worked at Guild, Duke Corporate Education, and McChrystal 
Group. Mia and her husband have also created a Taylor Swift community app called Swift Alert, and 
recently opened an indoor cycling studio in Downtown Durham called Revel. 

Today, we will talk about their career paths, coaching, and the importance of generative friendships. 
Welcome, everybody, to the table. 
Tony, do you want to get us started? 

Tony Brown: 

Sure. Happy to be here. Happy to be with my friend, Mia. What we try to do with these podcasts, we 
would like them to be a breath of fresh air and also be interesting to you and give you some tip or a 
nugget or a tool to do something with. So today, we're going to talk about coaching and what that 
means, and Mia's going to interview me today. 

And I reserve the right to respond with a question, I reserve the right to not to answer the question, but 
I think I'm pretty excited about it because there's a lot of interest in what I do, and it's partially because I 
have, it's not a zillion, but my story is I have a lot of conversations with people, Zoom conversations, in-
person conversations, and there's a little bit of mystery as to how that goes about. Do we have an 
agenda? What do we do about it? And so we'll uncover some of that today. And actually, in answering 
your questions, you will help me discern it. 

Mia Wise: 

Yeah, I'm really looking forward to it. It's going to be a great conversation. 

Tony Brown: 

So what else do we need to know about you before we jump? Now, most of this audience are friends of 
ours, so they know us, but what do we know about you? And I'll add a couple of things of what they 
should know about me, they probably already do, but what do we need to know about you on this? 

Mia Wise: 

Yeah. Well, I think first, I had the benefit of taking two of your classes. One was focused on the 
leadership map and the other was a social entrepreneurship class where we got to work in the 
community. And those were the most formative educational experiences of my life, and in two ways: it 
fostered a sense of self-understanding that I didn't have, and also helped me build the muscle around 
self-exploration and understanding; and two, it taught me how to approach change. And that is 
something that you and I have continued to talk about in our relationship over the years through our 
coaching friendship conversations, which we're going to get into more today. 
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So I think that's important context for folks to know, that I've had the chance to be in your classroom 
twice. And beyond that, things that bring me joy are spending time with my family, my immediate family 
in Ohio, my husband Kyle, and my dog, and building connections with my community in Durham. 

Tony Brown: 

So there's one more I would add, and that is we've become friends. 

Mia Wise: 

Yes, yes. Good friends. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. It didn't stop when you finished the two courses. 

Mia Wise: 

Right, right, right. 

Tony Brown: 

So what's it mean? How do we define our friendship? I mean, you took a lot of courses at Duke. You 
probably have a closer relationship with me than most of your professors. 

Mia Wise: 

Definitely true. 

Tony Brown: 

How do you explain that? 

Mia Wise: 
Yeah. I think the foundation that we set in the classroom together enabled us to have the friendship that 
we have now. The conversations that we were exploring in your class were so different from the 
conversations that we were exploring in other classes, and it created a vulnerability that wasn't nurtured 
in other classes, which I think set the table for a friendship to go beyond what we talked about in the 
classroom. 

And two, I think we were intentional about nurturing our friendship and relationship, whether that was 
me reaching out for moments of advice, or you checking in, you creating spaces for your alumni to come 
together and me taking the opportunity to do that. I think the friendship that we have today is not by 
happenstance. It's because we've been intentional about it and we've made the time to spend. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, I think you can identify some factors. I mean, people self-select into the class that want to be 
there. The priority of the class is to build a class community. The focus of the class is on human 
development. And then the other thing is when the class is over, you're stuck with me forever anyway. 

Mia Wise: 
True. 
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Tony Brown: 

I don't go away, and I have an organized approach to staying in touch with what are now a thousand 
friends. 

Mia Wise: 

We're going to dig into it. And we had a 24 Hours at Duke with you earlier this year, and in one of the 
small groups that I was a part of, your coaching, and I have air quotes because I know that's not the 
word that we necessarily want to apply to it, but your coaching approach is something that people were 
curious about because everyone feels the impact of it. But the question still remains, what do you do? 
How are you doing that? 
And so I think this conversation today was a result of that. And when you and I met for coffee, we were 
like, "Maybe it would be fun to have a conversation, actually peel back the layers together, and let you 
share a little bit of the secret sauce." 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, yeah. So I just left this morning as I walked out the Washington Duke with Alison Dorsey, as we 
walked out the Washington Duke, she said, "Let's have a 36 Hours weekend built around training your 
former students to coach," and so the time is right. 

Mia Wise: 

Yeah, the time is right. And I think there's a lot of interest, and especially today when there are so many 
factors that are contributing to people's well-being, their ability to handle change, stressors are high. 
And so I think now, maybe more than ever, people are trying to understand how they can support their 
friends in a really meaningful way, beyond just being a shoulder to lean on, but actually helping guide 
their friends to the decisions that they want to make or the change they want to see, et cetera. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah, just to add to that, take it up one level. There's so much change going on in the world, whether it's 
political and economic or AI, there's a lot of uncertainty, and it behooves everybody to care about 
personal growth and not to take anything for granted. 

Mia Wise: 

Right. And what might it mean to show up for your friends in a way that you haven't in the past? 

Tony Brown: 

That's right. 

Mia Wise: 

Should we dig into it? 

Tony Brown: 

Let's go. 

Mia Wise: 
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Okay. The aim is to better understand the approach that you have taken in nurturing your relationships 
with us, and what are the ways, as specific as we can get, that you support and that you coach and that 
you guide? 

So two words you've used a lot, the first is generative and the second is coaching. Could you share your 
definitions of those words maybe just to ground us? 

Tony Brown: 

Well, generative, and I don't like that word, but it's very descriptive. We want to have generative 
conversations. We want to have conversations that we look back and say, "In some tiny, tiny, tiny way, 
after 30 minutes, I'm different than I was at the beginning. We weren't talking about Duke basketball, 
we weren't talking about small talk. We got to the heart of some tiny issue." And so that's the kind of 
friendship that means a lot to me, as compared with other kinds of friendships. 
So I use that word, I'd love to have a better word, formative would be a better word, but we don't want 
to dillydally. We want to actually help each other grow. And so I'm very clear about that. And once you 
make that the explicit goal, you don't have to have an agenda. You can just say, "At the end of 30 
minutes, I hope that we think this has been a great use of time, and a great use of time is there's one 
idea or one comment or one thing that I've gotten from it. A great use of time is not that we went and 
drank together," or something like that. So the fun can be in another place. So that's generative. 

Mia Wise: 

That's generative. Do you mind if I pull on a nugget that I heard there? 

Tony Brown: 

Of course. 

Mia Wise: 

I heard you use the word explicit, and I think that's worth underscoring because as I was reflecting on 
the conversations that you and I have had, every time you set the container for the conversation up 
front. You make it known with me that it's going to be a formative or a generative conversation. And if 
I'm not interested in that- 

Tony Brown: 

Don't be here. 

Mia Wise: 

Don't go. 

Tony Brown: 

Don't come. 

Mia Wise: 

Don't come, don't show up. 

Tony Brown: 
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I can be very pushy. 

Mia Wise: 

Right. And there is intentionality behind it, and also you're naming it explicitly, so then I can opt in to 
that conversation or not. 

Tony Brown: 

That's absolutely right. 

Mia Wise: 

And that feels important to this tone of conversation that you have that might be different from the 
tone of conversations that someone else might have. 

Tony Brown: 

Well, I think that's a great point. The marketplace would tell me if I'm being useful because if they don't 
want to do that... And I, at the end of every conversation, because I'm not a consultant, I'm not a person 
who says, "I have the answer," I'm throwing out ideas, I'm throwing out answers, I'm pushing people to 
respond. And I remind everybody after every conversation, "Don't forget that Teddie, my wife, would 
say, 'filter, filter, filter. Don't. You got to filter it.'" I'm just throwing stuff out there. 

Mia Wise: 

Right. Share now how you think about coaching, that word. 

Tony Brown: 

Well, coaching, to me, coaching can be generative, but you can have a generative conversation that's 
not coaching. So we can imagine coaches, we can imagine a life coach and a sports coach. Those would 
be two different, and by the way, I much prefer it as a verb than a noun, but those would be two 
different kinds of patterns. A life coach is going to ask questions, be probing, be more assertive than a 
therapist would be. The sports coach can be in your face, and they're not just asking questions. They're 
saying, "We got to get better," and they provide part of the solution. 

So to me, coaching involves something that's much more proactive than being a mentor or being a 
counselor or being an advisor. And it's results-oriented. Typically, coaching involves we have some kind 
of goal in mind, so it's results-oriented. It can be proactive, it can be very pleasant, can be very 
authentic, but it's all about human development. "Let's solve this problem because you'll be a better 
person if we do that." 

Mia Wise: 

One thing that's standing out to me is the connection between human development, change, and 
coaching. And I'm wondering, as you are making sense of why you have circled around this coaching and 
generative relationship, I'm wondering if there's a connection to the value that you place on human 
development and at the intersection of change, change and human development. It feels like the way 
that you engage with your friends is in service of those two things, helping them develop so that they 
can pursue the change that they want to see. 

Tony Brown: 
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Yeah. When I was at First Boston as the chief operating officer of the equity business, I cared more 
about how we build a culture as compared with how do we get the next big deal? So I'm naturally 
interested in human development. 

Mia Wise: 

I'm curious how and why this is something that has become so central to your most generative 
relationships, and maybe you can share some examples of the conversations you've had or the types of 
guidance that you've provided, but why do you think this has become a pillar of your relationships with 
your friends? 

Tony Brown: 

Well, I'm a pretty results-oriented guy, and that could be my experience in the private sector, but I'm a 
results-oriented guy. And so coaching is a results-oriented term, as compared with advising. It's about 
leadership too. I have my own little leadership niche of it's incremental, it's small, create a benefit for 
somebody else. Anybody can exercise leadership. It's not about "let's have all the leaders go to one side 
of the room and the followers to another." 
Leadership is not a noun. It's about something that everybody could do and everybody can take a small 
step and create a benefit for somebody else. And if they do it in collaboration with others, we call that 
leadership. 

Mia Wise: 

I like how you've highlighted both coaching and leadership as verbs, not nouns that require effort. And if 
I think about the experience that I've had with you in this capacity, the other thing that's coming to mind 
is your understanding of me through things like the leadership map and conversations that we've had, a 
curiosity that you've had to understand my values in order to coach in a way that is in service of those. 
You're not trying to impart your own values on me, but instead you're trying to understand mine and 
steer me towards those. 

And two is your candor. And I think in our conversations over the years, what I've appreciated is there's 
no sugar-coating to it. Your opinion is clear. You share the data that you have to have that opinion, but 
there isn't any judgment placed on the decision that I might make. 

Tony Brown: 

No, no. I left this morning with another conversation and I've learned to ask permission, "Now, do you 
want to know what I think?" And when they say, "Yes," I tell them what I think. And we call that being 
authentic and people know I care, but I'm pretty authentic. I try to say what I mean and mean what I 
say. And my wife, Teddie, is very authentic. She says what she means and she means what she says. 

Mia Wise: 

I think that builds credibility in these conversations. It's to me why people come back to you for this type 
of advice. 

Tony Brown: 

Well, other people are beating around the bush. 

Mia Wise: 
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Right, yes. 

Tony Brown: 

I want to get to the heart of the matter. I want to help define the problem and I want to help. 

Mia Wise: 

Right. Results-oriented, clear about the purpose of the conversation, and you're just focused on- 

Tony Brown: 

Hardwired. 

Mia Wise: 

Exactly. You're just focused. 

Tony Brown: 

Well, and sometimes in my class in terms of leadership, I say, "Think of three things that bother you, get 
under your skin, trigger an emotional reaction. Write them down. Don't tell me what they are, but write 
them down and be specific. Don't say, 'What bothers me is the curriculum at Duke University.' Get 
specific. 'My roommate's rolling up the toothpaste in the wrong way,' or whatever gets under your skin. 
Look at that list and cross out anything on that list that you can't do a thing about. It's beyond your 
sphere of influence. It bothers you, but you can't do anything about it, and reapply that energy. Then 
look at things on the list that you can do something about and say, 'Well, get off your rear and do it.' If it 
bothers you and you could do something about it, act on it. What you're left with is by definition things 
that bother you that you can do something about, but not a lot about." 
And most people will say, "If I can't do a lot about it, I'm not going to do anything." Other people will 
say, "I could do something about it, but if I hook up with another person, I can act on it." So addressing 
things that bother you in collaboration with others is leadership. 

Riley Reece: 

So were you sitting and introspective and then you were like, "Oh, let me think about things that I want 
to change in the world, and then think about what I actually am able to do and what I have no influence 
on, and then what I can do with someone else"? 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. 

Riley Reece: 

And then you thought, "Oh, this would be good for people that I teach to hear," or how did you come to 
these conclusions? Because these are really good pieces of advice. 

Tony Brown: 
I have no idea. I just remember my first class. I used to do my best thinking in the showers. The class 
would be at 1:30, and quarter of one, I'd be jumping in the shower, trying to figure out what the heck I 
was going to do. But I did build a course that's built around my values, I mean, my concept of leadership. 
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And so that was all kind of... I was aware of that. The kind of course, the moral development, the kind of 
stuff that meant a lot to me, I built it into the course. It's all about helping them understand and act on 
their values and apply them. 

Mia Wise: 

Yeah. And that's a conversation that isn't typically happening in the university setting. It was the only 
space where we were challenged to think in that way. 

And I appreciate that comment that you made, Riley, because I think that's an especially useful frame 
for students at that stage of life, being able to discern what bothers them, what problems they can act 
on, what's within their sphere of influence or not, and also how to collaborate with people in service of 
a bigger goal. And I think a lot of times, it's easy to just say, "I don't think I can do anything about that," 
but it's an opportunity to change that mindset and say, "well, I could do something about it and I could 
do more about it if I had collaboration." 

Tony Brown: 
And it's all values-driven. 

Mia Wise: 

And it's all values-driven. Yeah. 

Tony Brown: 

Yeah. I think the one example that I would give is with post-George Floyd, and there's a lot of initiative 
to build issues of racial injustice into your curriculum, and what I did is I had the assignment for them to 
define injustice and racial justice and racial injustice, and how's that similar to and different from other 
forms of injustice, without prescribing anything. Have them to each other, but I was not going to be in 
the business of prescribing what I thought. 

Mia Wise: 

And that, I think, goes back to the coaching philosophy. There is an investigation that is required for us 
all to do to understand our values and understand how we want to act. And you will be honest about 
your own opinions, but you're not going to steer us. 

Tony Brown: 

No, I'm not going to steer, no. 

Mia Wise: 

We need to do that. We need to do that. 
So one of the things that's on my mind, Tony, is someone could be listening to this and also have had 
many conversations with you and said, "Well, I have felt the benefit of coaching conversations or 
generative conversations with Tony. I'm not Tony, so I'm not sure how I could possibly serve my friend in 
the way that Tony has served me or supported me." And so I would love to talk a little bit about your 
approach and if there are tips or tactics that you think other people could start to practice with their 
friends in their communities to have the same sort of impact that you've had on them. 
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Tony Brown: 

So my first immediate reaction is there are many paths to glory, so the answer is not to replicate me. 
Everybody can find their own path, but you have to have definitions of outcomes. You have to define 
glory. If we said, "This is the outcome that we're aspiring to do something about, solve this problem or 
create this opportunity," the four of us would've different approaches, and each of those approaches 
could be worthwhile. The key is to be clear about your outcomes, aspiration. It's a decision about the 
way you define the problem. It's something I do naturally. 
It's the theory of change or change models. Wendy Kopp, when she started Teach for America, went 
through, "You can start with some top and go to the bottom, or you can start with the bottom and go to 
the top." And so it's, "What's the problem I'm trying to work on?" Wendy Kopp's problem definition was 
to eliminate inequality in education in this country. She's not going to form an organization that's going 
to solve that problem. It's a guidepost, it's a vision, it's a beacon. 

The next level down is the mission. The specific niche or the specific opportunity where you actually are 
going to move the needle and you're going to be held accountable for this over the next five years, 
that's the mission. 
Then you go down a level onto, "Okay, we've got our niche. How are we going to move the needle? 
What strategies and actions will actually cause change?" Do that. 

Then you get down to, "What are the specific outcomes or benefits to different stakeholders, children, 
society, whatever?" Now, you also can take that from the bottom up. "What benefits are we trying to 
create?" You work your way up to the vision and mission and different people have different 
approaches. I take the top down, my wife Teddie takes the bottom up. 
It's on two pieces of paper, and it's a headache creating, but it's really important because then you'd go 
out and say, "This is the innovation process." Then you go out and say, "These are all hypotheses. The 
problem, the mission, the benefits, what will work, we're going to go out and test them." You go out and 
test them. You come back and you update your page, and you keep honing it until you have the thing, 
what you think is nailed out. 

Riley Reece: 

This is the second episode of season two of At the Table with Tony. Before we go, if you have listened to 
any of our previous episodes, you know that Tony has been facing some health challenges. He has 
received thousands of heartfelt letters since sharing this news, and I'd like to read one of them for you 
right now. 

"Dear Tony, I miss you. I miss our Tuesday roundtable discussions and getting to learn more from you 
and your amazing community every day of the week. Watching you navigate your cancer journey with 
strength and grace has deeply moved me, as I know it has for so many others. The meaning you brought 
into my life and the time we've known each other is, in part, reflected in the important lessons I've 
learned from you, all of which I'll never be able to fully capture, but are worth sharing, at least with 
you." 
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