
Praise for
Leadership Beyond Reason

“John takes the leader to a new level of performance by demonstrating 

there is more to leadership than traditional thinking would suggest. John’s 

principles take you beyond reason, but they work; apply them, and you will 

become a more impactful and fulfilled leader.”

—GreG Campbell, former executive vice president, Coldwell Banker

“Learning what motivates your leadership decisions ‘beyond reason’ will help 

you make the good ones and, just as important, avoid the bad ones. This book 

is an intriguing and thought provoking analysis of effective leadership.”

—Gary DaiChenDt, former executive vice president for  
worldwide operations, Cisco Systems

“Just another leadership book? Not hardly! John Townsend challenges us to 

look beyond the usual sources as we develop leadership skill. Values, feelings, 

and intuition are key tools in producing exceptional leaders. John presents 

a compelling case for going ‘beyond reason’ to acquire all the essential com-

ponents of a good leader. His thorough assessment of the importance of 

values, thoughts, emotions, relationships, and transformation is productive 

and thought provoking. Why would we settle for anything less than a com-

plete toolbox?”

—bill yinGlinG, former chairman and CEO, Thrifty Corp.

“Dr. John Townsend’s new book, Leadership Beyond Reason, debuts at the 

perfect moment, amidst the bedlam of our turbulent times. It presents a 

magnificent challenge to both seasoned and aspiring leaders to approach 

leadership from a fresh and redemptive perspective, pivoting on the too long 

glossed over intangibles—values, thoughts, emotions, and relationships.”

—allan O. hunter Jr., cofounder of Rent.com

“John reminds us we are in the people business. Many in leadership roles tend 

to ignore their emotions or assume their influence is negative and a threat to 
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their effectiveness. John presents a compelling case for learning to recognize, 

integrate, and leverage our emotions for greater leadership results.”

—FreD GlaDney, owner, Trinity Consulting, and former  
Compaq director and general manager of services

The material from this book is an essential part of Dr. Townsend’s personal 
Leadership Coaching Program for executives, small business owners, and mana
gers. Read what the participants of the program say about their experiences 
and how these principles have changed their approaches to leadership.

“The Leadership Coaching Program has helped me grow emotionally and 

professionally in ways that have produced measurable results in both arenas.”

—tOny Daus, executive vice president, AMEC (FTSE 100 company)

“The interaction is personal, and I can see amazing changes that I believe 

are actual and permanent, both in my work life and personal life.”

—JOhn tibbits, former owner, Inline Corporation

“As a leader, I get to learn and grow, being sharpened by the group. I gain 

insight into myself and others that will benefit me forever as I aim to build 

relationships and be an influencer.”

—Glenn hansen, former district manager, Best Buy

“I am noticing significant improvements in how I am operating my company 

and in the results I am experiencing. Dr. Townsend’s personal involvement, 

the team’s interaction, and the homework assignments, over time, have 

been key for me.”

—Dan berGmann, president, Interstate Gas Services
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To those who undertake the role of leadership

with all your heart, soul, strength, and mind.

And to my father.

You led your family and your business in the right paths.

Thank you for being an example of leadership for me.
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Jeff said to us, “I’m afraid.”

We paid attention. Afraid isn’t a word you normally hear from suc-

cessful businessmen and leaders. I would have expected concerned, 

wary, or hesitant, but not a word describing the emotion of fear.

Jeff was discussing work issues with several other executives and 

business owners, and he had brought up a prospective deal he was con-

sidering with another company. It was a significant growth opportunity, 

yet there was serious risk involved. He bounced the idea off us, and we 

were asking questions and giving feedback. In the midst of our discus-

sion of numbers issues, strategic concerns, logistical matters, and 

values considerations, Jeff said, matter-of-factly, “I’m afraid.” He then 

went on to tell us about the downsides he was concerned about. There 

were several, including the current economy’s effect on his business, 

cash flow concerns, and whether or not the other company’s culture 

was the right fit for his own. These were matters that would make 
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anyone afraid, concerned, wary, or hesitant. They were not necessarily 

deal breakers; they were more like warning flags. So we were surprised 

to hear Jeff saying that he was afraid. It seemed unusual.

A few days later, I talked to Jeff. He told me he had decided against 

the deal. When I asked him why, his reasons had to do both with the 

numbers and with his internal anxiety. Both parts corresponded. And 

both his reasons and his intuition helped him sleep better at night, 

knowing he had made the right decision.

Great leaders succeed by harnessing  
the power of both the external world  

and the internal world. 

This conversation remained with me because it illustrated some-

thing significant about leadership. Jeff paid attention to two worlds of 

information available to him: the world of objective reality and the world 

of subjective response. Of hard data and soft data. Ultimately, of his 

external world and his internal world. One did not have precedence over 

the other. In our conversation, both worlds advanced and retreated as 

we discussed different aspects of his situation. Both the data and Jeff ’s 

internal response had value and were relevant to the decision he faced.

And that, quite simply, is the premise of this book. Great leaders 

succeed by harnessing the power of both the external world and the 

internal world. You, as a leader, are probably more trained, prepared, 

and experienced in the external world than you are in the inner one. 

Most likely, you are able to amass large amounts of valuable informa-
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tion from reports, research, journals, and interviews. And you need 

that information; it is critical to your success as a leader. At the same 

time, you also need access to data within you that is just as valuable and 

helpful to how you lead, come to conclusions, and make decisions.

This book is designed to help you understand what is inside you—
what is “beyond reason”—and how to use that to help you succeed. 

Reason, in the sense of using rationality, logic, and objective sources of 

information, is clearly a necessary core component of leadership. No 

person of influence can function at high levels without it. However, 

there are also important leadership aspects that are beyond, or in addi-

tion to, pure reasoning. They are more subjective, internal, and expe-

riential. These beyond reason aspects are not infallible, but they are 

highly significant and valuable. The complete leader, who wants to be 

empowered for the next level, must know how to operate with all the 

possible tools. This is what separates the great leaders from the good 

ones.

This book is designed to help you understand  
what is inside you—what is “beyond reason”—and  

how to use that to help you succeed. 

There are several ways to describe what is beyond pure reason 

alone. Sometimes it is called your subjective, internal, or inner world. 

However, at the end of the day, it is simply your immaterial life. Within 

you are passions, values, feelings, and intuitions, as well as thoughts. 

They cannot be seen or touched because they are not physical. But they 
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are real, they exist, they are an essential part of you, and they will do 

well for you.

In this book, I describe several key aspects of your inner world, 

what they do, and how you—the leader—can use them to bring the 

results you want and need to bring. Don’t be put off by the psycho-

babble sound of the terms. These internal aspects of who you are will, 

if used in the right way, be a sound part of your leadership repertoire.

Where Are You?

Here are a few introductory questions that will help you gain a 

better understanding of where you are in this dimension of your 

leadership:

In the leadership training you have received, how much • 

emphasis was placed on the value of your own subjective and 

personal experience?

Have you ever made a • gut leadership decision that did not seem 

to be logical but ultimately proved to be successful?

Conversely, have you ever ignored your gut and realized later • 

that it was a mistake to do that?

Has your own experience with emotions in leadership indicated • 

to you that feelings are a help or a hindrance to you reaching 

your goals?

Do those in your leadership environment tend to trust objective • 

information over internal information?

If you were asked to describe how you use your inner self to • 

lead, how clearly would you be able to explain it?
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When you are under pressure to produce results, do you tend to • 

rely on hard facts and dismiss the subjective elements? 

If your responses to these questions landed on the objective side of 

things, that is normal for most leaders. There are good reasons for this. 

You have a responsibility to create good outcomes and to help people 

achieve them. The outcomes are generally measurable, such as profits, 

stock value, or some growth metric. Because leaders are evaluated in 

objective and measurable ways, you may tend to look only at the facts 

to help you achieve your goals.

The process is similar to the outcome, in that sense. You trust what 

you see and read, things that can be proven and measured. For example, 

a profit-and-loss statement is reliable. It has the facts. The information 

is there, in black and white, and it does not change. It is hard data. 

However, you ignore what is beyond reason to your peril. As we will see 

in this book, leaders who don’t pay attention to the subjective will miss 

a great deal of importance, ranging from an emotional response like 

Jeff ’s fear, to the ability to relate to and understand those you work 

with and lead. Missing this information can affect the quality of your 

judgments and decisions.

You ignore what is beyond  
reason to your peril. 

There is another reason most leaders answer the above questions 

on the objective side, and it is the belief that the subjective world slows 
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down your edge, gets you off focus, or makes you become too touchy-

feely. You become concerned that inner matters will distract you from 

your goals and mission. You begin to think that too much introspection 

will make you less decisive. There is logic to this thinking, actually. If 

you, the leader, are to run ahead of your competition, doesn’t the pro-

cess of stopping to see what you feel, sense, believe, or think slow 

things down? In the short term, certainly. Paying attention to your 

inside world takes some amount of time. But in the long term, learning 

to deal with your insides brings a high return on investment. That is 

one reason for the popularity of leadership books on values, emotional 

intelligence,1 and personal growth. The internal supports the exter-

nal—and it produces results.

Scan Your Inner World

The simplest way to understand how you can use your inner 

world, the world beyond reason, is to look at it in the same way you 

look at how you get information from external sources. Most leaders 

regularly read the newspaper or get the news online or on TV. You 

subscribe to magazines and journals in your area of specialty. You 

receive reports and e-mails on your organizations. Leaders are infor-

mation junkies, and they need to be. You are constantly scanning the 

horizon to look at trends, the future, opportunities, threats, and people. 

Similarly, you also need to be able to do an interior scan—that is, you 

need the skill to access what’s going on inside you, regularly and on 

demand, so you can tap into that source as well. One of the major goals 

of this book is to help you hone the ability of scanning the different 

aspects of your inner world. The more information you have about 

your inner world, generally the better you can decide and lead.
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You need the skill to access what’s going on  
inside you, regularly and on demand,  
so that you can tap into that source. 

Not only that but those you lead also have an inner world, a subjec-

tive experience. They have feelings, creativity, and their own thoughts. 

Their lives also have areas that are beyond reason. As a leader, you must 

connect with their insides, to develop them as people and producers. 

This cannot be done if you are not in the process yourself. All of us have 

had the experience of being led by someone who may have been compe-

tent and principled but was simply clueless about subjective matters. You 

may have respected and liked the person, but you probably also found 

that he could not understand nuances of what you were trying to say, 

or differences you had, or your emotional experiences. And this lack of 

understanding was probably more than frustrating; it likely didn’t move 

the mission of the organization along. Leaders who can understand their 

own fears, as Jeff did, are better able to understand the fears of those they 

lead. As you scan your inner world, you help others scan theirs as well.

not a 180 But an Addition

If you regularly read books on leadership and business, you are 

probably aware that there is a tendency for an author to present his 

approach as a new paradigm that revolutionizes everything that has 

come before, so the new book will be a 180-degree change in direction 

for the leader and the organization. That is not the case for this book.
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Though there are classics in leadership literature, must-reads for 

any leader, I shy away from 180-degree proclamations. Leadership has 

been studied and researched by many competent people for many 

years. I think most leadership books that make substantial contribu-

tions build on what has already been done well. They add to the leader’s 

repertoire of abilities and skills. They remove some unhelpful ways 

of thinking, conceptualizing, relating, and behaving. But they don’t 

remove the good stuff.

I want you to continue your own leadership training in this very 

significant aspect of the inner world and its contents. The principles 

described here are compatible with sound leadership theories and prac-

tices that already work for you. So look at this book as helping you to 

achieve great results by going deeper into what is already inside you.

Though my primary focus in this book is harnessing the power of 

leadership beyond reason, I will not ignore reason. Because of the 

importance of reason in successful leadership, chapter 2 will explain 

how leaders can improve and better utilize their thoughts and the 

thinking process.

Who Are You?

Let’s clarify who this book is for, as leader is a broad term. Basically, 

this material is designed for you if you are engaged in influencing others 

to achieve results and goals. To influence someone is to have an effect on 

them. To make a difference. Much has been written on the power of 

influence, and this gives room for all sorts of people to qualify as lead-

ers. Here are some examples:

Corporate executives and managers • 
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Small business owners • 

Physicians and those in the medical field• 

Psychologists and those in the helping professions• 

Pastors and ministry leaders• 

Small group leaders and facilitators• 

Teachers• 

It is a broad net. Effective leadership creates a setting in which people 

live better and are more productive, effective, creative, resourceful, and 

higher-functioning. More than that, leaders make their organization 

one with better results.

Where It All Began

You most likely became a leader for some reason that was beyond 

reason. Most of us don’t start out in life thinking, I don’t know what I 

want to be good at, but I want to lead some people. In fact, that could be an 

indication of a psychological problem. It’s more likely that something 

inside you gradually came alive the more you grew, learned, and inter-

acted with people. In other words, your inner world led you to leadership. 

For example:

You liked working in teams and people told you, “You’re good at • 

motivating people.”

You had a vision to build an organization and realized you • 

would need to recruit, train, and keep good people around you.

You were an expert in some competency field and felt that it • 
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wasn’t enough, that you wanted to reach out and connect with 

others in addition to your expertise.

You wanted to make a difference in some specific area of life or • 

work, and you loved seeing people grow and change in that 

difference.

You probably would not have taken on the hard work, pressure, 

and demands of leadership had not your world beyond reason been 

moving and pushing you. It informs us, drives us, keeps us going in 

tough times, gives us wisdom and discernment, and connects us to oth-

ers. It is often the part of us that first resonated with the possibility that 

we might be a good leader doing a worthwhile endeavor.

keeping Your eye on the Ball

I consulted many friends in business and leadership during the 

process of writing this book, and they have all said something like this: 

“Show the reader how harnessing the power of the inner world brings 

results.” Leaders are under tremendous pressure to bring about out-

comes and results. The bottom line belongs to the leader, whether it is 

revenues, profits, production, lives changed, or number of meetings. 

Any way you look at it, leaders must keep their eye on the ball.

Dealing with the subjective world has everything to do with pro-

ducing good results. It is an essential aspect of your own success and 

your ability to help others succeed. This book is not some kind of exer-

cise in self-actualization that we hope will one day make a difference. 

When you finish reading this book, my goal is for you to say, “I not only 

understand myself better, but I can also see leadership results from 

what I have learned.”
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Whatever leadership niche you are in, from the corporate world to 

leading a small group, you will discover aspects of your interior world 

that will come to your aid. You were designed with both an external 

world and an inner world, and they work well together. Accessing both 

of these areas will take a little knowledge and a little work, but it will 

help you be the leader you want to be. So we will begin with the first and 

most foundational aspect of the inner world of the leader: your values.
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C h a p t e r  O n e

VALueS
The Bedrock of Leadership
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Veteran actor Christopher Walken was being interviewed by a 

group of reporters about his life and work. The setting, an 

auditorium, was simple. Walken sat on a chair on an empty 

stage. The reporters sat in the audience seats. They asked him ques-

tions, and he answered off the cuff.

After several queries about his work and life, one journalist asked, 

“When you die and go to heaven, what do you want God to say to 

you?”

Walken replied, “‘You were right.’”

Walken’s clever comment underscores two realities that are neces-

sary to every leader:

1. It is important to have values.

2. It is important to have the right values. 

I will add a third one to that, which we will examine later in this 

chapter:

3. It is important for your values to be from inside you.

3
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Your leadership, as well as your life,  
will reflect your values, for good or for bad.

Your values are beyond reason. That is, they are true and absolute for 

you, whether or not you think about them. Your values are simply 

aspects of reality that are guides for you. In Walken’s case, “You were 

right” is another way of saying, “You lived life the right way. You were on 

the right path. You did life right. You oriented your moves so that the 

right things happened.” That is what discovering your values is all about, 

thinking through the process of determining what guides and principles 

will order our steps. Values are about what is right and what matters.

Your inside life is the repository of your values, so we begin with 

values because most of your life springs from them. Your values are the 

bedrock of your identity. And your leadership, as well as your life, will 

reflect your values, for good or for bad. Some people are in prison right 

now because their values guided them to that end. And others are suc-

ceeding beyond their wildest dreams for the same reason.

What Are Values?

The word value basically means “worth.” A value is something that 

you determine has a great deal of worth. So your values are those reali-

ties you believe in at the deepest level, so much so that they dictate 

your decisions and your leadership, even at your own risk.

The role of values in leadership and in the marketplace has 

received a great deal of attention and research for some time now. 
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Experts today consider values to be critical to success.1 Organizations 

spend a great deal of time working out the values that best fit their 

mission and context. Here are a few examples of values that leaders and 

organizations have used:

Treating people well• 

A quality product• 

Customer service• 

Innovation• 

The best for less• 

Excellence• 

Making the organization a safe place for growth• 

The values of a group work best when they reflect the values of 

the leader. Organizational values help guide the mission, but personal 

values are ultimately where organizational values are derived from. As 

a leader, your personal values are about how you look at life, not just 

your organization. They are broader and more universal. They operate 

in business, in life, in love, in family. As you look at the examples below, 

you can see how personal values define the organizational ones:

Love• 

Caring for the welfare of others• 

Truthfulness• 

Allowing others choices• 

Fairness• 
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Taking ownership• 

Personal integrity• 

A commitment to reality• 

I believe it’s a mistake to come up with organizational values until 

you have done the work of determining your personal ones. Personal 

values will always override organizational values. For example, if a 

person does not have a high value for allowing choice and giving free-

dom to others (the micromanager scenario), it isn’t likely that innovation 

will occur in the organization, as control hinders creativity. So the 

order is personal values first, organizational values second.

Wholehearted Values

Say, however, that you have spent time determining both your orga-

nizational and personal values. There is another step to consider here 

as well, and that is whether or not your values are really and authenti-

cally from you. How can you know if your stated values are ones that are 

actually part of who you are? I have seen many leaders who considered 

their organizational values in some sort of consultation or task setting 

and were diligent about it. And the result was a Word document, an 

e-mail, a poster, a reminder of things that everyone signed off on. But 

at the end of the day, no one would really and truly change their behav-

ior based on these stated values. Nor would they think about them 

when faced with an opportunity or a problem. These values weren’t 

part of the fabric of the leader’s heart. They were helpful and poten-

tially valuable, but they weren’t considered.

For example, I was friends with a group of people in a corporation 

that provided media services. The CEO, Randy, was a very competent, 
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creative, and positive person. He had come from another industry in 

the corporate environment and was adapting what he knew to the 

media world. One of Randy’s strengths was that he didn’t pretend to be 

perfect. He admitted when he was wrong, didn’t hide mistakes, and 

was gracious when other people struggled. He talked about having a 

high value for authenticity, and people were drawn to his vulnerability. 

He laughed at his mistakes, and people in his organization felt safe and 

comfortable around him.

However, Randy didn’t really play the tape all the way to the end in 

terms of what authenticity meant. When you have a high value for 

authenticity, it follows that you must also take responsibility for what-

ever you are being authentic about! So if you make a mistake and 

admit it, that is a good thing. But true authenticity means that you also 

do whatever you have to do to address and resolve the situation.

As it turns out, Randy made an error in judgment that cost the 

organization a great deal of money. He did not take into account some 

market shifts. That happens. It was a big deal but not so big that the 

organization wanted to let him go. They were willing to work with 

him, make the necessary corrections, and move on. Lesson learned. 

However, in order to do this, the board of directors began some very 

frank and direct talks with Randy so that everyone could do the right 

surgery, be on the same page, and resolve the issue.

It is important to make sure your  
values are wholehearted—that is, from  

the core of who you are.
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After the second meeting, Randy resigned. He felt that the board 

was too harsh and unfair in their evaluations. I knew the board mem-

bers and had heard their side of the situation. It sounded like while 

they were very honest, they were also on Randy’s side and tried to be 

balanced. This was Randy’s first serious mistake, and they were sur-

prised by his reaction. With his previous misdemeanor offenses, 

Randy would admit his errors, people would be compassionate, and 

everyone would put them behind him. But this time, Randy’s serious 

error in judgment was categorized a felony that could not be as easily 

overlooked. Due diligence and a lot of digging were necessary to do the 

job correctly.

Randy’s resignation revealed that his value for authenticity was 

halfhearted. It looked good on paper and in small matters, but it wasn’t 

real when it involved difficulty and confrontation. Randy was authen-

tic to the point of admitting small problems; however, he did not have 

the stomach to look at his major failures. Instead, he felt misunder-

stood and persecuted when others pointed out serious problems even 

when they wanted to help him.

This is what I mean about your inner life. It is important to make 

sure your values are wholehearted—that is, from the core of who you 

are. How can you know? Here are some things to consider. Before you 

read the list of principles below, pull out your own list of values if you 

have one. With these stated values in mind, think about the principles 

below. This will help you see how deep down they go.

When Your Values Aren’t Lived Out, It Bothers You

If your values are a part of you, you notice when they aren’t fleshed 

out and executed, especially in a business or organization setting. Not 
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only do you notice, but you are bothered by it. The event just doesn’t 

register on your screen; you have an alert going off inside, saying, This 

isn’t OK with me! You can’t just pass it off.

For example, suppose fairness is one of your personal values; you 

want to see people treated justly in your group. Then say your direct 

report comes to you with a complaint about another individual and 

neglects to go to that person first. That is gossip. It hurts people, and it 

isn’t fair treatment. If fairness is a deep value, you will be bothered by 

this even though the information about the individual could be useful 

to you. But the bigger picture is what you respond to, and your sense of 

being disturbed is a good thing.

When it comes to values, you want  
to always know who you are. 

Before the national elections last year, I attended a fund-raiser. The 

speaker, a well-known leader, was talking about the upcoming presi-

dential election, and he went over the positions the candidates were 

taking on various issues. Then he talked about the dilemma most of us 

face in an election: we don’t agree with everything any one candidate 

says, so how do we decide for whom to vote? His values aha statement 

that stuck with me was, “There are some issues I don’t have to agree 

with and will still vote for a candidate. But some issues are so impor-

tant to me that if I voted for a person who disagreed with my position 

on them, I wouldn’t know who I am anymore.” That is what I mean by 

“when your values aren’t lived out, it bothers you.” Compromise and 
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negotiation are valuable in leadership. But when it comes to values, 

you want to always know who you are.

Some people can be faced with values dilemmas and not be both-

ered. They quickly make a decision, count the losses, and move on. 

This is not a good sign. It could mean that they haven’t really delved 

into the value, and it’s still an idea, but no more. Or it could mean that 

they think more in terms of what author James O’Toole calls contin-

gency, meaning that the values aren’t universal but relative to the 

situation.2 These people believe they can change the rules of integrity 

if the situation warrants it, which is a serious problem. Finally, it could 

mean that they have a character problem, and instead of seeking con-

sistency and integration inside, they compartmentalize incompatible 

realities. They aren’t upset when values are violated. This requires 

more work if that is the case.

When Your Values Are Lived Out, You know Why

This is the flip side of the previous principle. If your values are a 

part of you, you notice when they are being lived out. You see the value 

that undergirds the situation, and you understand why and how it 

operates.

Taking the example above, your direct report comes to you after he 

has done the hard work of confronting the individual. Unfortunately, 

the individual was defensive or nonresponsive. So now your direct 

report asks you for help with the individual, as you are his next step in 

the protocol. You know that it was difficult for him to attempt to talk to 

the individual. But he was being fair to the individual. It was the right 

thing to do. And you know it was not only the right thing for the orga-

nization, but it bodes well for your group’s success. People do better 
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when they know they are treated fairly. And people in your organiza-

tion trust you and your best practices more because you play by the 

rules. So you see values executed, you understand why, and you know 

that, as my partner Dr. Henry Cloud says, “The good guys win.”3

You experience Your Values more  
Than memorizing Them

When your values are internally based, you often don’t even think 

about them explicitly. They have become so ingrained that they are just 

part of how you think, judge, and lead. It’s certainly helpful to review 

your list of values and continue updating and improving them. But 

when they are the right ones, it’s more like you live what you value.

Here’s a recent example of this. I was working with a pastor who 

had a rocky relationship with one of his colleagues. He had disagreed 

with a decision his colleague had made, and in response, the other pas-

tor had accused him of victimizing him and began an informal 

underground campaign against the first pastor. The conflict was threat-

ening to tear the church apart. People were taking sides. After carefully 

listening to information from both sides, I believed the first pastor was 

in the right and the second one was clearly wrong. I went to the first one 

and said, “I believe you in this situation. But I think you should call the 

other pastor and offer to reconcile somehow. I know he should call you 

first, but because he feels like you’ve treated him wrong, he won’t. If you 

want to solve this problem, I think it’s your move.”

I knew that this pastor had a high value on ownership—that is, 

taking responsibility for his life and his outcomes. The man didn’t hesi-

tate. He immediately picked up the phone and made the call. He 

humbled himself to being the one who owned the problem and reached 
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out to the other pastor though he had been wronged. The second man 

eventually left, but his exit was not nearly as traumatic to the church 

as it could have been.

I want to focus on the immediate part of this story. I had expected 

the first pastor to say something like, “It’s his problem; why doesn’t he 

come to me?” He could have, except that he was living out the owner-

ship value. He did not have to pull out an index card with his list of 

values and review what he should do. There was no need to. His inter-

nal world had already been informed by his values, and he went the 

extra mile of ownership.

You Think About Values in Terms of Your Outcomes

Let’s return to the big idea of this book: leading from your inner 

world ultimately produces better results in your leadership. So as you 

work on your organization, your people, and your goals, you are able to 

see how the right values are essential in bringing about the fruit you 

want. They are in your conversations, plans, and decisions. For example, 

I complimented a friend of mine who is part owner of a manufacturing 

organization. He had told me his story of how he had begun at nine-

teen with nothing, apprenticing himself to an older man. He had truly 

begun at the lowest rung of the ladder. Now, in his forties, he was quite 

successful.

Leading from your inner world ultimately produces 
better results in your leadership.
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I was impressed by his work. When I complimented him, he said, 

“A lot of this is because I have tried to be aware that there’s a lot I don’t 

know, so I always need to listen and learn.” As they say, he knows 

what he doesn’t know. Not surprisingly, my friend has a high per-

sonal value of reality. He has no need to be seen as anyone special. He 

has a commitment to understand reality so that he can help his 

organi zation. And you can see that, in our conversation, his mind 

immediately went to his value on reality as soon as I complimented 

him. He tied in his good outcomes to his value, an indication that it 

goes deep inside him.

The Sources of Values

We all have values. Values are principles that are important to you. 

Something is important to you, so begin by figuring out what things 

matter to you.

Though you may have done values work already, it’s important to 

unpack where your values come from. As you become aware of their 

origins, you will be better able to improve on and live out your values.

Values from the Inside

It is important to look inside yourself when it comes to establishing 

your values. You may find out a great deal about what is important to 

you, for good or for bad, by looking internally.

In Words. Sometimes, when I am training leaders, I ask them to 

write down their values. The usual flip chart method is fine for that; it 

is a very good launching point for a discussion on values. However, you 

generally tend to come up with ideas of what you’d like to be important, 
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want to be important, or think it would be a good idea to be important. My 

experience is that if you stop here, you don’t get a great deal of helpful 

information. It’s generally a pretty idealistic list, and everyone signs off 

on it, but it just doesn’t truly guide the life of the organization because it’s 

not really from the inner world. You need the list of words, and it’s good 

to begin with it, but you need more than the list. That is why I take 

things to another level, to help tease out what is really there.

In Behavior. Your actions, your history, and your behavior are the 

true gold mine for your values. You already dictate your steps accord-

ing to some sort of guiding principles. It’s the famous say-do issue. 

Saying is always trumped by doing. Our behavior tells us much more 

than our words, in terms of what we really believe.

In my experience, most leaders actually have some key values they 

have not only framed into words but also live out in their behavior. 

There is a consistency in how they lead, and their values matter to 

them. At the same time, however, most leaders have some other values 

that are running things, and these need to be looked at. These are val-

ues you may have no awareness of whatsoever, but they play a very 

important role in your life.

For example, I was training some small group leaders in how to be 

effective in helping their group members grow in the process. We were 

talking about values. I asked them to describe their last group session. 

One woman said, “I feel a little bad about this. I facilitate a couples’ 

group, and we are studying a book about marriage and communication. 

Our last meeting, I didn’t even get to the lesson for that night. I guess 

maybe I don’t value learning enough.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But I don’t think we know enough yet to make that 

call. Why didn’t you get to the lesson?”

She said, “Well, as soon as we began, one of the members said she 

LeadershipBeyondReadon.indd   14 2/4/09   12:44:48 PM



•  15  •

Values

had been diagnosed with cancer that week, and she and her husband 

were overwhelmed. We spent the whole time, and late into the night, 

listening to them, supporting them, and praying for them.”

I told her, “I don’t think this is about a lack of value for learning. It’s 

a very high value for compassion for people.” She made the right call 

based on her care for her struggling friend. This decision was based on 

her value for the welfare of others. Whether or not she had written it 

down, her behavior described her value.

This approach can also unearth values you don’t really want to 

have. That is, sometimes our behavior tells us things about ourselves 

that aren’t very positive. However, if we are aware of these things, we 

can change them. If we aren’t, we’re stuck in a bad situation.

For example, a small business owner I worked with told me one of 

his stated values was honesty. He believed in truthfulness both in his 

business and in his personal life. And in most of the areas of his life, his 

saying and his doing were the same. He had a reputation of integrity 

with customers, vendors, and employees. However, there was a prob-

lem area: he had some severe conflicts with his business partner. The 

partner was a charming and personable man, but he was, to be blunt, a 

slacker. He didn’t bring in a lot of business, nor did he take the reins in 

running the company. He made some contributions, but not nearly at 

the 50 percent partner rate.

Sometimes our behavior tells us things about  
ourselves that aren’t very positive. However, if we  
are aware of these things, we can change them. 
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As I got to know the structure and the finances of the company, it 

became very apparent that my client was carrying much more weight 

than he should. When I asked him about it, he brushed it off, saying, 

“It’s more of an intangible. He’s a really good guy.” But as I continued 

discussing this issue with him, he finally admitted that he knew it was 

true, and he resented the inequity.

The payoff came when I asked him, “Do you want to talk to your 

partner about it?”

His face reddened, and his hands started shaking. “I just could 

never do that,” he said. “I’ve tried to talk to him about similar situa-

tions, and it blew up in my face. It was a nightmare. I just don’t do that 

well with confrontation. I’m more of a lover than a fighter, I guess.”

I began to understand and felt a great deal of compassion for the 

man. He was in a bind. So I phrased the issue in terms of values. I said, 

“Then maybe it’s fair to say that your value for honesty is sometimes 

trumped by a value for keeping the peace.” You could see the lightbulb 

going on in his head as he thought about it. He’d never realized that 

his fear of conflict, especially with his partner, was emerging as a 

guiding value—but one that was guiding him in the wrong way. He 

began to understand that, though it had never entered his mind, his 

anxiety about confrontation led to a negative value that limited his 

success.

Fortunately, that realization motivated him to work on his prob-

lems in confronting people. In time, he became more comfortable and 

skilled in resolving conflict, and he ultimately had the talk with the 

partner. The partner didn’t take it well, and eventually the business 

split. Though it was a difficult time for my client, within a year he was 

more successful as a sole proprietor than he had been in the partner-

ship, and things have gotten even better over the years. This was no 
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mystery, for he was the driving force of the business. The real mystery, 

that of a harmful value, had been solved, and he was able to move on.

Negative Values to Resolve. Here are a few more examples from the 

dark side for you to consider in your own leadership. Though it may 

not be a positive experience for you, identifying any potential negative 

values may help you to prevent some catastrophes or, as in the above 

example, set a new and better direction for your organization.

Being perceived by others as a good person. • Some leaders want to 

prevent others from seeing them as imperfect, being wrong, or 

having a bad attitude. This can result in endless explanations 

as to why the leader did what he did, rather than the leader 

explaining himself as well as he can and then letting those 

people who need to be upset with him simply be upset with 

him.

Focusing on results to the detriment of people.•  Some leaders find 

themselves in the classic leadership bind of running over 

people’s feelings in order to achieve an objective. Most leaders 

who do this aren’t aware of it. They see this value as a “passion 

for excellence,” and people’s hurts are interpreted as 

overreactions. Leaders with this negative value often need 

others helping them evaluate behaviors from a more objective 

vantage point.

Having it all together.•  Some leaders tend not to admit problems, 

even though they are really struggling. With this value, the 

leader often is on the way to some sort of failure or breakdown. 

There is generally a fear that others will be critical or 

judgmental, which keeps up the pressure to have it all together.
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Dismissing the negative so that it is spun as positive• . This 

describes the leader who, when faced with a problem, is not 

willing to admit how serious it might be, whether it is about 

finances, personnel, marketing, or other leadership. He values 

being positive to the point that he loses touch with reality. 

People become discouraged with this sort of leader and 

eventually stop bringing problems to him, as they know he 

won’t listen to how they really feel.

Consider these values, and then address the negative values that 

are hindering your growth and leadership. Most of them, at the deepest 

level, are about fear. Face the fears, get a few people around who care 

about you, and talk about your fears. You will find that you operate on 

better values the more you experience, discuss, and take risks with these 

problem values. Becoming aware of them is often the hardest part.

Anything that is important to your inner world is best deposited 

there through personal and real experience. So the more you discuss 

these negative values, analyze them, open them up to the scrutiny of 

others, make decisions based on them, make mistakes and correct your-

self, fine-tune them, or even throw some out, it all helps. They become 

part of your heart, and they eventually drive your best decisions.

Values from the Outside

In addition to looking inside yourself, you can add values from 

other sources that are wonderful leadership principles. None of us is 

finished yet in life; hopefully we are always open to finding new ideas 

that can help us change, inspire people, and create good results in our 

endeavors.
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Those You Trust. It’s a good idea to talk to leaders you know and ask 

them about their own values: what they are, how they crafted them, 

which ones are the most important. If these leaders are doing a good job 

and are friends of yours, it’s likely they will not only be somewhat like-

minded, but they may also add a value you haven’t considered, one that 

would work well with you. For example, I have a friend in the corporate 

world who reads a great deal of leadership literature. He often mentions 

something he’s learned from an article or writer. He told me one day 

that he tries to be the kind of leader people aren’t afraid of—except for 

the fear of letting the team down. I had not thought of that, but it made 

sense to me, and I worked it into my own set of values.

Leaders in History. I benefit a great deal from reading or listening 

to podcasts concerning the thoughts and lives of great leaders in his-

tory. Most leaders are time-starved, and it’s sometimes difficult to see 

this as a priority. But I recommend that you carve out a few minutes or 

a few hours a week, on a regular basis, to learn from what other leaders 

have done before you. For example, something Mother Teresa said 

meant a great deal to me: “Do not wait for leaders. Do it alone, person 

to person.” In my own life and leadership, that speaks to two values:  

(1) taking initiative, rather than waiting for a rescuer; and (2) being 

connected to others face-to-face, in little ways, as an avenue to getting 

larger matters accomplished.

Spiritual Truths. The spiritual realities of life are another source of 

values. Transcendent truths about what matters and what is ultimately 

important are central to many leaders’ perspectives of leadership, rela-

tionship, and organizations. For example, the book of Proverbs in the 

Bible is a profound source of leadership values. We will deal with spiri-

tuality in more depth in chapter 5.

Reading this section may cause you to think, How can something I 
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get from the outside be a part of my own internal life? It is true that these 

external sources may end up in a notebook on a shelf. But sometimes 

there is a dynamic interchange between the truth you just read and 

your own life. It’s a resonance; you experience its reality at a deep level 

inside. Your inner world isn’t a vacuum, waiting to be filled with val-

ues. It is not passive and empty. It is active thinking and feeling. It is 

evaluating. It is watching and observing what you watch and observe. 

So when you encounter a value that makes sense to you, the external 

value gives structure and words to something already inside yourself. For 

example, I read that quote from Mother Teresa and said to myself, I 

would never have thought of it that way, but she said what I believe.

As you can see, then, as you identify and develop your values, you 

need both the inside and the outside. We need to constantly be on the 

prowl for good leaders who have good values. And we need to expose 

their thoughts to our own subjective worlds and see what happens. 

Good people are good for good people.

What now?

Think about your blue sky values, the darker values you need to 

resolve and the external values you appreciate and want to adopt. Make 

them part of your mission and your practice. You don’t need many of 

them. In fact, trying to keep up with too many stated values can be bur-

densome and you’ll simply get discouraged and stop thinking about 

them. Like the popular elevator conversation concept, hone your values 

down to a list you can tell someone quickly and succinctly.

More importantly, don’t forget the experience aspect of values. If 

your values aren’t sufficiently internalized, over time they will lose 

power and meaning. It is much better to lose money or make a bad 
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decision based on what you thought were the right values, than to make 

decisions that looked OK but were not made by consulting your values. 

The first is preferable because you will learn about your own leadership 

and how you make decisions. Or you may find that your values need 

revising. But at least you will be constructing a path to success that will 

last a lifetime and will help you continually improve. The other way, 

making decisions by the seat of your pants, gives you nothing to learn if 

things blow up. You don’t know what you did wrong or what you can 

change. Values make the difference—if you let values be part of your 

experience and, in that process, part of your inner world.

Hone your values down to a list you can  
tell someone quickly and succinctly.

Another aspect of values is that, in the best scenarios, your values 

are integrated with the other parts of your subjective life. Your inner 

world contains not only values, but also thoughts, emotions, relation-

ships, and transformation. These do not function well independently. 

They best operate together in a supportive and seamless fashion. So 

make sure you’ve thought through your values, just as you should with 

the other four leadership aspects we will deal with in this book, espe-

cially in relation to these other parts.

Here’s an example. Say you want to incorporate the value of per-

sonal integrity; your organization does not tolerate deception or un -

ethical practices. That is a sound value. Now look at this value in the 

following terms:
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Thoughts• . Scour this value; discuss it and analyze it.

Emotions• . Does this value generate anxiety? Do you feel 

encouraged by this value; is it a good addition? Does it make 

you feel you will have to confront something in your company 

that needs to be confronted as a result?

Relationships• . Consider those who matter to you. What will 

their reactions be to this value? How will this value affect  

their lives?

Transformation• . Are you continuing to explore the meaning  

of this value? Are you more ethical today than you were a  

year ago?

These questions are valuable fodder for you as a growing, improv-

ing, and changing leader. Work with your values and with all these 

aspects of your heart, developing them into something that meshes, suc-

ceeds, and brings results.

Having laid this groundwork, let’s now move to the part of the 

inner life that leaders often feel the most confidence in: your thoughts. 

Hopefully, you will learn some helpful things about how you think 

that can increase your leadership abilities.
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THOuGHTS
Leaders Think About Thinking
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A longtime friend of mine, Jim, is a leader in his field, which 

has to do with the media industry. He is well respected for 

his insights, ethics, and the results he creates. I have had 

many conversations with Jim and have benefited from our friendship.

There is a pattern I have noticed with Jim and other effective lead-

ers that goes like this. You present some knotty problem to him—for 

example, one with complexities in finances, people’s personalities, mar-

ket economies, and so on. You describe the situation to him from all the 

angles you can. You tell him where you’re landing on it. You tell him 

what other people have said so far. And you say, “So what do you think? 

Do I fish or cut bait on this situation?”

Having listened carefully and having asked several good questions, 

Jim will be silent for a moment. Then he will say, “Let me get back to 

you.”

It can be frustrating at the time. You’ve spent all this energy dis-

secting the situation, and now you have to wait. But having gone 

through this experience many times with Jim, I have found that the 

wait is worth it. He will call me in a few days and give me some per-

spective I hadn’t thought of, and it will generally be very helpful.
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Here is the point: not only had I not thought of the new perspec-

tive, but neither had Jim, at the time. When I first presented the situation 

to him, he really didn’t know what he thought yet. Jim wasn’t putting 

me off as some sort of lesson in learning patience. He really hadn’t yet 

formulated his final opinion. He was actively listening and learning. 

Certainly he had ideas and options running around in his head when I 

told him my situation. Most of us do. But he knew that was not the 

right time for him to think. He wanted to take in everything he could 

and then spend some time ruminating on it all.

This approach works well. This doesn’t mean, of course, that friends 

and advisers who give you answers on the spot can’t provide great wis-

dom. Certainly they can and do. But the Jims of the world have a high 

batting average. They think, and they respect the time it takes to think 

well and in a thorough manner.

Not only that but the people whom Jim leads often feel the same way 

I do. The fact that he takes the time to think through their words and 

problems makes his answers significant and weighty to them. Those he 

leads and influences find this a major reason they follow him.

Your Heart Has a Brain

Like Jim, good leaders place a high value on thinking clearly and 

well. Most spend a great deal of time thinking, in all sorts of contexts. 

Sometimes it is alone in a room, reflecting. Sometimes it is in a decision-

making meeting with colleagues. Sometimes it is an instant, under- 

the-gun process that moves very quickly. But thinking is critical.

Thinking is an internal activity. When you consider if one of your 

direct reports is in the right place for her talents, you are thinking. 

When you shift resources to a different area in the marketplace, that is 
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thinking as well. When you consider what study materials to use with 

your small group in the next quarter, that is thinking. Just as with your 

values, your thoughts are part of what it takes to be a leader who looks 

inside and finds many things he needs in order to achieve the best results.

Good leaders place a high value on  
thinking clearly and well. 

As I mentioned earlier, thinking—the reasoning part of your life 

and leadership—is critical and central to your work. That is why 

beyond reason also includes reason. Remember also that you learn 

about your mind by using your mind. The apparatus you are working 

with is also what you are observing. The apparatus you are observing 

is also the apparatus you are observing it with! I say this not as a matter 

of trivia but because I want you to be aware that your thoughts aren’t 

always the right thoughts because your mind is fallible. I see too many 

leaders who never question their thoughts or their mental tendencies 

and quirks, and their leadership suffers. So be aware that your mind 

can make mistakes. The more you know about your thinking patterns, 

the better equipped you are for leadership.

Thinking . . . is critical and central to your work.  
That is why beyond reason also includes reason. 
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Thinking 101

As a leader, it’s important for you to understand the basics of how 

you think, in order to think more effectively. The simplest definition 

of thought is an idea in the mind. In other words, a thought is some 

solution, brainstorm, strategy, insight, or observation. It can be about 

anything, but in the context of leadership, we’re generally referring to 

thoughts about people, opportunities, and problems, the things you 

need to concentrate on.

A helpful way to look at thoughts is to contrast them to reactions. 

When you react to a situation, you don’t act freely and independently. 

You make decisions based instead on internal factors such as fear, old 

habits, or people’s opinions. Reactions can be devastating to a leader, 

and can shortchange his impact. Thinking, however, looks at alterna-

tives, weighs consequences, considers costs and benefits, and uses 

judgment. Certainly thinking can be taken to the extreme, as when 

hard-charging business types critique the academic world about the 

“paralysis of analysis.” But in the main, those who think thoroughly 

tend to make better decisions and tend to treat people in a way that 

makes them want to follow them.

I consulted with the CEO of a service organization who, in many 

respects, was a brilliant man. He had an incredible memory and under-

stood financial complexities very well. However, he tended to have the 

same answer for every significant problem, and it was the old engi-

neer’s solution: If it doesn’t work, use a hammer. If that doesn’t work, 

use a bigger hammer.

For this CEO, the hammers were always the same: tighten down 

on expenses and work harder. There was nothing wrong with that, but 

that didn’t solve all the major problems the company had. They needed 
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new and different ideas. They needed thoughts. But his ideas were basi-

cally reactions to what had always worked for him in the past. Eventually, 

he and the company had to part ways because he was not providing the 

thinking that would have helped him. The sad thing is I think he could 

have had the right thoughts since he certainly had the capacity. But I 

don’t think he was very interested or curious about his thinker.

You want to pay attention to keeping your mind in shape. There is 

a growing body of research that is beginning to indicate that as we age, 

we “use it or lose it” with our minds, especially in memory, vocabulary, 

and mathematics. Even if you don’t retain the mental abilities, you may 

be able to keep sharper during the time you exercise your brain. For 

example, several times a week, I try to work out with an electronic 

game gadget designed to improve mental functioning. My teenage kids 

give me a hard time about not playing more fun games with the gad-

get, but it’s no game to me. I want as much mind as I can have for as 

long as I can have it.

The Ways You Think

There are several dimensions to how successful leaders think that 

are important to know, to be aware of for yourself, and to develop.

Cognitive Style
Your cognitive style refers to the way you process information from 

your environment. It has to do with how you read journal articles, how 

you listen to what others tell you, and how you draw conclusions based 

on how you observe the workplace. There is a great deal of helpful 

research on this, including with leaders. One aspect of cognitive style I 

want to emphasize for this book is the linear versus nonlinear style.
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Linear thinkers are more logical and ordered in how they think, 

while nonlinears come at problems and opportunities from different 

angles. Linear thinkers see a step-by-step approach to their work. 

Nonlinears try to see if there is a new way to look at an issue. This 

description is a broad one. People who research these matters disagree 

on what specific terms and descriptions to use, but for the purposes of 

this book, these distinctions describe the difference.

These styles have stereotypes associated with them. Managers and 

accountants are often seen as linear. Their tasks involve numbers, 

finances, budgets, schedules, quotas, and planning. Marketing and public 

relations types tend to be seen as nonlinear, with new ideas, promotions, 

analyzing the competition, keeping the attention of the consumer, and 

so forth. There certainly seems to be some reality to these stereotypes. 

However, there are two problems people commonly encounter with 

cognitive-style thinking. First, they tend to pigeonhole individuals into 

one style, and that can limit potential. Certainly we have our dominant 

cognitive style that we need to work from. But most people aren’t totally 

one or the other. You can be involved in both.

For example, I know a woman who directs a small business in the 

communications industry, a sector in which there have been lots of 

changes over the years. She has had to wear many different hats in the 

company because of its size. The business wasn’t large enough to hire 

full-time people for every type of role, so she had to learn to do some of 

the work herself.

While you have a primary cognitive style,  
don’t limit yourself. 
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Her background was as a vice president in the larger corporate 

world, where she ran a division and established policies that were 

essentially linear tasks. In the new position, however, she found that 

she needed someone to write marketing copy that was interesting and 

presented the new company’s products well—nonlinear type of work. 

She decided to be that someone, so she sat down and began thinking 

like a marketing person. She wrote ads, product descriptions, and pro-

motional e-mails. The market responded, and sales increased. She was 

surprised to find out that she enjoyed the work. She would still say that 

she is basically a linear thinker; however, she has not restricted her 

work to that aspect. In fact, she now takes creative writing courses and 

writes short stories as a hobby.

This happens in the other direction as well. An artist finds he has 

a knack for finance. A visionary is able to work with others on the steps 

required for that vision. A marketer can plot step-by-step strategies. The 

point is, while you have a primary cognitive style, don’t limit yourself.

The second problem you need to address with cognitive styles is 

the tendency to value one over the other. This happens in leadership 

circles, in business, and in literature. So the out-of-the-box thinker, 

who can think in terms of complexities and systems, is perceived as 

being more helpful to the organization than the linear thinker, who is 

seen as limited by A + B = C logic. On the other hand, the nonlinear 

thinker is criticized as irrational and unrealistic, even presumptuous, 

while the linear thinker is praised for attributes such as diligence and 

responsibility.

There is a danger to this sort of view, either way. It ignores the way 

leadership and organizations work. You need people with both cogni-

tive styles. At different times in the company, the church, the family, 

or the small group, you may need one over the other, for that particular 

LeadershipBeyondReadon.indd   31 2/4/09   12:44:50 PM



Leadership Beyond reason

•  32  •

season. But both cognitive styles are necessary in the long term. New 

ideas need a sound basis in reality and vice versa.

So in terms of your own cognitive style, you most likely know 

which basic way your mind tends to work. The best direction is to 

continue honing your dominant cognitive style while appreciating and 

owning the other style as well.

This is important for your leadership because you need to harness 

and develop both cognitive styles as you lead the people around you. 

People need to follow someone who can help them with logical pro-

gression and also with nonlinear ability as their own situations and 

styles mesh with yours.

Thinking Relationally
Being a clear and productive thinker also requires the ability to 

craft thoughts and ideas in terms of relationships. Your mind didn’t 

develop in a vacuum, apart from people. And it is a mistake to keep 

your thinking divorced from people—what they mean to you and how 

your thoughts will affect them. No matter what your area of leadership 

is, people are part of it. You lead people, you influence people, and you 

matter to people. Your organization has something to do with some 

service to people, whether a computer, a bank loan, a home, medical 

care, groceries, or a retail outlet. This means it’s necessary to keep people 

in mind when you create opportunities and solve problems. This is 

true in two areas: connecting your thoughts and considering the impact 

of your thoughts. Let’s take a look at these two aspects of thinking 

relationally.

Connecting Your Thoughts. Connecting your thoughts simply 

means bringing what you’re thinking about to others. We are primarily 

designed to be relational beings, and real meaning and purpose derives 
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from relationship. So the ideas, solutions, dilemmas, new visions, and 

improvements you come up with will do better when you talk about 

them with others. You engage with people, and they are drawn to what 

you are thinking. They are energized to your leadership. You, in turn, 

are enriched by their contributions.

This is why I love spending time with people who love what they 

do and think about what they do, especially if it’s an industry I know 

nothing about. I enter a world, guided by an expert with many years of 

experience, that is not only interesting to me but is usually quite valu-

able in my own work. Not long ago, I had a long talk with a neighbor 

who sells rockets. I had no idea what was involved. He told me about 

the design issues, how spacecraft is marketed, the process of selling 

and negotiation, and how he leads his sales team in a very long track, 

taking years per sale. Later, as I thought about what he had told me, I 

was able to better look at the long-term perspective in my own work 

and company, which didn’t compare with the perspective he has to 

have in his industry.

The ideas, solutions, dilemmas, new visions,  
and improvements you come up with will do  
better when you talk about them with others. 

This isn’t to say that you shouldn’t think at your desk, on a run in 

the hills, or while in a retreat setting. Thoughts that come in solitude 

can be very valuable. Whether you originate your ideas alone or in a 

meeting, make sure that on a regular basis someone, somewhere, 
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knows what you are thinking. You aren’t doing your spouse any favors 

when you get home and are asked how the day went, respond, “Fine.” 

Get the ideas out; noodle them with her. If you do this regularly, you 

will think better and become more connected to her.

Considering the Impact of Your Thoughts. The other part of think-

ing relationally is considering the impact of your thoughts. Whatever 

group you are leading, it matters ultimately to people because people 

are what matter. You affect the end users of whatever you are produc-

ing. You matter to those end users. Keep those end users in mind at all 

times. They have difficult and complex lives. You want to provide 

something that makes those lives better in some way.

Even if you enjoy pure thought, you need to consider your impact 

on people because you matter to them. A friend of mine is extremely 

talented in mathematics. He could teach it on a university level. He is 

in business, however, and has led several successful companies by capi-

talizing on his math abilities, especially as applied to the financial 

world. A few years ago, he left a very good position for another one 

that, while it was also a success, wasn’t at the intellectually strato-

spheric level of the first one. His reason for the job change was that he 

wanted a more direct route to the end user, more access to people, and 

more hands-on experiences. He sees both jobs as having equal value; 

it’s not a case of better or worse. For him, it is a matter of wanting to see 

faces, eyes, and hands using a product he has created.

even if you enjoy pure thought, you need to consider 
your impact on people because you matter to them. 
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This is what I mean by considering your impact. You will have an 

impact, one way or another. So keep your thoughts connected to rela-

tionships, and keep people’s faces in front of you. There is no better 

way to have your thoughts integrated with the rest of your inner world 

than to be a relational thinker. I will deal more in depth with the rela-

tional world in chapter 4.

reality with the nod to the Positive

Another aspect of successful thinking is your orientation to reality. 

You think about what is going on, not what you would like to be going 

on. Reality happens, and it always wins. You must take the bad news 

with the good news even if it reflects poorly on you. This is the only 

way you will ever make transformational changes in yourself and in 

the people you work with.

In the church I attend, the leadership made a commitment several 

years ago to allocate a high percentage of funds to a children’s ministry 

building. Their reasoning was that while there were other places to 

put money, the church is located in the middle of a growing commu-

nity with lots of young families. They wanted to attract parents to 

come via the services the church had for the kids. These are leaders 

who are also committed to overseas work and fighting local poverty. 

They have high values to those needs, and it was hard to shift the 

finances during this time to a building. So it wasn’t a reality they espe-

cially wanted to be true; it simply was what they believed to be true.

The leadership took a lot of criticism for this decision. People 

thought the money shouldn’t go to brick and mortar but to direct ser-

vices. The leaders listened to the complaints, but in time they went 

ahead with their decision. They were convinced of the reality that they 
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could reach people in the best way by helping families get help. It was 

not a popular reality, but it was one they had researched and based 

their decisions on it.

You must take the bad news with the good  
news even if it reflects poorly on you.

Recently, a family with young children moved into our neighbor-

hood. My wife and I invited them to church, and they went with us. 

While the grown-ups seemed to have a generally positive experience, 

it was the ten-year-old daughter who got their attention. When she 

returned from the children’s ministry time, she told her parents she 

wanted to come back. Bear in mind here that she had moved to her 

new home from hundreds of miles away just two days before attending 

the church. She did not know a single soul there, but the warmth and 

quality of the program captured her heart. And many people in the 

community are now bringing their children for the same reasons.

The leaders thought in terms of reality, and they won in my book. 

They looked at what was, not what they wanted things to be. In your 

own leadership, face reality first. Get the bad news first. Really listen to 

the financial problems, personnel issues, and sales dilemmas. Good 

leaders think about reality first and then find solutions and opportuni-

ties second.

At the same time, I think the thoughts of a leader should ulti-

mately go toward the positive. No one is completely balanced between 

good news and bad news. So veer toward hope. That is what a leader’s 
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thoughts bring to those who are watching and depending on him. 

They need someone who can bear the bad, contain it, understand the 

depth of it, and still provide a realistic hope if one exists. Certainly, if 

it’s time to roll up the show, that is the reality. But a good leader brings 

thoughts to the table that look at every scenario that can provide some-

thing good for people.

All of us who desire to lead need to be mindful of the 
responsibility to have thoughts that are not only 

grounded in reality but also give hope at the end.

I have cohosted a daily call-in counseling radio show for many years, 

called New Life Live! 1 I have listened to thousands of callers present 

their struggles with troubled relationships, emotional issues, addictions, 

and the like. You face a lot of reality when you listen to people’s per-

sonal problems. I often receive calls from individuals who have severe 

and complex problems, problems that certainly cannot be resolved in a 

few minutes on the phone. So I give them insights and perspectives for 

now, and then suggestions, steps, and resources for later, when the call 

is over. With the most hopeless-sounding situations, I have always tried 

to give something people could take away, something that was real and 

true and substantive, but also something that provided an option that 

they didn’t have before they called. I don’t know most of the endings 

of the stories. But I do know that all of us who desire to lead need to be 

mindful of the responsibility to have thoughts that are not only 

grounded in reality but also give hope at the end.
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Holding Opposing Thoughts

Another mark of leaders who think well and successfully is that 

they are able to live in conceptual tension. They can listen to, and 

think about, ideas that are diametrically opposed. They have enough 

space in their minds that they can consider and analyze both sides 

while they are moving toward a decision.

This is not an easy task. We all have a tendency, as leaders, to think, 

Plan A is better than plan B for these reasons, so let’s go for A. Because of 

the pressure and speed of leadership today, we simplify things to that 

level and move on. It becomes a zero-sum game: A wins and B loses. 

While that is often the right way to go, it is not always. The thinking 

leader must resist the impulse to immediately discard an idea that is 

antithetical to one he likes. He is apt to come up with better solutions, 

if he can live with the tension for a while.

I have a good friend who is a great example of this. He is a consul-

tant for companies that are ready to go to the next level of growth. In a 

recent project with a group, he was interviewing vice presidents of dif-

ferent departments, as is his habit, to get an overall feel for the nature 

of the company. What he found was a large division between marketing 

and accounting. This is a typical tension: marketing wants enthusiastic 

support for their energy, and accounting wants to cut unwarranted 

expenditures. But this company was more divided than usual. The two 

departments had locked horns, and their adversarial relationship was 

actually the problem keeping the company from going to the next 

level. Marketing was convinced that the company was headed for a 

smaller market share, and ultimately disaster, if the company didn’t 

make a big commitment to an aggressive ad campaign. Accounting 

saw no way that could work because the money was not there. The 
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company was stretched thin as it was. There had been shouting 

matches and everyone calling on the CEO to take a stand on one side 

or the other. For his part, the CEO was torn, as he didn’t know which 

answer was the right one. As the company’s leader, he didn’t want to 

alienate half the team by a decision, though he knew that might be the 

only answer.

You have to at least think about two  
perspectives or opinions that don’t agree.  
Don’t immediately react and toss one out. 

My friend the consultant coached the CEO in this way: “You may 

have to take sides on this. But I don’t think you have to yet. Begin with 

the premise that both perspectives have a lot of merit, and see if there 

is some way you can go in both their directions.” In other words, it 

might not be a zero-sum game. The CEO agreed to take some time to 

think about the issue. That was the beginning of the turning point for 

the company.

With this new idea of holding opposing thoughts at the same time, 

the CEO finally landed on a solution. It involved some infusion of capi-

tal, large enough that marketing could do some trimming and still 

mount a major campaign but small enough to satisfy accounting in 

case it backfired. The project worked, and the company did make it to 

the next level.

This doesn’t mean you have to be open to absurdities. Some things 

just don’t make sense. But it does mean that you have to at least think 

LeadershipBeyondReadon.indd   39 2/4/09   12:44:50 PM



Leadership Beyond reason

•  40  •

about two perspectives or opinions that don’t agree. Don’t immediately 

react and toss one out. Give your mind a little time to see if there is a 

win-win.

Adapting to new realities and Truths

Related to this is the ability for the leader to change and adapt 

when the facts dictate it. The best leaders know that reality is larger 

than they are, so they don’t mind taking a different course when there 

is new information. Clear thinking means submitting your mind to 

any new reality.

I was working in my office and needed to use a piece of computer 

equipment I’d left at home. I called one of my teenage sons and, know-

ing he was busy with school activities, offered him ten dollars to stop 

what he was doing and bring me the equipment. Since it was a thirty-

minute round-trip drive, it sounded reasonable to me. He said, “I’ll do 

it for fifteen dollars.” I didn’t mind that response. I didn’t play the guilt 

card or the “you owe your Dad” card because I have talked to my sons 

a lot about money, time, and negotiation. I just said thanks but no 

thanks and hung up. Then I called his brother and left him a voice 

mail with the same request. I had a backup, having two sons who can 

drive.

About a minute later, the first son called me back and said, “I’ll do 

it for ten dollars.”

“Great,” I said. “Why the change of heart?”

He said, “When I hung up, I asked Mom if you were trying to teach 

me a lesson on negotiation. She said, ‘No, he’s going to call your brother.’” 

My wife understood the situation clearly. And my son quickly adapted 

to the new information and made the necessary changes.
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A leader who thinks well needs the ability to admit when he is 

wrong or should change direction. Those who insist that the original 

plan is the only plan are often at risk. You instill doubt in people with 

that stance, and you instill trust in people when you adapt to new 

realities.

Intuition: Your mind Has a Gut

Let’s return to a question I asked in the introduction of this book: 

Have you ever ignored your gut and realized later that it was a mistake to 

do that? I have asked many leaders this question over the years, and 

almost all of them admit they have had this experience. You most 

likely have as well. It is generally the same sort of story that goes some-

thing like this: You interview an individual to fill a position. The 

person looks great on paper; the résumé and recommendations are 

fine. He interviews well and seems to fit the bill. Yet you have some 

weird sense that something wasn’t right about the person. You can’t put 

your finger on it, but there is a negative response. However, with no 

rational reason to support that sense, you go ahead with the hire.

And then, within a few months, you find out what the weird nega-

tive response was about. It might be that the person has a poor work 

ethic; it might be a personality style that clashes with the wrong peo-

ple; sometimes it is a character or moral problem. You can sense your 

gut tightening and chiding; your gut tightens and says to you, in so 

many words, I told you so. Why didn’t you listen to me?

This sensation, often called intuition, is well known in leadership. 

It shows up in all aspects of life, however, such as buying a home, 

choosing whether or not to ask someone on a date, or discerning if your 

child is lying about where she’s been. But its existence poses a problem: 
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How does the leader reconcile the two sorts of information: external 

and internal? What do you do with a sense or a response that doesn’t 

seem to have a basis in facts? In a way, these questions represent the 

main idea of the book: How can you best use the internal sources of 

your life to lead well and successfully? I believe there is an answer to 

the question and that intuition can be a very helpful aspect of your 

leadership. So let’s first understand what the word intuition means.

The experience of intuition is drawing a conclusion about a person 

or a situation with no known basis for that conclusion.2 It is generally 

immediate and quick. Intuition tends to be direct: Stop. Go. Yes. No. Do 

it. Don’t do it.

There are many theories about what intuition is: an emotional 

reaction, a conviction of some reality with an as-yet-undiscovered source 

for it, a mystic experience, the voice of God. However, a good deal of 

research now indicates that rather than being a mystical and unknow-

able process, intuition may be a combination of two elements of how 

we think and how we assimilate information. The first has to do with 

the analytical and logical parts of the mind, generally identified as the 

left brain. This is the part that is linear and quantitative in nature. 

This part seems to have the capacity to think extremely rapidly and 

come up with conclusions almost instantly. It’s as if, in computer lan-

guage, the processor speed is almost incalculable. This aspect of intuition 

is logical yet very rapid. For example, a radiologist can look at an x-ray 

and almost immediately conclude what is wrong with a person’s spine. 

She has looked at thousands and thousands of x-rays. Her mind rapidly 

does the work because this is known territory. But if this same radiolo-

gist is looking at a stock report, without a lot of experience, she may 

deliberate for hours on what decision to make. This is how the more 

left-brain process works.
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The experience of intuition is drawing a  
conclusion about a person or a situation with  

no known basis for that conclusion. 

At the same time, intuition seems to also work from the right 

brain—the creative, more spontaneous part. This is that hunch that 

you can find no logical, informational, or data-based reason for. You just 

know, and you know that you know that you know. It is the classic 

hunch with no supporting evidence. This aspect of intuition seems to 

be simply another way of reaching conclusions that does not follow a 

linear path. The path is more emotional and experiential.

A married couple I know is a good example of right-brain intu-

ition. As with many couples, he is more rational while she tends to be 

more intuitive. They work together in leadership in the same organi-

zation. He tells me that he will not interview anyone for a position or a 

proposal unless she is also in on the process. There have been so many 

instances in which she would say, “He’s going to be a problem,” or 

“Don’t let her get away,” and she would have a very high hit rate. She 

would not be able to articulate the reasons, but she had strong senses of 

yes or no. The husband, seeing the same interviewee, may see nothing 

of what she experienced. But he has learned to trust her “knowing 

without knowing.”

Intuition does seem to work in areas in which you are competent 

and experienced. That is, when you know your subject well, your mind 

has many experiences, memories, patterns, and conclusions from which 

to draw. This experience base feeds the accuracy of the hunch.
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Can Intuition Be Wrong?

From whatever side of the brain it originates, intuition is a kind of 

thinking process, and any thought can be mistaken. You can have the 

wrong facts, or you can draw the wrong conclusions on the right facts.

When I am consulting with leaders who believe it’s best to always 

go with the gut every single time, I take them on a review of their past 

decisions. Sooner or later, we will find some instance in which intu-

ition led them in a way that wasn’t the best way. This includes even 

those, like the wife above, who have a very good track record.

Go Back to reality

The best way any leader can use her mind to think in ways that work 

for her organization is to remember that reality is in charge. It is not divided. 

There are no inner and outer realities that are ultimately opposed. Both 

sources of truth must be subject to what is truly true. So in an ideal set-

ting, your intuition should agree with your conscious thinking.

Become a wise, sober-minded person of good 
judgment. Pay attention to what you see.

When the two disagree, I believe there is generally something 

missing. For example, take the earlier instance of hiring a person you 

felt weird about. Most likely, you didn’t have enough information about 

that individual at the time. If you had dug deeper into the recommen-
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dations, or observed him over a period of time in stressful situations, 

it’s likely that the flaw would have emerged. Then your intuition and 

the objective information would have worked together. That is why 

many businesses hire with a probationary period, so that time will tell 

the tale without a lot of damage in case things don’t work out. There is 

a Bible verse that says, “Do not lay hands upon [put into church leader-

ship] anyone too hastily.”3 Significantly, this applies to the process of 

picking business leaders also. On the flip side, perhaps you felt great 

about a person who later proved to be a problem. In this case, there 

could be several reasons your intuition failed. You wanted his skill set 

so much you didn’t pay attention to the warning signs. Or you tend to 

be overoptimistic and miss character flaws in others. Or perhaps you 

liked him as a person but didn’t check out his skill set deeply enough.

The real takeaway here is to think, observe, and learn from the 

experience. If intuition is a type of thinking, then what helps conven-

tional thinking to improve also helps intuition. The more experience 

you have, the more able you are to observe patterns in people, and the 

more you are able to learn from your observations, the better fuel you 

have to grow your intuitive abilities. That is how intuition grows and 

develops for you. Become a wise, sober-minded person of good judg-

ment. Pay attention to what you see. Don’t put intuition on a pedestal, 

but don’t ignore it either. A well-trained intuition is a good servant and 

a poor master.

Creativity and Leadership

What would you give to have been a fly on the wall at different 

great moments in leadership, especially those in which a creative idea 

changed the whole paradigm? For example:
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Henry Ford comes up with a mass-produced car.• 

Fred Smith starts Federal Express, a faster and more reliable • 

way to ship goods.

Bill Gates begins Microsoft at age nineteen.• 

Pierre Omidyar lands upon a new business concept that • 

becomes eBay.

Through the ages, leaders have always been associated with cre-

ativity. Creative leaders are valued, and their contributions make a 

difference. Your thoughts contain the potential to come up with cre-

ative ideas that can change and improve your organization, department, 

church, group, or family. Think about the last time someone in your 

organization came up to you and said, “We have a problem with X. 

What can we do?” Like most leaders, you probably felt the pressure 

that it is now your problem. You’re the leader. You must come up with 

a solution that no one else has been able to. It’s in your lap. That is real 

pressure. But your creativity can go a long way to coming up with a 

solution, a new take on things, or a new idea that can move your group 

forward.

What Is Creativity?

Creativity is, simply put, the ability to rearrange existing compo-

nents into a new whole. That is, you take what you see, organize it in a 

different way, and come up with a new idea, a new solution, a new ser-

vice, or a new product. Ford, Smith, Gates, and Omidyar all saw a need 

and an opportunity in business. Business was the context they were 

observing and thinking about. Sometimes it seems that creativity comes 
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up with something out of nothing. Think, for example, of an artist in a 

windowless room who paints a masterpiece out of his head. However, 

that artist has memories and experiences to draw from. And that is 

what makes creativity so accessible: we all have the raw components 

lying around in our lives.

It used to be that creativity was viewed as an ability for only those 

who had a special gift. Either you were creative, or you weren’t. While 

there certainly seems to be those individuals who are innately highly 

creative, it is now understood that everyone can create at some level. 

And in today’s market and opportunities, that is an ability that every 

leader needs to develop. Here are some of the aspects of creativity that 

are relevant for leadership.

Creativity Can Operate Well Collaboratively
Creativity thrives when you are in relationship. Great ideas come 

out of people supportively tossing ideas around in a team. For example, 

the extremely popular PlayStation video games have more than one 

hundred people creating them in a team.4 Solitude certainly plays a 

large part in the creative process since you need time away from dis-

tractions to think productively. But the more relational you are, the 

better input you can use from others, and the better feedback you 

receive for your own thinking.

Creativity Uses Your Leadership Context
As with the business examples above, creativity generally doesn’t 

come out of a vacuum. It arises from opportunity and need. There is an 

environment, a context, a setting for the creative process. A creative 

leader learns to look at her situation and asks how this can be done 

better.
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In the late 1980s, Dr. Henry Cloud invited me to partner with 

himself and psychiatrists Frank Minirth and Paul Meier in a medical 

and psychological treatment program company that would provide 

both inpatient and outpatient treatment on the West Coast of the 

United States. David Stoop, another psychologist, was also a partner 

with us. Part of the program was a teaching element, in which we 

taught a number of lessons to the patients at one of the hospital units. 

We instructed them about principles and insights on aspects of emo-

tional and relational growth and healing, and we taught these lessons 

as part of the inpatient program. Some of the topics concerned depres-

sion, anxiety, addictions, intimacy, trust, relationships, and the spiri -

tual life.

We wanted to also make what we had been learning about with the 

inpatient program available to people who weren’t in a hospital setting 

but who wanted life to be better or to grow or heal in some area of life. 

We thought the information and approach could help people, no mat-

ter what their life settings. So we started thinking of ways to get the 

information out. We knew that in Southern California, where we are 

located, public seminars were popular in all sorts of areas: finances, 

health and fitness, cooking, relationships, and personal growth. So we 

rented a ballroom in a hotel and began speaking every Monday night 

on some topic of growth. One of us would lecture for an hour on a sub-

ject and then answer questions from the audience for another half 

hour. We called it Monday Night Solutions.

The talks seemed to meet a need, and enough people attended that 

we decided to continue it after a trial period. Ultimately, we conducted 

these talks for eighteen years, live, almost every week of the year. Today, 

we have partnered with a media company that provides satellite pro-

gramming by subscription to several thousand churches in North 
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America. We now record the Monday Night Solutions talks in a studio, 

and the DVDs are sent to various churches via satellite.5

People sometimes ask how we thought of a creative idea like a 

weekly live talk. My answer is that we simply rearranged some existing 

components into a new whole. Experts have been giving talks for a long 

time. The need was there, and the idea came. The creativity lesson for 

me in this area was to see what was out there and see if it could be 

improved on.

Creativity Is Pro-Structure
There is a myth that the creative process can only be unleashed 

when you get away from all order, discipline, and parameters. People 

who believe this say that creativity must be as free as possible to express 

itself. This sort of thinking is not true, and it discourages leaders from 

investing in the process. Leaders know the value of structure in organi-

zations. They aren’t about to abolish all that in the hope that creativity 

might happen.

The reality is that creativity flourishes with structure. Creative 

freedom can exist within parameters. A brainstorming meeting with a 

flip chart occurs for a specified amount of time. People ask thought-

provoking questions to get the creative process going.

A great example of the creative process within parameters is music. 

Any musician has to submit to the structure that there are musical 

scales with a finite number of notes. Chords sound good only when 

they are the right chords. Random chords can ruin a song. I have seen 

brilliant ideas form in the minds of button-down executives and in 

T-shirted artists. Certainly there can be a micromanaging scenario, in 

which the structure intrudes on the process. But structure helps 

creativity.
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Creativity flourishes with structure. 

Creativity Is Pro-Health
Another myth that can dissuade the leader from investing in the 

creative process says that creativity comes from misery and unhappi-

ness. The movie Amadeus vividly portrays Mozart’s out-of-control life. 

Van Gogh’s brilliance is often associated with his madness. But the 

“tortured artist” idea doesn’t hold up in reality. Creativity is enhanced 

by personal and emotional health and the growth process in general. It 

flourishes in a fulfilled environment.

Think of your mind as having a certain amount of room in it, like 

the RAM of a computer. RAM is used for the “thinking” a computer 

has to perform. The more RAM, the better the machine operates. 

When too many applications are open, however, there is less room, and 

the computer can become sluggish or inoperable. In a broad sense, the 

clearer your life and mind are, the more space creativity has to grow 

and bring new ideas.

A childhood friend of mine, Dr. Larry Bell, is an accomplished 

composer. A Juilliard graduate, he is chair of music theory at the New 

England Conservatory of Music and associate professor of composition 

at the Berklee College of Music. I visited Larry at a class reunion some 

time ago, and during our talk, I asked him about the “tortured artist” 

theory. He said, “It hasn’t been true in my experience. When I went 

through very unhappy times in life, I didn’t compose as well. And 

when my life and relationships have been fulfilling, I have done my 

best work.” Larry’s life and productivity are evidence that creativity is 
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pro-health. As noted psychoanalyst Dr. Karen Horney has stated, “an 

artist can create not because of his neurosis, but in spite of it.”6 I like to 

ask people who hold to the tortured artist idea, “What if Mozart and 

van Gogh had had good lives? What works might they have produced 

then?” And the same is true for you. Health and growth are good for 

you and for your creative development.

Creativity Requires Intentionality
Creativity, especially for the leader, takes work and discipline. You 

must allot time, room, and energy for creativity, in both developing it and 

in using it. I recommend to leaders that they read up on creativity, learn 

from experts, and get to know the process. There are many structured 

experiences and exercises designed by creativity experts to help you look 

at matters from a different angle and build your creativity muscles.

Creativity, especially for the leader,  
takes work and discipline. 

In your context, use creativity intentionally. In your work relation-

ships, tell people you need to think about things creatively. Have 

meetings dedicated to finding a new way of taking advantage of an 

opportunity or solving a knotty problem. Don’t make the mistake of 

waiting for the inspiration to come. It can and it does, certainly. All of 

us have had an aha experience of some kind. But that generally comes 

after you have made efforts beforehand that began the internal process 

already.
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Pay Attention to Your Thinking

Become an observer of how you think. As I said, it may sound 

strange to think about thinking, but it is important and helpful. There 

are several patterns to be aware of.

recognize Cognitive Distortions

Psychologists talk about cognitive distortions, or patterns of think-

ing that aren’t reality-based and therefore hinder your productivity. I 

have written about them in more detail elsewhere.7 There are several 

distortions that can hamper a leader’s thinking. Look at the list below 

and see if you experience any of these patterns:

Helplessness• —the sense of “I’ve tried and nothing helps,” as if 

there are no choices available to you.

Passivity• —a pattern in which you are afraid or hesitant to take 

initiative, so you wait for someone or some circumstance to 

provide the solution.

Negativity• —a well-known pattern in leaders in which there is 

an imbalance of negative over positive. It is often justified as 

being “realistic,” but it is generally built on fear and failure, not 

reality.

Defensive thinking• —a scenario in which you are unable to own 

your own contribution to a problem or to see another person’s 

feedback as superior, so you rationalize your position to the 

point of uselessness.

All-or-nothing thinking• —the idea that there is only one answer 
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to a situation. This kind of thinking is very limited and is 

usually produced by anxiety or a perfectionist streak. 

Sometimes there is only one answer, but most of the time there 

are several. The best thinking occurs when you look at various 

scenarios and play them out, either in your mind or with others.

False self-thinking• —this occurs when you try to be someone 

you’re not either to please people with that image or to keep 

yourself from seeing your own faults. It becomes a very 

restricted way of living and leading.

Observe Your Thoughts

Life is chaotic, and sometimes too much information can cause 

confusion in an organization. As a result, leaders are under great pres-

sure to think with focus and direction. It is an important task.

Marcus Buckingham’s writing on clarity has been a major contri-

bution to helping people recognize how important it is for leaders to 

think clearly and to give clarity to those they lead.8 Sometimes, however, 

leaders interpret a need for clarity as a need to control their thoughts 

and keep them directed and precise. This is a problem. The leader needs 

to provide clarity to the organization, but she needs to also observe 

where her thoughts are leading and what they mean. There is much  

value that can come from observing your thoughts.

For example, think about someone in your organization who, when 

you are engaged in a conversation with him for more than a minute or 

two, your thoughts begin to wander. It can be like the movie scenes 

where a bored high-school student enters some daydream while his 

teacher drones on, then startles back to reality when she stands over 

him, saying, “Do you understand my question?” When talking to this 
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person at work, you find yourself thinking about golf, lunch, or your 

date that night. As a result, you miss what the other person is saying 

and have to quickly catch up somehow so he won’t notice.

You may be tired. You may not be interested in the topic. But there 

are other reasons you may be thinking those particular imaginative 

thoughts. And if you understand those reasons, they can point to some-

thing valuable for you, the leader. For example:

He rambles on about details no one cares about, and he needs to • 

be coached to be succinct.

He talks in an egocentric way about his own perceptions only, • 

and he needs to be helped to consider other people’s experiences 

and viewpoints.

You are annoyed with him about something, so you detach • 

from him via your imagination. You may need to rectify that.

He is bringing you negative news you don’t want to hear. You • 

may need to hear it anyway.

You can’t sufficiently detach from whatever you were doing and • 

pay attention to him. You may need to refocus on him and 

return to the previous issue after the conversation.

The point is, look at not only what you are thinking but how you 

are thinking. This process will pay off for you in the long term.

Thinking Leader Thoughts

Leaders must think differently. They must think as a leader, with 

“leader thoughts.” What I mean by that is that a leader’s job is not only 
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to connect with people and inspire them to greatness, but also to think 

in ways that prove that he or she has earned the hat of leadership. This 

is the world of ideas. You have the hat because you are expected to have 

ideas that others don’t have.

During the presidential campaign at the time of this writing, we see 

a great deal of emphasis on which candidate has the best ideas. Certainly 

the candidates’ personality, warmth, and maturity play a large part. But 

people want to see who has the best ideas concerning the economy, 

national defense, taxes, health care, and a host of other areas. When a 

candidate mentions a new solution, it makes the national news.

This doesn’t mean that you, in your context, need to have all the 

best ideas. But you do need to create a setting where the best ideas 

come. Sometimes that may mean bringing in someone who has the 

best ideas. Recruiting an expert is a good idea in itself. It is also what 

good leaders do.

This doesn’t mean that you, in your context, need  
to have all the best ideas. But you do need to create  

a setting where the best ideas come. 

You need to be ahead of the pack. You need to think further ahead 

than those you lead, so you can look beyond what is going on now. Your 

thoughts, your leader thoughts, can move your organization to a new 

place of success because you took the time to think like a leader.

One aspect of thinking the thoughts of a leader is that you need the 

ability to be free. By that, I mean the ability to choose when and how 

you will decide on a matter. A leader who is free listens to others, ana-
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lyzes situations, and tolerates pressure from others to act immediately, 

to decide right now. If you are the leader, you have the prerogative to 

freely consider the matter, to think about and discuss the alternatives 

and choices, and then to decide on your course and your timetable. If 

your thoughts are bound up in taking responsibility for the anxiety of 

others, you aren’t free, and you can’t operate as a leader. Thinking leader 

thoughts requires asserting, in a kind way, that you will choose what 

you will choose, when you choose it.

Having presented the importance of understanding thinking, we 

now move to an exciting but controversial area in leadership in the 

next chapter: the place of emotions. A central part of the inner life, 

your feelings can be a great asset to you in what you do.
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I was talking to Alan, an executive who was in charge of several 

departments. He was telling me that he had an “attitude prob-

lem” with one of his direct reports, a manager.

“What kind of attitude problem?” I asked.

“Well, I get frustrated easily with him,” he said. “Sometimes I even 

get angry with him, though I don’t like to admit it. I don’t think I’m 

being fair about this. I’m not that way with anyone else who reports to 

me, just him. I wish I could get over this attitude. I just need to stop 

being mad.”

“That may be,” I said. “But let’s look first at what’s going on. What 

do you get frustrated about with him?”

Alan said, “Well, actually, lots of things. He’s a nice guy, and people 

like him. And he is valuable to the company. But he is so disorganized. 

I can’t get information from him when I need it. He doesn’t get his 

reports in on time. He’s like a traffic jam in the company; everything 

slows down because of him.”

I said, “Then there may be good reason for your frustration. What 

have you done about it?”

“I’ve talked to him a million times, but his behavior doesn’t change. 
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So I have to spend more time managing this manager than I do every-

one else combined.” Then Alan returned to his original thought. “But 

I don’t like being angry like this. Show me some way to turn the anger 

around.”

“Let me suggest something else,” I said. “Maybe you should be frus-

trated and angry.”

“Should be? But I’m not an angry type of guy.”

I said, “That’s my point. You’re no raving rageaholic. You’re a pretty 

even-keeled person, I know that. So maybe what’s going on should be 

bothering you, and it’s telling you to fix the problem.”

“Fix it how?”

“Well,” I said, “somehow you need to arrange things differently. 

There are several ways you might do this. You can find a way in which 

he gets his act together. Or you find someone who can manage him so 

you don’t have to. Or you can find him another area to work in that 

doesn’t require that he be organized. Or he may have to leave. But one 

way or another, I don’t think the solution is to stop being angry. It’s to 

fix what is making you angry.”

Your emotions can be your friend and  
your ally as a leader. 

Alan thought about it and got it. He went to work on the situation. 

And in time, what worked was the second suggestion. Alan had the 

person report to someone else, who then reported to Alan. As a result, 

Alan’s “attitude problem” went away. He wasn’t frustrated and angry 
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anymore. The new supervisor certainly had a challenge, but he had 

more time to allocate to the person than Alan did, so he wasn’t as both-

ered. The individual did pretty well in the new situation and even 

became somewhat more structured because of the new arrangement.

Here is the point: your emotions can be your friend and your ally 

as a leader. When you lead beyond reason, you also seek out your emo-

tions and utilize what they bring you. This chapter will present ways 

to do just that.

The Stepchild of Leadership

As a leader, how do you view your feelings? Do you enjoy them? 

Look forward to them? Discuss them frequently? Probably not. If 

you are like most people in leadership, you most likely look at your 

emotions with some reserve. Leaders, to a large extent, have learned 

from experience that emotions are something that are to be con-

trolled and mastered, and not much more than that. Emotions are 

rarely seen as accelerating leadership abilities. They are the stepchild 

of leadership.

In leadership circles, you hear “I’m interested in what you think 

about . . .” more than “I’m interested in how you feel about . . .” More 

value is attributed to the cognitive part of the inner world than to the 

emotional part. It is part of the leadership culture. That is why I was 

struck by Jeff ’s comment about fear that I mentioned in the introduc-

tion to this book. Sometimes leaders describe a thought as a feeling (a 

typically male phenomenon). For example, he will say, “I feel that we 

need to allocate more resources to marketing.” But that is not an accu-

rate representation of what emotions are. Emotions aren’t ideas; they 

are internal responses.
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There are, of course, good reasons for this hesitation. We all have 

seen situations in which a leader gave vent to some emotion and made 

a huge error in judgment. Or in other situations in which fear and 

anxiety caused a leader not to move forward boldly, and bad outcomes 

followed. Or when at other times, intense feelings alienated a leader 

from those close to him. The leader who has constant emotional dis-

plays tends to create a negative impression of his competence.

I was recently called up to be on jury duty. I took a few days off 

work and listened to the arguments of the plaintiffs and the defense. At 

the end of the arguments, the judge ordered us to deliberate and come 

up with a verdict. As part of her instructions to us, she said, “You may 

have had emotional reactions to the people you have listened to. But 

don’t let your emotions cloud your judgment.” And she was right in 

saying that. Some of the jury members had a negative response to the 

style of one of the people in the trial. We had to keep refocusing our-

selves on what the law said, what the truth was, and what the real 

issues were. It was the only way we could deliver a verdict that we 

thought was just and fair.

Having agreed, then, that emotions can present a real problem in 

leadership, I want to present the other side and show that emotions not 

only can be helpful but also are a necessary part of successful leader-

ship. Remember that in the introduction, I said you ignore what is 

beyond reason to your peril. That warning is probably most true in this 

arena of the emotional world.

What are emotions or feelings? (In this book, I am using the two 

terms as synonyms, not in a technical sense.) A good working defini-

tion is that emotions are subjective reactions. Emotions include positive 

reactions, such as tenderness, happiness, or satisfaction. They also 

include negative reactions, such as anger, anxiety, or sadness. Emotions 
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can be intense, or they can be subtle. They can be absolutely over-

whelming, or we can be totally unaware that we are having them.

emotions not only can be helpful but also are a  
necessary part of successful leadership.

Like anything else inside you, emotions don’t exist of and for them-

selves. Your emotions have a function, a purpose, a role. When you 

understand this role, you can use your emotions well to lead others to 

success.

The Signal Function

Your feelings exist as a signal to you. They alert you that some-

thing is going on, something you need to pay attention to and deal 

with. That something may be an event outside of you or one inside. 

Look at your emotions as you would the instrument panel on your car. 

On the panel are gauges and indicators that read out information on 

fuel, engine temperature, RPM, oil, and tire pressure. When the indi-

cators are in the proper range or are simply not turned on, you don’t 

think a lot about them because they signify that things are going nor-

mally. But when the indicators go into the red, blink, beep, or light up, 

you pay attention because they are alerting you of a situation that 

needs to be taken care of.

In one of my first full-time jobs, I drove a company car about thirty 

miles with the oil light on. In my ignorance, I assumed it was like the 
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gas gauge, and I figured I had awhile before the oil was out. But by the 

time I barely made it back to the job site, the car needed major repairs. 

My boss was undeservedly kind to me about my foolishness, but he did 

sit me down and explain what to do the next time the oil light went on.

That is what emotions do for you, and why it’s good to understand 

what they mean and what to do about them. They point to a situation. 

Most of the time, there is some action you can take that will resolve the 

situation. The result is that the emotion gradually resolves in its inten-

sity. Its job is done, so the emotion dissipates until the next time.

Take Alan’s frustration and anger in the opening illustration of this 

chapter. Alan wanted to stop having the emotions of anger. He didn’t like 

feeling them. That is understandable. These are unpleasant emotions. 

No one wants to be angry all the time. His own solution, of trying to not 

be angry, would be like taking a hammer to the oil light, smashing it, and 

then saying, “OK, that problem is solved.” But the real problem, the situ-

ation that caused the light, isn’t solved and will get worse over time. So 

instead, when Alan distanced himself from the disorganized individual, 

the frustration and anger went away, not because Alan chose to not feel 

them but because he solved the real problem.

There are schools of thought that say that you can simply choose 

to feel, or not to feel, certain emotions. The theory is that feelings 

always follow our thoughts. So if you change your perspective, then 

your feelings will follow suit. Could Alan have learned more patience 

with his direct report and been less angry? He could have, in time. If 

he had had no other options available to him, he may have had to do 

that. Sometimes that does help us, as we grow, to become more mature 

and have a larger view on things. But that isn’t always the best thing to 

do with our feelings. The best thing is to first look at the meaning of 

the emotion, see what causes it, and then deal with that.
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Emotions aren’t always a signal of something “out there” going on. 

They can also alert you to something happening within you. You have 

a tough day, and when you get home, you snap at your kids for being 

kids. You encounter several difficult sales calls and feel discouraged 

when the next client offers a little resistance. You hear that your new 

boss is difficult, so you become anxious when she asks for a meeting, 

only to find that she wants your advice. Though it is natural to think 

your feelings are telling you about someone or something, this is not 

what mature leaders assume. It is what children think. Not only that, 

but you are also to determine if the feeling actually has something to 

do with you. This is always the best first step.

emotions aren’t always a signal of something  
“out there” going on. They can also alert you to  

something happening within you. 

negative emotions

It is helpful for leaders to understand what specific emotions mean 

because they have individual messages and information for you. Then 

you can more easily trace what you are feeling to what is going on, to 

determine your course of action. Let’s take a look at a few of the nega-

tive feelings we have and what they convey to us.

Anxiety
Anxiety is a sense of unease, fear, or dread that signals you to move 

away from something or someone. It is a sign of danger or a lack of 
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safety. Sometimes it comes out in physical ways, such as a queasy stom-

ach, sweaty palms, or a rapid heartbeat. Anxiety is a helpful emotion 

because it warns you that you may be in a situation that is not good for 

you. Many leaders have experiences in which they ignored their anxi-

ety and made an error as a result.

A friend of mine told me that he found himself dreading any inter-

action with his boss. He avoided the man and tried to cut any conversa-

tion short. I asked him why, and he said, “He’s really distant with me; 

he’s not friendly. I don’t think he likes me.”

I knew his boss, and I didn’t think he was that kind of a person. I 

also knew that he did like my friend; in fact, he had told me so. I said, 

“Is it possible that he’s a little reserved? Maybe his seeming distance is 

not directed at you. I have always seen him as simply a little on the 

quiet side.”

many leaders have experiences in  
which they ignored their anxiety and  

made an error as a result. 

My friend’s previous supervisor had been a very gregarious and 

warm person, the kind of person who really got to know others and 

meant it. Thinking about it, my friend said, “It could be; I never 

thought about it.”

I suggested, “Why don’t you make the first move and ask him how 

things are? Maybe he needs that.”

That pretty much solved the problem. My friend started taking 
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the initiative with his boss, against his own personal reaction. He 

would simply walk up to his boss and ask how the weekend had been 

or what his plans were for that night. The result was that the boss 

began warming up to him, and their relationship markedly improved. 

Certainly it would have been better had the boss done the initiating 

himself, but that wasn’t the situation. So in this case, the anxiety sig-

naled that my friend was interpreting his boss’s reserve as dislike. And 

when he took the action step, he solved the problem, which then 

resolved the anxiety.

There are other times, however, when the anxiety signals a real-

time, actual, and objective danger to be avoided. In these instances, 

instead of powering through, we need to stop, feel the feeling, under-

stand the source, and take the right action steps.

For example, some time ago, I was approached by a man with a 

business offer. He wanted me to invest with a communications com-

pany that was starting up with a new concept. It seemed to be quite 

sound and a very good idea, with lots of upside. The only hitch was 

that he needed for me to make a decision very quickly. As he said, “The 

ship is leaving the dock.”

I needed more time to do due diligence and research the situation. 

At the same time, I hated missing what could be a great opportunity. So 

I tried to get as much information as I could in the little time I had. As I 

thought about the matter, I realized I was becoming anxious. I was feel-

ing some fear about what was going on. At first, I thought I was just 

having the normal jitters before taking a risk. But it didn’t go away. It got 

worse. In fact, the anxiety quickly became greater, in my mind, than my 

initial excitement about the opportunity. Finally, I figured out the 

nature of the anxiety: I did not have sufficient time to get enough informa-

tion to commit. I wanted to say yes, but I could not. So I had to say no.
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It turned out that my anxiety did me a favor, as the company didn’t 

fare well. Anxiety says avoid this or go the other way, and I did. But 

again, the anxious feelings weren’t the issue. They simply pointed to 

the reality I had to face, which was that I was being asked to rush to 

judgment. For many of us, the fact that someone doesn’t give you a lot 

of time to decide is a warning sign that there is trouble. Maybe it 

should have been for me. Regardless, the illustration points out how 

helpful your anxiety can be, if you listen to it.

Anger
We experience anger as a call to address conflict. When we sense an 

obstacle to be faced or a wrong to be righted, our energy level rises, and 

we prepare to confront or combat the situation in some way. The best 

way to understand anger is that it signals to us there is a problem to be 

solved. It urges us to fix something that needs to be fixed. Again, anger 

can be from the outside or inside, but it must be addressed and dealt 

with. What makes us angry is not always a bad person, but at least a bad 

situation we want to see changed. We don’t like to see people we care 

about getting hurt. Or diligently planned projects go south. Or our 

efforts to reach out to someone result in us being blamed or attacked. 

These situations often provoke an angry response. This emotion can 

last a few seconds, or it can run for days and weeks. But the idea is that 

your anger is urging you to deal with a problem.

As I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, there are many 

war stories about a raging executive yelling, intimidating people, and 

slamming his fist on the desk. He is certainly engaged in battle, but 

most of the time, his anger is not solving anything. People sometimes 

talk about how good it is to vent anger. While it’s good to bring anger 

into relationship, in order to connect it and understand it, the act of 
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venting, in and of itself, is overrated. A person with a chronic anger 

problem can vent all day and then get up the next morning and do it 

again. He has something going on inside that he needs to deal with, 

and it’s going to require “more than counting to ten,” as a colleague of 

mine, Kay Yerkovich, once said.

To look at how anger works, let’s return to the example of Alan and 

his direct report. As it happened, Alan’s anger was a normal reaction to 

an external situation. But it could have been different. Suppose, for 

example, the manager was working fine and wasn’t causing any prob-

lems. But Alan was constantly finding himself annoyed when he 

talked to him. That might point to something inside Alan, an alert of 

a different nature. It might have been that the man had some trait or 

style that was a hot button for Alan. Say he was somewhat chatty, and 

Alan liked people to get to the point. There would be nothing wrong 

with the person, but Alan just didn’t like that style. In that case, the 

action step would probably be a different one, something like under-

standing where that annoyance came from. Maybe Alan had a previous 

boss who never got down to brass tacks and Alan couldn’t get clarity 

from him, and that experience stayed with him. Then, having under-

stood the source, Alan could forgive that previous boss, let it go, and 

find more tolerance for his direct report.

It could go the other way also. Suppose the manager was a very 

direct and to-the-point person while Alan preferred a little conversation 

before getting to matters. The direct report would seem cold and abrupt 

to him. Then Alan would have to figure out why he reacted that way to 

that style. The point here is simply that it may be about the situation. 

And it may be about you. As a leader, you need to be open to either direc-

tion. Just remember the problem-solving nature of anger. Don’t avoid it. 

Don’t let it control you. Be sure to find its source, and take action.
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Sometimes you find yourself feeling angry about a leadership 

problem, and there is nothing you can do to fix it. Your anger may have 

helped you to work hard to resolve things, but some matters, no matter 

how we try, don’t always go how we want. We can’t solve every problem 

and we can’t win 100 percent of the time. I think we can win a great 

deal of the time, but anyone who says we can bat a thousand doesn’t live 

in the real world.

In these cases, your anger may have done its job and run its course. 

When you have done everything you knew to do, been as creative as 

possible, received lots of sound advice, gone the third mile, persisted, 

and prayed, then it may be time to move past anger and problem-

solving. Otherwise the anger keeps you frustrated and beating your 

head against the wall.

Some matters, no matter how we try,  
don’t always go how we want.

This is the situation of the leader who continues being annoyed 

about something he needs to let go of. He brings up an unchangeable 

problem over and over again, it takes over his thoughts like an obses-

sion, and his colleagues get tired of hearing about it. He is stuck in 

what psychologists call a protest stance. He is still arguing his side in his 

mind and unable to get past it. You will often hear this person say 

things such as, “It can’t be; it shouldn’t be; maybe if I try it this way” 

about a situation that won’t change. He is protesting a situation he 

needs to let go of. His anger is driving him to continue fighting, but it 
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is not a wise use of his anger. Instead, it may be time for him to change, 

adapt, and go another direction. And that sort of protest anger has its 

final resolution in the next emotion I want to present: sadness. It is not 

the most popular emotion for leaders, but it is a vital one to experience 

and understand.

Sadness
Sadness is a feeling of grief and mourning. We feel despondent or 

regretful. We shed tears and sometimes isolate ourselves. Sadness has 

its own signal and message, which is that we are experiencing loss. 

Something or someone we value and care about has left us. It’s all about 

the process of grieving.

There are many victories and many losses you will experience in 

life and in leadership. That’s just the way life is, and it’s normal. A deal 

you dreamed of doesn’t come through, no matter how hard you tried to 

make it work. A person who is driving you crazy will not listen to rea-

son and persists in how he behaves. Market forces turn everything 

upside down, and things beyond your control affect your work. A win-

dow of opportunity you didn’t take advantage of in time is now closed 

to you. You make a judgment call, and it’s the wrong one.

On a more personal level, there are also many losses people experi-

ence. A marriage ends. A loved one passes away. Your children go down 

the wrong path and cause you heartache. You make mistakes in how 

you treat people you love, and you alienate them. You encounter health 

problems. You develop a bad habit that you regret. You wonder where 

God is, in all of this, and if He cares.

As a leader, you may be tempted to skip over this section. It deals 

with something negative, the feeling of sadness, which seems counter-

intuitive to the leadership experience and direction. As I said, sadness 
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is not the most popular emotion for the leader. Leaders focus on value 

and outcomes. What value and what outcomes can arise from being 

sad? Doesn’t that lead to slowing down, stagnation, a pity party, blam-

ing, and even depression? Better to keep moving, cut your losses, and 

keep positive.

In my work with leaders over time, I have come to understand this 

perspective. Leaders are under tremendous pressure to be an example, 

an inspiration, a positive force, and a source of energy to their organi-

zation. That is the reality, and it is the right thing. It is an essential of 

leadership.

At the same time, there is another essential, and that is to be able 

to handle losses, as well as the corresponding emotion of sadness, for 

they will happen. Loss is part of life, the way the world is. Losses have 

three sources: you, others, and the world. Your own failures and lapses 

in judgment can cause a loss. Others in your life can be the source. And 

sometimes, the economy, the weather, or an illness that is no one’s fault 

can cause it. More often than not, the losses you experience are some 

combination of the three. But remember that as a leader, you will lose. 

It is a fact. How you deal with loss separates the winners from the los-

ers. Ironically, those who can’t deal with loss ultimately lose. And those 

who know how to deal with loss will win. Here is how that works.

Sadness is the emotional signal of the reality of loss. It says, I lost. 

Maybe someone else won, maybe not, but I know I lost. And I lost something 

I wanted. Whether you lost a position, a venture, a financial gain, or a rela-

tionship, sadness connects you with whatever you wanted. It is about 

desiring something, most likely something good. And desire, wanting 

something, feeling a longing for something, is necessary for sadness and 

grief. If you don’t desire or care about anything, you will never have to 

feel sadness. There is nothing to lose, so there is nothing to let go of.
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People who are detached from their desires, their cares, their hearts, 

and their relationships often are spared of feeling sad. But that is not a 

good way to live. In fact, very detached people often suffer from rela-

tional problems, intimacy issues, and clinical depression. Not wanting 

or caring about something, for the purpose of avoiding sadness, is to 

miss the point of leadership in the first place. Leadership is about want-

ing to make a difference, having a vision, helping people you care about, 

changing lives, and meeting goals. Desire and care keep you moving on 

that path. You can’t have one without the other. Desire and sadness 

must coexist in your inner life.

Some matters, no matter how we try,  
don’t always go how we want.

So what good is sadness then? Here is its value: sadness tells you to 

let go and move on. It points you to the reality that you can’t have some-

thing you desire, at least today, and you need to go another route. Give 

up trying to put a square peg in a round hole. Stop trying to make the 

deal work that can’t work. Realize that person is the wrong one for the 

job, though you desperately need someone in that position. If you have 

someone in your small group who wants to leave, and you’ve had sev-

eral conversations to try to work it out, let the person leave and wish 

him favor. Set a goal this next year that is more realistic than the one 

last year that was impossible.

I think there is tremendous value in paying attention to your sad 

feelings. Then you’re not stuck like the man I mentioned before, lost in 
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the mode of “It can’t be; it shouldn’t be; maybe if I try it this way . . .” 

That begins to sound like a love-smitten person who, when rejected, 

starts stalking his ex. You don’t want that kind of existence. It isn’t the 

path to success.

The main reason I think leaders have a particularly tough time 

with this emotion is that sadness means you are helpless to change some 

reality. I don’t mean that you are completely and totally helpless. 

Certainly you have options and choices, but there are times you must 

accept that you are helpless to change someone or something. Here are 

some examples of what you may say “I can’t change this” about. You 

might be helpless in:

making someone change their negative opinion of you;• 

resurrecting a deal that has gone away;• 

causing someone to stay who wants to leave;• 

keeping a position that is no longer an option;• 

going back into the past and doing things again differently.• 

Leaders resist helpless situations; it’s not what they signed up for 

in leadership. That is understandable. Leaders are workers and doers. 

But as I said, this isn’t complete and total helplessness. It has limits and 

parameters. You can always go another way to achieve what you want 

to achieve. It is helpful to become accustomed to the reality that we are 

not God. Your sadness points you to a consigned and limited helpless-

ness that will help you face your loss and move to those matters in 

which you can be helpful and effective.

During the past several years, Dr. Henry Cloud and I have conducted 

a weeklong training experience for leaders called the Ultimate Leadership 

Workshop.1 In these workshops, Henry and I teach the attendees prin-
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ciples on leadership, values, the internal world, and reaching outcomes. 

Another component of the week is that the leaders go into small group 

settings, where they unpack themselves, get real, and learn to take the 

information they are learning that eighteen inches from their heads to 

their hearts.

One of the biggest takeaways that the attendees tell us about in 

their feedback is that they have a new respect for the value of sadness. 

Now, these are motivated, highly competent, values-driven, and accom-

plished people. But they, inevitably, did not have the skills to handle 

loss. No one had ever helped them with that aspect of life, work, and 

leading. Here are a few examples of what they say:

“I’ve been holding on to a demand to be perfect in all things.  • 

I’m learning to let that image go, as it will never happen. I’m 

learning that excellence doesn’t demand perfection, and I have a 

new perspective.”

“I thought I could keep everyone in my company happy if I tried • 

hard enough. I’ve let it go, and I’m becoming free of that trap.”

“I’ve had some business failures that I could not stop beating • 

myself up about. I’ve allowed myself to feel the sadness, and 

instead I can now see them as learning experiences for my future.”

“I miss my team in my previous job, and I’m letting the sadness • 

happen so that I can move on. Now I have more energy and 

encouragement to continue with the new group.”

“I’ve had some relational losses, and I never let myself say  • 

good-bye emotionally. I never got over that person, and it 

affected my work. I’ve now gone through the grief, and I’m  

back to my old self.”
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Sadness can help you move on to new opportunities and new chal-

lenges. Though it is a negative emotion, it has positive benefits. I talked 

to an executive who had transitioned from one company to another. 

When I asked him how it was going, he said, “I like the company I’m 

with, but I haven’t really been excited about it or engaged there.”

I said, “Any idea why?”

He told me, “I realized that I transitioned very quickly. I was with 

my former company for a long time, and I had a lot of relationships and 

experiences there. I don’t think I ever gave myself time to let it go and 

grieve it.”

From a time and resource perspective, sadness has a good return 

on investment. It is a temporary process. It finishes and resolves. It 

allows you to free up energy and motivation in your mind to lead the 

way you want to. And it helps you learn lessons from the past that are 

valuable.

Sadness can help you move on to new  
opportunities and new challenges. Though it is  

a negative emotion, it has positive benefits. 

Sometimes I will talk to leaders who have no value for sadness. 

They will say, “Just get over it.” I can understand that in some cases. For 

example, if someone is complaining endlessly about a situation that is 

long past and is yesterday’s news, they do need to get over it. If their 

sadness concerns a problem that isn’t a big issue, they do need to get 

over it. That is true about matters that don’t really matter to you. You 
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change an office in the same building. You train for a new specialty. These 

are changes that simply require adaptation and flexibility. They don’t 

tend to generate a lot of sadness because there’s not a significant loss 

involved. Or if some failure you experience isn’t a big deal, you just 

dust yourself off and get back on the horse.

However, sometimes “just getting over it” will make things worse 

for you over time. If you have lost something or someone truly impor-

tant to you, you will most likely have sad emotions about the loss. It’s 

best to give it the value it deserves by allowing some time to be sad. It 

will do you good, and you will move on from there.

Finally, stay up-to-date on your grief and losses. Don’t let them go 

unattended for a long time. Keep current with them. The sooner you 

grieve something, the less time it will take to let it go. It may be a cou-

ple of minutes. It may be much longer, if it’s a significant loss. But the 

longer you put it off, the longer it will take to finally finish it. Jump into 

the grief process, and you will jump back into normal life that much 

sooner.

Guilt and Shame
The emotions of guilt and shame can slow down the energy, moti-

vation, and creativity of a leader if they are not understood and dealt 

with. Though grief and shame are different in a technical sense, they 

are best described broadly as an attack on yourself, by yourself. You con-

demn or judge yourself harshly for violating a standard, for failing, for 

letting someone down, for not being sufficient, or for hurting some-

one, to name a few infractions. Further, this attack on yourself can be 

about something that is either true or simply perceived. You can beat 

yourself up, for example, as a loser when you hit a triple but expected 

to hit a homer.
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Guilt and shame often are associated with self-judgment. Here are 

a few examples that leaders experience:

You don’t know what you’re doing in this job. You’re a loser.• 

If people knew how incompetent you were, you would be gone.• 

Your last mistake really hurt a lot of people.• 

You continually disappoint others and let people down.• 

You give up too easily.• 

You don’t learn anything from what people are trying to tell you.• 

The organization’s struggles are all your fault.• 

It doesn’t take a lot of these self-statements to cause great discour-

agement and leadership paralysis. But it is a common reality that many 

leaders experience. So as we’re dealing with our emotions, instead of 

trying to get rid of guilt and shame feelings, we need to understand 

their signal function so we can chart the way to resolving them.

Instead of trying to get rid of guilt and shame  
feelings, we need to understand their signal function 

so we can chart the way to resolving them. 

There is nothing wrong with feeling bad when you fail. It means 

that you live in reality. When you succeed, you should celebrate. When 

you err, having negative feelings like disappointment, remorse, and con-

cern for others shows you care about people, your responsibilities, and 

your leadership. Have you ever talked to someone who made huge mis-
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takes that cost the organization a lot of money, and the person shrugged 

it off with, “Oh well, it will be better next time”? I have, and I don’t trust 

these people with my time or my money. They aren’t people who consider 

their accountability to others to be a grave matter. They are problem 

people. They are not examples of healthy, guilt-free living.

Guilt and shame are much worse than being disappointed or 

remorseful. They keep you reliving the past, in recriminations, and 

they paralyze you. When you experience these feelings, you need to 

look at what is going on. Most of the time, these emotions are signaling 

to you one of several issues, with their corresponding action steps:

Your standards are unrealistic and need to be modified and • 

adapted to what is normal.

You are overidentifying with your error and think that it speaks • 

to who you are as a person in general, rather than being simply 

a mistake that you, a normally competent person, have made.

You have a deficit of accepting, safe, loving relationships with • 

people who can help you feel loved and OK about yourself, and 

you need a few of these around you.

You create parent figures out of the people around you and • 

imagine that they are more disappointed in you than they 

actually are. You need to talk to them about how they really  

see you.

You take too much responsibility for the job, the results, and • 

everything in between so that when there is a failure, it’s all 

your fault. You need to bear your own burden of leadership and 

be responsible for yourself while at the same time allowing 

others to take responsibility for themselves.
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As you can see, these attitudes can slow down your progress and 

growth as a leader. But these action steps can take you a long way toward 

ending self-attacks and replacing them with loving self-correction that 

we can all use and benefit from.

As we’ve dealt with anxiety, anger, sadness, and guilt and shame, 

it’s important to know that I am describing normal experiences of these 

emotions, along with normal action steps that resolve them. Sometimes, 

however, these emotions can become very intense and painful, and 

sometimes they do not resolve over time. If you are following these 

recommendations and are finding that the feelings are still disrupting 

your life with no relief over time, it may be that the issue they are sig-

naling is deeper or more serious than you thought. That means you 

may have a clinical problem, in which there is an injury or emotional 

deficit that needs professional help and healing with a good psycholo-

gist. I know many leaders from all over the world who have received 

great personal benefit from psychotherapy and have found that their 

work and results improve as well.

Positive emotions

Now I want to point out three of the primary positive emotions 

that leaders experience. Again, just as all emotions do, positive feelings 

function as a signal to you; they aren’t an end in themselves. So it is just 

as important with positive emotions as it is with the negative ones to 

understand what they mean for you and your leadership.

Warmth
Warmth is a feeling that you have about relationships in your life. It 

draws you to move toward people you care about and engage with them. 
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Warmth can exist in any sort of relationship: romantic, friendship, or 

family. It simply is an emotion that makes you want to be close to or in the 

presence of another person. It can lead you to a satisfying conversation 

with your spouse, a great time playing with your kids, a stimulating night 

with your date, or a jog with a friend. Warmth reconnects you to people.

As a leader, you may be tempted to think, If it’s not broke, don’t fix 

it. Why analyze warmth? Just enjoy it. It is certainly an emotion to be 

appreciated and experienced, no doubt about it. But there is also value 

in understanding what warmth is telling you. Basically, warm feelings 

signal that this person is bringing you good. That is, he or she is pro-

viding some things for you that you need, some part of the fuel that 

you will need in some form for the rest of your life. The warmth helps 

you pay attention to that fuel so that you will not neglect it.

Think about the last good meal you ate in a restaurant. Most likely, 

that thought makes you want to make plans to return. The meal brought 

good fuel to you. Warm feelings remind you to get back to the connec-

tions you have.

Work is important, but relationship  
must be first. 

As you most likely know, leaders are somewhat vulnerable to 

being workaholics or too task-oriented. Business demands and sched-

ules can take up huge amounts of time. It is easy to run on fumes and 

become detached from the people you need and who also need you. 

Warm feelings remind you of the importance of relationships. They 
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make you want to connect, to talk, to be intimate, and to care for some-

one who, in turn, cares for you. In my own work, when I am flying to 

speak at a conference, I will find myself thinking of my family and the 

people I care about. And the warm emotions that come out will balance 

what all the frantic activity points toward: people.

If warm feelings aren’t something you experience on some sort of 

regular basis, consider that a problem. We certainly have to work, focus, 

concentrate, strategize, problem-solve, motivate, and inspire. These 

are the task-based parts of leadership. But if there aren’t some moments 

during the day when you have warm feelings, look at a couple of possi-

bilities. One is that you don’t have enough of a support system in your life 

(we will deal with this in more depth in the next chapter), so you are 

somewhat detached and disconnected. Another is that you have diffi-

culty letting people in or trusting them emotionally, so you cut off the 

warm feelings in order to stay safe from hurt. This may indicate a need 

for professional counseling, to help you learn to open up safely. Another 

is that you have a high value for tasks and a low one for relationships; you 

are more comfortable doing than relating. If this is the case, you may 

need to reorient your values so that relationship gets first place, and 

work gets second. Work is important, but relationship must be first.

Satisfaction
Satisfaction is an emotion that relates to work, accomplishment, 

and performance. It is a feeling of contentment that we have completed 

a task we are proud of. We can look back at the achievement and say to 

ourselves, This was very much worth the effort.

Leaders enjoy and relish those moments. They are a quiet celebra-

tion and reflection on the effort it took and the results that were 

produced. You may feel satisfied with a positive quarterly earnings 
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statement, a building project that is now complete, a project your team 

did well, or a tough problem in your small group that you helped some-

one come through and have a better life.

When leaders don’t experience satisfaction,  
they often become driven and frenetic.

What does satisfaction signal? I believe this emotion points out two 

things for you. The first is that you can stop now! Work and leadership 

need closure. There should be some points at which you know that a 

task is done, whether it took five minutes or five years. You can’t keep 

up the pace, nonstop, without satisfaction telling you that you can rest 

and turn the page. When leaders don’t experience satisfaction, they 

often become driven and frenetic. They are productive, to some extent, 

but it’s ultimately a recipe for misery.

The other direction that satisfaction points us to is that work and 

leadership should bring a measure of fulfillment and joy. Your success 

should be a cause for satisfaction. The emotion then serves as a sign 

that life can be good and also that you can continue down the track to 

the next challenge. Without that emotion, work could become drudg-

ery. Satisfaction is a signal that you are producing something and will 

continue to do so.

Happiness
While satisfaction is the feeling associated with results and accom-

plishment, happiness is the emotion that is concerned with anything 
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good that happens to you. It has nothing to do with whether or not you 

accomplished anything. That is, happiness is a sense of well-being and 

contentment in general.

Of all the emotions you have, happiness is the one that is most 

dependent on your circumstances and least dependent on you as a per-

son. It is basically a response to positive things happening: a job you 

enjoy, a marriage that is fulfilling, a child who is doing well, a charity you 

are involved with, a hobby that is fun, good weather, a good meal, a funny 

movie. Happy feelings simply go with happy events. It doesn’t take a lot 

of character or maturity to feel happy when happy things happen.

There are some dispositionally happy people. They simply have a 

positive emotional outlook. They are not bothered by things that bother 

other people. It’s not that they are in denial or are pretending inside; 

they really feel that way. Most of the time, it is because they have expe-

rienced a long pattern of significant loving and secure relationships. 

Those experiences tend to provide a happier viewpoint. But that is not 

our focus here, as we are dealing more with the pure feeling of happi-

ness itself.

Of all the emotions you have, happiness is the one  
that is most dependent on your circumstances  

and least dependent on you as a person. 

How does understanding happiness apply to your life as a leader? 

What is your takeaway? The first is to look at what made you happy for 

those few minutes and be grateful for that event. Gratitude means that 
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you appreciate what just happened to you. You don’t dismiss or ignore 

it. You don’t say, “Well, what’s next?” and move on. You experience 

thankfulness for it. You tell people who were involved in the event how 

much you appreciate them. There really is something to the “stop and 

smell the roses” thinking. People who don’t take time to feel happy 

about blessings in their lives are headed for regrets and even isolation 

from others.

The second takeaway is that happiness serves as a reinforcement to 

continue whatever we are doing. If being around supportive and inter-

esting people makes you happy, you will probably find them again. If 

researching a marketing concept is enjoyable, you will probably con-

tinue in that track. Happiness reinforces whatever caused it in the first 

place. Hopefully, what brought you happy feelings is also something 

healthy, valuable, and good for you as well.

The third takeaway is that people will follow happiness in you as 

their leader more than they will follow your unhappiness. If you are 

aware of and appreciative of the good going around, happiness will be 

contagious to those who follow you. They can always go somewhere 

else to work or help out, but people naturally gravitate toward the posi-

tive. Again, I’m not talking about putting on some idealistic pretense of 

happiness. Happy leaders are also honest, authentic, direct, and realis-

tic. These traits all go together without conflict. In fact, happy 

individuals tend not to be aware that they are happy. They just are. If 

someone asks them, “Are you happy in what you are doing?” they may 

have to think about it, and then say, “I guess I am.”

I have a friend who worked for many years in a high-level corpo-

rate position. She was happy there and was very successful. She got out 

for a while to do some other activities. However, she got an offer to 

jump back in at a CEO level with a new venture, and she took it. We 
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were talking about her decision, and she said, “Once I decided to go, I 

called several people who had been on the old team with me, to recruit 

them. When I told them about the new company, they were ready to go. 

The old company had been such a great experience for all of us.”

People will follow happiness in you as their leader 
more than they will follow your unhappiness.

I was reminded of the movie Ocean’s Eleven. Danny Ocean recruits 

his old friends to plan a major crime, and the team comes together to 

execute it. My friend, as Danny, had no trouble bringing her old group 

back together. They had caught the happiness bug from her and knew 

that her happiness would become their happiness as well.

The fourth takeaway is that a lack of happiness can be a signal that 

you need to make changes. If you are miserable in your job, make what-

ever changes you can make to improve things. If you aren’t happy as a 

leader, find out if there is some skill or competency or coaching that 

would help. This doesn’t mean we are to interpret every negative feeling 

as a sign that something is going wrong. A tough and direct conversa-

tion between two people in a company can be very uncomfortable and 

not particularly happy, but it can bring great good. The point is, pay 

attention to unhappiness and trace it to its origin, just as you are to do 

with every emotion.

Having said all this, I must now warn you: happiness is a valuable 

experience, but it is a miserable goal. Take it off your goal list and replace 

it with something else. In its proper place, as a celebration of gratitude 
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and an appreciation of the good, the emotion of happiness has real ben-

efit. It is a fruit, a result of the good. But it never works out when we 

focus on happiness as something to accomplish. I hear this a lot from 

leaders: “I just want to be happy in my life.” I certainly understand the 

desire, but happiness as your ultimate goal will lead nowhere, and even 

to worse than nowhere. It can lead to problems in life and leadership.

To reach your most important goals in life, you will have to experi-

ence unhappiness. What is really important in life—and in your leader-

ship beyond reason—has to do with the values I presented in chapter 1. 

These values bring meaning and purpose to life. They are larger than 

you, they existed before you did, and they will continue long after you 

are gone. They make life make sense to you. And they will require dili-

gence, conflict, heated debate, confrontation, delaying gratification, 

patience, failure, perseverance, and labor. No one who builds a great 

organization, leads people to a worthy goal, crafts a successful mar-

riage, or launches competent kids does so without some significant 

measure of unhappiness along the way. But for people who undertake 

a life of meaning and purpose, losing some happiness along the way is 

a small price to pay. The eventual achievement and results bring all 

the happiness they need in the end.

Happiness is a valuable experience,  
but it is a miserable goal. 

There are two major demographics of people who are focused on 

happiness as their goal. They are children and addicts. They live for 
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the pleasure of the moment. They want to feel good. They want posi-

tive things to happen to them. They avoid negatives and unhappiness. 

And they are unable to say no to their desires for a greater cause, rea-

son, or purpose. For them, the only time period is the now. Their goal 

in life is to be happy.

Children need parents who teach them that the best way to live is 

to learn to love and to take responsibility for their lives. Gradually, they 

extend their demand for pleasure and instant happiness into meaningful 

goals and habits. Addicts need professionals who will support them in their 

struggle, give them insight and healing, and help them learn that delay-

ing gratification and self-control will help restore the lives they lost.

Certainly, as a leader, you should appreciate happiness when it comes 

and model happiness for your people. But also as a leader, look for the 

greater themes, deep into your values, for healthy relationships, pur-

pose, and meaning, rather than happiness.

To reach your most important goals in life,  
you will have to experience unhappiness.

There is something interesting about happiness that I have noticed: 

when you stop trying to find happiness, it will find you. I don’t mean this in 

some mysterious way. There is reality to this idea. When you focus on 

what is really important, and live and lead in the right way, you will 

experience the side benefit of happiness. It will find you in those 

moments of enjoyment along the way. And it will find you also when 

you see that a life well lived is a good life indeed.
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The Focus of Passion

I was flying to a speaking engagement one day and engaged in 

conversation with the man sitting next to me. I asked him what he did 

for a living, and he said, “I’m a commercial pilot.”

I said, “I hear that takes quite a bit of training.”

He agreed. “It does require a lot of training—school, military ser-

vice, noncommercial planes, the whole nine yards. But it’s been worth 

it. I like my career.”

Curious, I asked, “So how did you decide on flying as your career? 

Did you go through some sort of focusing, search, or process of elimi-

nation from other areas?”

“No,” he said. “It wasn’t like that at all. I just had a passion for flying. 

Since I was a young kid, flying is all I’ve wanted to do. There was no 

elimination because there was nothing else I even considered.”

I was struck by his statement and thought about it for a long time. 

Here was a man who, for whatever reason, had a passion inside him 

that hadn’t wavered for decades. A passion that motivated him to accom-

plish years of rigorous training toward his career goal.

Since it took me a long time, with different redirections, to finally 

find my own career, I felt a twinge of envy for his clear and early focus. 

Some people find their passion earlier in life; others take more time. But 

the point is that you, as a leader, have some sort of a passion. It is a good 

thing, and it can help you to understand what it is, and how to use it.

Desire with Direction

I define passion simply as “focused desire.” Passion is an emotion of 

great clarity. It is something you feel. You can talk about passion, and 
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you can think about passion, but deep down, you feel it. It harnesses 

your interest and desire for something and points them in a specific 

direction.

There are countless passions leaders may have, as many as there 

are leadership interests. Some have a vision for a web-based company. 

For some, it’s retail. For others, it may be a communications venture, or 

health care. Some want a growing church. Others want to lead a happy 

family or a meaningful small group.

As with any emotion, passion also has a purpose and a role. Passion 

drives you in a specific direction, so you will be unwavering and clear. 

It moves you to keep going, to make the sacrifices necessary, to con-

tinue the path because you are in the right place at the right time. Like 

happiness, passion is a positive and pleasurable emotion. However, it 

is much more focused and specific than happiness. You might say you 

are happy leading the IT department of your company. That can be a 

very good thing, but it can also mean that you can easily find happi-

ness doing something else. But if you say you have a passion for 

leading the IT department, it means something much more on a mis-

sion and who I am level. It would be much more difficult to find that 

passion elsewhere.

Passion drives you in a specific direction,  
so you will be unwavering and clear.

Imagine if someone says to you, “Three years ago, I had a passion 

for marketing. Two years ago, I fell in love with administration. Last 
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year, I was all over accounting. And this year, I am passionate about 

sales.” You would think that that person was either unbalanced or dis-

ingenuous, and you would probably be right. Who would want to be led 

by that person? Leaders with passion not only create interest, but they 

create security because their passion is real, dependable, and reliable. 

It’s not a flavor-of-the-month emotion. Passion stays focused like a laser 

beam; it keeps you on target and tends to last for a long time in your life 

if it is the real thing.

When I was in high school, I was a distance runner. I wasn’t very 

good, but I enjoyed it enough that I could say it was a passion. When I 

would go for a practice run alone and would become tired, I found 

there were four things I could do to keep myself from getting bored or 

going crazy. First, I would look into the distance, down the road, to see 

where I would end up. But that could be discouraging because the hori-

zon took so long to change, and I couldn’t see progress fast enough. 

Second, I would look at the road in front of me where my feet were 

going. That was OK for a while because I could tell I was getting some-

where. But that, too, would get tiresome as I saw just thousands of 

steps—left, right, left, right—and it reduced me to counting them in 

some obsessive way, which was no fun. The third choice was that I 

would think about something else in my life: my buddies, my girl-

friend, my family, sports, music. But sooner or later, the physical pain 

of running would get in the way. The fourth option was the best for 

me: I would notice what was going on around me. I looked at the scen-

ery, the road, and the houses. And I noticed my breathing, muscle 

movements, and the feel of the sun on my skin. When I did this, time 

passed faster for me, and I actually enjoyed myself.

That is what passion does for you. In your lifetime, you will spend 

a lot of time working with people you are leading. You may spend the 
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time thinking only about the goal and miss the moment. You may check 

the hours off on a spreadsheet, and be reduced to counting steps. You 

may zone out and think about things you enjoy, that you would rather be 

doing right now, and not be present. Or passion can keep you engaged, 

right now, in doing something that requires hard work, but at the same 

time is rewarding and provides an outcome in the future. With passion, you 

gain a present and a future as well. It is the best way to go.

To clarify here, there are certainly people who are what you might 

call passionate people. Whatever they are into, they are into it 110 per-

cent. I would describe these people as enthusiastic or intense, and that 

can be a very good thing. But that is not what I am describing here. Our 

view of passion for the purposes of this book is related to what you do, 

particularly as it relates to your leadership. It is a focused desire to do 

what you are doing as a leader.

Where Does Passion Come From?

Passion develops when we are doing what we are designed to do. In 

other words, there is an intersection between who you really are and 

what you are involved in. There are two elements here, the external 

and the internal. The external activity may be a job, a project, a posi-

tion, a career. But that activity is a trigger that reaches deep inside, and 

who you really are, your real self, responds to that. You may have 

thoughts about it, such as This intrigues me, or I want to try that some 

more, or I could be pretty good at that. But the emotion that corresponds 

to those thoughts is passion. And when you feel passion, you will most 

likely find ways to get involved more in that activity.

In reality, then, you can’t be passionate, in the sense that we are 

talking of, about every work or leadership context. We are not designed 
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to be able to do everything. That’s not how life works. You have certain 

abilities, traits, styles, and gifts. They form some niche that makes you the 

best fit for that area. The job is to find that niche and fit it to the activity.

Passion develops when we are doing what  
we are designed to do. 

Once passion exists, most people know it. It’s a little like falling in 

love, which makes sense because there is passion in that arena as well. 

You don’t have to make yourself get involved in the work. You find 

yourself thinking about it, being curious about it, bringing it up in 

your conversations. Discipline helps passion, but discipline is not a 

substitute for passion.

For example, I have a friend who is highly placed in the real estate 

industry. At the time of this writing, real estate is going through some 

difficult times. And my friend has a lot of people to lead, train, and 

motivate. I asked him recently how it was going. He told me, “These 

are tough times. I have to make a lot of hard decisions every day. But I 

still wake up in the morning thinking about new ways to keep us mov-

ing and keep my people productive. I love being in real estate, and I 

love working with my team. That is what makes me tick.”

Getting It

You may have identified yourself with my friend. You daydream 

about running your department, team, company, church, or small group. 
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You don’t have to write on your daily to-do list, “Think about how to 

keep my people motivated.” It’s there, in your inner world. If so, and 

if your passion is the right fit—meaning you have the abilities and 

strengths—you are fortunate. Keep on track.

However, you may not have found your passion, or perhaps it’s 

time for a new one. And if you lead, you need two passions: the passion for 

something you do well and are competent in, and the passion to lead others in 

that arena. There is an order to this: your own passion first, leadership 

second. Part of finding your own passion is beyond reason. You have to 

begin with yourself because if you don’t love something, there is no way, 

over time, you will be able to lead others in it. You may be able to manage, 

guide, and assist them. But we cannot get people inspired, excited, and 

productive when we don’t have the juice ourselves.

Imagine that someone came to you and said, “I’d like to be a leader.” 

One of the questions you would probably ask would be, “So what do 

you do?” If the person’s answer was, “Nothing in particular. I just want 

to lead people,” you would likely not be considering how to find a place 

for that person. Instead, you would probably say something like this: 

“Learn to be really good at something, and then come back, and let’s 

talk.” Who wants to be led by someone whose only passion is leading 

them . . . in what?

One exception to this might be the corporate executive who has 

formal training and experience in leading a company. He has the capac-

ity, from years of work, to go from leading a company in one industry 

to leading one in a completely different area. His passion for doing 

something well may be the same as his passion for leading others, 

which is what corporate executives do. But most corporate executives 

are highly multicompetent people. They have a deep understanding 
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of finances, marketing, accounting, strategies, human resources, and 

the like. So even they must start with themselves and then move to 

leadership.

So first, begin like the pilot began. Consider what you love, what 

you enjoy doing, what you like because of the nature of the thing itself. 

It may be teaching, administration, building, computers, selling, art, 

music, or theology. Look not only to today but also to the past and your 

patterns. What, in your life history, has been a focused desire? This is 

not a time to think of practicalities, such as I can’t quit my day job for this 

or I’m not talented in this. These may be important, but they are in the 

wrong sequence. Finding what you love to do, in your heart, must 

come first. Practical realities must come second.

Second, get experience. This is the external part. Talk to people, 

try things out, explore opportunities—however you do it, get experi-

ence in the area of your passion. The more active, frequent, and varied 

the experience, the more you will find that you will be able to attach to 

something that makes sense. The real you is waiting to be discovered, 

and your job is to find lots of different experiences that the real you will 

connect with and then trigger the passion. That is the basic formula to 

discovering and harnessing your passion: look inside, and then go out 

and try things. 

Then do the same with leadership. Find out what you love about 

leadership and get the experience. People with a passion for leadership 

understand what drives them: seeing lives change, seeing the effects of 

teamwork on a project, helping people achieve what they normally 

couldn’t, casting vision, solving problems. And they look for contexts 

to operate in: corporate, charity, family, personal growth, church. That 

part is simply a numbers game, one of gaining valuable experiences.
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Obstacles to Passion

There are several speed bumps to consider if you have found it 

difficult to have that laserlike experience of passion. These are the 

ones that I see most leaders encounter, along with the steps to resolve 

them.

A Dependency on Willpower
Since leaders are often highly disciplined and structured, some-

times they try to will their passion. That is, they work very hard at 

something they think they should have passion about. They diligently 

study it, go to meetings, get mentors, get themselves psyched up, and 

sincerely try to create a passion. And that is the problem. You can’t 

create passion or force yourself to feel it. You simply must find it. It’s 

just the way we are made as humans.

I have a friend who was at the top of his game in the insurance 

industry. He owned a small company and was highly successful. By all 

accounts, you would have thought he had a passion for what he was 

doing. He did, for the insurance business in general. But he didn’t have 

a passion for the role he was in. He worked for many years as the owner. 

But he didn’t enjoy the burdens owners have. Finally, and against con-

ventional wisdom, he sold the business and went to work for a large 

insurance firm. He is at the top of his game there also. His competency 

levels haven’t changed. But he has a passion for his work in this context. 

He has a great support infrastructure and good resourcing. He decided 

not to continue beating his head against the reality that he had no pas-

sion for owning the business. He listened to himself, his experience, 

and reality, and made the right move for himself.

I mention him because usually the story of passion tends to go in 
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the other direction: the corporate person becomes a small business 

owner, an artist, a musician, or a minister. But my friend’s example 

shows that you can’t pick your passion. You can only find it. So don’t try 

to “make yourself ” have passion. Look for it. Use your willpower and 

discipline to keep you structured in the process of discovery.

An Idealized View of Passion
There are times when a person simply doesn’t have the opportu-

nity or options to live out her passion in her career. Sometimes there 

are other realities that prevent one’s passion from being lived out, 

such as a medical condition that forces a job change, a passion that 

can’t pay the bills as well as a current job, or an economy that necessi-

tates taking a job that’s not the best fit, for a period of time.

Certainly you need to pay attention to these realities. If you’ve 

tried your best, for a long time, and have searched diligently for a job 

in your area of passion, and if for some legitimate reason, you can’t 

experience passion in your current tasks, you may have to adapt and 

change. It’s neither loving nor responsible to cause your family to 

struggle indefinitely while you go for your dream. If your dream has 

a fixed and short-term goal, like medical school or an MBA, that is 

different. Otherwise, your family should come first and be provided 

for.

This scenario often involves a limited view of passion that is 

highly idealistic. You believe that your job must ignite your passion. It 

is true that something should ignite your passions, but there are times 

when the job doesn’t. So you look to other venues for that: working 

with kids, soup kitchens, hobbies, art, mentoring others, sports, and 

the like. People do that all the time, and many become accomplished 

leaders because they can help people in the contexts they are in.
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Problems in Leaving Home Emotionally
Many leaders aren’t able to access their passion because they have 

never finished the task of leaving home emotionally. They can’t access 

their true self, who they really are, because it isn’t accessible yet. This 

is one of the core issues of leadership from the inner reality. You must 

lead from your reality and no one else’s. That journey is yours alone.

As children, we were designed to receive compassion, safety, struc-

ture, and wisdom from loving parents. During that process, we identify 

with them and their passions. A little girl goes to work at Mom’s office 

and plays with the computer, pretending to be her. A boy goes to the 

construction site where Dad works and uses a plastic hammer on the 

beams. This identification helps the child to develop the skills and 

abilities to handle adult life. He sees that work is a large part of life, 

that it is normal and enjoyable, meaningful and required. It’s what 

people do.

many leaders aren’t able to access their passion 
because they have never finished the task of  

leaving home emotionally. 

Ultimately, the child begins to be secure enough to develop his 

own passions, separate from his parents’. He is occupied by an interest 

or hobby that his parents may not have. His parents encourage his 

interest, support it, and find ways to help him grow in his passion. 

Then, when he finally leaves home, he is equipped to discover activi-

ties that will trigger his ultimate passion of task and career.

I will always be thankful to my parents for seeing their job as 
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equipping their four kids, rather than telling them what to do. They 

encouraged us to try different things, from business to health to artistic 

endeavors. They had no master plan for us. In fact, all four children live 

in four different states. We care about one another and stay in touch, 

but we have found our own places and passions. My mother tells me 

that her friends will sometimes say to her, “Isn’t it sad that your kids 

moved so far away?” She will tell me, “They are sorry for me, but they 

don’t understand. I really miss not seeing you all as much as I’d like, 

but I am so happy that you have found what you want in life.”

That is how it is supposed to happen. But sometimes, unknow-

ingly, parents discourage their children from having ideas, feelings, 

and passions that are separate from their own. They think the child 

should follow in their footsteps. Or they may think that the child 

should follow in some other path that they aren’t on—but it is still the 

parents’ passion for the child, not the child’s own passion. And that is the 

problem. Your passion can come only from you. It can’t be inherited.

The laborer will tell his child, “You should be a doctor; don’t get 

your hands dirty like I had to.” The executive will say, “Start your own 

business; I never had enough independence.” The business owner will 

say, “You love people so much; be a teacher.” These approaches don’t 

open doors to passion. They close the doors.

It gets especially troublesome if the parents resist the child being a 

separate person in other ways. They may be loving, caring, and sup-

portive, but only if the child is responsive, compliant, and positive with 

them. They treat the child’s attempts to think differently, disagree, and 

have different interests as a lack of love and loyalty to them, and they 

may criticize, withdraw affection, manipulate, or become silent. The 

message gets through: you are a Smith, and your passion is the Smiths’ 

passion for you.

LeadershipBeyondReadon.indd   99 2/4/09   12:44:54 PM



Leadership Beyond reason

: :  100  : :

So ultimately the young adult does not have a fully developed and 

authentic self, nor does he have access to a real passion. Instead, he fol-

lows the work path he thinks is best for him because that was what was 

encouraged. But over time, even though he may be very good at it, he 

can’t own his career at his deepest level. He has not yet left home, 

inside his inner life.

You cannot overestimate how important  
leaving home and becoming your own adult is 

 to experiencing your passion. 

I have worked with many leaders who have struggled with this 

issue. They came in thinking they had the wrong job. Then they find 

out that this is a premature diagnosis. They aren’t yet equipped inside 

to know what the “right job” is. Their passion isn’t yet accessible. So they 

learn the process of growing up and becoming their own person. They 

learn to be more honest about what they think and feel, even if it isn’t 

the family party line. They learn to honor their parents without obey-

ing their parents. They learn to take risks and chances. And most of 

them, in time, finish the process, leave home successfully (again, this is 

internal though there are a few instances of them having to literally 

move out of the house!), and find both their life and their passion.

Having said this, there are also many examples of someone who 

follows the footsteps of a successful parent and does well with that. But 

usually at some point, there was a time in which that individual thought 

through and wrestled with the question, Is this really me?
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You cannot overestimate how important leaving home and becom-

ing your own adult is to experiencing your passion. Then, and only 

then, can you find yourself the right person in the right place at the 

right time.

An Inability to Tolerate Loss of Options
Sometimes people can’t access their passion, even after trying lots 

of jobs and experiences. This is very discouraging to them. And time 

is not kind to these individuals. As they get older, they wonder if they 

will ever land on what they love, or if they are destined to keep going 

from one beginning point to another, over and over again. These 

people genuinely struggle, and it is hard for them to stay motivated 

and encouraged.

Often, they are highly competent and, more importantly, multi-

talented people. The multitalented part is important here. They are 

good with people, good with figures, good with marketing, good with 

art, good with computers, good with everything. And they will come 

to me saying, “This is what makes it so hard. I have a lot of abilities, and 

I enjoy a lot of things. That makes it hard to choose what to do.”

That is a real problem, but most of the time, it is not the problem. 

If that were the real problem, the person would, at some point in time, 

trade in several good things for something better and be happy with that 

passion. Or she would even consider two equally good things and pick 

one, just to get moving on. Or she would find, after some searching, some 

setting in which she can do several things well (the corporate executive 

training I referred to earlier is a good example). But her desire to get on 

with life would be greater than her desire to do everything all the time.

If those solutions aren’t working, I think that the real problem is 

not the gift of having multiple abilities and multiple passions; rather, it 
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is an issue of being unable to tolerate the loss of options. Life and lead-

ership require that you give up good things and good opportunities in 

order to carve the best path. It would be easy if the alternatives were 

horrible: do you want this low-paying dead-end job, or do you want the 

corner office with the windows? In that scenario, one’s passion would 

be evident!

One aspect of character growth and maturity is the ability to lose 

the good, in order to gain the better. This requires that you learn 

invaluable skills such as commitment, self-control, patience, adapta-

tion, risk, letting go, sadness, accepting limitations and loss, and going 

deeper instead of broader. It is how people succeed long term in the 

game of life.

One aspect of character growth and  
maturity is the ability to lose the good,  

in order to gain the better.

One of my sons, a high school senior, recently went through the 

process of choosing a college. For several months he researched, inter-

viewed, and toured the campuses of several schools. He enjoyed that 

part of the process. But when several schools accepted him, it stopped 

being fun. He became overwhelmed with the choices. A school with 

thirty thousand students meant giving up a small, intimate setting. A 

school that specialized in business meant saying no to one that had 

great media training. His close friends were all going to different schools, 

so no matter where he went, he would lose those contacts. One day he 
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told me, “I wish just one school had accepted me; that would have been 

so much easier.” But this is how we grow up. He had to say no to the 

good, to say yes to, hopefully, the right.

You see this same problem among singles who are afraid of com-

mitting to a long-term relationship. As well, some people even have 

the no losses problem in deciding where to live. But don’t confuse these 

problems with having lots of choices or lots of abilities. Begin, instead, 

to address how awful it feels to say no to good things, and walk away 

from them. Learn to tolerate that, and your passion will come easier.

As Robert Frost says:

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,

And sorry I could not travel both

And be one traveler, long I stood 

And looked down one as far as I could

To where it bent in the undergrowth.

Then took the other, as just as fair.2

We all have to face—with sorrow—that we will have to choose one 

path and say good-bye to another. But it is worth it. It is “just as fair.” 

And it is how leaders succeed.

Perfectionism
Perfectionism is similar to the problem of losing options. When 

you have difficulty with accepting reality and are only OK when you 

or your situation is ideal, you can be paralyzed in choosing a passion. 

The ideal is the enemy of the real, when the ideal is a demand rather 

than a goal. Choosing a passion will mean choosing something that is 
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not perfect. It will mean taking a job that has problems or marrying 

someone who has faults. And it will also mean going on a learning 

curve where you are forced to make lots of mistakes and come to terms 

with your own imperfections. So the perfectionist often procrastinates 

on committing to her passion. It is less frightening to think of herself 

in terms of potentials and a bright future, than it is to jump in the 

water and face realities about herself that are not always pleasant. The 

only solution is letting go of the ideal as a requirement and holding on 

to it as a goal. Then you can enter reality and accept what truly is, in 

order to succeed in a world that is real.

This is why the best leaders are never “perfectionistic.” They believe 

in excellence and quality, and they have high standards. But they face 

the realities about themselves, and about those they lead, with grace 

and patience. No one can survive a perfectionistic leader for very long 

without either becoming discouraged or simply tuning out and pretend-

ing. As a leader, keep the distinction between excellence and perfection 

clear for those who are looking to you.

respect Your emotions

I hope that you can now give your emotions the respect they 

deserve in leadership. They need to be taken out of the stepchild role 

and used as unlikely allies in the process of influencing and making 

changes in your organization. The successful leader leads with reason 

and with feelings.

This next chapter will include emotions also, but within the con-

text of how you relate and connect to others. Your relational world, an 

essential part of your subjective world, is a key to being with, under-

standing, inspiring, and leading others in your vision.
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A 
close friend of mine, Eric Heard, a pastor who is involved in 

leadership development, told me a story of how his own 

leader, nationally known pastor, author, and radio preacher 

Chuck Swindoll, made a lasting impression on him that changed him 

forever.

Chuck was the senior pastor of the church Eric worked in, and he 

was Eric’s immediate superior. Part of Chuck’s work involves hosting 

and speaking at cruises for people who listen to his radio program. Eric 

accompanied Chuck on one of those events. During the cruise, Chuck 

received word that Eric’s father had died suddenly back in the United 

States. Instead of sending someone to tell Eric, Chuck dropped every-

thing he was doing to find Eric and tell him personally. It took Chuck 

more than an hour to locate Eric on the huge ship.

After Chuck told Eric that his father had died, he asked, “Do you 

want to talk?” Eric agreed, and they walked to the back of the ship and 

talked for more than an hour. Eric poured his heart out. It was an 

especially painful time for him because he and his dad had severe 

conflict that had never been reconciled—and now never would be. 
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Chuck said nothing while Eric talked. No wonderful quotes. No sage 

advice. No scriptures. He listened and allowed Eric to let go. In time, 

this helped him begin to regain his stability and take the next steps to 

move on.

This is typical of who Chuck Swindoll is as a man and as a leader. 

Eric had many similar experiences with him in their years together at 

the church, though none as profound as this one. Chuck trained Eric 

for a long time. They no longer work together, as both have moved on 

to new settings. But Eric told me that Chuck is one of the few individu-

als in his life that, if he were to call today, from anywhere in the world, 

and ask for him, Eric would get on the next plane to go there. Chuck’s 

character, and his relationship with Eric, has marked him for life. He 

considers Chuck as one of the keys to the successes in his own leader-

ship and career.

Leadership must include competency, skills, and vision, but ulti-

mately it must also go beyond and enter the realm of relationship. 

It is connectedness that fuels your people to continue with your 

program. It is the ability to make the connection that keeps them 

committed to your ideas. Chuck’s impact on Eric was profound, in 

the same way that other leaders in my life profoundly affected me. 

You probably can look back and remember someone who also took 

you under his wing for a time of development. It is relationship that 

glues all this together.

This does not mean, however, that you must become someone’s 

counselor in order to connect relationally. Nor does it mean that you 

are to lower standards, ignore confrontation, or drive for results. 

Those must stay in place. It does mean, however, that you need to add 

relational abilities to your tool chest of skills when you seek to lead 

others.
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The relational Part of Your Inner Life

There is a part of your inner life that I call the relational world. Just 

as your values, thoughts, and emotions all have separate structures 

and functions, this part is also unique. Your relational world is the 

aspect of your subjective self that is concerned with people and the 

kind of connections you have with them. Your relational world houses 

your responses to the significant people who matter to you. And, as all 

the parts of the inner life are meant to integrate, there are values, 

thoughts, and feelings about these people residing there. This rela-

tional world in no way should distract you from your tasks, work, and 

activities. In fact, the better you understand and use your relational 

world in your leadership, the better your decisions, plans, and visions 

should operate. Again, your relational world is beyond reason. That is, 

it is your capacity to not only use logic and sense but also to connect 

and relate.

relational Images

Relational images are mental pictures of significant people inside 

you. All of us possess these images. They can include people in our 

present, as well as people in our past. A mental image is more than an 

intellectual memory, though that is involved. It is somewhat three-

dimensional, and more alive, in a sense. When you think about that 

person, you may see his face, remember something he said to you, and 

draw up the feelings you had for each other.

For example, you have relational images of your parents. Think for 

a minute of your father—if he was involved in your life. Remember 

how he looked at different ages over the years. Remember some of the 

favorite, often-repeated phrases he said that you have never forgotten. 
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Remember the feelings you experienced toward him. Some sports event 

or outing where you were with him. There may be some painful or 

negative parts of that image as well because our relationships with our 

parents are intense and complex. Your relational images contain many 

aspects of what happened between you and the people who have mat-

tered most to you.

I asked you to draw up your relational image of your father not as 

an exercise in sentimentality, but because it points to an important tool 

for you to use in your leadership and your growth. And that is this: 

your relational images are a source of many needed elements for your 

life and your work. We’ll go over several of the key benefits you receive 

from using your relational images.

Where They Come From

To use a banking analogy, relational images are like a retirement 

account in your mind. This account corresponds to some person who 

has been important to you. Over the course of the years of the relation-

ship with that individual, you make deposits into that account. You 

deposit memories of events, thoughts, mental pictures, and emotions. 

You do it all the time without knowing it. Your mind just does it for 

you. The process of making those deposits is called internalization. You 

are literally “taking in” your experience of that person within you. And 

the account forms an integrated picture, or representation, of that per-

son as you have known him.

We know a great deal about how we develop relational images by 

observing infant and child development. One of a newborn’s first tasks 

in life is to create and internalize pictures of his parents, in order to 

become safe, confident, and calm. This process continues throughout 
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our lives. Relational images continue helping and supporting us when 

the actual person is no longer present. Without them, we would not be 

able to function properly in life. Things you take for granted, such as 

the ability to make connections with others, to be courageous enough 

to take risks, to have self-confidence, and to confront problems, would 

not work as well if you did not have good relational images to draw on. 

Though you may not be aware of them, they are always operating in 

the background. They help you focus under pressure and create new 

opportunities for yourself.

You internalize anyone who is significant to you, past and present. 

As well, the people you are leading are currently internalizing you. As 

a leader, you have the responsibility of knowing that people are storing 

mental and emotional pictures of how you relate to and lead them.

The Value of relational Images

There are many important and helpful aspects to having healthy 

relational images.

Drawing Strength and Support under Stress. When you have a con-

flict with someone at work or when you are under lots of pressure, you 

need strength and support. Sooner or later, you need some form of help 

that comes from the outside. Willpower, commitment, and determina-

tion can certainly help you push through difficult times, but they are 

often not enough when things are bad.

Relationships are the fuel you need to be calm, confident, and to 

keep going during tough times. Sometimes it might mean a two-minute 

phone call to someone, to tell him that things are difficult right now. 

Or it may be taking the opportunity to have lunch with someone and 

discuss your situation. But there are also those times when you are 
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truly alone, and a serious problem hits. In those times, you must draw 

on your relational images. That is what they are for. They are meant to 

sustain you when you are hit hard.

I was in a small support group with Ross, a businessman who was 

having a problem at work. One of his direct reports apparently was 

after his job and was using unethical tactics to bring him down. He was 

spreading rumors about Ross, and, as it happens, some people believed 

them. Individuals were taking sides, and the conflict was coming to a 

destructive head in the company. In the small group, we spent a lot of 

time listening to Ross, encouraging him, and being there for him. 

There wasn’t a lot of advice we could give, as he had already told us his 

next steps. But we wanted him to know we were on his side, whatever 

happened.

Ross arranged a meeting with the CEO, with his competitor there, 

to hash it out, face to face. Ross was not a confrontational type, so he 

was dreading this meeting. But he was resolute and knew it had to go 

this way.

The day the meeting was scheduled, I got a call from Ross late in the 

afternoon. I asked how it went. “Really, really tough,” he said. “The guy 

lied through his teeth and totally blew up at me a couple of times.”

“That sounds brutal,” I said. “How did it end up?”

“Actually, things ended up OK. The CEO saw through his tactics 

and called it on my side. I think the guy is gone.”

I said, “Congratulations. You hung in there.”

Ross was quiet for a second, and then said, “You want to know what 

was weird? Right in the thick of it, when the guy was going crazy on 

me, and I was sitting there, having to take it, do you know what I 

thought of?”

“What?”
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“You guys in the group. Your faces just came up on the screen in my 

head, while he was calling me every name in the book. I saw you being 

on my side, believing in me, and being my friends. I knew I wasn’t all by 

myself. I don’t know how it happened, but I’ll tell you, you guys were 

there with me in that room, and you kept me sane during the meeting.”

Ross’s experience is an example of what we are all to do. Leaders 

encounter enormous stresses from many directions. When times are 

tough, access your relational images and make a withdrawal. They will 

see you through.

Becoming a Relationally Based Person. Warm and stable relational 

images help you to become a relational person. While leaders must be 

highly task-based, they need also to be relational in order to keep people 

around them. Having healthy relational images forms the belief in you 

that relationship is the best place to be in the world. Life is essentially 

about relationships, and it is empty without relationships. This is espe-

cially true with the leader.

Having healthy relational images forms 
the belief in you that relationship is the  

best place to be in the world. 

For leaders, being with people—giving and receiving—is a primary 

and important focus. You draw on your relational images when you are 

alone, you use them to gain support and strength, and you carry on. 

Then, when you are around real, flesh-and-blood people in your life, you 

gain support and strength from them. You make even more deposits into 
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your relational images account, as internalization occurs throughout 

life. There is a formula: because the images are good for me, then relation-

ship is good for me. It makes us relationship-seeking people. Now you 

are drawing on two sources: the images and the real thing.

When I speak at leaders’ conferences about successful relationships, 

I often talk about how leaders need not only to be givers of encourage-

ment, but also receivers. It’s been my experience that leaders aren’t 

very good at taking in support from others. They provide it, but they 

end up getting drained themselves. So I will ask them who they go to 

for their own strength and support. And I remind them, “Your spouse 

and your dog aren’t enough.” The spouses of the leaders in the audience 

often come up to me afterward and say, “Thanks for saying the part 

about me and the dog.” Spouses get drained from being the only emo-

tional support system the leader has. You need to take undue pressure 

off your spouse and get a few good friends who are safe and understand 

you. Spend regular time with them; maybe start a weekly group. There 

are many ways this can happen.

If your only close friend is your spouse, you may be in jeopardy of 

turning him or her into your parent. And that is a bad recipe for a mar-

riage. Sometimes I will give a leader this homework assignment: Ask 

your spouse, “Would you be happier if I had other close friends to talk to 

besides you?” See what she says. Spread out the contact, and get several 

people around you. That is the beginning of becoming a relationally 

based person. There’s no place better to be than in relationship.

Having a Source of Wisdom and Guidance. The good people you 

have internalized, and are still internalizing, are a tremendous resource 

of direction and information for you. They can remind you of your 

values, of what is truly important, when you are tempted or don’t have 

a good answer for a problem. That is the essence of the mentoring and 
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coaching process. You internalize hours of wisdom from your coach. 

You practice the concepts you are learning. And eventually, you have 

done enough work with that person that, in some situation, you know 

what he would say to you—even if he’s never said it to you. In other 

words, you haven’t simply remembered a list of principles. You have 

internalized the way the person thinks and responds.

A friend of mine has had a leadership coach for a while, and their 

relationship has brought positive results to his work and leadership. 

He recently told me a story about how he is more focused and more 

effective with people as a result of meeting with his coach. He had to 

move an individual at work to another position because she wasn’t 

working out where she was. However, he knew she wanted to stay in 

her current position and could be very manipulative and reactive. On 

top of that, he had a weakness in feeling guilty when someone resisted 

his decisions, so he was not looking forward to the meeting. But he and 

his coach were working on that issue. I knew his coach also, and I knew 

that though he was a kind person, he could also be very direct. He 

didn’t suffer fools gladly.

Over time, your relational images form a part of  
your own character, identity, and inner life. 

After the meeting, my friend told me that the woman had been 

predictably tough to deal with. She had cried, claimed he was being 

unfair, and said she was doing her best. It really tugged at his guilt 

strings. He listened and reasoned, listened and reasoned. He went 
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above and beyond the call. And he had been tempted to give in and say, 

“OK, I’ll find another way to make it work where you are.” That would 

have been the easy thing to do.

But while he was listening to her, he imagined his coach looking at 

her and saying, “I’ve listened to your reasons, and I have thought about 

it a lot. And I’ve made my decision. It’s final. I just wanted you to know.” 

And then he saw the coach standing up, looking at the woman until she 

stood up, and walking her to the door of the office, seeing her out, and 

shutting the door. My friend had never actually seen the coach do that; 

the coach didn’t know the woman. But he knew the coach. He knew the 

coach was the kind of person who could and would do that. And when 

he thought that, my friend put his thoughts into actions. He kindly but 

firmly told the woman that his decision was final, stood up, and saw her 

out. He accomplished a task that was very difficult for him. The deposit 

of his coach was more than words. It was an aspect of wisdom and guid-

ance that my friend had internalized and had been able to use.

Using your relational images does not always involve seeing or 

remembering someone. It’s not like Obi Wan Kenobi suddenly appear-

ing in a hologram and saying, “Use the force, Luke.” Although that tends 

to happen early in the internalization stage, what happens over time is 

that the more you use your relational images, the more they transform 

into a part of you. That is, they are no longer what you would see the 

coach doing. Standing up and walking the person out becomes a nor-

mal and automatic part of what you do. Over time, your relational 

images form a part of your own character, identity, and inner life.

Discerning Character in Others. If you have ever hired the wrong 

person, trusted the wrong person, or invested in the wrong person, you 

know the importance of being able to discern character in people. The 

people you pick to spend time with are the people who will influence 

LeadershipBeyondReadon.indd   116 2/4/09   12:44:55 PM



•  117  •

relationships

your life and work, for good or for bad. They can literally make you or 

break you. As the Bible says, “Bad company corrupts good morals,”1 and 

it can end up costing you sleep, money, energy, and success.

Many of us prefer to give people a break and overlook an offense. 

That is just being kind, and it is how we want to be treated. However, 

some individuals have serious character flaws that need to be dealt 

with. They may be gifted and positive people, but they can have estab-

lished patterns of irresponsibility, deceit, narcissism, or control that 

can cause damage to you, your vision, and your organization. They 

aren’t hopeless, if they want to change, but until they want to change, 

they are hopeless. I have seen many people like this change perma-

nently. However, be aware that their condition might be so severe that 

your group isn’t the right fit for them, nor them for you. I have written 

about this more extensively in another book.2

Many leaders don’t automatically know how to pick out the good guys 

from the bad guys. If you are not a naturally intuitive person about these 

kinds of things, then the best source for that skill is your relational images. 

These images help form a template for good relationships, if you have 

good and healthy ones. The better quality of people you have had in your 

life, the better your ability to pick new high-quality people. This is an 

invaluable ability, especially if part of what you do is hire, interview, and 

recommend people for placement or promotion in your organization.

You can compare and contrast new people in your life against the 

backdrop of the relational images in your mind. Responsible, honest, 

and caring people will compare well. As you talk to them, you will say 

to yourself, This is familiar; it’s like the good people I’ve known. Or it 

could be that you receive a mental alert: Something is wrong here. You’ve 

compared that person to your relational images. In this sense, your 

relational images and your intuition intersect.

LeadershipBeyondReadon.indd   117 2/4/09   12:44:55 PM



Leadership Beyond reason

•  118  •

It’s like the story of how banks train new tellers how to identify 

counterfeit money. For weeks, they only allow them to touch real bills. 

So, for an intense training time, the tellers handle thousands and thou-

sands of dollars of authentic money. Because they have become so 

familiar with authentic bills, when they encounter counterfeit money, 

something doesn’t feel right. The alert goes off in their heads because 

they have had so much experience with the real thing. In the same way, 

when you have people who are wired to be the right sorts all around 

your inner life, you can quickly spot those who are false.

As I mentioned earlier, during the past several years, Dr. Henry 

Cloud and I have conducted a weeklong training experience for leaders 

called the Ultimate Leadership Workshop. We have several of these 

every year at a Southern California retreat setting. When I teach at these 

workshops, I often ask the group, “Who is the last person you chose for 

your work or your life, who wasn’t the right person? What trait about 

that person did you overlook, and why?” After a few seconds, a few 

people will groan and say something like:

“I overlooked a bad work ethic because she stroked my ego.”• 

“I overlooked an inability to receive feedback because he had • 

the right skill set.”

“I overlooked an insensitive bedside manner because she was a • 

go-getter.”

“I overlooked deceit because everyone liked his personality.”• 

This is where many lights come on. It’s not that you chose people 

who had solid character and then somehow, overnight and out of the 

blue, became troublemakers. People with character issues usually have 
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had them for a long time. The reality is that these leaders didn’t discern 

bad things about these people because they wanted the good things. 

You cannot blame leaders for desiring a good package; that is impor-

tant. But they minimized the negative, in hopes that the positive 

would net it out the right way. And, invariably, in the work these lead-

ers did at the workshop, they would unpack their own relational 

images and find why they minimized the importance of serious flaws. 

A parent who was emotionally absent or cold. A long-term relationship 

that flattered but did not have substance. In other words, the leaders’ 

relational images were of dysfunctional people and thus distorted their 

judgment. Then, as these leaders became more aware of their negative 

relational images, they were better equipped to connect with healthier 

people and form better relational images.

Giving to Those You Lead. Leadership has to do with relationship. 

And relationship means that you, the leader, need to be able to under-

stand and give to those you lead. You aren’t their spouse, parent, or 

support group. But you matter to them. You affect them. They are 

internalizing you. So if you want people to try their best for you, they 

must know that you want their best as well.

Relational images supply you with two things: the compassion to 

give to others and the ability to understand others. One is a motiva-

tion from the inner world. The other is a skill. Compassion is a 

motivation that comes out of your gratitude for what you have 

received. You want to return the favor, to give understanding to other 

people. The ability to understand comes from observing how you 

have been understood. If you have been valued, cared about, and 

trained by significant people in your life, those experiences have 

been deposited. They are there for you to draw on and know how to 

give as you have been given to.
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Let’s return to Eric, whose story I told at the beginning of this 

chapter. He is very successful in leading in his capacities. His life has 

transformed the lives of many people for years. He gives to those he 

leads. He is compassionate, and he understands. He will tell you that 

much of the compassion comes from his many experiences with Chuck 

Swindoll, as he is grateful for someone who cared enough to sit with 

him. And he will tell you that his ability to listen and understand those 

he is leading has much to do with how he was listened to.

relational images supply you with two  
things: the compassion to give to others  

and the ability to understand others. 

Building up Good Images

You may be realizing that you don’t have the quality relational- 

images account you would like to have. It is common for one or several 

of our relational images to be unhealthy. Some of your own significant 

relationships may have been with people who were cold, controlling, 

manipulative, self-centered, critical, or even abusive. This can create 

distorted or nonfunctioning pictures of how relationships should work. 

Like the leaders in the workshop who realized why they picked the 

wrong people, you may have drawn upon images that didn’t help you. 

Or you may simply reject all images, not trusting them, and go it on 

your own instead. In these instances, you may operate as best you can 

with your best judgment and your best skills. However helpful your 

judgment and skills are, though, they will not be enough for long-term 
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leadership. The best answer is to build up and develop good and healthy 

relational images.

The principle is simple: take in the good and forgive and grow from 

the bad. You will need, today, in the present, to be intentional about 

finding the right people to start some new relational IRAs, so to speak. 

You are never too old to internalize good relational images. Look around 

your context and latch on to the good guys. Find a coach or mentor who 

has a good reputation in the community. Get involved in a small group. 

Seek a good therapist who understands leadership dynamics.

The more regularly you meet with the good people and the more 

vulnerable and open you are with them, the better the relational images. 

In this way, you become emotionally present—that is, you are in touch 

with and talk about your feelings as well as your thoughts. Open your 

life, your dreams, your struggles—your inner world—to the right 

people. Let them in so they can provide you with the good elements 

we’ve discussed: strength and support, wisdom and guidance, and all 

the rest.

The principle is simple: take in the good  
and forgive and grow from the bad.

The negative relational images you will need to forgive. Forgiveness 

is a wonderful way out of prison. It lets you give up the demand for 

justice, allows you to be free of another person’s harm, and helps you 

heal and move on from the past. Forgiveness is a way of outgrowing 

whatever happened in those tough relationships, to understand the pain, 
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to learn the right lessons, and to be a bigger person. The combination of 

taking in the good and forgiving the bad will make you a fundamentally 

better person and leader.

relational Abilities

The second aspect of the relational world is your relational abili-

ties, which are highly valuable to the leader. These abilities help you 

effectively channel your managing, training, and problem-solving with 

people because you are able to work well with them. Relational abilities 

are skills you are able to develop. Your relational images have a large 

part to play with developing your abilities, as they are a foundation for 

them. The better related you have been to others, the better you are 

able to relate.

Being able to relate, especially emotionally, to those you lead, has 

been shown to make a significant positive difference in leadership effec-

tiveness and outcomes. Researchers Daniel Goleman, Richard Boyatzis, 

and Annie McKee have used extensive research to indicate the power 

of being able to relate well.3 In addition, here are some critical abilities 

that I have observed can go a long way to help your people maximize 

their own potential in the organization.

Empathy
Empathy is the ability to put your own experience on the back 

burner and enter the experience of another person. It is not mind read-

ing, and it is not sympathy. It is being able to walk in that person’s 

shoes, to see work and people and life from the other person’s perspec-

tive. Far from being only valuable in understanding people’s emotional 

pain, empathy is extremely useful in leadership settings. When you are 

able to empathize with those you lead, two good things happen. First, 
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you are better able to develop and assist them because you know what’s 

going on. Second, they are more willing for you to lead them because 

they experience the empathy as an indication that you understand and 

are there for them.

I was on the board of a charity organization, and during that time, 

the chairwoman invited someone new to join. She asked this man 

because he was good with finances, an ability the board needed to have. 

He came to a meeting so we could get to know one another.

It became quickly apparent that this man was extremely uncom-

fortable with the rest of us. He seemed very anxious, couldn’t get his 

words out right, and corrected himself over and over. I felt really sorry 

for his discomfort. From what I found out afterward, the problem was 

that he felt intimidated by the board. He was younger than the rest of 

us, was fairly new in his profession, and had just relocated from another 

part of the country. So apparently he felt he didn’t belong.

Far from being only valuable in understanding  
people’s emotional pain, empathy is extremely  

useful in leadership settings. 

It wasn’t going well, but we were all plugging along in the meeting. 

Then the chairwoman inserted these words: “Bill, I am sure this is not 

easy for you. If I were in your position, I would be very uncomfortable 

too. But I want you to know that you are here because you have already 

proven yourself in other places. We really do respect and value what 

you bring to us.”
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It was like a spell had been lifted. Bill thanked her, and you could 

see his shoulders lift and his confidence return. He started relating 

with us like just one of the guys, and the rest of the meeting, along 

with the subsequent ones, went fine after that. The chairwoman had 

provided empathy and then respect. But the empathy had to come first 

before he could hear the respect.

I see leaders often confuse empathy with being positive. So they are 

supportive, encouraging, and hopeful. But they don’t really listen to the 

bad news, such as discouragement, failure, or fear. Most of them think 

that going there with the bad news might lead those they lead into a 

black hole of despair, so they want to cheer their people back up to hap-

piness. The problem is that relationships don’t work that way. When 

you are understood and receive empathy for a bad time, it actually 

encourages you because you’re not all alone with the bad experience. 

The presence of another person brings hope and cheer. When you 

know you aren’t alone, you can bear just about anything. It is the sense 

of isolation that keeps a bad feeling bad.

So when a cheery leader doesn’t empathize with his people well, he 

actually compounds the problem he is trying to solve. By not hearing the 

bad news, he is further isolating the person’s struggle, and the individual 

feels even more alone, thinking, Here I am, discouraged, and he wants me 

to look at the bright side. The result is usually that the person feels guilty 

and more of a failure for not being “up” enough to please his boss, or he 

just disconnects from the leader and shuts down while nodding his head 

in some sort of external show of compliance. Neither of these are good 

outcomes. So don’t be afraid to truly empathize. It ends up with hope.

Relational Independence
An important relational ability for leaders is to see people as sepa-
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rate from you and from their roles with you. Your people want to work 

with you, or they wouldn’t be with you. But you aren’t their reason for 

existing. They have lives, dreams, and concerns of their own. You need 

to be able to identify and understand that. Sometimes leaders assume 

everyone has the vision as strongly as they do or are as committed as 

they are. That can be a mistake and can undo what you are trying to 

accomplish with them.

The TV comedy The Office showcases the character of Michael 

Scott, who manages a paper distribution company. Michael is one of 

the worst managers possible. One of his typical gaffes is when he has 

some new idea. He walks into the common area where all of the 

employees are busy taking phone orders, working with accounts, and 

doing financial analyses. And in a loud voice, he pronounces his new 

idea to everyone, thinking that they should be as on fire for it as he is. 

Then he waits for their enthusiastic response. The camera then pans 

over the staff ’s faces. They look at him silently, waiting for him to go 

away so they can get back to their jobs. He is usually either disap-

pointed in their underreaction, or he is clueless and continues on, 

oblivious to their disconnection from him. Michael is not aware that 

his people are separate from him.

An important relational ability for leaders  
is seeing people as separate from you  

and from their role with you. 

Inspiration is as important as building commitment and shared 

values. But always keep in mind that before you walk in the room, 
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people are probably thinking about their own lives and their own parts 

of the job. Respect that, and work with that. You want them to know 

that they matter more to you than simply what they can do for you. 

They aren’t an extension of your vision. Ironically, if you convey that 

sort of respect, you generally receive more commitment from them, 

for they feel safer with you.

Relationship and Reality
As a leader, you are to provide reality for your people in the form 

of training, managing, guidance, structure, advice, recommendations, 

feedback, and confrontation. You give them the information, truths, 

and experiences they lack. Whether you facilitate a small group, lead a 

team of vice presidents, employ several workers, or run a volunteer 

organization, you are the provider of the realities they need in order to 

resource their tasks.

Successful leaders learn to provide relationship and reality at the 

same time. In other words, they develop the relational aspect so their 

people can more effectively receive and use the reality. Relationship 

provides the bridge over which truth can be conveyed.

In your leadership, your people will experience truth in the absence 

of relationship as harshness, judgment, or condemnation. They will 

resist and refuse it, either actively or subtly. Truth is hard to swallow if 

you don’t feel connected with the truth teller. That is why being “for” 

the other person, letting them know that, and being as emotionally 

accessible as possible, at the time of the reality, is critical.

Leaders sometimes make a couple of mistakes along this line. The 

first is that they divide relationship and reality and then alternate them. 

That is, the relational times are positive, encouraging, and enjoyable—
but there is no conveying of the truth. The “truth talk,” then, tends to 
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be disconnected and cold. This is generally because the leader is uncom-

fortable with having both relationship and reality at the same time. She 

may feel that she can’t be direct if she is too warm; she is concerned that 

she will soften the feedback too much, so she withdraws and becomes 

businesslike and detached. It’s disconcerting for people. They wonder if 

the leader has a split personality. The solution in these situations is 

generally to take a few risks and practice being both attuned and truth-

ful at the same time, and see what happens. Most of the time, when a 

leader attempts to balance relationship and reality, she finds that she 

doesn’t have to back off from the truth to still be a human, and people 

don’t mind it.

relationship provides the bridge over  
which truth can be conveyed. 

The other mistake comes from a different direction. Some leaders 

are very empathic and can attune well to how their people are doing, 

but they have difficulty providing structure, direction, or feedback 

when it is necessary. So they end up listening, caring, and understand-

ing but never getting to the point that there is some action step or 

ownership they provide for the other person. While there are times 

when empathy is all someone needs, as with the chairperson’s com-

ments, there are also many other times when more is needed.

Leaders who go in this direction aren’t overly empathic. I don’t 

believe it’s possible to overly care about someone. Rather, they are not 

truthful enough. They usually perceive those they lead as more fragile 
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than they actually are and don’t want to hurt them. It is often helpful 

for leaders to think about how they, themselves, respond to reality. It 

doesn’t crush or devastate them. It isn’t pleasant, but it is tolerable and 

helpful. In that way, they are often able to keep both elements in place 

with those they lead.

There is a sequence to confrontation. Keep the relational aspect 

first and reality second. It makes the medicine go down easier. That is 

why, when you need to confront a problem in performance or attitude, 

you must make sure that the person you are leading knows you are 

“for” her—that is, on her side—before you proceed.

In an established relationship, where you and the person you lead 

know each other well, you may not need to actually say anything to 

make sure things are OK between you and that you value them. It’s a 

little like a solid and safe marriage, where you are bugged by some-

thing and you just blurt out, “I just went over the credit card statement. 

Your spending is a problem, and I need to fix this with you!” In safe 

relationships, the safety is already in position, and you can go ahead 

and talk about the issue.

However, if it is a new hire, or a person who is unfamiliar with you, 

it’s wise to make sure the person knows you are on her side. Say things 

that convey value, support, and appreciation, and really mean them, 

such as: “Sally, I wanted to meet with you about the quotas, but first I 

want you to know that I really do like you being on the team. You’re a 

real asset to all of us. But I need to solve this . . .”

Also, there are some people who are defensive or cast blame about 

everything. They feel judged, persecuted, or mistreated by small cor-

rections. That will also take some prep time. You may even need to 

address that attitude as an issue in itself; help the person see that it 
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exists and that he or she needs to overcome it. I have written on how to 

do this in more detail elsewhere.4

Once you are at the point of giving the reality feedback, be clear 

and direct. That is a great kindness, and it is a very relational thing to 

do. Tell them the problem, examples of the problem, the ramifications, 

and what you suggest to cure it. In that way, you give them a path, 

something to do about it, and hope.

I once was consulting with an organization in which, after analyz-

ing the issues, I had to give some bad news to one of its leaders. He was 

a competent person, but he had a pattern of being politically manipu-

lative—that is, using people against each other in order to get some 

result he wanted. So he had caused some division in the organization, 

and it was hurting the company. It was a serious situation. His board 

had tried to talk to him, but he had shut them down and dismissed 

them as not understanding him. As a neutral consultant, it was decided 

maybe he would listen to me.

We met, and after the preliminary greeting and small talk, I told 

him that I thought he was dividing people and manipulating them. He 

said in an offended tone, “Let me get this straight. Are you saying that 

I’m being deceitful?”

I thought about how to respond. I considered saying, “That’s too 

strong a word” or “Maybe not on purpose,” or “In a way, we all do that.” 

Then I thought, Just do this. And I said, “Yes.” And I sat there.

He looked at me for a few seconds without saying anything. I sup-

pressed my strong urge to fill up the silent office with explanatory words 

that would soften things up. I hoped that the silence would, instead, 

perhaps give him some room to face himself, attempting to figure me 

out in order to manipulate me as well.
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Finally, he sighed and said simply, “You’re right. I am.”

A lot happened after that, but that was the turning point for him. 

He became more open to his manipulative tendencies and more open 

to feedback from others. We set up a program for him, consisting of a 

series of accountable relationships with people who would help and 

support him. It wasn’t an overnight success, for the patterns were deeply 

entrenched. But he worked hard, and he was valuable enough to the 

company that they stood by him in the process. Ultimately, the process 

worked for him and for the organization.

This is an example of how helpful a simple and direct declaration 

of reality can be with those you lead. It clears the air and, as long as 

there is no judgment or condemnation in your stance and tone, can do 

the necessary surgery that provides hope for changes and, ultimately, 

productivity.

Motivation
Every leader is concerned about how to motivate those she leads. 

It’s hard to imagine a leader who is not involved, at some level, in influ-

encing others to engage in the mission, see their part, and perform at 

high levels in the organization. There have been countless ways devised 

over the years to motivate teams and groups, including financial and 

benefits incentives, fitting the person to the task, providing a warm envi-

ronment, resourcing, setting an example, praising, giving feedback, and 

inspiring.

Motivation is a highly researched and studied area because of its 

importance in successful leadership. It is certainly a relational ability, 

as the better you can relate, the better you will be able to influence and 

motivate. Clearly, motivation involves abilities beyond reason—abilities 

that include relationship.
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To increase motivation in your organization, create an environ-

ment for passion. When your people have a passion for what they do, it 

may not be the only necessary element of motivation, but it is one of 

the most important. People will work hard and achieve great results 

when they have passion for the task.

I wrote about discovering your own passion in the previous chap-

ter. I described it as being an intersection between who you really are, 

the internal real self, and what you are involved in, the external con-

text. Passion is ignited when the real self connects with the right task 

environment. It is how we are made.

Clearly, motivation involves abilities beyond reason—
abilities that include relationship.

What works for you also works for those you lead. You can’t create 

passion, not for yourself or for anyone else. Your job is to create the 

right environment for the chemistry to happen. You do this by per-

sonal research. You must spend the energy to know your people and 

learn which tasks intersect with their passions. It will be different for 

different individuals; it’s not a one-style-fits-all program. But when 

you develop this relational ability, and get to know the insides of your 

people, the value and benefits are enormous.

Here is an example: a friend of mine runs a small business in the 

service industry. One of his hires worked in human resources. This 

employee was reasonably competent and handled HR issues well. 

There were no sparks, but there were no complaints.
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My friend, however, noticed that this man seemed to be the curious 

type. He asked questions of the boss about how the company worked, 

and, more importantly, he asked questions of people in other depart-

ments. He was curious about accounting, marketing, sales, and financial 

services. He did his job, but you could tell he had other interests.

Finally, my friend figured out that this man was a “MacGyver,” 

from the 1980s TV show, in which the main character could invent any 

sort of gadget out of string and gum. In other words, he loved doing a lot 

of things, and he was good at them. On top of that, he was a better 

problem-solver than a maintainer. My friend the boss understood this, 

and also knew that, at that period in the company’s growth, he needed 

someone who could be called in interdepartmentally to handle some 

issue that had come up. Also, that person could give him the street view 

of what was going on in the company. He created the position for this 

man, and it worked very well. People appreciated the extra resource. The 

return on investment was very high for the company. And MacGyver 

had a genuine passion for what he did. He was good at it, he had energy 

for it, and he helped the organization with it.

Passion is ignited when the real self connects  
with the right task environment.

The MacGyver position may not last forever, as the needs of com-

panies change over time. But the point is, always be on the alert to see 

what your people love, and if there is a fit somewhere that creates good 

results for the company, and for the person.
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Freedom and Ownership
The more autonomy and personal accountability people can han-

dle, the more they are motivated. Independence provides your people 

with the ability to take on ownership for their performance and for the 

team’s productivity. You need to determine the degree of freedom for 

your contexts.

Some people need little hands-on management from you. They 

tend to not only value their autonomy, but they have earned the right 

to it. They are self-structured and bring in results because of their own 

abilities. I have a friend in the financial services industry who is in sales 

on a national level. He is the rainmaker for the accounts and secures 

them. He doesn’t manage a large department. Instead, the company 

built a small team around him to resource him and then to follow up on 

the accounts after he has landed him. His boss is a relationally percep-

tive person and understood my friend’s wiring when he came on board. 

Consequently, he has the sort of freedom that most people dream of. He 

reports to his boss regularly but not frequently. Why is this? The out-

comes are there. When the results are there, provide freedom.

There are other people who also desire maximum freedom; in fact, 

that probably describes most people. However, they have not yet devel-

oped the ability to work without you. They need your structure, some 

level of accountability to you, and more detailed requirements. This is 

no criticism; it is how leaders deal with reality. My advice to leaders of 

these people is to give them a little more freedom than you are comfort-

able with and see what they do with it, unless it means some unacceptable 

risk, financially or otherwise. Let them know that it is a trial period. 

Either they will show, over time, that they are able to use the autonomy 

in productive ways, or their behavior will reveal that they need more 

structure from you. I think this is the best direction because then, they 
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see the results as residing in themselves, instead of blaming them on a 

micromanaging boss. You want to increase to the maximum level of 

independence as long as it is accompanied by increased ownership.

Challenge
You also need to know how to apply challenge with those you lead. 

By challenge, I refer to the amount of stretching, risk, and discomfort 

that is required to meet high goals and visions. As the marketplace 

realities dictate, organizations don’t stagnate—they grow or die. So 

challenge is an essential part of leadership. You are to figure out what 

the right amount of challenge will be. Whether it’s in promotions, 

bonuses, quotas, or team goals, you are to set them up so that the chal-

lenges work for you and your people.

Challenge is stressful in its nature. It causes discomfort, but this is 

not necessarily a bad thing. Psychological and medical research shows 

that certain levels of stress are good for us: living with deadlines, hav-

ing to prepare for a speech, needing to be on time to a meeting. These 

raise our adrenaline and cortisol hormone levels. They alert us and 

heighten our awareness. They require more of us than is normal, so we 

are able to stretch and perform at a higher level. This sort of stress, in 

the right dosages, increases our abilities, competence, and results. 

Challenge is how top athletes break world records.

As the marketplace realities dictate, organizations 
don’t stagnate—they grow or die. So challenge  

is an essential part of leadership. 
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However, too much challenge, causing too much stress, can be 

debilitating. If the stress level is too high or goes on for too long, people 

not only become discouraged, but they can even experience physical 

health problems. On a management level, you have probably seen that 

when someone has a goal that is not a stretch, but is just impossible, the 

result is not good for them. Challenge helps, but once you reach the level 

beyond discomfort into actual inability, things begin to break down.

On the other side of the equation, too little challenge and stress is 

not a formula for leadership success either. Without challenge, we tend 

to stay in the comfort zone. People punch in, go through the routine, 

and punch out. That is also just human nature. If you have a stable orga-

nization with mediocre goals, you might think a no-challenge mentality 

might work. But who wants to lead people to mediocrity? Not only 

that, the no-challenge mentality doesn’t work in reality because of the 

grow-or-die principle. As they say, organizations grow or die; there is 

no middle ground.

Your task is to motivate the right titration of challenge: beyond 

comfort, and stopping before inability and discouragement. You can do 

part of that task by creating a context for passion, as I discussed earlier. 

People who feel a passion inside don’t mind challenge. In fact, they are 

internally driven to meet challenges. They don’t need you to motivate 

them. They need you to provide a structure for them to push them-

selves toward the goal.

Another relational aspect to effective challenge is understanding 

and training your people’s stance, or attitude, toward challenge. As a 

leader, you need to create a culture that sees challenge as good for every-

one, and you need to make sure that challenge is seen as normal reality. 

It isn’t a new project to try, nor a way to make people work harder. It’s 

the way organizations are.

LeadershipBeyondReadon.indd   135 2/4/09   12:44:57 PM



Leadership Beyond reason

•  136  •

You have to understand how those you lead see challenge. This is a 

highly relational ability. People have different stances toward the stress 

of challenge. Some people simply see life that way in the first place, and 

that is a good thing. These people tend to take high ownership of their 

lives. They associate both their success and their failures to themselves 

and don’t blame the outside world. They see the value of goals that 

stretch them and use what they have learned if they don’t reach them. 

These individuals are your allies in challenge. Like those with passion, 

you really don’t need to motivate these people as much as you need to 

create the system that helps them achieve. And when you have a per-

son with high ownership as well as a positive stance toward challenge, 

clone her! She is gold.

I have a friend who is like this. He eats challenges for breakfast. He 

started working for an automotive parts company when he was a teen-

ager. He stayed with the company a long time and took every challenge 

the owner could throw at him. He was doing inventory, sales, accounting 

—everything. The owner set all kinds of goals for him, seeing the type 

of young man my friend was. He was constantly being stretched and 

tested. The tasks where he didn’t meet the goal the first time, he did his 

homework. He would think smarter and succeed the second time. He 

was a dream. Of course, as the years passed, this caused a major prob-

lem for the owner. My friend was likely to set up his own shop across 

the street. But the owner was smart enough to solve his problem by 

offering my friend a partnership that continues to this day, very 

successfully.

Some, however, will come into your leadership sphere with less 

enthusiasm toward challenge. They will resist it, not being comfort-

able with “being uncomfortable.” Some will resent it and think you are 

pushy and domineering. Some will take it personally, as if you should 
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be giving them perks because you like them. And some will be over-

whelmed and hesitant, often due to their own life stresses or personal 

difficulties.

Most of the time, these people can be trained to accept and see the 

value of challenge. It may require conversations in which you listen 

and understand their resistance. But at the same time, over and over 

again, you let them know that this is normal, expected, and good. It’s 

the way it is, it won’t change, and you believe in them.

There will always be a percentage of people who are, for whatever 

reason, stuck in the desire to stay in the comfort zone. They will see all 

stress as a bad thing. They are stalled in that position. Certainly you 

should do your due diligence of working with them on taking the chal-

lenges. Some will get on track. But, after that, it’s probably fruitless to 

spend 80 percent of your time with the 20 percent who don’t want to 

get it. It may be best to, as the saying goes, assist them in the process of 

making some other organization successful.

I once had dinner with a successful man who actually told me that 

one of his major goals in life was to have zero stress! I had a hard time 

figuring out, having that stance, how he achieved what he achieved 

because he had done a lot. Finally, as I got to know him, I understood 

that he had a say-do disconnect. He wasn’t living what he said. In 

actuality, he was a very goal-driven, challenge-based person whose 

talent and motivation levels made him successful. Though he talked 

about having zero stress, in reality, this was more of a fanciful dream 

of one day having nothing to do but sit in a hammock, drinking 

lemon ade, than the reality of his day-to-day life. In general, you don’t 

see success in people who don’t live out challenge, though it always 

involves stress. So use your relational skills to build this ability into 

your people.
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Performance Appraisals
As you know, you need some sort of system or process to evaluate 

the progress of those you lead. Whether it be a performance appraisal, 

an annual review, or another mechanism, this is a necessary part of 

formal leadership. Part of what you do involves measuring progress, 

evaluating goals, addressing problems, and coaching. While a great deal 

of performance appraisals involve objective information, your rela-

tional skills can play a large role in making this a valuable and helpful 

process.

First, you need to be able to normalize the evaluative process itself. 

That is, often a performance review is not seen as a necessary, positive, 

or integrated part of the tasks. Instead, it is sometimes approached 

with fear and loathing, on the evaluator’s part as well as the evaluatee’s. 

You have most likely seen things come up such as performance anxiety, 

fear of one’s flaws being exposed, fear of criticism, anxiety about losing 

a friendly working relationship, shame, and even fear of losing a posi-

tion. No one ever really enjoys a performance review, but it can be a 

more positive experience.

While a great deal of performance appraisals  
involve objective information, your relational  

skills can play a large role in making this a  
valuable and helpful process.

Next, talk to the person ahead of time about the process. Make sure 

the person knows when the performance review is scheduled and 
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what it’s about. The tendency is that fear and anxiety increase over 

time before an event such as this. However, knowing that you recog-

nize a review can be stressful and that as the evaluator you understand 

his anxiety can make the person’s anticipation much easier for him to 

bear. The result can be that the review itself is less likely to be influ-

enced by emotion and more likely to focus on the real issues. So let your 

employee know you’re thinking about a performance review, and ask 

him what he anticipates will happen and then what he thinks about it. 

This doesn’t have to be anything emotional at all. It’s just considerate 

listening, which can help the review go better.

During the review, it is important to add to the reached or unreached 

goals, the underlying causes. That is, hitting the numbers is great. Missing 

the numbers is something you want to pay attention to. But there are 

reasons he did or didn’t hit them. If you help him see what he did or 

didn’t do, he is much more likely to produce better results next time. It’s 

never about the numbers only. Numbers exist as a signal to point to causes 

you can change and modify. There could be areas such as resourcing, skill 

set, fit, time management, discipline and structure, attitude, personal 

circumstances, and the like. Use your own relational abilities to dig a 

little, helping him to see you as a partner in his becoming successful.

I was working with an executive who was unpacking all the aspects 

of his work life, in order to analyze each one and see what could be 

improved. One of those aspects was his work relationship with his 

executive assistant. This is a key position for an executive, as the assis-

tant is the glue that holds his work life together. She organizes him, 

monitors his projects, and represents him to the world. Though she 

was well-trained and highly competent, still he thought that they 

weren’t maximizing their potential. It seemed to him that the two of 

them could achieve more effectiveness in their work relationship.
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By this time, I had enough of an understanding of the executive, 

his role, and how he ticked. So I interviewed his assistant as well. She 

was pretty much top shelf. But as I got to understand her work rela-

tionship with him, I realized that there was an area of improvement 

based on their professional relationship. It had to do with his work 

context. The nature of his work required him to travel a good deal, 

both driving and flying to different locations. The nature of his work 

demanded more “face time” with people in different locations, so he 

spent as much time on the road as he did at his office.

As often happens, the executive would call his assistant while he 

was driving, or at airports in between flights, in order to catch up and 

make real-time decisions. This was fine, except that she never knew 

how much time she had to go over the to-do list with him. She didn’t 

know if he had one minute or thirty. Without that knowledge, she 

didn’t know whether to give him the overview or the details. And her 

anxiety caused her to get flustered and make mistakes, which was frus-

trating for both of them. Not wanting to add to her boss’s pressures, she 

didn’t say anything to him about it and tried to handle the anxiety 

herself.

It was a relatively simple matter to tell both of them that he would 

improve effectiveness with her if, whenever he called, he would start 

by saying, “I have this much time.” They were both relieved and liked 

the idea. We then, however, went a step further into the cause. I said to 

him, “That’s fine, but the problem is that there are most likely several 

more things like this that she is afraid to talk to you about, and I want 

you to let her know it’s OK.” And I said to her, “I want you to speak up 

about these matters; it’s for his benefit.” To me, they had a relational 

problem at the core: the assistant was afraid to speak up, and the execu-

tive, simply by being a busy person, was oblivious to her discomfort.
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Use your relational perceptions so that you aren’t satisfied with a 

symptom fix but a core fix. In that way, you solve problems and pat-

terns on a long-term level.

Finally, it is important that you hear the person’s responses to the 

appraisal. The review process goes well when everyone is on the 

same page on performance and goals. But it is common for the person 

being led to have differences, feelings, or other perspectives on what 

is going on. If that is not heard and understood, you run the risk of 

negating any value in the process. When people feel misread, yet 

don’t feel permission to clarify what they experience, they simply 

tune out the leader on the inside while nodding and taking notes on 

the outside.

People who feel heard are more prone  
to go the extra mile. 

Every perceptive leader has had this experience: she does the 

review, makes her points, and gives advice. The person she is working 

with seems to be tracking, but she knows something is wrong: the 

lights are on, but nobody’s home. This is the time to use your rela-

tional skills to ask and probe: “I need to know what you think about 

what the review is saying.” “I don’t mind disagreement; in fact, it will 

help the process.” In most cases, the other person’s response will not 

make a significant difference in the appraisal or the steps to take. But 

it will make a huge difference in how cooperative the person is in 

following up. People who feel heard are more prone to go the extra 

mile.
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Don’t Be Blindsided

Using your relational world is part of leading beyond reason. How-

ever, it doesn’t mean becoming someone’s counselor instead of his 

leader or boss. It’s about being what you were designed to be in the first 

place: a relationally based person. And it’s about using your relational 

abilities to “read the landscape.” This will help you to not be blindsided 

by the decisions and reactions of those you lead.

The leader who misses relational aspects is surprised when people 

become distant, resentful, or just leave. The relational leader sees the 

signs coming a long way away and has time to do something about them. 

Even more importantly, however, he is the person who—because he 

takes the time to connect—instills confidence, hope, and trust in 

people, who will then give the vision his all.
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On June 15, 2006, Microsoft Corporation announced that its 

chairman, Bill Gates, would transition out of a day-to-day 

role in the company into more involvement with the Bill 

and Melinda Gates Foundation, a philanthropic organization that focuses 

on global health and education. There was intense interest in why 

Gates would make this move during a time of history-making success 

in his business and leadership. Some people theorized that he was get-

ting out at a strategic time because competition was finally catching 

up with the organization. Others said the move was because his col-

leagues at Microsoft had become better at running things than he had. 

Whatever truth there is in these opinions, it seems clear, however, that 

there is also a consistent and real desire to become involved in the big-

ger picture of life. Gates wants to have an additional impact on his 

world, to lead in a different vein. In other words, he is moving and direct-

ing his leadership toward another level.

This is not at all to dismiss Gates’s contributions to the world of 
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technology and business. He has made a tremendous difference and 

improvement in how the world operates and works. The point is that 

Gates is involved in the process of changing and developing his life, 

work, and leadership. Though I know nothing of his private thoughts 

about this, it would seem that he is transforming. This is something 

that you see often in leaders over the passage of time. Another example 

is Bob Buford, a highly successful businessman who became interested 

in helping leaders find significance in life as they matured, authoring 

books such as Halftime1 and founding Leadership Network, an organi-

zation dedicated to developing leadership around the world. Also, 

former president Jimmy Carter has spent many years working with 

Habitat for Humanity.

These people and many like them in leadership positions went 

through profound shifts over time. The word transform refers to a par-

ticular type of change in a person—a thorough change. The implication 

is that it is a change from the inside out. Think of it this way: We change 

a house with a paint job. We transform it by a remodel. Transformation 

has to do with a makeover from the deepest part of yourself, and it 

results in a new perspective, new ways of behaving, and revitalized 

values about life and leadership.

Leaders certainly do need external change, and it has great value 

in their organizations. But they cannot ignore internal change. 

Transformation is truly leadership beyond reason, for it requires much 

more than your thought processes and your intelligence. It literally 

requires your entire being, energies, and life. For example, suppose you 

want to inspire those you lead to greater heights of performance. You 

can write a good pep talk and use catchy slogans. These can be very 

effective, but you can also transform your stance toward them. That is, 

you can look deeper than their performance into what makes them 
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tick, what drives them, and what is important to them. You can enter 

their world, as we have been discussing in this book. In doing so, you 

are transforming your approach to those you are guiding.

Transformation is truly leadership beyond reason,  
for it requires much more than your thought  

processes and your intelligence. It literally requires 
your entire being, energies, and life. 

Inside yourself exists something that is designed and built for the 

purpose of transformation. It seeks to improve, grow, and evolve in all 

aspects of life: leadership, love, work, self-development, and purpose. It 

is not satisfied with the status quo. It moves and drives you to expand 

and be better. This part of your own personal internal world, the grow-

ing part, is the aspect of you that constantly moves you to new levels of 

life and leadership. The leader who pays attention to personal transfor-

mation will continue to be on the path of change and improvement. It 

will be a way of life, and it will transform how she leads others. She will 

be rooted in the present, but also looking at the future, at how she can 

be a different and better person.

In a way, this aspect of your inner world ties all of the other parts 

together: values, thoughts, emotions, and relationships. You were not 

designed to be static, carved in stone or finished for good. You were 

created to grow: to mature and hone your values, to increase the com-

plexity of your thoughts, to develop your emotional repertoire, and to 

operate as a highly relational leader. Transformation, the process of 
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developing the growing part of you, integrates all the aspects of your 

inner world. This is the essence of leadership beyond reason.

Transformational leadership has been a well-researched and valu-

able concept for some time.2 The phrase usually refers to the type of 

influence that inspires others to high performance, rather than simply 

managing them. I am focusing in this chapter on a more specific and 

focused aspect of the understanding of transformation. It has to do 

with the personal development of the leader himself, not only a way of 

leading. As you grow in not just your leadership competencies, but as 

a person, you lead from a different place and attitude. There are several 

key aspects of developing this growing part of yourself.

Transformation . . . integrates all the aspects  
of your inner world. This is the essence of  

leadership beyond reason. 

engage Intentionally in Growth

It is a benefit to a leader to become involved in the personal growth 

and improvement process, at some formal and structured level. That 

is, your internal world needs relationships and tasks in which it can be 

connected, strengthened, understood, guided, and even healed. It is 

well worth the time, and it can also prevent many small problems from 

becoming serious ones. There are many ways to do this, from a coach-

ing scenario that gets “under the skin,” to a mentor or guide, a small 

group, or professional counseling, depending on the situation and 

need. The point is, as a leader, you need a place you can go for yourself, 
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not just your work. And that place translates into better leadership for 

you. This is the heart of growing and transforming. It is the difference 

between deciding to get up an hour earlier to be more time-effective and 

facing a problem of letting others control your time during the day so that 

you need to get up earlier. One is change, and one is transformation.

Notice that the growth processes I mentioned above have a com-

mon denominator: they each involve relationship with other people, 

either individually or in a group. Personal transformation is not some-

thing you can do alone. You simply don’t possess the elements you need, 

within yourself, to grow in significant ways. You need acceptance and 

safety from others so that you can face difficult realities. You need sup-

port in order to see what is going on inside you. You need perceptive 

people who can help you look at your blind spots. You need feedback and 

information from others who understand the growth path, so that you 

don’t take more wrong turns than you need to. And you need others 

who understand and identify with what growing and leadership are all 

about since leadership and growth require someone who “gets it.” So 

make sure that whatever you engage in on a growth level involves safe, 

accepting, honest, and competent people: the kinds of people you can 

trust and who are like the person you want to become as well.

Personal transformation is not  
something you can do alone. 

I also need to clarify that transformation is not simply about skill 

building. Competencies, vision casting, people management, and 
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strengths building are all necessary parts of leadership training and 

development. They are the roles you need to develop the right culture, 

the right people, and the right results. But I am adding to that what you 

need to grow and develop as a person, in your own character.

Common Growth Areas

A large part of the growth process has to do with being able to 

tackle underlying issues that tend to get in the way of both leadership 

and life. That is, much of growth is involved with seeing where we are, 

not yet where we need to be, and taking the necessary steps to tran-

scend those issues. Here are some examples of very common growth 

matters leaders need to deal with and successfully resolve.

Self-Sufficiency
Often, part of the warp and woof of a leader’s training—the ten-

dency to be an independent person—is a problem, not a solution. You 

need to have a few significant relationships in your life, often unrelated 

to your leadership and your work, in which you can let your hair down 

and be vulnerable on a regular basis. Independence is a valuable attri-

bute when it refers to one’s freedom to make choices. It will hamper 

you when it refers to your inability to trust other people on a deep and 

vulnerable level.

Grow your ability to let others in and depend on them, not only for 

advice but simply for their presence. The leader who learns to lean on 

a few people can then be leaned on by many. The leader who can’t lean 

on anyone is at risk of not reaching his potential. This is why we dealt 

with the importance of good relational images in the previous chapter.
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Overresponsibility
The tendency to take on too many burdens is an important per-

sonal growth issue for leaders. They lean toward taking responsibility 

for others’ choices, failures, and even well-being. You can’t be a life sup-

port system for everyone. The growth process can help you learn how 

to clearly define yourself and your roles, so that you are doing what 

only you can do and letting others take ownership of their lives. I wrote 

previously about how to deal successfully with people who have a low 

level of ownership in their lives.3

It is a transformational experience to understand where over-

responsibility comes from, how strong it can be, what it has to do with 

significant relationships, and how great a part guilt plays. The over-

responsible leader can often, with a little work and support, learn to set 

the limits in the right places, deal with her fears, and move into higher 

levels of function and influence.

An Inability to Confront
Successful leaders confront well; that has long been established. 

However, when the seminars and workshops on effective confronta-

tion don’t produce the results you want, it is often because the problem 

is a personal growth issue. It is more of a transformational matter than 

a skills matter.

The process of growth can go a long way to resolve an inability to 

confront, so that you either learn how to confront or can make better 

use of the confrontation training. Often, I will find that leaders have 

long-standing fears of letting people down, injuring them, or having 

them withdraw or experiencing their anger. These fears must be dealt 

with to see improvement in this important ability.
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Strengths and Weaknesses

There is a great deal of research on leadership strengths and weak-

nesses. A significant contribution of thought—represented by major 

voices such as Peter Drucker4 and Marcus Buckingham and Donald 

Clifton5—says that it makes more sense to invest time and energy in 

developing your personal strengths and your people’s strengths, rather 

than focusing on dealing with weaknesses. That is, you are wasting 

time trying to make a numbers person into a marketing person and 

vice versa. The research seems to clearly point to this conclusion. It 

seems the best direction to build on what is good and to manage what 

is not as good.

There is an important context issue here, though. Strengths train-

ing works only when dealing with leadership, skills, competencies, 

talents, and gifts. When approaching the arena of the personal—our 

character, growth issues, and our ability to relate—we do not have the 

option to manage weaknesses; we need to resolve them.

When approaching the arena of the  
personal—our character, growth issues, and our  
ability to relate—we do not have the option to  
manage weaknesses; we need to resolve them. 

A character weakness or issue is not part of our hard wiring in the 

same way that our gifts and talents are. We weren’t designed to be self-

sufficient, overresponsible, or unable to confront. Those weaknesses 
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come from our significant relational experiences, our backgrounds, 

and our own choices. So when we talk about character, we do not have 

to manage or accept as a fatalistic reality that we will always be this 

way because we have always been this way. There is always hope for 

change and transformation. The growth process works. It works with 

personal character weaknesses and issues. I have seen it work with 

thousands of people over the years, many of them leaders.

For example, one business leader, Brad, came for consultation, ask-

ing me to help him manage people. Brad didn’t take the initiative to 

come see me; his boss sent him to me. The boss was concerned that 

Brad, though a well-trained, hard worker with a good set of ethics, 

simply turned people off who worked under him. He couldn’t light a 

fire under others. They didn’t not like him, but they didn’t really like 

him, either, and it was affecting the culture of the organization. When 

we sat down, Brad said, “I don’t think I’m a people person. I’m wonder-

ing if I need to move to a more technical area.”

This is a reflection of the mistaken hard wiring thinking: I’m not 

good with people. I’m just that way. This is an unnecessary fatalistic 

stance about our character weaknesses.

As I continued to interview Brad, it became clear that he had a 

weakness in the area of self-sufficiency, mentioned above. He had 

grown up in a high-functioning, intact family of positive people. At the 

same time, however, his family culture had no place for need and 

dependency. He couldn’t lean on anyone when he was lonely or afraid. 

Instead, the message was be strong, and go for it. It was the right mes-

sage when Brad needed courage but the wrong message when he 

needed comfort and support. The more we looked at this, we saw that 

Brad looked at work and leadership as something that was supposed to 

be entirely self-motivating, and he had to come up with his own 
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answers. For Brad, it was all about willpower and trying harder, not 

drawing on others for help.

It didn’t take long for Brad to see this weakness and take the trans-

formational steps he needed to overcome it. He found an executive 

support group, in which the members discussed both work issues and 

personal issues, and it was very helpful for him. Brad experienced the 

integrative reality that he could be competent, connected, and inspir-

ing. He moved out of his self-sufficient state and began to be connected 

relationally. As you might imagine, this transformation then trans-

lated to his leadership. He was able to read his people and understand 

them, while at the same time inspiring and holding them to high 

standards.

The point here is that if you have a character flaw or issue, there is 

no reason you should surrender to it. You can make great improve-

ments on a transformational level. Character weaknesses, as opposed 

to competency weaknesses or styles, are meant to be transformed.

The Leader Is a Person

My experience with leaders is that what helps you as a person 

almost always translates to helping you as a leader. That is a theme of 

this book. When you transform as a person, you engage in the personal 

abilities that help anyone to be a better influencer. The ability to con-

nect, to be clear about your responsibilities, to know your values, and 

to deal with failure—they all improve life, family, work, and leader-

ship. The physics of those areas are similar. They certainly aren’t all 

that is involved, for leadership also requires many specific competencies, 

and the experience and training it takes to develop those competencies. 

But you can’t lose in leadership by growing as a person.
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A small business owner I know became involved in his own per-

sonal growth process, initially to improve his leadership abilities. 

However, as it so often happens, he not only got better in leading, but 

he also became a better person. His wife told me, “I want to make sure 

he budgets time and money for his growth for a while. He says he’s bet-

ter at work, but the kids and I think he’s better at home too.” You simply 

can’t separate yourself as a leader from yourself as a person.

You can’t lose in leadership  
by growing as a person.

Become Self-Observant

To access the growing part of you, you also need the ability to self-

observe. It is important that you acquire the habit of regularly looking 

at what you do, and how you do it. Psychologists call this capacity 

the observing ego, and it is a very helpful part of your mind. In self-

observation, you dispassionately monitor your behaviors, words, 

emotions, and attitudes. It is as if you are watching yourself from a 

distance, as a character in a movie. Then, having observed what you 

are doing, you are more able to change and improve what is needed. 

I referred to being able to observe the way you think, for example, in 

chapter 2.

Self-observation often creates movement in personal growth. 

We engage in changing what we observe, what we know, and what 

we experience. Let’s take a look at three keys to successful self-

observation.
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Seeing How You Affect Others
We are all like stones thrown into a river. Our attitude and actions 

have a ripple effect that impacts all those around us. This is especially 

true with leaders. We make a difference in the attitudes, thoughts, and 

values of those we lead. You must pay close attention to the effect you 

have on others, or you will cease to have the impact you desire. That is 

why the chapter on your relational world is so critical for you as a 

leader. The more relational you are, the better you can see your impact 

on others.

For example, a corporate executive I know was so committed to 

self-observation that he became highly attuned to the nuances of his 

direct reports. He once told me, “I knew I had come down too hard on 

Sam at the meeting. I reviewed the meeting in my mind afterward and 

saw myself grinding unnecessarily on him. And Sam became a little 

reserved, enough that I noticed he was acting differently toward me. So 

we talked afterward, and I was right. I hadn’t motivated him; I discour-

aged him. I apologized, and we’re OK now. But I would have missed 

that before I paid attention to this.”

This may sound like a little thing. The direct report was a mature 

and experienced professional also. He would have dealt with the dis-

couragement and moved on. He didn’t need handholding. But look at 

the other side: by spending a couple of minutes being self-observant, 

the executive was able to invest a little time in a valuable person and 

resolve a little thing that could have become a big thing later.

Being Able to See the Negative
We wouldn’t need to be self-observant if we batted a thousand. The 

observing ego can certainly help us celebrate our improvements, 
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strengths, and successes, but the larger benefit is in seeing the mis-

takes, as in the example above. This is sometimes difficult for leaders 

who are under so much pressure to produce results. And many leaders 

tend to be highly self-critical, so the idea of looking at mistakes can be 

very uncomfortable. Then there are some leaders who live for the good 

news about themselves; they aren’t aware of the negative, which is a 

form of narcissism.

Whatever the reason, you must be able to face and deal with 

your weaknesses. The negative realities about yourself that you avoid 

today are the same ones that can ruin your leadership tomorrow. You are 

better off the sooner you become accustomed to this reality. It will 

be worth it. Remember Randy, the CEO in chapter 1? He could deal 

with his misdemeanors but not his felonies. Have enough grace and 

courage to look at your felonies—your major flaws and errors—as 

well as your minor ones. You will then be in a position to transform 

yourself.

Experiencing the Present During the Present
Your ability to observe what you are doing as you are doing it is 

invaluable. The shorter the time lapse between what you do and when 

you notice it, the better your adjustments and self-corrections. This is 

also called being “in the moment.” The task is not as easy as it may 

sound. Leaders can be so future-minded that they miss what is going 

on around them. I knew, for example, that a small business owner 

friend of mine was on his way when he said to me when I was talking 

to him, “Sorry, I wasn’t listening just now. I was thinking about a cash 

flow issue I’m working with.” It was a good sign that he was observing 

at that time what he was doing.
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Be a self-observer. Don’t let a day go by in which you haven’t spent 

a few minutes replaying the videos of your actions with people. Notice 

the patterns and deal with them.

make Time Your Ally

Growth takes time. Becoming a new and improved person is not 

instantaneous. It is a day-by-day process you need to adjust to, and be in 

for the long haul, in order to achieve the transformational results you 

want to see. For leaders, the growth process generally takes more time 

than you planned for. But as with anything else in life, you get what 

you pay for. If growth was quick and easy, you would have already 

accomplished all you needed by now. And if you have been in leader-

ship for any significant amount of time, you are aware that building 

anything meaningful, whether an infrastructure, a business model, or 

a team, requires a diligent and time-consuming process.

Growth takes time. Becoming a new and  
improved person is not instantaneous.

We all have friends who shine like a comet for a few months, even 

years, and then crash and are on to the next big thing. They live in an 

instant world and expect instant results. When those don’t happen, 

they move on. You invest in these people, financially and in energy, to 

your peril. The same is true with your own growing part. You can 

certainly make the best use of the time involved. Conversely, there is 
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a lot you can do to slow it down, and even stop it. There are even 

things you can do to accelerate growth to some point. But growth has 

its own pace, and it is bigger than you and me. We simply have to do 

our part and let it happen.

This is often the most difficult aspect of growth for the leader. You 

don’t have a lot of time; it is a resource that is quite limited. You can’t 

increase the amount of time in your life. And you have multiple demands 

competing for the same slots. But there is no microwave system for 

personal growth.

Think about a time you broke a bone in your body. If you did not 

rest properly and do the exercises correctly, you could slow the growth. 

But if you did the rehab 100 percent right, all the way, in most cases, it 

would still be a matter of weeks before you were mended. You will need 

to be patient, not think a lot about it, and be involved in the other 

meaningful aspects of life and work that matter, and let it go. As you do 

the right things, in time, you will see the results.

The Value of Time

Why is time such a necessary part of the process of transforma-

tion? Basically, it is because the ingredients of your growth require an 

ordered sequence of events in order to produce the results. You need 

this ordered sequence to be able to let others know who you are, on a 

values level, a leadership level, and a personal level. You need time in 

order to understand and dialogue with others about the information 

you receive. You need time in order to think about and digest what you 

are learning. And you need time in order to try out new ways of relat-

ing and leading, testing them out, making mistakes, learning from 

them, and always moving on toward excellence. Time gives you room 
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and space to do the best job of making the most of the ingredients and 

practices of personal growth.

I was having dinner recently with a friend who operates in the 

corporate world. He told me about his own transformation, which 

involved trust and took time. He said, “I have always enjoyed working 

with people and resourcing them to help an organization grow. But 

several years ago, I got some feedback that surprised me. On condition 

of anonymity, people said they were afraid of me. They thought I was 

too rigid and critical and wouldn’t tolerate any mistakes. At first I 

fought that impression, but I began to notice there was a lot of truth to 

it. So I got a good coach and started digging into it. What I found was 

that I tend to be extremely hard on myself, to the point of harshness, 

and it flows downhill to those under me.”

He continued, “I decided that wasn’t a good thing, so I thought that 

if I was just more aware of it, I could curtail it and be a more reasonable 

boss. That helped a little, but I still had the basic tendency. That was 

frustrating because I didn’t want to spend the rest of my career trying 

to keep this critical and harsh part of me muzzled. That sounded like a 

lot of effort. I wanted to not be that way. So I started working on my own 

critical voice inside. I learned where it came from. How it developed. 

And I learned a lot about forgiveness, both giving it and receiving it. I 

learned to accept things the way they are. And I even had some emo-

tions about all of this.

“It didn’t happen overnight. It took time to talk to people, to think 

through matters, and to learn to give up certain things. I had to concen-

trate on this personal transformation for a while. But there’s no ques-

tion in my mind that it was worth it. The feedback is much different 

nowadays.”

Put the time in. It will pay you back.
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Your Tasks with Time

While you can’t make the process of growth an instant one, at the 

same time, you don’t have to passively let the clock tick in your trans-

formation. There are some critical roles you can play that will help the 

growth process accomplish what it should.

Be Active in the Time. Use your time wisely and well. Don’t waste it, 

and don’t expect the process of time to solve things. Set a structure for 

growth and keep to it. The old saying “Time heals all things” is neither 

helpful nor true. Time, in and of itself, never transformed anyone, any 

more than looking at a business plan and expecting a successful business 

to suddenly emerge in a year with no effort. So make sure the people, the 

expertise, the commitment to growth, and the resources are in place, and 

stay current with it. Make it a high priority. If you find that urgent matters 

continually get in the way, retool and start over, but don’t get derailed.

Use Different Types of Time. There is more than one way to use 

growth time. The most common model is a meeting that is set aside on 

a regular schedule: weekly, biweekly, and so on. It’s often quite helpful 

to add more involved growth times to that on a more sporadic level, 

such as a weekend retreat or an all-day session with a coach. These 

sorts of experiences can accelerate the growth process because of the 

intensive nature of the work. The point is not to get stuck in a rut. 

Nothing is worse than a transformational path that becomes boring. 

That is simply an oxymoron. Changeups can help keep the process of 

growth involving and productive.

Use Time to Measure Growth and Change. Though personal growth 

can’t readily be measured on a daily basis, it can be measured on some 

basis. Sometimes benefits resulting from personal growth can be mea-

sured weekly, monthly, quarterly, or annually, depending on the task 
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and issue. The work you put into becoming a better person should, at 

some point, bear fruit in your life and in your leadership. You may, for 

example, notice that you are more relational, more honest, clearer, 

more direct, and more compassionate. At the same time, there should 

be corollary improvements in your people and productivity.

When Time Is Your enemy

By the same token, you may notice that significant amounts of time 

are passing with little or no fruit. That is important to understand also. 

There can be several reasons for this reality.

You Are Not Experiencing Enough Grace, Acceptance, and Empathy. 

It is common for leaders to find support systems that are high on 

accountability and low on grace. So they show up, admit failure, and 

promise to do better; then they show up the next time, admit failure, 

and promise to do better, and so on. You need people giving you what I 

described in the previous chapter: grace, acceptance, and empathy. 

That is the fuel we all need to grow and do better.

The Situation Requires More Sustained and More Frequent Effort. 

There are those times in which the issue takes more effort and resources 

than you budgeted for. This may be because it is a long-standing atti-

tude or habit or because it is a knottier problem than you first thought. 

You may need to increase the meetings and resources. Sometimes that 

is the simple problem—the situation requires more help.

You Are Working on the Wrong Solution. Sometimes we get on the 

wrong track and go down the road a bit before we realize that the lack 

of results means it’s time to seek another solution. For example, a man-

ager I worked with wanted to be less resistant to his boss’s program. He 

saw himself as not being a team player and wanted a better attitude. We 
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dealt with that perspective awhile, and things didn’t get better. Finally, 

after getting more information from others who worked for the boss, 

the reality emerged that the boss was a controlling and hypercritical 

man. Anyone who tried to please him was doomed to failure. That being 

understood, a new solution came out: learning to manage, deal with, 

and appropriately confront a difficult boss. Because the job had many 

other benefits the manager valued, he chose to stay on, but with better 

control over his exposure to his boss.

You Tend to Demand Instant Results. Leaders must charge ahead 

for results in their work. It’s just part of wearing the leadership hat: 

you want to be your best and highest self yesterday. But at the same 

time, you need to accept the realities of time. I think the best thing 

you can do about this is to get involved in the job you love, the mission 

you believe in, the people you connect with, and the personal growth 

process. The more we get immersed in real life, the faster time seems 

to pass.

Make time your friend, not your enemy. Time well spent can make 

the difference between success and failure.

Spirituality

A key aspect to being a leader who grows and is transformed is to 

engage in the spiritual life. It may seem odd to bring the term spiritual life 

into a leadership context. However, there are some good reasons for this.

You were designed to be a spiritual being, and that matters. If you 

are spiritual in nature, then that fact makes a difference in your life, 

love, family, friendships, and leadership. Let’s look first at who you are 

as a spiritual being, then at the task of seeking God and how all this is 

central to the growing leader.
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Who We Are as Spiritual Beings

The word spiritual refers to the idea that there is another and 

greater reality than what you experience today in your own skin. It 

speaks to something and someone beyond you and bigger than you. 

There is a side of life that transcends normal life. It can’t be seen or 

quantified, but it is real. This subsection will help you put a structure 

on this. Your spiritual side has several aspects:

Interest. At some level, you are curious, searching, or involved in 

the bigger picture. You find yourself wondering about God, His nature, 

and what He has to do with you. This interest is part of your spiritual 

nature. In my relationships with leaders over the years, I have seen, 

over and over again, that leaders often think about the spiritual part of 

life. It may happen over coffee after dinner, during some time of reflec-

tion, or in a period of great distress, but it is extremely common. I don’t 

believe this interest is the result of idle speculation. Rather, I believe 

that this is a built-in drive to find God.

Meaning and Purpose. One of the focuses of this spiritual interest is 

in knowing why you are here and what you are to do. Your spiritual 

nature points to the fact that we are all unfinished and incomplete 

without God. If He is real, and is the foundation of all that exists, then 

life doesn’t make sense without Him. Otherwise, we are just doing our 

best in a random and somewhat chaotic universe. Blaise Pascal 

described a “God-shaped vacuum in the heart of every person.”6 That 

vacuum is the unfinished part of all of us. This is much larger in scope 

than even a good and healthy set of values and activities. A leader can 

have many attributes that are positive and still be incomplete: a good 

heart, great relationships, personal integrity, talent, success, and com-

munity involvement, to name a few. But these don’t finish the picture. 
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Only addressing the spiritual side of life will complete that, and pro-

viding the purposes for your leadership.

Your spiritual nature points to the fact that we are  
all unfinished and incomplete without God. 

Your Relational Nature. The relational life is, at heart, based on the 

spiritual life. You are designed to connect at all sorts of levels. I have 

written a great deal in this book about the place of relationships in the 

successful leader. Relationships are central if you are to truly lead 

beyond reason. How you connect with others at deep and meaningful 

levels will make the difference. It’s important to see that your spiritual 

part is also relational in nature, and it grounds your relationships. It 

has to do with a connection, a trust, and a love for God. That is the 

foundation for your own ability to connect with others. So as you seek 

out God in your spiritual life, you are also living out your relational 

capacities with others.

Given these aspects of our spiritual nature, it is a worthwhile 

task to seek to understand God, His purpose for you, and what He 

requires for you. It simply makes sense that a life that is moving 

along the path that God designed is a life that will be lived the best 

way. And that is especially true for your involvement in becoming a 

growing, transforming leader. So make part of your growth experi-

ence an authentic and open exploration of who God is. John Maxwell 

phrases it this way: “One of the key questions of my faith is, ‘What 

good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his 
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soul?’ My leadership and my life would fall short if what I was doing 

didn’t please God.”7

As you seek out God in your spiritual life,  
you are also living out your relational  

capacities with others. 

Connecting Your Spiritual Life to Transformation

There are several very real and substantive reasons why the spiri-

tual life is worth connecting to the transformational part of the leader.

Reality. The spiritual life is not an ethereal fantasy but actually is 

the basis of all solid reality itself. At some level, all reality is spiritual 

in nature, as it was made by God. So when you engage in the growth 

process and learn to relate at deeper levels, work through problems 

with colleagues, learn to confront successfully, and know how to cast 

your own vision to others, all that is spiritual. To be a growing leader 

is to deal with spiritual realities, whether or not we recognize them 

as such.

I met a businessman at a leadership conference that also involved 

spirituality. He told me a bit about his work, in which he was quite suc-

cessful. Then he said, “I spend a lot of time in these sorts of settings. I 

don’t believe in God the way these people do, but I find them helpful.”

I asked him about that, and he said, “The principles and ideas 

work. Regardless of where they come from, they make sense.”

Here was a learning experience for me. This man, who espoused 
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no faith interests, still valued and applied the spiritual principles of 

leading, relating, being honest, having goals, and being the leader he 

wanted to be. His story illustrates the dynamic of reality being spiri-

tual. If it is true, and based on reality, the principle has a spiritual 

nature.

Cure for Attitude Issues. Being part of the big picture brings another 

benefit: it helps resolve two prevalent attitude issues in leaders. The 

first is anxiety. I dealt with this emotion in chapter 3, where I defined 

anxiety as a feeling that drives you to avoid some danger. One of the big 

attitude problems leaders face is the pressure of leadership itself. Leading 

a small group or a large company requires taking on enormous respon-

sibility. It often entails solving large problems. It means taking risks to 

try new opportunities. And it takes everything you have to do a good 

job. This kind of responsibility can often create anxiety in a leader—
that is, an urge to avoid the problems or the problem people. That is 

natural. However, when you can see your role as a leader in a larger 

picture, as someone who is being led and resourced by God, it can go a 

long way toward helping you reduce the fears and doubts many leaders 

experience. We feel less anxiety when we know it’s not completely and 

totally up to us alone. We are being helped.

The second attitude problem that spirituality can help resolve is 

narcissism. This attitude is a sense of entitlement and “me-first” that 

often occurs on the leadership landscape. Unchecked, narcissism can 

destroy a company, a career, and a life, and the person sometimes does 

not even connect the dots that his destructive attitude created his 

losses. He blames others instead of himself and misses the learning 

experience entirely. However, with a sound spiritual life, a leader is 

often able to see himself as created, not Creator; humble, not proud; and 

limited, not all-powerful. He is able to see that he fails and is forgiven 

LeadershipBeyondReadon.indd   167 2/4/09   12:44:59 PM



Leadership Beyond reason

•  168  •

and given new chances, not because of his merit but because God 

simply gave him grace. This is a significant growth step to curing 

narcissism. As a successful career CEO once told me, “You know 

things are getting better when the next position is offered, and you 

take it because it’s interesting and meaningful, not because it makes 

you feel better about yourself.”

Concern for Those You Lead. If a spiritual life is sound and healthy, 

it will also manifest itself in how you relate to those you are managing 

and developing. Ultimately, spirituality is not an isolating experience, 

but one that seeks to replicate and multiply itself. If you are connect-

ing to, following, and purposing after God, it is simply a next step to 

care for those whose careers are entrusted to you. The best leaders 

understand that they have been given great gifts and opportunities. 

In appreciation, they want to continue that process with those they 

lead. And that is how the wheel turns. The people you affect then 

develop others, who develop others, and so forth. The spiritual prin-

ciple of giving to others what we have received works in both life and 

in leadership.

Strength to Make Leadership Sacrifices. Leadership demands your 

time, energy, blood, sweat, and tears. Though your leadership can be 

very meaningful and fulfilling for you, it can also be lonely and drain-

ing. You need a source of strength to help you make the sacrifices you 

need to make in order to accomplish your mission. Throughout the 

centuries, leaders have turned to God as their ultimate leader to help 

them walk the extra painful mile or to face a dangerous situation with 

courage. They have prayed, searched, submitted, and asked—and God 

has been there. The spiritual part of life is no pie-in-the-sky, positive 

thought life. Rather, it is a way of life that faces negative realities with 

support, answers, and bravery during the dark times.
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Transforming Leaders

Leaders are called on to transform organizations and others. But 

this requires a prior transformation, the one that deals with you as a 

person and as an individual. As you intentionally engage in the growth 

process, you will reap the benefits of becoming a better person, and this 

cannot help but make you one who influences others to higher levels of 

performance. Leadership beyond reason catapults you into the transfor-

mative process and all its benefits.
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A s someone who is involved in influencing others toward 

excellence and inspiration, you need to be the best you can be, 

for yourself, your mission, and those you lead. That is why 

leadership beyond reason is key to your efforts. The more you are 

involved in both the hard and the soft data, the better and more 

equipped you will be to execute the tasks. Your values, your emotions, 

your relationships, and the other aspects of your inner world can help 

you focus on the important, recruit and train the best people, and find 

and follow the greatest opportunities.

Looking inward as well as outward may be, at first, a counterintui-

tive process. Leaders more naturally turn to the next step, the next 

meeting, the next idea. But leading both with reason and beyond 

reason is a habit that can be learned with persistence. Here are a few 

recommendations to help.

Get Connected to Others Who Value the Inside World. Interacting 
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with people who are also harnessing the power of their inner world 

will help you create a pattern of looking inside as normal and expected. 

It will form a part of your life. While ideally these people might also be 

leaders, so you have a higher level of identification, it is not necessary. 

Find people who are growing, safe, and interested in values, thought, 

emotions, relationships, and transformation. This creates a culture and 

a way of looking at life and leadership that works.

Your inner world can help you focus on the  
important, recruit and train the best people,  

and find and follow the greatest opportunities. 

Become Inaccessible at Regular Times. Set aside regular times when 

you suspend meetings, phones, texts, and e-mails for a period and pay 

attention to what is going on inside you. Your inside world is not gen-

erally attention-seeking. It is designed to work for you when you seek 

it out. If the external distractions are too powerful, you will not be able 

to hear the still, small voice of your creativity, for example, or recog-

nize an important value you have. This doesn’t have to be a long time, 

just a few minutes. There is information and help available and wait-

ing for you.

Become Aware of What Is Going on in the Present. Your subjective 

world works best in the now although, as a leader, you are also to use 

the lessons of the past to ensure a better future. Mike Hyatt, president 

and CEO of Thomas Nelson Publishers, says it this way, using what he 

calls a “heart check”: “I ask, Where is my focus right now? Is it in the 
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past, where I am grieving over some loss or regretting the way I han-

dled some situation? Or is it in the future, where I am worried about 

something that hasn’t happened yet? Either way, I am not present to 

what is happening now. If I sense that my heart is closed, I have a 

choice. I can either leave it that way or open it up.”1 If you engage in this 

practice, the way he describes it, it will become more a part of you. You 

will notice its absence when it is not there.

Tie the Work to the Outcomes. Reaching inside yourself, facing your 

emotions, and taking relational risks all involve effort. And leaders 

understand that every effort must create a benefit that moves the mis-

sion along; otherwise, they stop doing it and replace it with something 

else that creates a benefit. I hope you have seen the many examples in 

this book in which doing the tasks of leading beyond reason moves 

you, your people, and your organization toward the goals you are banded 

together to accomplish.

ultimately, leadership beyond reason is  
about life beyond reason. 

Pay attention to what happens to your goals, quotas, statistics, results, 

profits, revenues, and all outcome measures. Using these internal parts 

for focusing on the right things, thinking clearly, paying attention to 

the emotional signals, drawing on your relational abilities, and work-

ing out a better you in your growth context, should, all things being 

equal, bear you better fruit. That is the hope. It is backed up by research 

and by reality itself.
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I hope you will experience that both worlds—leadership with rea-

son and leadership beyond reason—will help you both professionally 

and personally. Ultimately, leadership beyond reason is about life beyond 

reason. It transcends your leadership and your work and is a central part 

of who you are and the people you are in contact with. In that sense, to 

the extent that you are aware of and responsive to your interior world, 

you are also becoming a better and more fulfilled person. 

My best to you.
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Bring Dr. Townsend to your organization.

he is available for:

Consultations with your organization▶▶
Conferences▶▶
Educational events▶▶
Seminars on a wide variety of topics▶▶

other opportunities include Dr Townsend’s:

Ultimate Leadership Workshops—held in Southern California ▶▶
throughout the year

Leadership Coaching Program—a personal oneyear program for ▶▶
leaders

For other resources and for dates of seminars and workshops

by Dr. Townsend, please visit:

www.cloudtownsend.com

For other information, call

(888) 792grow (4769)

or write to:

Dr. John Townsend

18092 Sky Park South, Suite A

Irvine, CA 92614
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Also Available from DR. JOHN TOWNSEND

There are certain types of people who make business and life diffi cult for 

everyone. Their attitudes and behaviors push the buttons for those around 

them. While it is often tempting to simply end the connection with them, 

there are skill sets you can learn that will help you deal with them more 

effectively, thus maximizing the positive aspects of their competencies and 

character. Dr. Townsend’s experiences in business consulting and in relation-

ships will guide you into these principles of success.

Available wherever books are sold.

Or call: 18002514000
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