
4 pivOt pOints

   are Five pivOtaL DeCisiOns the eXperienCe 
OF Just LeaDers Or everyOne? 

 To answer the question of whether this framework of fi ve pivotal deci-
sions is a widely shared experience, I worked with a research expert to 
conduct a nationwide survey of 500 college-educated adults in profes-
sional careers, representative of 16 percent of US adults. 

 To study the relationship between pivotal decisions and leadership, 
we needed a new tool for measuring leadership decision making. Pulling 
from experience working with and learning about leaders, I peeled 
away all the values attached to leadership that are more descriptive than 
defi ning and zeroed in on its two most essential elements: accountability 
and ingenuity. Effective leaders hold themselves accountable to make 
something important happen; as part of taking full accountability, they 
also make others accountable for what was delegated to them. Ingenuity 
covers all the ideas, solutions, and vision that make up accountabilities. 

 When using these two variables in a matrix, four quadrants of behav-
iors emerge; I call these leader, manager, wanderer, and clock puncher. 
(See Figure    1.1  .) 

  The study tested three hypotheses about leadership: 

     1.  There are fi ve pivotal opportunities to make decisions that determine 
the course of a career. 

   2.  Both accountability and ingenuity drive leadership behavior. 
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    Figure 1.1  Four types of Decision-Making Behaviors 
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  From ordinary Career to Leadership Journey 7

   3.  The  tipping point  decision, involving signifi cant risk, breaks through 
a fundamental barrier. 

   4.  The  recommitment  decision focuses on purpose-driven leadership 
and sharpens the vision, moving the goalposts further out. 

   5.  The  letting go  decision facilitates new sustainable leadership.   

  Let ’s take a closer look at each of these. 
 The  launching point  moved them out of their comfort zone. All 

these leaders started out in their careers to make a living. The launch-
ing point captured their imagination and work became more than about 
income. They had goals that riveted their attention, galvanizing them 
to turn dream into reality. It changed their work and their lives forever, 
although they didn ’t know to what extent at the time. The launching 
point established the platform on which the potential leader would 
become an actualized leader. 

 At a  turning point , the confl uence of a willful decision to do more 
and the pressing need—or opportunity—to take action unleashes an 
extraordinary verve to take the business to the next level. It ’s a decision 
to build a sustainable business that can fl ourish and not just survive. It 
tested their capabilities and capacity in various ways, stretching them 
far beyond their comfort zone and requiring their total commitment. 
The success curve at this stage strengthened their commitment to what 
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    Figure 1.2  Five pivotal Decisions Mark stages of Career 
Development 
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●●    Most launching decisions occur in the 20s to early 30s (mean age 
31 years). 

●●  Turning point decisions peak at 35 to 44 years old (mean age 39 years). 
●●  Tipping point decisions mainly occur at 35 to 54 years old (mean age 

42 years). 
●●  Recommitment decisions begin a sharp increase at 40 years and peak 

at 45 to 54 years old (mean age 44 years). 
●●  Letting go decisions peak heavily at 55 to 65 years old (mean age 

51 years).   

        Study Findings 

  The respondents who never made a pivotal decision (22 percent) show a 
low tolerance for risk. 

   Of those who qualifi ed for the survey, 22 percent said they had 
never made a pivotal decision. Analysis shows tolerance for risk as the 
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    FiGure 8.1  age-related progressions when Making Five 
pivotal Decisions 
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respondents who represent 16 percent of US adults (37 million people), 
whom we ’ve been talking about up to this point. Another set of data is 
about  the decisions made —our respondents made 805 pivotal decisions. 
How respondents made each of their decisions is where the fi ndings get 
interesting. 

 Although two out of three decisions were perceived as successful 
(66 percent), fewer than one in two decisions were rated as “very success-
ful.” The good news is that making a pivotal decision has a two-in-three 
chance of resulting in some degree of success—those are good odds. 
However, for decisions that loom large in the trajectory of careers and 
businesses, less than a 50/50 chance for clear success does not exactly 
invoke confi dence. Also, human nature is to feel failure more intensely 
than success, amplifying the effects of the 30 percent of unsuccessful 
outcomes (12 percent very unsuccessful, 7 percent somewhat unsuc-
cessful, and 11 percent mixed). (See Figure    8.2  .) 

  These data suggest there is a major opportunity for improving how 
pivotal decisions are made and suggest how to support the decisions 
that really matter in developing leaders and businesses. Although much 
attention goes to career planning and business planning, most planning 
processes neglect to locate the decision at hand  accurately  on a  clear
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    FiGure 8.2  Success of pivotal Decision outcomes 
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responsibilities and situations. Also, as one rises in the organization and 
has more visibility, the opportunities and threats intensify pressures 
and increase risks. Of course, complacency, disillusionment, or plain 
inertia can also creep in or suddenly occur in midcareer. Whatever the 
reason, this is a critical time to take a hard, honest look at where you 
are and where you want to go. 

 So far we reviewed key fi ndings about the pivotal decisions made. 
Next, we examine fi ndings about how people make pivotal decisions. 

  tabLe 8.1   Degree of Success of each pivotal Decision  

  
 Very 

Successful 
 Somewhat 
Successful  Total 

  Launching Decision   53%  26%  79% 
  Turning Point Decision   47%  25%  72% 
  Tipping Point Decision   26%  26%  52% 
  Recommitment Decision   21%  25%  46% 
  Letting Go Decision   45%  24%  69% 
  Average of All   41%  25%  66% 
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    FiGure 8.3  very Successful outcomes of each pivotal Decision 
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highly correlated form groups or  clusters . From this analysis, four clus-
ters emerged, which I call leader, manager, wanderer, and clock puncher. 
(See Figure    8.4  .) The four clusters can be visually plotted on the matrix 
formed by ingenuity on the horizontal axis and accountability on the 
vertical axis. On the ingenuity axis, the right end marks innovative think-
ing that generates new ideas, solutions, and vision; the left end marks 
conventional thinking confi ned by the status quo. On the vertical axis, 
accountability is high on the top end and low on the bottom. 

  The fi ndings about these behaviors refl ect data about the decisions, 
not about the decision maker. That is to say, the same person can make 
one pivotal decision like a leader and make another like a clock puncher. 
Remember, these are types of behaviors, and the same person can exhibit 
all, some, or none of them at different times. 

       Study Findings 

  When confronted with a pivotal decision, a person applies—for better or 
for worse—one of the four postulated approaches to make the decision. 

   Findings validated the quadrant of four behavior sets based on 
the degree of accountability and degree of ingenuity activated in the 
approach to decision making. One way or another, 78 percent of respon-
dents made a decision. Of the pivotal decisions made, 36 percent involved 
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    FiGure 8.4  Four types of Decision-Making behaviors 
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high accountability and strong ingenuity; 27 percent high accountability 
and weak ingenuity; 19 percent low on both dimensions; and 18 percent 
low accountability but strong ingenuity. (See Figure    8.5  .) 

  Of all the pivotal decisions made, roughly one in three qualifi es as 
a leadership decision by optimizing both accountability and ingenuity. 
Most bosses would fi nd this low rate unacceptable because these data 
are just about decision making and not about the success or failure of 
actual results. Furthermore, this is about  important strategic decisions
that are recognized as having a pivotal role. 

 It ’s also noteworthy that more of the decisions made focus on 
accountability than on ideas and innovation. Adding the two quadrants 
scoring high on accountability, two-thirds of decisions were made using 
the approaches of leaders and managers. On the other hand, only half 
of decisions scored high in ingenuity, using approaches of leaders and 
wanderers. 

       Study Findings 

  These data suggest that most organizations run primarily on accountability; 
ingenuity and innovation lag signifi cantly behind. 
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The data about letting go seem to indicate that letting go is not usu-
ally thought about as involving accountability and vision. The reality of 
organizations, however, requires a strategic letting go that empowers 
other people and is done in a way that helps others succeed. To remain 
successful, organizations need a succession plan with a perspective for 
the future. For the organization, truly successful letting go is a challeng-
ing part of leadership that needs further exploration.

For the individual, there is an opportunity for people to make this 
decision more strategically, realizing every ending is also a beginning, 
even if it is retirement.

Study Findings

On average, people are inconsistent in their approach to pivotal decisions. 
Of those who made more than one pivotal decision, 12 percent consis-
tently did so exhibiting leader behavior.

We analyzed the data for consistency in how people made pivotal 
decisions and how many consistently optimized accountability and inge-
nuity in decision making across all the decisions they made. Among the 
people in the study who had made any pivotal decisions, 61 percent had 
made more than one decision and hence could be examined for consis-
tency. Within that group, 76 percent were inconsistent—for example, 

tabLe 8.2 Leader Style Correlates with Success of all  
pivotal Decisions

Decision
Decisions Leader  

Style
Decisions Rated  
Very Successful

Launching 45% 53%
Turning Point 36% 47%
Tipping Point 34% 26%
Recommitment 31% 21%
Letting Go 25% 45%
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in decision making when one has more experience, skills, and under-
standing. The success line actually is an inverted pyramid; as competition 
progressively narrows at the top, fewer decision makers and decisions 
succeed. The declining success curve also suggests that less-than-suc-
cessful outcomes over career stages result in the individual adopting 
clock puncher and wanderer approaches to pivotal decisions. 

 Furthermore, the four decision-making styles peak at different 
decision points: leader at launching, manager at tipping point, clock 
puncher at recommitment, and wanderer at letting go. The behavioral 
pattern starts out with new ideas and accountability and then shifts to 
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favor accountability over ideas. As people make pivotal decisions with 
less leadership vision, they default to making managerial decisions. 
(See Figure    8.8  .) From there, many people over time demonstrate less 
accountability and ingenuity in their decision making, making decisions 
more as a clock puncher, somehow doing just enough to keep their 
jobs. Later, they drift to wanderer behaviors that center on ideas over 
accountability. 

  In other words, the average person ’s decision making becomes more 
conservative over time. The pattern of behavior moves progressively 
away from new ideas and toward the status quo, then to less account-
ability, and fi nally to having ideas but not holding oneself accountable to 
make them happen. This pattern says that the more we have to lose, the 
more we try to play it safe. It may also say that negative experiences over 
time, whatever their nature, wear many people down, and they go down 
a path of retrenchment rather than recovery. 

 The fi ndings of this innovative study give an enlightening context 
for the leadership journeys of the fi ve leaders featured. The study shows 
that the person who makes all fi ve pivotal decisions and makes them 

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
Launching Turning

Point
Tipping

Point
Recommitment Letting

Go

Pivot Point

Very Successful Outcomes Leader Strategy

% of All
Decisions

    FiGure 8.7  Correlation of Leader behavior with very Successful 
outcomes 
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consistently with high accountability and strong ideas is rare and stands 
out as a true leader with a career record of both measurable and harder-
to-measure qualitative performance outcomes. 

   to LeaD iS to Create 

 When all eyes are on the leader, there is no leadership guidebook or 
how-to manual that can help. Everyone successful in a job at the top 
eventually realizes that leading requires charting your own path, not try-
ing to step into another ’s shoes. That ’s what makes leading a coveted 
job, yet nothing really prepares one for it—an unsettling feeling for all 
newcomers facing all those expectant and critical eyes looking to you for 
decisions and direction that they will quickly judge. 

 The fi ve-pivotal-decisions framework identifi es stages of preparing a 
leader for progressively bigger challenges and opportunities. The deci-
sion point does not announce itself as a pivotal one. That ’s why it is so 
important to understand the drivers of successful outcomes when these 
decisions are made. 

Launching

Turning
Point

Tipping
Point

Recommitment
Letting

Go

Manager
Status
Quo

Ingenuity
Leader

Clock
Puncher

Wanderer

Low
Accountability

High
Accountability
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for items 1, 8, and 12, add them together, and put them in the box 
below labeled manager. Take the scores for items 4, 6, and 11,  
add them together, and put them in the box labeled  wanderer. 
Finally, take the scores from items 2, 7, and 10, add them together, 
and put them in the box labeled leader.

Clock 
puncher Manager Wanderer leader

Add scores 
from Q3, Q5, 
and Q9

Add scores 
from Q1, Q8, 
and Q12

Add scores 
from Q4, Q6, 
and Q11

Add scores 
from Q2, Q7, 
and Q10

enter Your 
scores ➔

Once you have the four total scores entered into the boxes in 
the grid above, you can determine your decision-making style for 
one particular pivotal decision by following the steps below.

 1. If your leader total is greater than or equal to 15 anD your clock 
puncher total is either the lowest or tied for the lowest of the 
four scores, then you deployed a leaDer style, and you can 
stop here. If this was not the case, continue to the next step.

 2. If your clock puncher total is either the highest or tied for 
the highest of the four scores, then you deployed a CloCk 
punCher style, and you can stop here. If not, continue to 
the next step.

 3. If your manager total is greater than or equal to 13, then you 
deployed a Manager style. If your manager total is less 
than 13, then you deployed a WanDerer style.

You can now pick another pivot point decision you have made, 
and repeat these instructions.

As a word of caution, simplifying the scoring for this self-quiz 
decreases accuracy from when applying true statistical methods 
for scoring.
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