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Angela Ahrendts’s morning routine may not be what you’d expect from the 
Senior Vice President of Retail and Online Sales for Apple worldwide, let 
alone someone who spent most of her career before that in the fashion 
industry. Ahrendts rises before 5 a.m. not to work or swim laps. Instead she 

spends a half hour watching the sunrise, and rereading parts of the Bible, or favorite 
writers like Maya Angelou. Without this time for spiritual reflection, she has repeatedly 
said, she would not be the leader she is today.

“The world is moving fast. Unless I can come in in the morning and smile, walk in the lobby 
and say, ‘Good morning!’—if I am stressed—I am not going to do a good job.” As leaders, 
“everybody is watching us. They are feeding off of our energy.”

Staying grounded in her spiritual side has served her phenomenally well. Ahrendts is 
not only the first woman on Apple CEO Tim Cook’s executive team but the first person 
at Apple to be charged with the big job of reconciling the digital shopping experience 
with the bricks-and-mortar one. It’s a highly coveted job won largely on the strength of 
her success stewarding Burberry from 2006 to 2014. Ahrendts rehabbed the classic 
Burberry brand, which had suffered due to excessive licensing deals and poor global 
coordination, and along the way embodied a personal brand entirely of her own making: 
that of the wholesome Midwesterner equally at home in small-town U.S.A. and the front 
rows of Fashion Week.

Leadership Journeys
Angela Ahrendts – Leading With Who You Are

By Bob Rosen
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Nearly every article on Ahrendts’ career mentions her open embrace of her roots. She 
grew up in New Palestine, Indiana (population 2091) in a family of six kids. She talks 
often of her parents and how they taught her to always be sensitive to other people’s 
needs and feelings. After graduating from Ball State University in Muncie, she booked 
a one-way ticket to New York with dreams of making good on her childhood dreams 
of working in fashion. Then after a 17 year long-distance relationship, she married her 
childhood sweetheart.

Interviewed during her tenure at Burberry, she spoke about how remembering who she 
is at core—and what’s really important to her—helps her say “no” to everything unaligned 
with her core purpose. 

“I’ve never gone to the Oscars because I can’t afford another week away. It’s not more 
important than my husband. It is not more important than my kids. It is not more important 
than Burberry right now.” Besides, she added, being hailed as a great corporate leader 
“without being a great mom and great wife” didn’t interest her. 

Remembering her core values also helps Ahrendts resist becoming distracted by 
counterproductive pressure to be all things to all people.

“I think you have to have a very clear vision, very clear, very simple. And then you have to 
stay consistent with it.”

At Burberry this clarity meant returning the company to its own roots as a fashion and 
technology innovator, as well as a shift that seems cosmetic but speaks to a deeper 
intuition: a costly push to buy back licenses that had placed the brand’s famous check on 
too many products at too many price points. (It now appears on a mere 10% of Burberry 
offerings.) Less visible but more dramatic was her upending of conventional wisdom 
about enhancing the customer experience.

“Everyone talks about building a relationship with your customer. I think you build one with 
your employees first.”

During a TEDx talk given in Hollywood in 2013, Ahrendts explained how she believed 
grounded leadership was, at core, a function of love. No motivational speeches or 
incentive programs would boost sales more than a background in which every staffer felt 
valued and affirmed as individuals. “Emotive energy transcends normal communication 
and rational ways of working. It inspires people to do and give more.”

Her former COO at Burberry, Andy Janowski, confirms that unleashing human energy is 
perhaps Ahrendts’s greatest leadership strength. “She gets people to work harder than 
they ever have just by letting them know how important they are, how much the team 
relies on them.” 

Angela Ahrendts’ Leadership Journey: 
Lesson #1

Be yourself. Knowing who you are – 
and being able to articulate that – is 

your biggest differentiator.
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Colleagues and partners comment on how different her tone is 
from other business leaders they have worked with. In meetings 
she is both quieter and more curious. “She’s very intense,” 
Jean-Charles Decaux, the co-CEO of outdoor-advertising giant 
JCDecaux, told Fast Company. “Normally, meetings are much less 
interactive... And even in meetings where we had things we didn’t 
really agree on, there is never negativity in her intensity.”

In 2010 she was invited to give the commencement address at 
Ball State University. Her talk assured students that though they 
were graduating into a shaky economy, perhaps daunted by the 
scale of global competition or the “digital tsunami,” the rapid pace 
of change today, they possibly already possessed the foundation 
for future success: their core purpose and values that offered 
peace and confidence in times of ambiguity and flux. Having a 
strong intuitive sense of what you were put on this earth to do was 
“game-changing,” she said.

“The fact that the core values which were developed many years 
prior to actually being on my own at Ball State, are still the guiding 
force in my life today was an epiphany that only took me 20 years 
of youth, 30 years of experience, and five months of reflecting to 
discover for you today. These could be your most important assets, 
your differentiator in this digital age. If you can clearly articulate the 
answer to this question early in life, it could be your best shortcut 
to success.”

Being able to return home and share this basic message of 
hope and inspiration—plus the party afterward thrown by friends, 
husband and kids—may have been “the best night of her life, she 
later told The Wall Street Journal. Better than meeting the Queen, 
the reporter asked? Absolutely, Ahrendts said. Speaking to the 
importance of heart and faith amid a culture so wired for quick 
fixes and sound bites was an honour. 

“And if the end result is that someone, somewhere winds up 
believing they can do something out of the ordinary, well, then 
you’ve really made it.”

Bob Rosen is an organizational psychologist, and author of six books 
including his latest, the New York Times bestseller “Grounded: 
How Leaders Stay Rooted in an Uncertain World”. His firm, Healthy 
Companies International (healthycompanies.com), has worked with 
Johnson & Johnson, Brinks, Northrop Grumman, Citigroup, PepsiCo, 
ING and PricewaterhouseCoopers among other major organizations.

Angela Ahrendts’ Leadership 
Journey: Lesson #2

Rely on your core purpose. And 
always, always communicate a 

clear vision..

Angela Ahrendts’ Leadership Journey: Lesson 
#3 Unleash human energy. Don’t be afraid 

to connect emotional ly with your team, and 
make sure they know how important they are..
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