
BLUEPRINTTHE

GET UNSTUCK

6 Practical Steps to  Lift
Your Leadership to New Heights

DOUGLAS CONANT with  AMY FEDERMAN
New York Times Bestselling Author

Foreword by STEPHEN M.R. COVEY

“An essential book on leadership.” –DANIEL PINK





“Doug Conant has long been one of America’s most effective and  enlightened 
leaders. And now he has written an essential book on leadership. Unlike many 
books in this genre, his is not a collection of wispy platitudes – but an eminently 
smart and practical guide for building a foundation for your entire profession-
al life. If you’re hungering to become a better leader, The Blueprint belongs 
on your shelf and by your side.”

—Daniel H. Pink, author of When and Drive

“A must-read for anyone in an existing or new leadership role at any level. 
Doug Conant provides a practical and powerful six-step process to accelerate 
your personal leadership growth. Leveraging his personal experiences, The 
Blueprint will teach you how to unlock your true leadership voice, improve 
your contribution, and achieve your full potential.”

—Sara Mathew, retired chair and CEO,  
Dun and Bradstreet

“Doug Conant and Amy Federman’s brilliant book will change your life – 
and your leadership – if you incorporate its ideas, using their in-depth six-
step approach. The Blueprint shows you the importance of courage, integrity,  
humility, and staying true to yourself as you grow into the authentic leader 
you are called to be.”

—Bill George, Senior Fellow, Harvard Business 
School; former chair and CEO, Medtronic;  

and author of Discover Your True North

“Doug Conant has proven himself to be a very disciplined CEO – focused, able 
to let go of what doesn’t fit, building greatness step-by-step, laying foundations 
for decades down the road while delivering results today. His example shows 
how effective business leadership can be quiet and bold, studious and decisive, 
disciplined and creative. Conant has so much to teach, and aspiring leaders at 
all levels would do well to learn from him.”

—Jim Collins, bestselling author of Good to Great

“Longtime Fortune 300 CEO Doug Conant has translated a career’s worth 
of wisdom into a practical manual on leadership in the face of turbulence. The 
Blueprint is a rare offering with perfect timing. Leaders at every level in today’s 
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organizations must now be more courageous, well-equipped, and resilient than 

ever before. Conant’s process will help you to explore your unique strengths – 

fearlessly. The Blueprint will help you find your own clear voice as a leader (no 

matter what’s swirling around you). Read this book now – and better yet, buy a 

copy for everyone on your team.”

—Amy Edmondson, Novartis Professor 
of Leadership and Management, 

Harvard Business School

“As a leader, being self-aware and deliberate are keys to success. The Blueprint 
provides a simple but powerful opportunity to leverage the experience and 

wisdom of Doug Conant to refresh your thinking and approach. It can help 

you maximize your impact.”

—Doug McMillon, president 
and CEO, Walmart

“Doug Conant is a special breed: a hard-edged corporate CEO with an intro-

spective nature who attributes his success to reflection, study, and thoughtful 

inner work rather than birthright or bombast. In The Blueprint he offers 

a powerful – and approachable – process for more fully connecting with the 

unique gifts that will allow your special leadership voice to come alive and 

impact the world.”

—Susan Cain, bestselling author of Quiet

“Doug Conant hasn’t just been a highly successful leader – he’s an unusually 

thoughtful one. In this hands-on book, he shares a model that you can apply 

right away to elevate your impact.”

—Adam Grant, New York Times bestselling author 
of Originals and Give and Take, and host of the TED 

podcast WorkLife

“Today’s busy leaders often question how they can lift their leadership profile 

while staying true to themselves. Read  The Blueprint for answers.”

—Indra Nooyi, former chairman 
and CEO, PepsiCo
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We dedicate this book to the leaders of yesterday who have 
inspired us and to the leaders of tomorrow in hopes that they 

will honorably lift the craft of leadership to new heights of 
service, performance, and contribution.
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                                                 Foreword

 It’s a privilege to introduce you to this book, and, of equal impor-
tance, to Doug Conant. He’s remarkable – and so is this work. 
Let me tell you about both.   

 The Man

 When I was in school, my father, Dr. Stephen R. Covey, often said 
to me, “You don’t take classes, you take teachers.” That insight 
has proven helpful to me in both my education and my career. 
The reality is that those of us who work in organizations don’t 
report to the organization; we report to a person. Thus, our pair-
ing with a leader or mentor, like a teacher, can be transformative. 

 In  The Blueprint,  you will fi nd a transformative opportu-
nity with Doug Conant. As you study and apply the principles 
he teaches, you will come to feel that he not only knows and 
understands the practical leadership process he’s guiding you 
through, but that he also knows and understands  you.   He’s lived
this process himself. He’s paid the price to earn the profound 
insights he shares. And he knows fi rsthand how to guide people 
in their own personal discovery and creative process. 
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 In an intense, chaotic world, Doug has pondered deeply, 
refl ecting on his past experiences, choices, and perspectives 
– on his life story, which has become his leadership story. 
Plumbing his own personality, character, passions, and skills to 
identify and improve his own personal  leadership has enabled l

him to offer superb people  leadership. And, most importantly, 
he’s developed an actionable process to help each of us do the 
same.

 Consistent with Doug’s belief that leadership is personal, 
he is remarkably personal in this book. His courageous sharing 
of being fi red ten years into his corporate career and his subse-
quent renaissance is truly inspiring. What he learned from his 
near-fatal automobile accident will likely cause you to refl ect 
on why he was spared – and on what work, what contribution, 
may yet lie ahead for you.

 You’ll read how, as president of Nabisco Foods and CEO 
of Campbell Soup Company, Doug demonstrated his leader-
ship acumen by achieving exceptional business results while 
simultaneously building high-trust teams. Yet what distin-
guishes him most as a trusted voice on leadership is not just 
his ability to lead people and deliver performance – it’s how he 
balances action with  refl ection.    

 The Book

 There is a story about the famous Italian artist Michelangelo 
that illustrates why I love  The Blueprint.  According to the story, 
Michelangelo was asked how he crafted his masterpiece statue 
David,  an artwork celebrated as a virtuoso representation of 
the human body. He replied, “Every block of stone has a statue 
inside it, and it is the task of the sculptor to discover it.” At the 
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core, Michelangelo “discovered” the statue of David by simply 
removing everything that wasn’t David. 

 If you follow the practical process for refl ection outlined
in  The Blueprint,  you’ll do the same thing. You’ll take your own
leadership journey to  refl ect , to discover what’s at your core, t

revealing a virtuoso representation of your  leadership. Just asr

Doug commenced a journey of discovery after getting fi red,
giving up beliefs and behaviors that weren’t part of him to
become the person that was “within the stone,” so too will you
follow the same path.

 In a real sense, leadership is the highest of all the arts
because it enables every other art. You may not have the tal-
ent to craft a visual masterpiece like Michelangelo did, but you
do have the ability to strengthen your competence and charac-
ter to create your own masterpiece in your organization, your
community, your family, or the world. Ultimately, this inside-
out approach will show you, as Doug writes in this book, that 
“the only way out is in.” 

 That’s why Doug is a natural guide for this journey:
because he knows that leadership is more than a title or posi-
tion; it is a  craft  to be mastered – a craft of beauty, design, andt

adherence to enduring principles.   

 The Work

 The work of personal leadership – of excavating the inner person
from the stone of learned responses and others’ expectations – is
work indeed. Inner work. And it isn’t just for those who want to
lead people and teams; it’s for all who want to lead a life of mean-
ing, purpose, and contribution and merit the trust of others. This is
work that only you can do. As Doug puts it, “There’s only one you.”
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 By diligently following Doug’s process, you can craft your

unique leadership foundation, developing an approach that will 
guide you far more effectively than one you might learn about 
in a book or a workshop.

 Doug is the right teacher for this work because he makes it 
clear that while you’ll be following his map, this is your  journey, r

your  masterpiece. Only you can bring it to life.   r

 A Parting Thought about “Blueprints” 

 As the oldest son of my parents, I feel a keen sense of responsibil-
ity to continue the work my parents and ancestors performed in 
“gathering” a large and diverse posterity. My parents’ nine mar-
ried children have over 50 children among them, and the next 
generation continues to grow. 

 Seven years ago today, my father passed away, and as my 
parents’ home has already been pledged to charity when my 
mother no longer lives there, my wife, Jeri, and I started dis-
cussing where the large Covey family could gather in the future. 

 In the end, we felt moved to remodel our own home, not 
just to have a bigger house, but to provide a gathering place. 
We did the inner work to identify  why  we wanted a larger home
and all of its attendant responsibilities. We had blueprints cre-
ated by an architect, hired a builder, and lived through all of 
the inconvenience and hard work of a remodel expansion. The 
blueprint for the remodeling wasn’t just about where to build 
walls and add windows; it began in the work we did as a fam-
ily to identify  why  we wanted the space and what we would do
with it.

 We’re very grateful for the outcome. We now call our 
home “Oahu,” which is Hawaiian for “the gathering place.” It 
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serves as a convergence point – not only for our extended fam-
ily, but also for our children’s sports teams, community events, 
musical soirees, and other neighborhood and church activities. 
It brings to life our dreams as a family because the  purpose   work 
preceded the physical work. This is the same kind of leadership l

work you will be invited to do as you move through this book 
to bring to life your dreams as a leader.

 Today, we live in a world that is overmanaged and underled. 
Our society needs  you to lead. The tough problems we face can s

best – perhaps only – be solved by wise, principled leaders built 
on solid foundations. 

 Are you ready to begin? Doug, anchored by the spirit of 
“How can I help?” is ready to teach you. I can give no higher 
recommendation than to say that you can trust Doug as an 
expert guide to help you create your own distinctive leader-
ship approach. I trust him. In fact, when I was asked in a recent 
media interview to name the best leader I know, I unhesitat-
ingly replied, “Doug Conant.” There is no other leader who 
has more effectively balanced enduring organizational perfor-
mance with a passionate caring for people.

 So, following the advice of my father, take Doug as your 
teacher now. Absorb and implement the process in this book. 
I’m confi dent you will be grateful for the time you invest as you 
discover, create, and refi ne your own unique leadership voice – 
and for the legacy that will follow. 

 Stephen M. R. Covey 
 Bestselling author of The Speed of Trust

 July 16, 2019
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 Authors’ Note   

 We have written this book with the intention of helping lead-
ers from every generation discover their true, unique leadership
voice and to help them bring that voice to life in the workplace
with ever-increasing clarity, authenticity, and effectiveness.

 We are clear-eyed about the reality of the day. We know 
that today’s leaders have varying styles and temperaments. 
However, we believe that the spirit of  The Blueprint  representst

the best path forward for leaders who aspire to have a fulfi lling 
and enduring impact on their leadership journey. 

 To that end, we have formed a unique partnership. The 
content of this partnership is built around Doug’s 45 years of 
leadership experience and study. It is then codifi ed and written 
with the insightful help of Amy, a “30-something” writer and 
Director of Content at ConantLeadership, who has endeav-
ored to make the topic fresh and approachable to next-gener-
ation leaders.

 We think this approach works. We bet you will too. 
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 Introduction 

The Raw Materials
of Change Are Already within You

   “Start where you are. Use what you have. Do what you can.” 

 —Arthur Ashe,—   American tennis player

 “Your job has been eliminated. Clear out your desk  
by noon .”   

 Those were the words that changed my life. In the spring of 
1984, when I was 32 years old, I drove to my job as the direc-
tor of marketing for the Parker Brothers Toy & Game Com-
pany in Beverly, Massachusetts. I can remember the commute 
vividly. The salty sea air wafting off Boston’s North Shore 
fi lled my senses. A snap of wintry briskness lingered in the 
air but there was a whisper of warmer weather to come. It 
was a beautiful day, serene and promising. I felt good. Sure, 
our company had recently changed ownership, and things had 
been chaotic, but I was still confi dent in my ability to con-
tribute. I walked into my job that day energized, expecting to 
put in another honest day’s work moving things forward for 
the organization. 
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 When I arrived, I was asked to report directly to the 
office of the VP of marketing, who was fidgeting nervously 
and waiting for me outside his door. Gravely, he asked me to 
step into his office. He was having trouble looking at me, his 
eyes darting around at everything else in the room – land-
ing on inanimate objects like his stapler, the doorknob, his 
chair – anything but me. Despite his strange temperament, 
I had no idea what was coming. Once we were both settled 
in his office, he fired me immediately, and with barely an 
explanation.

 I couldn’t understand it; there had been no warning what-
soever. All he could muster as a reason for letting me go was 
that my job had been “eliminated” and I was too blindsided to 
choke out any follow-up questions. Gesturing toward the door, 
he asked me to clear out my desk and go, ushering me out of his 
offi ce as quickly as possible 

 Although it would have monumental impact on my life 
for years thereafter, the whole miserable conversation came 
and went in manner of minutes. It was crushing. In a daze, as 
I made my way toward my desk, a storm of feelings converged 
inside me: I was stunned, hurt, indignant, angry, and most of all, 
humiliated. How could this be happening to me? And, worse, 
how did I not see it coming? 

 As I gathered my things and left the building, my feel-
ings gave way to an even heavier sensation of dread as I real-
ized I would have to deliver this disastrous news to my wife. 
How I would break it to her? We had young children and a 
hefty mortgage; everyone was relying on me. What was I going 
to do? 

 As I drove home, my self-esteem was in freefall. The drive 
that had felt so full of promise hours earlier now had the feel 
of a funeral procession. The refreshing spring sea air that had 
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wafted through my window before now felt thick and stagnant. 
Without a doubt, it was the most awful day in my entire career.
And in the wake of it, I felt hopeless and stuck. This wasn’t 
how I envisioned my journey; as a dedicated and committed 
professional, I had always hoped for more. Now, all I felt was 
uncertainty.

 But as you’ll learn, this defeating experience turned out to 
be the best thing that ever happened to me; it was the  begin-

ning  of my leadership story, not the end. It was in this crucible g

moment, after this abrupt and devastating fi ring, that I fi rst 
began to consider what might be holding me back from real-
izing my potential, fulfi lling my dreams, and making a bigger
impact on the world around me. It was the fi rst step toward 
total reinvention.   

 Ups and Downs 

 People are often surprised when I tell them this story. Since 
that harrowing time when I was fi red, I’ve been blessed with
much success on my leadership journey. I’m fortunate to have 
become well-known (at least in the business world) as a presi-
dent, Fortune 300 CEO, and chairman. I’ve served as president 
of Nabisco Foods, president and CEO of Campbell Soup Com-
pany, and chairman of Avon Products. I’ve had the joy of starting 
my own company and the privilege of serving as a board member
for many others, in the public, the nonprofi t, and the academic 
sectors. It’s been an honor. When I tell people that I once got 
fi red and struggled to fi nd my footing, they often admit they had
assumed that my success story was smooth and seamless. But of 
course it wasn’t. As is so often the case, my journey could have
easily turned out very differently. 
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 My career got off to a fl oundering start. I began at the very 
bottom of the ladder as an entry-level marketing assistant at 
General Mills. It was my fi rst experience working in a corpo-
rate offi ce environment and I was out of my depth. I certainly 
didn’t look the part: On my fi rst day, I walked into the corporate 
offi ces in a tacky khaki suit and long, wild, curly hair. Everyone 
else was clean-cut. I didn’t act the part quite right either; I was 
shy and hesitant, not comfortable in my own skin. Struggling to 
fi nd my footing, I worked hard but delivered lackluster results 
at fi rst. Early in that role, in my fi rst performance review, my 
most senior manager only wrote six words: “You should look 
for another job.” It was tough feedback to receive so early in my 
career and I was discouraged. 

 But I persevered. With encouragement and support from my 
direct manager, eventually I was promoted, and I made a predict-
able ascent to better jobs with more responsibilities. Although 
I wasn’t very fl ashy, outgoing, or even remarkable, I was always 
committed to working hard, putting my best foot forward, and 
helping those around me, so I managed to make some progress.   

 Back to Square One 

 Then I faced the big  setback, the crippling one: I got fi red. g

 When I got home on that fateful day, I felt bitter and hope-
less. I’ll never forget walking through my front door to face 
my family, feeling defeated. Usually an agreeable guy, I felt an 
uncharacteristic anger rising inside me. My calm demeanor was 
riled so much that when the HR manager called me later that 
day to follow up on my exit package and transition details, I 
cursed and hung up on him mid-sentence, slamming the phone 
down in frustration. 
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 The worst part was that I felt like a victim. I didn’t have 
a sense of agency or control over my life. And I went down a 
dangerous road of self-pity. It seemed like my entire career had 
been fl ushed down the toilet. All my hard work, all that striving, 
all my quiet adherence to rules and expectations, behaving how 
I thought I was supposed to – what had it amounted to? I didn’t 
know how to deal with the large mortgage payments looming, 
or how to overcome the shy temperament that had kept me 
removed from the world around me. I was stuck. 

 The Question 

 The more I thought about it, the less I understood it. Why 
weren’t my efforts yielding the career I envisioned? Why was
I experiencing these setbacks? Even though I’d had modest 
success in my career, something was always holding me back 
from achieving a breakthrough, from being the leader I believed 
I could be.  But what?

 It wasn’t that I lacked ambition or work ethic; I had always 
kept my head down, worked hard, and done exactly what I 
thought I was supposed to do. It wasn’t that I lacked a competi-
tive drive; the grit that had carried me to success as a Division 
1 collegiate tennis player still burned within me. It wasn’t that I 
wasn’t competent; I’d always shown a profi ciency for the work 
I was given. And it certainly wasn’t that I didn’t have strong val-
ues. Family, faith, and a commitment to community and public 
service were deeply ingrained in my personhood, instilled in 
me since childhood. 

 I had a lot going for me. But there was a glaring problem: 
I hadn’t fi gured out how to translate all of these characteristics 
into a winning formula for success.  I hadn’t yet learned how 
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to leverage the parts of my personality, motivations, tempera-
ment, and beliefs that were uniquely  mine  and transform them 
into a foundation for limitless possibility and greater impact. 
What’s more, nobody at the time would have ever known any of 
these defi ning things about me; always playing it safe, I mostly 
kept to myself. I had no approach for refl ecting on my inner 
self or communicating to others what mattered to me. But all 
of that, luckily, was about to change. 

 A Game-Changing Lesson 

 At this rock-bottom point in my life, I knew I wanted to stop 
merely going along to get along. I wanted more. I yearned to 
love my work, to be really good at it, and to feel fulfi lled by the
difference I was making in the world. But, like so many of the
leaders I speak to every day, I didn’t know how to do it. Amid 
the competing pressures of my life and job search, I had no idea
where to look, or how to start. I felt like my life was happening 
to me, not like I had infl uence over it; I wanted to be the driver
of my circumstances, not a mere passenger along for the ride. 

 What I know now that I didn’t know then is you can start 
where you are, with what you have within you. And you can 
start small. You already have the raw materials to change 
your leadership life.  

 But I didn’t learn that lesson on my own. I had help. My best 
clue as to how to elevate my leadership came from a straight-
shooting outplacement counselor named Neil  Mackenna, who
was hired to support me after I got fi red.

 Fortunately, I had swallowed my pride and called the HR 
manager back (yes, the same person I had cursed at and hung up 
on). Thank goodness I made that call because the HR manager 
connected me with Neil, and meeting Neil changed my life. 
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 Neil was a gruff straight-shooter with a hearty New Eng-
land temperament. He didn’t suffer whining, BS, or a victim-y 
“poor me” attitude. Not for a second. I could tell he cared 
about me and genuinely wanted to help, but he was a tough 
guy. Which is why I was surprised when, in our second meet-
ing, Neil asked me to handwrite my life story and share it with 
him. That seemed like a strangely intimate request from such 
a gristly man. But he insisted. He didn’t care how long it took;
he wanted every detail I could remember. I was dubious – but I 
was desperate to fi nd a job, and he said this could help, so I got 
cracking on the task of cobbling together my autobiography.

 Before this assignment from Neil, I had never taken the time 
to think that carefully about my life experiences. Most people 
haven’t. It felt uncomfortable but I took it seriously. I wrote about 
growing up in the suburbs of Chicago with my three younger 
brothers, my unrelenting competitive drive as a tennis player, the 
values of service, grit, and industriousness my family had instilled 
in me, the forthright nature I admired in my mother, the uncondi-
tional love and support of my wife and children, the inspiring role 
models we had in both of our families, my admiration for Teddy 
Roosevelt, my love of Louis L’Amour Western stories, my passion 
for learning about exceptional people in sports and public life, and 
on and on. Everything and anything I could think of, I included. 
Then I handed it off to Neil, confused that anybody would even 
be interested in reading such an account.   

 Straight Talk

 Two weeks later, Neil had read the entire document cover to 
cover. And he had drawn some harsh conclusions. Bluntly, he
told me that one of the main reasons I wasn’t living up to my 
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potential was that I was  lying  to people; I wasn’t telling them whog

I really was. “I looked at what you wrote down. And it just doesn’t 
match up,” he said in his typically brusque manner. I bristled at 
the accusation at fi rst. “I’m no liar,” I said.

 Gesturing at the pages I’d written, he explained, “The per-
son who wrote  this  life story is a fi erce do-or-die competitor. It’ss

the opposite of the face you’re presenting to your colleagues. 
What you’re showing to the world is a modest guy who goes 
with the fl ow. But the Doug who wrote  this  story is a leader ands

a fi ghter.” Incredulous, he said, “The person who wrote this life 
story, and the person you’re showing to the world – these are 
two completely different people!”

 Everything started to click. I wasn’t forging connections 
with people because they were never really meeting the real 
me. I had been hiding without even realizing it. Why? Because 
I had no foundation in my true self.  I’d never done the self-
exploration necessary to connect with what makes me, me. And, 
like so many leaders today, I had never been exposed to a usable 
process for getting to the bottom of it. 

 With a challenging job hunt ahead of me, Neil warned, 
“You’re going to interview terribly because you’re not honest 
with people about who you really are. They’re not ever meeting 
the real  you.” It was hard to hear but I realized he was right. Il

wasn’t showing up in an authentic way, not in any  of my pur-
suits. How would anybody know about my fi erce resolve, my 
tenacious spirit, my desire to contribute? I didn’t tell them. And 
I didn’t show them. I kept a low profi le, staying mostly seques-
tered in my offi ce where I did my work. I made halfhearted 
plans to try to fi nd a way to do things differently. But, inevita-
bly, because I did not know where to begin and felt swamped 
with my work, those plans had always remained unrealized.
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 All this time, I had been looking outward for answers, blam-
ing my setbacks on a complex world, on uncharitable bosses, on 
external factors altogether. But this dose of eye-opening tough 
talk changed me. I began to understand that to make a change, 
I couldn’t just try harder, I had to try  differently , to do  something 
different. Maybe the secret to raising my impact wasn’t some-
where  out there.  Maybe it had been within me the whole time. 
And it was up to me to transform it into a platform for reach-
ing my goals and connecting more fully with the people with 
whom I lived and worked. 

 I couldn’t just sit back anymore and wait for things to 
change. If I wanted to realize my full potential, it was going to 
require some work. 

 Determined, and true to my roots as a competitive ath-
lete, I devoted myself to learning everything I could about 
leadership. I became obsessed. I read every book I could fi nd. I 
practiced endlessly. I committed myself to the pursuit of lead-
ership excellence, consulting mentors, friends, and experts. 
And eventually, over a 45-year career that would carry me to 
unforeseen adventures, setbacks, and triumphs I never imag-
ined, I developed and honed the life-changing six steps, now 
simply called  The Blueprint , that would change the entire arc of t

my career and lift my leadership to new heights.   

 Paying It forward 

 My path to leadership success was bumpy, slow at the start, and 
riddled with setbacks. It took me a long time to fi gure out a prac-
tical approach to reaching my potential. I don’t want you to have 
to go through the same thing. 
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 Today’s leaders don’t have the time to fi gure it out on their 
own. The pace of life has accelerated rapidly; technology has ush-
ered in a tacit expectation that we be “on” and reachable 100% of 
the time. The number of texts and emails we receive has tripled in 
recent years. Expectations are higher. Companies want more, bet-
ter, faster. That’s why it’s now my mission to share  The Blueprint

with you, so you don’t have to go through what I went through to 
fi gure out how to lift your leadership to new heights.

 The leaders I talk to, coach, train, and mentor every day 
– they need help! They want to do more, to dream bigger, to 
become the leaders they know they can be. But they’re busy 
and stressed and they don’t know where to look for a road-
tested way to do better. I’ve done the hardest part so leaders 
– both seasoned and aspiring – don’t have to muddle through 
fi guring it out on their own anymore. 

 While this book is years in the making, you can start put-
ting it to work for you today.  Following the same exact six steps I 
took to change my leadership life, you too can fulfi ll your potential 
and deliver ever-improving results in a demanding, confusing, and 
time-starved world – and actually enjoy yourself along the way.   

 Built Especially for  YOU

 The most important thing about  The Blueprint  is that it is all about t

you .  You shouldn’t have to learn to lead like somebody else. These 
steps teach you about yourself, and help you build a customized 
framework for reaching your goals, in a way that works uniquely 
for you, with your own leadership voice and style. All you have to 
do is follow the practical steps in earnest. Each step is small and 
manageable; nothing in The Blueprint  ever has to be “perfect” or t

“complete.” Because that’s not the way life works.   
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 The Catch

 There is one small catch: you must enter into this journey under-
standing that it is ongoing. While you’ll be making measurable 
progress right out of the gate, noticing changes, and achieving 
goals, you won’t ever truly be “fi nished.” Once you embark on
this journey, it never ends. 

 Although the steps are numbered, the Blueprint is not linear. 
Its power is derived from the fact that it is cyclical by design. It’s iter-
ative, designed to fi t into the cadence and pace of your life. Because 
the tempo of modern life has accelerated, this change process nests 
harmoniously within the complex structure of the life you are lead-
ing today. It’s comprised of small steps that you can start, revisit, and 
revise whenever it suits you. You can begin exactly where you are 
with exactly what you have right now and you’ll keep improving it 
whenever you want, at your own speed. The process is ongoing. You 
begin where you end. And you end where you begin, getting better 
each and every time. 

 After you’ve worked through the six steps once, you’ll be 
ready to work through them again and again throughout your 
lifetime, continuously honing, improving, and reaching higher. 
You’ll fi nd it will become second nature to progress through 
the steps, and it will go more quickly each time around. It’s 
simple – but not easy. Hard work – but well worth it. Aspira-
tional – but also approachable. Let’s go!   

 About This Book 

 There are two primary parts to this book that will help you 
design, and build, your own customized path to fulfi lling your 
infi nite potential. With this book as your guide, you can get 
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short-term results by applying the practical advice herein on
Monday morning  and  use the six-step d Blueprint to develop a 
strategy for reaching your most ambitious, shoot-for-the-stars
goals in the long-term. 

 You’ll also learn how to marry your own insights and 
expectations about your personal leadership with the expecta-
tions of your organization. Becoming a better leader won’t be 
particularly helpful if you can’t apply your improved approach 
in the real world so, while the steps are designed to empower 
your personal leadership journey, they are also created with a 
view toward helping you integrate your learning in the work-
place to deliver more powerful results for your organization. 
Taken as a whole, this book can help you to get unstuck, maxi-
mize your impact, and yes, even change your leadership life.  

 Part I: Blueprint

 In  Part I: Blueprint , I’ll guide you through the practical t
six-step process of self-refl ection and study that I used to build
the  Foundation  for my own leadership success. It’s not an aca-
demic or scientifi c process; it’s based on my lived and learned
experiences. Unlike many professors, gurus, or thought leaders 
in the leadership space, I offer a change process based on real
experience climbing the corporate ladder – starting at the very 
bottom and ending at the very top. It is further strengthened by 
my lifetime of study and years of teaching leadership to hun-
dreds of managers and executives. 

 In Part I, you’ll learn how to use small steps to meet big 
goals. You’ll learn why you must dig deep to reach high and why 
building a solid Foundation is the most powerful thing you can 
do to achieve leadership success. In each of the six steps, there are 
exercises and prompts for refl ection. I’ll guide you through the 
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process each step of the way as you learn how to articulate your 
leadership purpose and beliefs, how to identify your own unique 
strengths and values, how to design a leadership model, and how 
to build a treasury of practices that work for you.   

 How to Use Part I 
 In this section, there are actual exercises embedded within the 
pages of the book, so get a pen or pencil and a packet of Post-it® 
Notes ready. 

 If you prefer not to write within the pages of your book, 
I recommend that you use our e-workbook – available 
for complimentary download at  conantleadership.com/
blueprint  – as a supplementary tool. The e-workbook in-
cludes prompts to help you with exercises and space to re-
cord your answers.   

 If you prefer to record your refl ections and answers to the 
exercises elsewhere, you can use a notebook, a laptop, the notes 
app on your phone, or any other tool that allows you to docu-
ment your thinking.   

 Post-it® Notes 
 As you work your way through the exercises in Part I of this 
book, I encourage you to use  Post-it Notes along the way to 
help you record your key thoughts and takeaways. At a glance, 
a packet of Post-it Notes may not look like much, but they can 
actually be used as the building blocks of the personal leadership 
model you will create during the Blueprint process. 

 If you are using the e-workbook available for download on 
my website, you’ll notice there is a “Notes” page at the end of 

http://conantleadership.com/
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each section for you to record your “epiphanies”: all the notes, 
ideas, questions, words, and inspirational tidbits that occurred 
to you during the completion of the exercises in the corre-
sponding sections. You’ll be prompted to record each meaning-
ful word, thought, idea, practice, or phrase on its own Post-it 
and stick it right there on the “Notes” page. 

 By the end of Part I, you’ll have collected quite a few 
“Post-it epiphanies,” and they will be instrumental in the devel-
opment of your leadership model prototype. Even if you are not 
using the e-workbook, you can keep track of your Post-it Notes 
in a journal, notebook, or pad of paper – whatever works for you.   

 Part II: Manifesto 

 In  Part II: Manifesto , you’ll get anchored in foundational lead-
ership lessons. As you work your way through  The Blueprint , 
you will design a customized leadership Foundation that speaks 
uniquely to you. 

 But your greatest support in the realization of your special 
leadership dreams will be a deep understanding of what leader-
ship is, and the timeless principles that make leadership work, 
no matter the practitioner. 

 Just as the great innovators in art, literature, and business 
had to fi rst understand the rules of their craft in order to break 
or evolve them, so it is the same with leadership. To transform 
your leadership, it is helpful to understand the parts of it that 
are steadfast and unchanging no matter the era, situation, or 
person involved. In Part II: Manifesto, I explain these bedrock 
principles of “leadership that works” as I see and have experi-
enced them. In this section, I’ll walk you through ten essential 
leadership tenets, bringing them to life with personal anecdotes, 



fl ast xxxi 17 January 2020 4:21 PM

Introduction xxxi

stories from my leadership colleagues and contemporaries, and 
battle-tested practices that you can apply immediately. 

 Ready? I’m excited for you. Armed with these lessons, 
more things will be within your reach. You can do whatever you 
put your mind to. By working through the six steps, you can 
reach high and start to become the leader you’ve always wanted 
to be; you can fi nally shed the skin of the overwhelmed worka-
day leader who toils from one task to the next without purpose, 
and be reborn as an enlightened practitioner of a noble craft. 
Yes, you can.    
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“There is nothing permanent except change.”
—Heraclitus, Greek philosopher

To get the most out of this book, it helps to understand the 
root of the problem leaders face today.

The world is changing rapidly. You’re looking for practical 
answers because the modern workplace reflects these changes 
in ways that can be overwhelming. The digital age has ush-
ered in an era of unprecedented complexity and dysfunction. 
Hierarchies that used to dictate the processes for managing 
problems are crumbling. Technology has accelerated the pace 
of business; people are inundated with a perpetual onslaught of 
communication and messaging from text, email, push notifica-
tions, and more, so much that they feel like they’re gasping for 
air. Adding to this, there are six disparate generations of men 
and women from every part of the world, often with differ-
ent communication styles and value systems, working together 
elbow to elbow.

There used to (sort of) be a way to manage the daily 
onslaught: you could ask your boss what to do. But as hier-
archical structures are collapsing, and leaders are themselves 
struggling under a deluge of competing priorities, often your 
boss wants you to figure it out on your own. Today more than 
ever, your leadership is up to you.

What I’ve observed in my years of research and leadership 
practice, and in my ongoing work training and mentoring lead-
ers, is that most people can’t find the time to “shoot the lights 
out” because they can barely even find the time to turn the 
lights on. They’re treading water, fighting just to stay afloat. 
People know they need to do better. And most people genu-
inely want to. You’re probably one of those people. You want to 
be more present for your direct reports. You want to run better 
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meetings. You want to listen more intently. You want to provide 
more direction. You want to deliver more aggressive growth. 
You want to build better relationships. You want to infuse 
your teams with vitality, to find creative ways to keep people 
engaged in the work, and on and on. There are a million things 
you want to do. But then reality happens. A crisis hits. Your next 
call is waiting. A meeting runs long. You get a call from your 
kid’s school. Or worse, you get fired, your company is acquired, 
you get sick, you’re hit with any variety of bad news. And, for 
the umpteenth time, figuring out how to do all the things you 
dream of doing gets pushed aside. It’s understandable. But it’s 
not sustainable. To contribute at ever-higher levels, to achieve 
what you want to achieve, you need to find a way to do better, 
to get unstuck. And it needs to be a way that works within the 
rhythm of your busy, fast-paced life.

Rather than embarking on one giant discovery endeavor 
that could take years, you need something that can be broken 
up into manageable chunks, into little steps that acknowledge 
the reality of your daily life.

Start Small

Dr. Robert Maurer, PhD, is a clinical psychologist at UCLA. His 
specialty is helping people approach change in a feasible way. 
In his book One Small Step Can Change Your Life, he shares his 
approach to change: you start microscopically small. The bigger 
the change you want to make, the more miniscule a first step 
he’ll ask you to take. If somebody wants to start an exercise regi-
men? He tells them to stand – just stand still – on a treadmill 
for 60 seconds a day. Inevitably (and amazingly), once they wire 
their habits to this almost laughably small step, they are able to 
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expand the behavior to become an indispensable part of their 
life. Down the road, 60 seconds of standing often turns into 30 
minutes of running or more.

Maurer’s approach works because it outsmarts the brain’s 
fear response: the innate tendency to avoid things that seem 
too overwhelming or hard, things that might result in fail-
ure, danger, or misery. Because the initial actions taken are 
so small, his patients’ resistance is disarmed. His approach is 
doubly effective because it jives with the pace of modern life. 
While you might not be able to engineer an extra hour into 
your zany schedule for exercise, everybody has 60 seconds 
to spare. And that’s all you need to get started. Exercise is 
merely one application; Mauer’s small-step approach can be 
applied to any goal.

James Clear, an expert in habits and author of the book 
Atomic Habits, has discovered much to back up Mauer’s 
“small steps” idea in his years of researching habits. Clear 
advocates shifting our focus from the goals themselves to 
the systems that help us reach those goals. The key is in 
understanding the power of small habits. Clear writes, “Too 
often, we convince ourselves that massive success requires 
massive action.” But, in reality, we only need to improve by 
1% to see better results over time. Just like making seem-
ingly insignificant deposits into a financial investment can 
yield big payouts in the future, so too can focusing on tiny 
tweaks and improvements. Clear explains, “Habits are the 
compound interest of self-improvement. . . . They seem to 
make little difference on any given day and yet the impact 
they deliver over the months and years can be enormous.” 
The research and advice from top experts is clear. Investing 
in small changes, in incremental steps, is the smart approach 
to getting better.
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Forget Perfection

Part of the problem today’s professionals face is that they are 
overwhelmed by expectations. They have so many looming “to-
dos,” not to mention the litany of unfulfilled wishes that keep 
getting cast aside. It’s all too much. When you look at the giant 
list of your goals and aspirations all at once, it becomes too 
daunting to manage.

I speak with leaders daily, and they tell me they feel stuck. 
When we dig a little deeper, we often discover it’s partially 
because they are driven and high-achieving types; they don’t 
want to start something new unless they can do it perfectly. 
But perfection is an unattainable myth. (As one of my old men-
tors used to say to me, “Don’t let ‘perfect’ become the enemy  
of ‘good.’”)

To combat this stifling (and pervasive) perfectionism, and 
to circumvent your brain’s natural resistance response to new 
things, you need an iterative approach that starts small, is bro-
ken down into practical steps, and that can always be improved 
upon but never has to be perfect or “finished.” Because guess 
what? Your life will never be perfect, the conditions will never 
be just right, and your growth as a person will never be finished. 
That’s just not the way things work.

You need something you can start doing today, some-
thing that starts small but yields big results. That’s what The 
Blueprint is designed to do. It takes some work upfront, but 
once you begin, it’s an ace in the sleeve for the duration 
of your leadership career. And it addresses everything you 
want to do, all at once, because using it has the potential to 
transform your behavior in every single moment, no matter  
the situation.
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 Building Your Future 

 Until I was fi red, I’d never thought carefully about any of this 
stuff. I’d never considered what it might take to get to the next 
level beyond simply working hard. But what I learned on the 
journey that followed is that a strong work ethic is just not 
enough. You’ve got to bring discipline and careful thought to 
your leadership. You must start with the intention to change. 

 To do this, you must fi nd a way to connect with your truest self 
before you can connect with others and get the best out of them. To 
realize success, you have to build your own leadership future brick 
by brick, from the studs up to the sky. And the way to do it is from 
the inside out. I’ve learned that it’s a mistake to think the answers 
to your problems lie somewhere “out there.” A leadership approach 
that helps you reach your goals, and provides joy and fulfi llment, 
must come from within. Nobody “out there” can do it for you. 

 The upside is that if you’re willing to go through the pro-
cess, you can design the life and leadership you want. And then 
you can build, enhance, and evolve it. You can choose what a 
highly effective and enjoyable leadership approach looks like to 
you and you can start to make it come true. It’s completely up 
to you. Here’s how.   

 Like an Architect, Dig Deep to Reach High 

    “ Freedom is from within.” 

 —Frank Lloyd Wright, American architect   

 “I work from the inside out.” 

 —Frank Gehry, American architect   

 Before you set to work on your six-step blueprint, it’s instructive to 
think about what blueprints are for. In the world at large, a blueprint 
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is a tool for bringing to life the dreams of an architect. The blue-
print in this book is a tool for bringing to life the dreams of 
leaders. Rather than building a structure, you are building your 
future; while the output is not as tangible as concrete, steel, or glass, 
it can be just as magnificent as the most dazzling skyscraper. You’re 
not manufacturing a building; you will be manifesting your leader-
ship dreams. Using this process, you will create the capability to 
achieve leadership success in a way that works uniquely for you.

Since we are borrowing inspiration from architects and 
engineers, let’s think about their process for creating tall, 
impressive structures that loom high in the sky. If you ask any 
good structural engineer, they’ll tell you that the trick to build-
ing a soaring skyscraper is laying a deep foundation. The taller 
the structure you want to build, the stronger and deeper the 
foundation you’ll need. Without a sturdy foundation, a tall 
building is susceptible to all kinds of calamities. It can topple 
under its own weight and it may not be able to withstand natu-
ral disasters like high winds or earthquakes. If the foundation is 
not deep and strong, the building will not be able to reach the 
sky or weather the inevitable storms to come.

The same thing is true in leadership. I’ve had firsthand 
experience in dozens of leadership roles and I’ve found that 
the leaders who succeed have a sturdy and secure Foundation. 
That Foundation tethers them to their beliefs and values, keeps 
them connected to their unique personality, characteristics, and 
temperament, and allows them to put their skill set to work in 
the most productive way.

Leaders who are operating from a strong Foundation are 
less likely to be phased or waylaid by adversity and crises. As they 
build their leadership approach, they are able to stand firm and 
tall, secure in who they are and confident in how they can adapt 
to any situation. The stronger their Foundation, the higher 
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they can reach toward their goals. That’s what your journey 
through the six-step Blueprint will be focused on: design-
ing the Foundation that allows you to build a personal lead-
ership approach that can withstand almost anything.

How does it work? You will use each of the six practical steps 
in the Blueprint process to create your leadership Foundation. 
The Foundation you will develop is the key to unlocking your 
potential.

What Will Your Foundation Look Like?

For our purposes, a Foundation is a wholesale accounting of 
your unique characteristics, motivations, temperament, values, 
beliefs, and skill set, and it’s a platform for using those things to 
reach your goals in a way that is authentic to who you really are. 
It is further enhanced by your study of highly effective practices 
and your observation of other leaders you respect.

You use the steps in the blueprint to glean the key compo-
nents. Using my guided prompts for reflection and study, you 
will excavate the raw materials of your Foundation:

•	 Your Leadership Purpose – the reason you choose to lead

•	 Your Leadership Beliefs – the thinking that governs your 
approach to influencing others

•	 Your Leadership Model – a personalized expression of 
your leadership beliefs, purpose, and skills

•	 Your Leadership Practice Treasury – a suite of behaviors 
that brings your model to life

•	 Your Leadership Improvement Plan – a list of focus areas 
and key actions to jumpstart your lifetime of continuous  
improvement
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The individual components of your Foundation are 
much less important than the whole. Your Foundation will 
be strengthened by the way these components forge together 
into something that is grounding and steadfast, supporting you 
from within. You can stand firm in your Foundation, rising tall 
in your leadership, only so far as all the materials you’ve used 
to create it are melded together as a cohesive whole. Each piece 
is interconnected to all the others; each step is interdependent 
with all the steps that precede and follow it.

In a nutshell:

Your Foundation is what you will be creating.
The Blueprint is how you will create it.

The Six Steps

The Blueprint is a six-step process (Figure 1.1) for building the 
Foundation you will need to lift your leadership to new heights: 
a way for you to put down roots that tether you firmly to the 
ground even as you rise higher toward the sky. These are the 
exact same steps I used to go from getting fired to becoming a 
chairman and CEO who deeply enjoys my work.

FIguRe 1.1 The Blueprint process
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It starts with changing your mindset. If you treat leadership 
as an ordinary job, you will get ordinary results. But leadership 
is more than a job; leadership that really works is a craft: honed 
with intention, practiced mindfully, and improved constantly.

To build your Foundation, and get where you want to 
go, there are six steps.

Step 1. ENVISION: Reach High

First, you have to set the intention to do better and Envision what 
success looks like to you – to reach high. It is in this step that you 
will take your first crack at articulating your Leadership Purpose.

Step 2. REFLECT: Dig Deep

Next, you will Reflect on your experiences to uncover your lead-
ership beliefs, to dig deep into what makes you, you; in this step, 
you will uncover the life lessons that anchor your leadership, 
and develop a deeper understanding of your unique personality, 
motivations, temperament, and skill set.

Step 3. STUDY: Lay the Groundwork

In the third step, you will Study, to fill in all the cracks from your 
dig, laying the groundwork with all the learnings and insights 
from the world that exists beyond your own personal experiences. 
It won’t be as dry and scholarly as it sounds. You’ll find inspira-
tion all around you, in high and low places, not just in dusty old 
books. In this step you will solidify your Leadership Beliefs.

Step 4. PLAN: Design

Next comes the fun part. Using design thinking as well as 
prompts, Post-it® Notes, and pen and paper, you get to conceive 
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your Plan – an exquisite design for the exact Leadership Model 
you envision, derived from your Leadership Purpose and your 
Leadership Beliefs.

Step 5. PRACTICE: Build

In this step you will build Practice into your change process. 
You’ll brainstorm small steps you can take – little, actionable 
practices – that you can begin to fold into your habits. You’ll 
learn the important difference between repetition and deliber-
ate practice. And you will begin to create your Practice Trea-
sury, a stable of behaviors that, step-by-step, will help you to 
more precisely bring to life the leadership plan you designed.

Step 6. IMPROVE: Reinforce

Finally, you Improve, continually learning from what you did 
right, and what you could have done better, reinforcing the 
strength of your Foundation in perpetuity. In this step you 
will learn why the best leaders must “grow or die” and you will 
develop a simple Improvement Plan to propel you forward on 
your ongoing journey. Here, you will also work to align your 
personal leadership approach with the expectations of whatever 
organization you are currently working for; the Blueprint is pri-
marily about you, but it is also about helping you succeed in the 
world and delivering better results for your organization.

Ultimately, all six of these steps will forge together in an 
interconnected Foundation of behaviors and beliefs that you 
continue to refine and recommit to throughout the duration of 
your leadership life. It gets easier each time you work through 
The Blueprint. And I’ll guide you through every step. Let’s get 
started.



Your Life Story is Your 
Leadership Story
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“Becoming a leader is synonymous with becoming yourself. It is  
precisely that simple, and it is also that difficult.”

—Warren Bennis, American leadership scholar

The first thing Neil MacKenna asked me to do was to write 
down my life story and share it with him. I found it strange at the 
time. Sharing personal details about my life did not come natu-
rally. And it’s not a commonplace exercise. But maybe it should 
be, as similar tactics are used by some of the smartest people in 
the business world. Let me tell you about Jim.

Jim Mead is one of the most skilled headhunters ever to 
recruit talent. You’ve probably never heard of him. That’s par-
tially because he’s been retired for several years now. But it’s 
more likely due to the fact that he’s a humble, self-effacing 
guy. He doesn’t chase the spotlight. Quietly, behind the scenes, 
he’s been responsible for identifying and recruiting some of 
the most successful giants of the corporate world over the last 
40 years, not to mention large swaths of the leadership teams 
I assembled at Nabisco and Campbell Soup Company, 39 of 
whom have since gone on to become CEOs of prestigious 
organizations in their own right. Over the years, I’ve relied 
on Jim a lot. There was a time when I spoke with him almost 
every day. And you know what? For the most part, every person 
we recruited together turned out to be a winner. He’s got the 
magic touch.

So, how does he do it? It would be natural to assume that 
Jim asks lots of technical questions, gets into the weeds on job 
function, and presses recruits on their work experience. And, 
yes, he gets to that. But that’s not where he begins. He starts 
with a person’s life story. Not their work history, but their 
entire personal history. He asks prospective executives to tell 
him their life story from the very beginning.
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As a result of this approach, the executive profiles he pre-
pares for clients (he estimates he’s written about 10,000 over the 
course of his career) are comprehensive and detail-rich, chock full 
of anecdotes about their upbringing, their time in middle and high 
school, their hobbies, their relationships, their interests. If they 
played flute in band, that’s in there. If they had a childhood job at 
a grocery store, that’s in there too. If they were particularly close 
with a grandparent or childhood pet? You bet that’s included. He 
doesn’t prepare a snapshot of an “executive”; he prepares a snap-
shot of a full human life in all its complexity and glory.

You might be curious why he includes all this seemingly 
superfluous stuff. What does their affection for a childhood pet 
have to do with their ability to lead global sales or a division of 
a Fortune 500 company? The answer is: everything.

There is Only One You

Many of the problems that leaders face today are the result of their 
belief that their work life and their “real” life are two different  
things. When leaders feel stuck in their career, they often strug-
gle because they have a siloed view of themselves. They have 
their “work” identity and their “personal” identity. And they’re at 
odds. There is no cohesion. (And sure, some compartmentaliza-
tion is good. For example, you don’t always want to be bringing 
your work stresses home to the dinner table or vice versa.) But 
what Jim understands, and what I’ve come to know, is that the 
key to unlocking better leadership is found through a clear-eyed 
exploration of you – the real, full you. Not just the you that has, 
say, sales expertise or a strong marketing CV, but also the you 
that babysat for your siblings, makes a mean BBQ sauce, or is a 
die-hard college football fan.
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If you want to reach your full potential, you can’t turn one 
part of you off, or keep one part of you hidden. You might have 
heard a coach, parent, or boss tell you that you can’t do some-
thing “half-assed” and get the results you want. The same goes 
with bringing only half of your full self to your leadership. It 
just won’t work. Just as Neil helped me realize that I was strug-
gling to reach my career goals because I was hiding who I was – 
you can’t realize the full expression of your leadership if you’re 
only bringing part of yourself to it.

The best leaders have figured this out; they bring their 
whole selves to their work. They are fully anchored in who they 
are and that informs how they behave in each moment, in and 
out of work.

Although Jim Mead will tell you he “goes with his gut” and 
doesn’t much cotton to six-step processes like our Blueprint, he 
understands innately that a person’s life story and their leader-
ship story are one and the same. He knows that who you are in 
life is who you are at work, and his understanding of this fact is 
what made him the best at his job. Whenever, in the midst of 
one of the exercises in the six steps in The Blueprint, you find 
yourself wondering, “Why am I reflecting back on my life in 
this degree of detail?” remember this lesson.

Connect with What Matters Most

After Neil MacKenna asked me to write my life story, he helped 
me focus on what mattered most through an exercise he called 
“integrity-laden role-playing.” In the exercise, we playacted a 
job interview. But we reversed the roles. He played the role of 
me, Doug, and I played the role of the hiring manager. Putting 
myself in the shoes of a person tasked with getting to know me, 
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my goals, and my strengths, I realized how difficult it would be 
to draw details out of me in an interview.

I’m a self-proclaimed introvert. External measures back 
up my own assessment. I’ve been evaluated as an introvert five 
times by the Myers–Briggs Type Indicator test. For the first 
half of my life I was reserved. Talking candidly about myself did 
not feel comfortable. The integrity-laden role-playing exercise 
made that abundantly clear. Neil played his part so realistically, 
like a true actor; he was cagey and hesitant, just like me. It was 
maddening; I couldn’t get anything out of him! Putting myself 
on the other side of that exchange, as the interviewer, I began 
to realize how frustrating that must have been for a boss or hir-
ing manager interacting with me.

Neil helped me realize that part of the problem was, yes, 
that I was shy. But, more importantly, I couldn’t articulate what 
I wanted from my career or life because I hadn’t ever taken 
the time to figure it out. “Doug,” he said, “you can’t answer 
some of these questions about what you’re looking for because 
you don’t know the answer. You’ve got some work to do to get 
to the bottom of it.” He was absolutely right. I’d never given 
any careful thought about what my boldest dream of leader-
ship success might look like, about what mattered most to me. 
I knew I wanted to advance in my career and provide for my 
family. But I didn’t have a clear intention or purpose; I didn’t 
have anything unifying and inspiring, something to give my 
efforts meaning.

Over the next few months with Neil, and then over the 
next several years on my own journey, I was determined to 
figure it out. I did a lot of work and searching and found some 
groundbreaking insights. Armed with new clarity about my 
character and competence, I was positioned – for the first 
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time in my life – to begin to understand what I wanted out of 
life and leadership. All these years I had thought I knew what I 
wanted, but I had never been able to crystallize what mattered 
to me into a succinct intention, like the desire to lead a large 
organization or to help build high-performance teams that 
defy the critics. That is, until Neil set me on the path to self-
discovery. That path led me to study with Stephen Covey, and 
many others, who further activated my ability to articulate 
what mattered most to me. Finally, with their help, I was able to 
develop a clear vision of what mattered most and how I wanted  
to contribute.

In the next few chapters, I’m going to help you do the 
same thing. Using some of my own exercises and time-tested 
prompts, you will Envision an anchoring intention for your 
leadership.

To lay the groundwork, first you’re going to complete a 
condensed version of the exercise I did with Neil. Writing your 
entire life story isn’t necessary. But it’s helpful to extract some 
“life story” highlights before you embark on your Blueprint 
journey.

Highlights of Your Leadership Story

In this exercise, you’ll begin to gain a better understanding of 
what makes you, you. Then you will use that information to 
Envision a fulfilling path for your life and leadership.

Complete this exercise in whatever way feels right (pen, 
paper, laptop, or e-workbook) and keep your Post-it® Notes 
handy. You should always complete the exercises herein in the 
way that works best with your preferences.
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Highlights of Your Leadership Story

Getting Started

Think about the most important aspects of your life and 
leadership story thus far. Since there is a rich tapestry of 
experiences and influences that have brought you to this 
point in your life and career, consider this exercise as a 
reflection on your personal “highlight reel.” Have fun with 
it, be open-minded, and try not to get hung up on judg-
mental thoughts about what you “should” include. There 
aren’t any right or wrong answers. Anything goes.

KEY QUESTIONS

If you close your eyes and let your mind go for a minute or 
two, what stands out most vividly to you in your life thus 
far?

Imagine your mind is a fly buzzing around in the air 
but constantly finding new surfaces to land on. What mem-
ories does your mind “land” on over and over again?

These might be momentous occasions, like having to 
change schools as a kid, going to college, winning an award, 
getting married, changing careers, or witnessing the birth 
of your children.

Or your mind might land on other highlights entirely: 
the first time you spoke in public, an epiphany about your 
work or life, a treasured conversation with a friend, or a 
fun-filled trip. Try to brainstorm at least ten highlights 
that stand out to you.
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Now, think specifically about this for a few minutes:

What were some of the defining moments, conversations, 
challenges, expectations, disappointments, or big wins that 
left an indelible imprint on you?

Examples might include winning (or losing) an impor-
tant competition in high school or college, getting positive 
or negative feedback from a coach or mentor, getting fired 
or promoted, or even falling in love or breaking up with 
someone for the first time.

To explore this fully, try to identify at least five defin-
ing moments. Aim for more specificity than in the first ten 
highlights you wrote down. Maybe you can even remember 
specific dialogue here.

(continued)
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Next, bring your attention to this:

What were some of your biggest goals – those already 
achieved or surpassed, or those that still loom large in your 
mind, just out of reach?

Maybe you want to run a marathon (or maybe you 
already have). Maybe you’ve wanted to serve on a board, 
run for office, go back to school, or teach a class.

Here, try to identify five of your biggest goals – either 
those already achieved or those that lie on the horizon.

Goal 1: 
Goal 2: 
Goal 3: 
Goal 4: 
Goal 5: 

Now focus on this:

How did changes or events in your personal life affect your 
leadership journey and vice versa? Did you ever have to 
make a big move to a new place? Did you ever have to make 
a sacrifice for a family member?

Did a crisis or life-altering event ever knock you down 
at some point only for you to come back from it with more 
resilience?

Write down your recollection of three big changes 
that have affected your life. It’s fine if there is some overlap 
with things you have already written down.

Change 1: 
Change 2: 
Change 3: 

 Highlights of Your Leadership Story (cont’d)
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So far:

Which parts of your story have felt most fulfilling, or 
yielded unexpected revelations about your character or 
belief systems? Did you ever surprise yourself by doing 
something selfless or courageous?

Conversely, can you think of a time when you wish you 
had acted with more bravery but didn’t? What did these 
experiences show you about who you are and what you 
believe?

Write down everything that comes to mind.

If this exercise begins to feel self-indulgent or uncom-
fortable, good. Lean in. Remember, your story is special 
and unique. It’s what makes you, you. The story that has 
shaped you is always with you and will have a profound 
impact on how you live and lead in the real world.

Now, in an effort to synthesize some key takeaways 
from all of this thinking, try to think of the top 5 to 7 things  
you would feel moved to share as defining parts of your 
leadership story to someone who has never met you before 
and is completely unfamiliar with your life.

(continued)
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Use the numbered spaces to share each “highlight” in 
a sentence or two.

Highlight 1: 

Highlight 2: 

Highlight 3: 

Highlight 4: 

Highlight 5: 

Highlight 6: 

Highlight 7: 

Wrapping Up the Exercise

Nice job. You’ve completed your first exercise in The Blueprint. 
This was a preview of the types of exercises you will do in the 
six steps.

Doing this kind of ruminative work is not always easy. It 
can feel ambiguous and doesn’t appear to yield anything tan-
gible at first. And that can seem strange. Most of us are used 
to performing an action and getting something specific in 
return. If we do a job, we receive money. If we write an email, 
we expect a response back. So this kind of exercise might feel 

Highlights of Your Leadership Story (cont’d)
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like unchartered territory, because the output from your input 
is not concrete. Although you may not have any meaty chunks 
of insight yet, that’s okay – and expected.

You’re in exactly the right place; this is how processes 
work. You’re not solving a math problem with a clearly defined 
solution. You’re wrestling with a much greater problem of how 
to lead with increasing effectiveness and authenticity in a tough 
world. There is no precise “answer” (and even if there were, 
it would probably change). What you are working toward is a 
path forward, for guidance, a roadmap that leads to a life you 
envision. My path began with writing my story for Neil. And 
now you’ve begun to chart your path too – a path that will 
likely be full of twists and turns.

Now that you’ve taken an important first step and laid the 
groundwork to start your Blueprint journey, the next chapter 
will help you envision the life you wish to create. You will reflect 
on your values, answer the first three questions of leadership, and 
write a first working draft of your purpose.





Step

1
eNVISION: The Power of 
Intention and Purpose
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“Efforts and courage are not enough without purpose and direction.”
—John F. Kennedy, 35th US President

The first step in the Blueprint is to Envision your leader-
ship future, to reach high and set an anchoring intention for 
your journey. To prepare for the exercises you will complete 
in service to this step, it’s helpful to understand the power of  
Intention.

At the ConantLeadership Boot Camp, an intimate lead-
ership training program that I teach to high-potential leaders 
from every imaginable sector, I guide participants through a 
condensed version of The Blueprint. In two days, they com-
plete a lot of reflection exercises (many of the same you will 
complete in this book), they identify their leadership purpose, 
they delve into their values and beliefs, and they design a work-
ing draft of their personal leadership model. Then, they plan a 
reentry strategy to help them put their Foundation to work in 
their organization.

The very first lesson I impart to these leaders? I teach 
them about the all-important difference between intentional 
leadership and incidental – or what I call “seat-of-the-pants” – 
leadership.

To experience success on this journey, it is essential to 
understand these two mindsets. Most leaders operate with a 
mix of both mindsets; in a typical week, you have to operate 
on both the intentional and the incidental dimension. But 
to lead effectively, you must focus on being just a little more 
intentional every day. The best leaders inhabit the intentional 
mindset much more often than the seat-of-the-pants modality.

Leadership Mindset 1: Incidental (seat-of-the pants). 
This is how most leaders operate. It is a haphazard mindset 
that is primarily reactive. At times it may be adequate, but 
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it’s insufficient. Over time, an incidental approach delivers 
marginal returns because the leader’s activity is dictated by 
responding to what comes at them, as opposed to pursuing 
what matters most with forethought.

Leadership Mindset 2: Intentional. This is a more for-
ward-thinking mindset that is anchored in a leader’s 
beliefs and purpose – and it is primarily proactive. It is 
responsible, disciplined, nimble, and continuously im-
proving. Primarily, it remains focused on what matters 
most. A leader with this mindset doesn’t wait for things 
to happen to them; they anticipate what is needed and 
drive actions that serve the enterprise with spirit and en-
thusiasm. This is the kind of mindset that is needed to 
thrive in the fiercely complex marketplace of the twenty-
first century.

I run into a lot more leaders operating with a seat-of-the-
pants mindset than an intentional mindset. And I understand 
why. What often happens is that hard-working, well-meaning 
people are promoted into leadership positions. They hope to 
do a good job but they haven’t thought too much about what 
that might mean. Without a game plan, and in the face of many 
competing priorities and pressures, they end up winging it. It’s 
what I was doing for the first quarter of my career, and that was 
in a different era that was much less on-demand, information-
rich, and lightning-paced than the business environment of 
today.

These seat-of-the-pants leaders are not doing a bad job, 
nor are they intentionally shirking their full potential. But 
that’s just it – there’s no intention to their leadership at all. It’s 
rudderless and haphazard. They hop from one challenge to 
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another trying to do their best to get through the day without 
the whole thing crashing down around them. Sound familiar? 
It’s hard to fault them for taking this approach in the face of so 
much complexity, stress, and pressure. But leaders can – and 
must – do better.

People are relying on leaders to steward them through 
all manner of strife and circumstance. They deserve leaders 
who are up to the task. Everyone – leaders and their associates 
alike – can sense this urgent need for a better way. Often, these 
“seat-of-the-pants” leaders report a nagging suspicion that 
things could be better or different but they can’t seem to find a 
way to achieve breakthrough. They’re stuck. And if they’re not 
careful, they can continue this way endlessly, adrift in a fog of 
uncertainty, never quite effecting big change in their organiza-
tion, achieving their dreams, or fully earning the buy-in of their 
stakeholders.

It does not have to be this way. Nor should it.
The first step to being intentional in your leadership is hav-

ing an anchoring intention. To get you started on figuring yours 
out, let me explain the power of purpose.

Envision: The Power of Purpose

“The meaning of life is to find your gift. The purpose of life is to give 
it away.”

—Picasso, Spanish artist

Time and again, I return to a TED Talk given by New York Times 
cultural commentator David Brooks. Its title poses a provocative 
query: “Should you live for your résumé . . . or your eulogy?” 
It’s a fascinating question to ponder. In the short talk, Brooks, in 
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part summarizing the thinking of Jewish philosopher and rabbi 
Joseph B. Soloveitchik, explains that your résumé virtues are 
external; they’re the skills you bring to the marketplace. They 
speak to your ability to achieve and earn things like success, sta-
tus, or accolades.

In contrast are your eulogy virtues: your attributes that 
are internal, different, deeper. They include the essence of who 
you are as a person, the quality of your relationships, the depth 
of your character – things like whether or not you are loving, 
kind, consistent, or committed. These, he says, are the two dis-
tinct parts of our nature. It may be an oversimplification but it’s 
a helpful framework for doing the exercises that follow, and for 
beginning to develop your leadership Foundation.

Most people would agree that, in the grand scheme of things, 
the eulogy virtues are infinitely more important than the résumé 
virtues. We yearn not only to do good things but to be good people. 
But, as humans living in a too often shallow or materialistic world, 
we quickly learn that society tends to value the worldly, external 
traits while it sadly neglects the more inward, moral traits. So we 
often devote our energy to the outward things that deliver instant 
gratification more than the inward things that reap fewer tangible 
and immediate rewards (particularly when we are operating in a 
“seat-of-the-pants” modality).

Brooks points out that it’s easy to see how many of us 
can fall into the trap of chasing flashy merits that beef up our 
résumé while ignoring the pursuits that will leave a positive 
legacy when we are gone.

Two Sides at War

Brooks goes on to say that the two sides of our nature – the external 
side and the internal side – are at war. That’s not ideal. He warns 
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that the perpetual conflict between the two can potentially turn us 
into cold, calculating creatures who chase success over substance, 
rewards over righteousness, dazzle over decency. And this can make 
us mediocre. Why? Because we are always chasing short-term wins 
and rewards while neglecting our long-term impact.

I share this with you because although I heed Brooks’s 
warning, I also think understanding this dichotomy is a golden 
opportunity to improve ourselves. If we understand the inter-
play between these two seemingly warring factions, we can 
begin to unlock our limitless potential.

An important takeaway from this TED Talk is that if we 
are not careful, we can find ourselves hopelessly stuck between 
the person we actually are day to day and the person we want 
to become. If we don’t stop, reflect, and alter our behavior, we 
may find that this gap – between the desired self and the true 
self – is widening beyond our imagining. But it does not have to 
be this way.

The Path Forward

There is hope. Just as I had to learn to reunite the reserved, 
keep-my-head-down face I was presenting to the world with the 
true, determined fighter Neil helped me unearth from within, 
so too do leaders have to unify these two components of their 
personalities.

In his talk, Brooks points out that the key to building a greater 
depth of character is to think back on one’s life and identify those 
times when we let ourselves down, when we did not behave as 
we should. (Brooks calls these moments “sins” but that might be 
a bit extreme. I think of them more as enlightening moments; 
they point us to areas for improvement.) He rightly points out 
that shining a light on the moments from our past that we find 
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 shameful or disappointing can help us find areas where we can 
cultivate greater strength and integrity. It’s good advice. But I’ve 
found it’s helpful to take this exercise a step further.

There does not have to be a binary choice between the 
virtuous person deserving of a glowing eulogy and the self-
possessed executive driven by external reward. Over the course 
of my life, I’ve found I don’t have much use for “either/or” 
modes of thinking; it’s too limiting. In fact, I’ve seen that by 
probing and reflecting on our lives – not just the moments of 
“shame or sin” as Brooks talks about, but on the entire tapes-
try of our experiences, including the good and great moments 
– we can find a way to marry these two seemingly warring 
selves.

Yes, there can and should be harmony between our résumé 
and our eulogy. So how do we build the bridge between the two? 
We need a WHY, a unifying purpose. By connecting with the 
larger “why” that drives us, we can uncover the “how” that will 
allow us to elegantly conjoin the external and the internal. It’s 
exciting. When you do this, you can live more joyously for both 
your résumé and your eulogy. And a more complete vision for 
your future can begin to emerge.

Discovering Your Leadership Purpose

In the following exercises, you’ll do the necessary reflection 
to uncover a working draft of your purpose. Don’t worry if it 
doesn’t feel quite right on your first attempt. You will find that 
it will evolve over time as you learn and grow. It took me some 
time to unearth the purpose that drives me in my leadership. 
And, as I grow and develop, I continue to evolve my purpose in 
concert with my personal evolution.



Step 1 – ENVISION: The Power of Intention and Purpose 37

My leadership purpose is:

I intend to help build high-trust, high-performance teams that 
honor people, defy the critics, and thrive in the face of adversity.

This statement provides me with strength and clarity.
My purpose is an unshakable bridge connecting the “two 

parts” of my nature. At a high level, it encompasses everything 
that is important to me both personally and professionally; it 
includes my résumé attributes (the unique skill set that dif-
ferentiates me in the marketplace): I’m a performance-driven 
leader who won’t quit in the face of adversity and doesn’t wilt 
at criticism. And it also includes the parts of my character that 
I hope would be mentioned in my eulogy: I’m driven above all 
to help others (“help” is the fourth word in the statement, fea-
tured prominently and chosen with great intention) and that I 
value trust and integrity.

To break it down further, my purpose, although brief, 
includes a promise – what you can expect from me – and is 
based on a set of beliefs about how the world works

And it captures my values: what I think is important and 
how I choose to walk in the world.

When I look at this statement, I do not feel that the two 
selves from Brooks’s talk are at odds. They are together, in har-
mony, buoying all my efforts in life and leadership.

I have had to do some careful thinking and probing to 
develop and advance my purpose – and to keep it relevant as I 
change and grow. You’ll have to do the same. To begin to arrive 
at your own crisp statement of purpose, you will answer three 
questions – the first and most important questions of leader-
ship. This is your opportunity to envision what your boldest 
dreams of success and fulfillment might look like.
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The First Three Questions of Leadership

In many of the exercises in this book, you will be asked to use 
your head to think about the way the world works. But build-
ing your Foundation requires that you use both your head and 
your heart. In the following series of exercises, you will be asked 
to reflect on questions that we call “questions of the heart.” It 
may smack of sentimentality but that’s not the case. It’s just that 
these questions are more personal and probative, and they can 
be very challenging for more cerebral leaders as they ask you to 
think with your heart instead of your intellect (a counterintui-
tive notion). The best leaders learn to use their head, heart, and 
hands harmoniously to lead effectively and the exercises herein 
can help you to do exactly that.

Although it may feel challenging, answering these ques-
tions is essential to developing your purpose, honing your 
intentional mindset, and envisioning your path. The best lead-
ers know that the prevailing wisdom of “It’s not personal; it’s 
just business” is false. In fact, the best leaders make their work 
intensely personal because, once again, your life story is your 
leadership story.

People First

As you work through these questions, if you begin to feel uncom-
fortable or resistant, remember that leadership is all about peo-
ple. It will be difficult to engage, inspire, empower, develop, or 
influence people if we bring an impersonal approach. We might 
appear cold, calculating, or even robotic, and certainly won’t 
motivate others in a sustainable way.

To change our results, we have to change our approach; we 
have to be more thoughtful. This means getting deeper,  delving 
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into our personal history, our past, our fears, our hopes. No, this 
doesn’t mean we shouldn’t use our heads. Of course we should. 
Logic, intellect, and expertise are important tools that leaders 
must leverage in their decision-making. But alone, they’re not 
enough. Just as you must unite your résumé and your eulogy 
virtues, leaders must also bring their hearts and their heads to 
their work to be effective.

That’s why I crafted these questions: to help you form a 
cohesive Foundation that leverages the heart and the head, and 
begins to fuse together the internal and external parts of your 
personhood.

Question 1: Why Do I Choose Leadership?

Stephen Covey famously said that to achieve our goals we must 
“begin with the end in mind.” This applies doubly in leadership. 
How can we begin to Envision what we want our leadership to 
look like if we don’t understand why we are doing it to begin 
with? That’s why this is one of the most crucial questions you 
will consider on your leadership journey.

The truth is, you don’t have to lead. You have a choice. 
The fact that you are leading is intentional, not incidental. So, 
why have you made the choice to lead people? What will be the 
greater meaning behind that choice that will help you to con-
tinue to choose it, enthusiastically, throughout the course of your 
life?

This question applies even if leading is not part of your 
current career. Maybe you are a community leader, a teacher, 
a parent, a mentor. It’s still up to you to influence people and 
guide them in a specific direction. Why have you made this 
decision and how will you better understand your choice so you 
can put your best foot forward every day?
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To think about this, consider that many people are 
aware of what they hope to get from leading (new challenges, 
more high-profile assignments, better pay, increased pres-
tige, power, or position) but are often unaware of what they 
plan to give. What is the legacy they want to leave? What is 
their unique contribution? Sure, they have a material reason 
to lead. But as we’ve already discussed, they often don’t have 
a leadership purpose.

When you’ve really thought about what drives you, you 
will find that you always have a reservoir of energy and motiva-
tion to draw upon. When you understand the “why,” you’ll con-
nect more deeply with the day-to-day “what” that your duties 
entail. And you will be able to more clearly envision your bold-
est dream of leadership success.

Think carefully about these prompts:

•	 How do you want to spend your leadership life?
•	 What is the work you feel called to do?
•	 What is your dream?
•	 How do you want to leverage your special gifts and inter-

ests to make the world a better place?
•	 What does “improving the world” look like to you?
•	 What is your quest?
•	 What inspires you?
•	 What are you working toward?
•	 What are 2 to 5 things you would want someone to say 

about you in your eulogy?
•	 What is the legacy you want to leave?
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Write down everything that comes to mind.

Now, try to summarize the fruits of that exercise into 
a sentence or two using the next prompt. It doesn’t have to 
be perfect. You can revisit and change it indefinitely. This is 
just to help your purpose begin to take shape.

I choose leadership because:

Now, to go deeper into envisioning, think about the next 
question.
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Think about these prompts:

•	 What makes me different?
•	 How do I stand apart from my contemporaries and  

colleagues?
•	 What qualities am I not willing to compromise on?
•	 What parts of my personality do I leverage most in my 

leadership?

Question 2: What Is My Promise?

Remember that my purpose encompasses a promise (what 
you can expect from me) and my values (how I choose to  
walk in the world). This question adds texture to your reason 
for leading because it helps you connect with your promise: 
what you can deliver. Here, investigate the parts of yourself 
that you are proud of. This also helps you understand your 
standards: what you expect from others and what they can 
expect from you.

Anything goes here. You might note that you are 
driven, resilient, fair, judicious, relentless, ambitious, 
whatever qualities you notice underscoring your efforts 
in a positive way.

For example, one thing that found its way into my pur-
pose statement was the ability to thrive in the face of adver-
sity. The part of my personality that ability references is 
“grit” and “ability to perform under pressure,” both qualities 
that I developed as a competitive athlete. The words them-
selves are special and resonant to me as they were inspired by 
a famous quote from one of my personal heroes, Teddy Roo-
sevelt. You may land on something completely different. Do 
you find you can manage a lot of egos because you are good 
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Write down everything that comes to mind.

Question 3: What Are My Values?

My purpose comprised a promise (what you can expect from 
me), and my values (a set of standards about how I think leaders 
should behave). To gain a better understanding of your purpose – 
and to begin to work toward fulfilling that purpose with integrity, 
you’ll need to identify a set of values.

Understanding Values Your values are related to the principles 
you hold most dear; they are the qualities, ideals, or precepts you 
expect from others, and strive to embody with your own behav-
ior. In short, they are your standards, and your personal story that 
you began in the previous chapter can help you to define them.

For example, if one chapter in your story involved not 
having enough information to be set up for success in a cer-
tain role, you might conclude that transparency is one of your 
most cherished values. Or, if you had a mentor who was always 

at making everybody feel heard? Can you problem-solve on 
demand because of your mental agility?

Whatever comes to mind, write it down. You’re not 
boasting; you’re self-assessing with a positive orientation 
rather a critical one.



44 The BlueprinT

straightforward and honest with you, and that helped your 
development in a meaningful way, you might conclude that 
honesty is one of your essential values.

These values can be aspirational, too. Maybe they are traits 
you want to cultivate, that you value in others, or wish you could 
muster more of. For example, let’s say you realize that in some of 
the moments you regret, your “sin” was not standing up for peo-
ple, so you turn “having people’s back” into one of your values.

Or if you find that you regret being stubborn or stuck in 
your ways in the past, and you feel that’s been holding you back, 
perhaps you make “embracing change” one of your values. Each 
value contains a helpful building block for the steps to come.

It is important to get rooted in your values early in the 
Blueprint process because they will be reflected throughout 
every other component of your entire Foundation. In each 
forthcoming step in the Blueprint, the reflective work you do 
will sharpen your understanding of these values; though they 
are not their own component in your Foundation, they are 
crucial to a better understanding of who you are and how you 
choose to walk in the world. Values are your baseline.

Defining Values Without the benefit of careful reflection, many 
leaders take for granted that they have a firm grasp on their val-
ues. It’s easy to think that their value system goes without saying 
and is generally positive. If someone asked you right now about 
your values, you might be able to rattle off a few things like the 
golden rule or love thy neighbor. But how many people have 
actually taken the time to really think about this, and to develop 
a working list of their values? The leaders I guide through this 
exercise are surprised by the epiphanies they have from thinking 
about this in a disciplined way. You might shock yourself.

To diagnose your values, you have to think back on your 
life and career thus far. Consider these prompts carefully.
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•	 Can you think of times where you took a principled 
stance even though it might have been risky, inconve-
nient, or even damaging to your career?

•	 Can you think of times you feel certain you behaved 
with integrity even when it was very challenging to do 
so: examples in which you went against the grain, had 
an uncomfortably candid conversation, or defended an 
unpopular decision?

It’s worth devoting significant mental and emotional 
energy to reflecting on these moments; they hold the key 
to the values that define the way you choose to walk in the 
world. It was in those moments when you bravely spoke 
up that you revealed what matters to you, even if you 
weren’t consciously aware of it at the time.

Contemplate: In those moments, what was the prin-
ciple at play? What did you feel so strongly was worth 
defending that you knew it was worth the discomfort?

Now, think about a time when you know you could 
have taken a stand but you didn’t. Why didn’t you? What 
were the consequences?

As you carefully examine your views about these moments, 
a clearer picture of your values will come into focus. When 
you’re done, try to summarize your thinking by writing down 
as many values as you can.

At the least, aim to brainstorm 5 to 7 of your most essential 
values. They don’t have to relate directly to work; they simply 
must capture the very best of what you expect from others, and 
from yourself.
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For each, try to write the value and a brief explanation 
of what that value means to you. For example, you might 
write something like “One of my values is ‘following through’ 
because I always do my best when I keep this in mind.” Or, “I 
value candor because in the past, I have alienated my peers by 
holding things back.” 

If that format doesn’t work for you, your brainstorm can 
be a bulleted list, a bunch of run-on sentences, or just a short 
paragraph. Just like with all the exercises and prompts in this 
book, perfection is not the goal. Use the words “My Values Are” 
to guide your thinking.

My Values Are

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 
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Now comes the fun (but hardest) part.
Consider:

•	 Why you choose to lead

•	 What you can promise

•	 Your values

Take a stab at a rough draft of a purpose statement that 
hits all three of those cylinders in some fashion. You won’t 
get it right on the first try. But you’ll be in a good position to 
make it better. Use the words “My Purpose Is” to guide your 
thinking.

My Purpose Is

How did that feel? At a minimum, you should have more 
clarity than before. Even if your drafted purpose is ethereal 
or loosely formed, you likely have a better idea of what you 
can offer the world, why you choose to lead, and what you 
value. Now you’re ready to Envision your boldest dream of 
success.
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Envision

Given your unique purpose and motivations, what do you 
want your future to look like? If there were no limitations, 
what would you want to do? What is possible?

Try to see it in your mind’s eye, to really imagine it. 
Maybe it’s something very specific like becoming CEO of a 
large organization or serving on a nonprofit board.

Maybe it’s something equally or more meaningful but 
also more ambiguous, like helping the underserved or trav-
eling the world.

It may even be a type of job function that is not what 
you’re doing now, like finding a way to make a living through 
your strange invention, quirky art, writing, or fitness exper-
tise. Whatever it is, hold on to it and focus on it. You are now 
uniquely positioned to begin to turn this dream into reality.



Step

2
ReFLeCt: Dig Deep





51

“A moral being is one who is capable of reflecting on his past actions 
and their motives.”

—Charles Darwin, English scientist

Richard Cavanagh (“Dick” to his friends) is an impressive guy 
whom I’ve had the pleasure of knowing professionally for many 
years. Dick has served in senior positions in the White House, 
worked as a consultant for McKinsey, served as executive dean at 
Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, and was CEO of The 
Conference Board for 12 years.

The organization he led for over a decade, The Confer-
ence Board, is a global, independent business membership and 
research association working in the public interest. It provides 
in-depth insights about global trends, economics, leadership, 
geopolitics, and more. At the heart of its mission is helping 
leaders make well-informed decisions that benefit the world. 
For The Conference Board to continue to earn leaders’ and 
organizations’ trust, the information they provide has to be 
the best: exhaustively researched, actionable, digestible, and 
beyond reproach. The trustworthiness of their insights is para-
mount. To meet this expectation, they employ some of the top 
thinkers across many disciplines, including many world-class 
economists.

When Dick began his tenure as CEO of The Conference 
Board, he hadn’t led an organization of that size before and 
his mandate was new and different from what his duties had 
been as dean of the Kennedy School and as a consultant for  
McKinsey. But with a background in education and consult-
ing, his chief goal had always been to help people do better. So 
he had a good starting point for his leadership. Bringing this 
“helper” orientation to his new role, he knew he had to tap 
into what motivates people to perform and grow. Knowing that 
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his team of economists would be key to providing top-of-class 
business insights and predicting global trends, he had to figure 
out how to lead them to get the best possible results.

Digging into his own life experiences, he realized his pedi-
gree might be a bit daunting to the team: Harvard, McKin-
sey, the White House – it’s an impressive list to even the most 
seasoned professionals. But he saw how he could use that to 
unlock their potential.

See, these economists, like so many smart people, were 
impeded by doubt and self-criticism. They tended to focus on 
the negative and lament how they could have, should have done 
better. They beat themselves up. (Small doses of these traits can 
be beneficial; sometimes self-critiques can push us to be better. 
But in this case, it wasn’t productive.) Dick was surprised. These 
people were really smart and capable; they had the potential to 
be some of the best in the world! And he knew talent when he 
saw it because he had worked at some very prestigious places. 
So he used that.

Smartly playing on his pedigree, Dick told the team, “I 
was dean of a school that has one of the best economics depart-
ments in the world and I think you folks are just as good as any-
body there. In fact, I can’t understand why you’re not winning 
the Wall Street Journal competitions predicting the next year’s 
economy.” Determined to help them reach their potential, he 
assured them they were as competent as any economists crunch-
ing numbers at Harvard. Simply, he told them they were better 
than they thought they were. And you know what? They rose to 
the challenge. Over a ten-year period, they went on to win the 
Wall Street Journal competition three times. To underscore how 
remarkable that is: a single group winning this recognition even 
two times was unprecedented. And they did it three times.
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Instilling people with confidence has become foundational 
to Dick’s leadership approach. He’s learned he can get the most 
out of talented people by believing in them more than they 
believe in themselves, by telling them they’re better than they 
think they are. Of course, for this to work it has to be true. The 
people he’s inspiring have to actually be highly competent and 
possess the capacity to do amazing things. (He doesn’t freely 
dole out unearned compliments.) But when the conditions are 
correct, this modus operandi has served him well. Telling peo-
ple they’re more talented than they think is a crucial part of 
his leadership approach. And it works wonders. When I was 
chairman of The Conference Board, I saw firsthand how effec-
tive Dick was at elevating performance. But for him to arrive at 
this leadership style, he had to first investigate what motivates 
people. With intention, he first had to reflect on the problem 
before he could arrive at the solution.

In the two questions and related exercises in this step – 
Reflect – you will do the same. Using the thinking you did in 
Step 1 as a springboard, you will be challenged to travel deeper 
within yourself to learn what life experiences have influenced 
your beliefs about leadership – such as memories of your first 
few jobs, interactions with your family and friends, lessons you 
learned in childhood, and both the mistakes you made and the 
triumphs you achieved in adulthood.

Working your way through a series of prompts, you will 
begin to understand how you can inspire and motivate people 
to do better. The things you land on will be personal to you. 
It’s very likely they will look nothing like the approach Dick 
uses. And that is expected. You’re building your Foundation, not 
Dick’s. But you may be surprised at how many insights you find 
that can become integral to how you lead.
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Question 1: What Motivates People  
to Give Their Best?

Looking Internally

To understand how to motivate others, first think about what 
has motivated you on your own journey. Reflecting on your own 
experiences – on what propels you forward and inspires you to 
take action – will help you extract insights that can help you 
motivate others. Let me share some examples.

Irene Chang Britt is a remarkable corporate leader with 
expertise in strategy and turnarounds. I worked with her at both 
Nabisco and Campbell and she was a crackerjack. Radiating 
an electric energy, Irene is obsessed with moving things for-
ward, and once she gets an objective in her mind – well, I would 
warn you against getting in her way. Irene is a leader who has 
always impressed me with her ability to motivate people to get  
things done.

Years before she entered the corporate world, and long 
before I met her, Irene was a small business owner and an 
anthropologist. Hungering to push herself, she decided to pur-
sue an MBA. It was tough, way outside her comfort zone; she 
didn’t understand half the stuff they were teaching. Although 
she’d always been a high achiever, she failed the first semester. 
Many people suggested she should just pack it up and go home. 
But she wanted advice first.

Seeking counsel from her accounting professor and advi-
sor, Irene scheduled a meeting and asked him, “What do I do?” 
Many people in her professor’s position would have taken the 
cliché route, delivering some syrupy platitudes about how she 
could keep her chin up and try again. Most would give her a 
positive pep talk. But not this guy. No, he knew Irene and he 
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knew how to read people. Customizing his advice for her in  
the moment, he said, “Well go home then, chicken.” It was 
challenging and unexpected. It was a kick in the pants, almost a 
taunt. And it worked like a charm.

After that conversation, Irene came back with a vengeance, 
doubled down on her studies, and graduated on the Dean’s List. 
Later she went back to her professor, with whom she’s still friends 
today, and asked him, “How did you know that would work?” It 
seemed like it could easily have backfired. He looked at her and 
said, “I know your personality. I know you’re a fighter. I knew 
instinctively that if I coddled you, you would shrink or crumble. 
But I knew if I punched you, you would punch back. And you 
did.” Masterfully, her professor had delivered his advice in just 
the right way so that she could hear it and take positive action. 
She never forgot it.

Irene has taken that lesson with her throughout her leader-
ship journey. When motivating people, she always remains alert 
to others who have that same fighter’s temperament. When nec-
essary, she knows some people respond better to a challenge than 
to traditional kinds of support. And some don’t. Part of becom-
ing a better leader is using lessons from your life experiences to 
hone your ability to adapt to each person’s specific needs with 
agility.

To give you another example, take Max Stier, president and 
CEO of the Partnership for Public Service (PPS), a nonprofit 
organization that strives for a more effective government for 
the American people. Possessing a hyperactivated internal 
drive, he’s always tried to stay a step ahead of any leader he 
worked for, anticipating the work that needed to be done, being 
proactive to the organization’s needs, and delivering results 
before they were even asked for. Marching to the beat of his 
own drum, he has always had an unorthodox work style.
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With somebody like Max, the question of motivation is a 
bit different. It becomes less about how to motivate people to 
do their best and more about how to motivate them to stay with 
the organization and remain interested in the work.

Reflecting on his experiences, Max remembers one standout 
leader in a job he had early in his career, when he was 23 years 
old, working on a political campaign. Max had figured out a dif-
ferent way to organize things than the official way being touted 
by the campaign. Although his approach was effective, it didn’t 
align with the metrics being used to measure success.

Max’s boss, seeing the value in his iconoclastic approach, 
protected him and backed him up. He stood up to the senior 
leaders who wanted to force him to do it their way. As a result, 
Max knocked it out of the park.

What Max remembers most about this experience is how 
loyal he felt to that boss because he had his back. The resound-
ing lesson was this: if you look out for your people, they’ll look 
out for you and stick with you. It’s a lesson he holds with him 
to this day and it informs how he leads. When Max has a tal-
ented person on his team who takes initiative and does things 
differently, he gives them room to do their thing. As long as 
they’re responsible and accountable for the results, he knows 
that backing them up is an effective way to earn their trust and 
inspire them to perform at their best.

With these examples in mind, as you answer the following 
prompts, you’ll be thinking back on these types of situations 
in your life and career. Just as Max, Irene, and Dick took les-
sons from their own life and later applied them to their life and 
leadership, you will reflect, digging deep to discover nuggets of 
wisdom to help you on your own journey.
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Think about your answers to these prompts: 

•	 When were you most driven in your life and/or career?
•	 Was it when you were chasing a bonus or raise, when you 

were seeking the respect of a mentor or superior, or per-
haps when you were perplexed by an intricate problem 
that needed solving?

Maybe you were most motivated when you received some 
hard-won praise, or when you helped other members of 
your team reach or surpass a tough target.

Write down what comes to mind.

Are you more driven by external motivation like recog-
nition or reward or by the internal satisfaction of a job 
well done or helping others?

One is not better than the other. This is a nonjudgmen-
tal exercise intended to help you take a clear-eyed look at 
what motivates you. Try not to “should” yourself to death, 
lamenting that you “should” have more intrinsic motivation 
or vice versa. This is just an excavation. Don’t place a value 
judgment on what you find.

(continued)
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Looking Externally

You will find that what motivates you may not always be what 
motivates other people. So, now, expand your reflection to the 
people around you. Thinking about the other people on your 
team or in your life, consider the following prompts.

Do you respond best to lots of explicit direction or 
do you perform best when you’re given free reign and 
loose guidelines?

Write down everything that comes to mind.

What motivates the people closest to you in your life – 
your friends, family, closest colleagues?

(continued)
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As you reflect on this, you will find a multitude of things 
that motivate you and others, but try to identify the most sig-
nificant motivators. Keep a list of things that stand out. Notice 
how and when there are points of synergy between what you 
find motivating and the values you brainstormed in Step 1: 
Envision.

Flipping the Coin

Next, think about the other side of the motivation coin. Reflect 
on the times when you have seen the people with whom you 
work pulling away or becoming disengaged.

When have you observed other people being most 
invigorated by a challenge or most propelled to exceed 
expectations?

In your leadership experience, what have people 
 responded to strongly and positively? What actions have 
you taken that got people fired up to deliver their best 
performance?
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What makes them react negatively? Do they respond 
poorly to too much pressure, to a fear of failure, or an 
absence of sufficiently challenging tasks?

Write down everything that comes to mind. Good, bad, 
ugly, inspired, fantastic.

Later, you’ll synthesize all these nuggets of wisdom into a 
more cohesive leadership model. But for now, things will still 
be malleable and unformed.

Based on this exercise, try to summarize what you think 
primarily drives people.

Based on your responses to your prompts and all your expe-
riences thus far, if you were going to tell another leader 
how to motivate people to give their very best, what would 
be your top 5 to 7 pieces of advice?

Write this down however you want. It could be a short 
list of two-word statements (e.g., Be Kind, Always Listen), 
or it could be a longer, more substantial synopsis explaining 
your thinking. Just make sure you save it so you can refer 
back to it and add to it whenever the inspiration strikes.



Step 2 – REFLECT: Dig Deep 61

Question 2: How Do You Influence People  
to Deliver Consistently High Performance  

in an Inconsistent World?

This question goes beyond exploring the motivation behind per-
formance and asks you to think about successful practices and 
tactics for influencing others. It drills down on specifics and gets 
more into the nitty-gritty.

One of the most influential leaders in my own life was a 
man named Jim Kilts. I worked for him at Kraft as director 
of strategy and then again as president of the Nabisco Foods 
Company. Jim was tough. He was smarter than most and had 
high expectations. Whenever I had a meeting with Jim, I knew 
I would have to be twice as prepared as I would be for an ordi-
nary meeting because he was going to test me, asking provoca-
tive and pointed questions. Even when he already knew the 
answer to the question he posed (which was most of the time), 
he would push and probe, forcing everyone to sharpen their 
thinking. You couldn’t skip a beat because he would catch it.
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While this sounds like it might be stressful (and, admit-
tedly, it could be), these interactions with Jim had the net effect 
of making me, and everybody else, better. In an ever-changing 
and complex world, we needed to learn how to stay on the top 
of our game. And with Jim at the helm, we never settled for the 
easy answer. He wouldn’t allow complacency.

Watching Jim taught me things I might never have learned 
otherwise. He offered insight and advanced my thinking while 
still ensuring I retained ownership of the problem and felt 
empowered to develop the solution. You had to know your stuff 
to work for Jim. But you also knew, deep down, that he wanted 
you to succeed. I carry that lesson with me today.

Another leader who left an imprint on me was the CEO of 
Nabisco, John Greeniaus. He pushed me to do things that were 
outside my comfort zone. First, he attracted me to Nabisco to 
be general manager for a small division. I did that for a year and 
it was going well. Just when I’d gotten my sea legs, he asked 
me to become vice president of marketing in the largest part of 
Nabisco, the Nabisco Biscuit Company. I’d come to Nabisco to 
be a general manager, and this seemed like a step in the wrong 
direction. But John pushed me, showing his confidence in me, 
saying, “I think you’re going to make a difference.” Because 
John’s expectations of me were so high, I felt moved to live up 
to, and exceed, them – which my team did.

By year two in that role, we had delivered the best sales volume 
year ever for the Nabisco Biscuit Company while also improving 
profitability. But just as I was getting comfortable in that job, John 
called me again and asked me to run Nabisco Sales and Integrated 
Logistics. “How could anybody want me to lead a sales organiza-
tion?” I thought. I was an introvert who didn’t play golf. “Do I have 
a choice?” I asked, and was told I did, so I flatly declined the offer.
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I hoped my refusal would be the end of it. But John was 
persistent. The next day, his assistant Rita called me and said, 
“John would like to see you again about the sales position.” 
“Rita,” I said, “do I have a choice this time?” “No,” said Rita, 
“he gave you a choice yesterday. Today, you don’t have one.” So 
I went on to lead sales at Nabisco and had a pretty good run. 
Although John understood my reluctance, he didn’t take no for 
an answer because he believed in my ability. And, since he made 
that so clear to me, I was doubly motivated not to let him down, 
even as he persuaded me to perform in roles that felt foreign 
to me.

There’s an overarching lesson about wanting to do bet-
ter in both of these examples but there are also two specific 
practices: the practice of asking pointed questions to advance 
the agenda and the practice of stretching people beyond their 
current role. As you complete the reflection prompts for this 
question, try to think of specific tactics like that in addition to 
big-picture learning.

Think about these prompts: 

•	 What have you learned from big wins or successes in 
your career?

•	 What successes were you able to replicate time and 
again? Which ones felt more like one-offs?

•	 Were you ever part of a team that felt so in sync and so 
productive that good results came repeatedly and organi-
cally? If so, what created the magic?

(continued)
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Now, for this section, think about the best-performing 
bosses, mentors, coaches, or colleagues you’ve observed on 
your leadership journey. The stars and standouts. For example, 
I might think of Jim Kilts, John Greeniaus, or Neil MacKenna.

Thinking of the above prompts, identify 4 to 6 specific 
practices or actions that brought about desired results 
or superior performance throughout your career. Write 
down your responses.

Action 1: 
Action 2: 
Action 3: 
Action 4: 
Action 5: 
Action 6: 

Writing down your answers (and keeping track of key 
words on your Post-it® Notes), consider:

How did these leaders approach problem-solving, big proj-
ects, and lofty goals?

How did they create momentum?

(continued)
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What steps did they take to continually deliver results?

In what ways were they able to get the job done in the pres-
ent while setting the stage for the performance to continue 
in the long run?

Take notes here or elsewhere; you’ll want to remember the 
fruits of this reflection.

The Other Side

Now, conversely, think about the cautionary tales you’ve wit-
nessed. You can learn almost as much from reflecting on what 
not to do as you can from reflecting on what to do.

•	 What bosses have you had who were lousy?
•	 How did they deflate or belittle people?
•	 How did they contribute to a toxic culture – or worse, 

how did they undermine a highly functioning culture 
and reduce it to a stunted, low-performing, or highly po-
litical culture?

(continued)
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Now that you have a growing library of insights and prac-
tices gleaned from your reflection into your personal experi-
ences, it’s time to revisit your values to begin to solidify your 
leadership beliefs.

Unlike your values, which are a broad accounting for your 
standards in every area of life, your leadership beliefs are very 

Keep a list of negative practices and actions that you think 
of. (You’ll build upon this list in the Study step.)

Negative Actions

After you’ve written everything down, try to distill what 
you’ve learned from this introspection into a few guidelines.

Imagine that a new leader has asked you for some advice on 
what practices work for cultivating enduring high performance.

In a few sentences, based on this exercise, what would you 
tell them? What specific practices would you recommend (ask 
better questions, wait to speak until the end, don’t blindly accept 
the easy solution, thank people earnestly and often, etc.)?

(continued)
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specific to the craft of leadership: they are informed by your 
values but they exist to guide you specifically in the way you 
behave in your leadership.

Your Leadership Vocabulary

To articulate your leadership beliefs, it helps to think about your 
leadership vocabulary: the precise words you will use to com-
municate your beliefs.

When I set out on the journey that I have come to refer 
to as The Blueprint, I had just been fired. As you know from my 
earlier account, my boss did not treat me with the requisite 
humanity for a tough conversation. The interaction was terse 
and impersonal. I felt discarded.

Having viscerally experienced the pain of an insensitive 
approach, I reflected on how I wanted to behave in my own 
life, in a better way. I found it was important to me to make a 
commitment to treat others with more dignity than I had been 
treated with on the day I lost my job. I resolved to treat peo-
ple with kindness and to honor them, even in tough situations. 
Informed by the value of kindness, some of the language in my 
leadership beliefs became simply these two words: Be Kind. I 
haven’t always been perfect on this dimension, but having this 
intention as a guide has helped me stay true to it more often 
than not.

Kindness is only one piece of the puzzle. Comedian and 
late-night host Conan O’Brien has a famous quote that I love: 
“Work hard, be kind, and amazing things will happen.” It reso-
nates with me because it contains a hard and a soft edge, con-
sistent with my belief that you must be both tough-minded on 
standards and tender-hearted with people. As I’ve reflected on 
the other things I’ve learned from my personal experience, it’s 
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become clear to me that I always get the best outcomes as a 
leader when I model the behavior I desire in others with my 
own actions first. As I explored this territory, I realized another 
one of my key phrases was Work Hard. I have witnessed that 
the harder I work, the more that discipline and effort emanates 
outward to the rest of the people on my team.

These are just two examples of key phrases in a limitless 
sea of possibilities. I have countless key phrases and words that 
comprise my leadership vocabulary. And I use those key phrases 
and words to communicate my leadership beliefs.

While I won’t share my entire leadership vocabulary here 
because it is far too extensive, I can share some of my codified 
leadership beliefs, derived from my values and key phrases.

(Some of) My Leadership Beliefs

•	 Old leadership paradigms are insufficient.

•	 Leadership is a craft to be mastered.

•	 It’s all about the people.

•	 Work hard, be kind, and amazing things will happen.

•	 We can always do better.

•	 To inspire the individual to honor the agenda of the enter-
prise, a leader must first tangibly honor the agenda of the 
individual.

•	 Embrace the genius of the “and” and reject the tyranny of 
the “or.”

•	 To win in the marketplace, you must first win in the  
workplace.

•	 To lead with enduring effectiveness, you must be tough-
minded on standards of performance and tender-hearted 
with people.
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•	 It is increasingly essential that a leader be highly intentional 
and clear with their approach to leadership.

•	 A leader should anchor their approach in the spirit of 
“How can I help?”

You might find that your leadership beliefs – the words you 
are drawn to that define your leadership approach – are very dif-
ferent than mine. Maybe you tend to be too kind and it gets you 
into trouble, so one of your beliefs might be Stand Firm, or per-
haps you’ve witnessed the damage that dishonesty can do, so you 
pledge allegiance to the core belief of Tell the Truth.

The point is: an important part of graduating from the 
Reflect step in The Blueprint is to compile your leadership 
vocabulary. Building on the work you did in Step 1 to think 
about your values, beliefs, and leadership purpose, here you will 
add shape and structure to the words that are meaningful to 
you. Your leadership vocabulary will ultimately help you com-
municate your vision to others and bring your dreams to life in 
your leadership model. And it will help you articulate the traits 
you admire in other leaders, too.

Choosing Your Leadership Words

Sometimes doing all the reflecting on your own is a heavy lift. 
Examples can help stimulate your thinking. Mette Norgaard, 
leadership expert and teacher, and my longtime collaborator and 
friend, has developed a handy list of leadership words (Figure 4.1).

Looking at these leadership words, choose the ones that 
resonate with you the most. If you’ve been marking up and 
writing in your book, you can circle the words. Or keep track 
in your e-workbook or on a piece of paper. Make sure to use 
your Post-it Notes too, especially in this section. As you work 
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through the exercise, looking at the words I’ve provided as 
examples, you will likely think of additional words, not listed 
there, that are meaningful to you; write those down too.

At the end, make a master list of your leadership vocabu-
lary. This should be a focused list. Unlike in the previous exer-
cises where you wrote down everything that came to mind, in 
this step, you’ll be more judicious and editorial.

Look back on all the exercises you’ve done thus far in The 
Blueprint, all the reflection and brainstorming, your values, 
the rough draft of your purpose, and the words you chose 
in Figure 4.1. Taking all that into account, write down only 
those words or phrases that are especially resonant, that 
you can see yourself referring to time and again. This will 
become your leadership vocabulary.

What are the words you will use to find strength and 
to describe what is most important to you? What words 
hold the key to the person and leader you would like to 
become? This list will hold immense power for you as you 
go on your way.

My Leadership Vocabulary
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Your Foundation is coming along nicely. You now have an 
understanding of your values, which helped you compose a first 
draft of your leadership vocabulary, your leadership beliefs, 
your leadership purpose, and a deeper understanding of what 
motivates you and others, based on your own experiences and 
reflections. Time to progress to Step 3: Study.

My Leadership Beliefs

Now, take a stab at a preliminary list of your leadership 
beliefs. Use your values and your leadership vocabulary as a 
reference point. For example, if one of the words in your leader-
ship vocabulary is “integrity,” a leadership core belief that brings 
that word to life might be “Always be true to your word,” or it 
could be as literal and on-the-nose as “I believe a true leader 
leads with integrity.” If one of your leadership words is “Prag-
matism,” a core belief that brings that to life might be “Look 
before you leap” or, borrowing from Stephen Covey, “Begin 
with the end in mind.” The possibilities are limitless. And there 
is no right or wrong. Make a rough draft in the following space.
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“I have no special talent. I am only passionately curious.”
—Albert Einstein, theoretical physicist

After I lost my job, I felt stuck. My mentor Neil MacKenna 
helped me to connect with who I really was, to reflect on my life 
experiences, as I struggled to find my footing on my job search. 
A lot of the things Neil asked me to do, like writing my life story, 
and building a network, did not come naturally to me but I did 
them anyway, because I was motivated by the urgency of needing 
to find work. That same urgency helped me to understand the 
importance of Study for the first time.

I’ve always loved books, particularly ones about interest-
ing people. But all my professional life, up until the point where 
I was unexpectedly fired, I’d thought of reading as more of a 
leisure activity. Whatever captured my attention in life dictated 
what I would read about: Growing up in Illinois, I became 
fascinated with Abraham Lincoln and I read all about him. As 
my love for tennis developed in my youth, I read about the great 
players who shaped the sport. As a political science major in 
college, I read about American presidents and world leaders. And 
as I pursued my MBA, I was drawn to books about renowned 
business leaders.

But as an adult, there was little rhyme or reason to my pur-
suit of knowledge outside of work; if a book or concept struck 
my fancy, I might pick it up on a whim and explore it in a surface 
level way without paying attention to the leadership lessons that 
might be found within. It was more a pastime or hobby than 
anything else. And as I started a family and found myself working 
from what seemed like dawn until dusk, my interest in reading 
waned. But I quickly learned after starting my job search that 
study was more than just a gnawing to-do in school, or a passive 
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pursuit. It was crucial to success; it might even be one of the key 
things that could help me get a job.

The more Neil guided me through the first reflective steps 
(that I adapted into the Reflect step of the Blueprint), the more 
I realized I still had a lot to learn. My reflection thus far had 
taken place solely within the four walls of my own life expe-
rience. The insights learned from reflection were profound, 
often pivotal, but still limited.

To truly become a student of leadership, I realized 
I would need to explore the world that existed beyond my 
own experiences and recollections. I had to break the barrier 
standing between me and a fuller understanding of the craft 
of leadership. This realization was tepid at first, then potent 
and clear. I began to understand, “I’ve really got to work at 
this.” As my job search became more urgent, I would have 
to take a new approach to studying, to build it into my life 
with more intention if I wanted to advance my candidacy and 
become a better leader. It wasn’t that I hadn’t been interested 
in study before. But getting fired was a wakeup call; now, the 
stakes were real.

Expanding the Concept of “Study”

To me, there were two crucial aspects to my understanding of 
studying that informed how I’ve structured the exercises in the 
Study step in the Blueprint. As you’ll see, the thing that knits 
them both together is the need to harvest lessons from other 
leaders.
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Build a Network

The first concept in the Study step is the idea of building a net-
work. People tend to think of networking as a way to advance 
their career and build professional relationships. And it is, but it’s 
much more than that. When I was fired, my job search was espe-
cially daunting because I had sequestered myself in my work-
place for the previous ten years, not deepening my professional 
connections outside of my organization. Neil showed me that 
I would have to build a broader network to enhance my career 
prospects.

Following Neil’s suggestion, I started writing letters to 
people I connected with during the outplacement process, 
thanking them for their time. As a practice, I kept in touch with 
many of them long after I had secured my next job. I built rela-
tionships with those who wanted to help me learn, grow, and 
prosper and I always looked to repay the favor. It was a great 
experience; the people I met often became friends and/or col-
leagues and we provided one another with learning, camarade-
rie, and support. I’m proud to say that I maintain many of those 
relationships to this day.

As I began to deepen my connections, branching out and 
meeting new people, I learned that a network was not just a 
means to an end; it was also ripe territory for learning about 
leadership. Yes, a network could help me get a job, but I was 
also able to observe the people in my network, to see how they 
led people. I could talk with them about challenges I was facing 
and learn from them too. It made my corporate journey much 
richer. Leadership became less of a lonely pursuit. I asked peo-
ple how they would deal with certain situations, picking their 
brain and engaging them in dialogue on issues that impacted  
us all. I also learned to create a virtual network, composed of 
leaders past and present whom I can consult on demand, called 
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the Entourage of Excellence. (You’ll have an opportunity to 
build your own entourage later in this chapter.)

Building a network helped me learn to study other leaders, 
my contemporaries. It made me better, and continues to do so.

Doing Your Homework

The other concept in the Study step of the Blueprint is more 
in keeping with a traditional definition of studying: the idea of 
doing your homework. This requires reading about leadership, 
studying leaders past and present whom you admire, consulting 
with executive coaches, seeking out mentors, and more.

What I learned on my job search, and in the decades since, 
is that there are no new problems under the sun. No matter 
what issue I’m facing, somebody somewhere has faced it before. 
It’s heartening and freeing to know that whatever challenge 
you’re up against, there is almost definitely a book, article, per-
son, blog, or other resource that can help you understand how 
to deal with it. When you make Study a part of your leadership 
practice as a matter of habit, you find that you’re never really 
alone. The more you study and learn, the more you’re able to 
apply that learning and observe its power, and the more you get 
hooked on it.

Your Turn

I’ve shared with you how I realized the importance of Study. 
Now it’s your turn to have the same experience.

So far, the Blueprint has kept you in a pretty familiar place: 
your inner world, your own experiences, your personal story. 
Certainly, it can be scary and uncomfortable to dig around in 
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one’s own experiences, but at the end of the day, it still boasts 
the safety of being home turf.

In the Study step, you will be challenged to look beyond 
your own lived experience to gain deeper insights from the 
world around you through reading, observing, practicing, and 
studying. This step is partially about doing your homework and 
partially about synthesizing all the insights you’ve excavated 
thus far to build them into your Foundation.

While your leadership story is your life story, you still have to 
execute your leadership as a citizen of the world. Looking outside 
yourself, at the world around you and at other leaders, is a crucial 
step. The world is filled with millions of different temperaments, 
styles, people, and places. It’s infinite. If you design a Foundation 
that is completely self-centered, you won’t be equipped to con-
nect with others. That’s why you have to study, to ensure that your 
leadership does not collapse upon scrutiny or crumble under the 
weight of unforeseen stormy weather. The structure of your lead-
ership must be reinforced by observing others: other people, other 
leaders, other thinkers, authors, friends, students, mentors, books, 
papers, movies, letters, and so on. Outside perspectives and exper-
tise make you better. They help you continually explore new ways 
to connect your values to your Foundation. And they keep you 
company on your journey.

There is a commonly held belief that leadership can be a 
lonely pursuit, that “it’s lonely at the top.” But that’s only the 
case if you choose to let it be that way. Even if you’re not in 
proximity to the leaders you admire in real space and time, you 
can always imagine the counsel they might give you, based on 
your study and observation of their tactics and beliefs.

To get started, let’s do an exercise that has proved helpful 
to me throughout my career.
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The Entourage of Excellence™

This exercise gives you a framework for evaluating what you 
admire in other leaders. And it equips you with an on-demand 
advisory board that can assist you in your thorniest moments.

On your leadership journey, countless people have influ-
enced the way you choose to walk in the world. It’s likely you 
admire a host of different people, for many different reasons. 
For example, there may be somebody who comes to mind when 
you think of an exemplary work ethic, or negotiation skills, or 
remaining calm under pressure.

Some of these people may be friends or family members. 
Others might be famous leaders or mentors. Others still may 
be authors, coaches, colleagues, or great thinkers from centu-
ries ago. You might have a “best boss” who you think back on 
fondly, or still turn to for advice. Most leaders have “go-to” 
people who spring to mind when they think of the positive 
attributes they have observed and hope to emulate with their 
own leadership behaviors.

Inevitably, your “go-to” people change, depending on the 
situation. You might think of one person when you are facing a 
competitive situation, another person when you are preparing 
to give tough feedback, and another person entirely when you 
are trying to develop your emotional intelligence.

As you advance in your journey and encounter tougher 
and tougher problems, and you must make decisions faster and 
more decisively, it is helpful to put a process in place for having 
all the people who have ever positively influenced you at your 
disposal, no matter the situation.

The Entourage of Excellence exercise is a way to do 
exactly that; it is a way to add discipline and intention to reflect-
ing on your leadership influencers. And it also jump-starts a 
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If you are struggling to think of people who embody the 
things you admire, keep referring back to the work you have 
already done. So far, you have a working list of values, a first stab 
at some leadership beliefs, a leadership vocabulary, and a rough 
draft of a leadership purpose. These all give you clues to what 
types of leaders you need in your entourage.

In my case, for example, I value “straight talk” so Neil 
 MacKenna is in my entourage. I value “trust” so Stephen Covey, 
and his son, Stephen M. R. Covey, are included too. I believe 
leadership is deeply personal so Warren Bennis, a leader (and my 
mentor) who championed a personal approach, is in my entourage 
as well. I’ve learned that leaders must model the behavior they 
desire from others, to “be the change” they want to see, so Gandhi 
too has a prominent place in my entourage among many others: 
people I have met and know well and people whom I’ve merely 
observed and studied. I’ve pulled from influencers far and wide to 
stack my team with all-stars. And you will too.

To begin, start small. Your entourage doesn’t have to be 
huge to begin with; the only requirement is that you think 
carefully about the exercise and populate your entourage 
with people who are inspiring and helpful to you.

First, choose: 

•	 Two people from your professional life (past or present)
•	 Two people from your personal life (past or present)
•	 Two leaders from history who have inspired you

process for having a high-impact entourage of advisors avail-
able to you at a moment’s notice, anytime you need them.
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For each person you choose, write down:

•	 Their name
•	 The qualities you admire about them (e.g., teamwork, 

mental toughness, EQ)
•	 A brief story or anecdote (2 or 3 sentences) about why 

you are adding them to your entourage

It should look like the following example.

Entourage Member #1
Name:
Relationship:
Qualities admired (teamwork, mental toughness, EQ, 
etc.):
Brief explanation about why you chose them (2–3  
sentences):

Entourage Member #2
Name:
Relationship:
Qualities admired (teamwork, mental toughness, EQ, 
etc.):
Brief explanation about why you chose them (2–3  
sentences):
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Entourage Member #3
Name:
Relationship:
Qualities admired (teamwork, mental toughness, EQ, 
etc.):
Brief explanation about why you chose them (2–3  
sentences):

Entourage Member #4
Name:
Relationship:
Qualities admired (teamwork, mental toughness, EQ, 
etc.):
Brief explanation about why you chose them (2–3  
sentences):

Entourage Member #5
Name:
Relationship:
Qualities admired (teamwork, mental toughness, EQ, 
etc.):
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This inaugural group of six is just the beginning; as you 
get used to the process, you’ll continue to add members to your 
entourage throughout your lifetime. Once you have compiled 
your entourage, it is always with you, wherever you go. 
Anytime you need guidance, you will simply do a quick mental 
accounting of your entourage, choose the right person for the 
job, and ask, “What would ______ do?”

To use your entourage list, mentally transport yourself to 
an actual consultation with the person you have selected.

Ask yourself:

•	 How would they respond to the situation?

•	 What would they recommend?

Brief explanation about why you chose them (2–3  
sentences):

Entourage Member #6
Name:
Relationship:
Qualities admired (teamwork, mental toughness, EQ, etc.):
Brief explanation about why you chose them (2–3  
sentences):
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•	 What questions would they ask you?

•	 How would they challenge you?

The more you practice the exercise, the faster and more 
efficiently you will be able to leverage your entourage in 
your decision-making. I’ve become so accustomed to this 
practice, I can “consult” with my entourage in a split sec-
ond, but it’s a split second that often makes an enormous 
difference. When you develop this as a habit, you too can 
more confidently choose the best path forward, with excel-
lence – at a moment’s notice. That’s the power of reinforcing 
your own life experiences with a habitual study of the world 
around you.

Synthesis

An important part of leadership study is observing the world 
around you. But an equally important part is thinking criti-
cally about your observations, extracting actionable insights, 
and synthesizing your learning into tangible nuggets of wis-
dom that will serve you on your journey. If your study of lead-
ership does not translate to useful application, then it is of 
limited value.

To help you process your study, I’d like to guide you 
through an exercise I have done with countless participants 
in the ConantLeadership Boot Camp. It’s simple. Essentially, 
you will be stockpiling an arsenal of best practices, and flagging 
behaviors to avoid. But people find it prescriptive for going 
forth and doing better once they leave their two-day boot camp 
training program. This helps make your learning applicable to 
your daily life.
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Leadership Dos and Don’ts

In the Entourage of Excellence exercise, you created a list of the 
leaders you most admire and some of the reasons you’d like to 
have them in your corner. Now you’ll take that one step further 
and extract some actionable insights from the previous exercise, 
as well as from the brainstorming you did in Steps 1 and 2 of the 
Blueprint.

First, keeping in mind the qualities that make the mem-
bers of your entourage so exceptional, and the tactics you came 
up with when you answered “What makes people give the very 
best of themselves?” you will list the “greatest hits” from all 
your reflections thus far: 5 to 10 of the very best things that 
good leaders do.

These should be tangible and specific practices that bring 
key qualities to life, as they will become crucial components in 
the leadership plan you create in the next step in the Blueprint.

For example, if your reflections have revealed that “Recog-
nition” or “Earning Trust” is a cornerstone of your idea of good 
leadership, a practice that brings that to life might be “writes 
handwritten thank-you notes.”

Or, if you’ve observed that great leaders are “Highly Stra-
tegic,” a practice might be “always begin with the end in mind; 
clearly articulate goals upstream.”

To help you further with this exercise, consider this: 
It can be challenging to articulate exactly what made a person 
so inspirational to you. While it may be easy to describe a qual-
ity about them like the integrity of their character, the depth 
of their charisma, or the strength of their grit, those things are 
elusive and often hard to replicate in your leadership.
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To make this more approachable, try to brainstorm the 
specific things the people in your entourage did, or do, that 
made an impact on you. Maybe they always took time to walk 
around and connect personally with people. Or perhaps there 
is a thoughtful way they begin interactions.

For example, I’ll never forget how Neil MacKenna began 
every single interaction with these four little words: “How can 
I help?” It was wonderfully disarming. Those words put the 
emphasis squarely on the other party and centered the conver-
sation on moving things forward in a collaborative and pro-
ductive way. It was a simple but highly effective practice. And 
I’m proud to say I stole it right from him; starting interactions 
with “How can I help?” is a practice I’ve adopted with my own 
leadership approach for decades. Channeling Neil’s spirit, I can 
only hope I say those words as many times in my life as he did 
in his.

Practices Make the Difference

At the end of the day, practices make the difference; they trans-
form thoughts into action. It may seem impossible to summon 
the same mental strength as your mentor. But when you think 
about what they did, not who they are, suddenly capturing their 
spirit in your own leadership seems much more doable.

Use this exercise to ground your study, find tangible ways 
to emulate your heroes, and advance your leadership. Funda-
mentally, you will be studying what they did and trying to copy 
it in a way that works for you.
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To complete this exercise, start your Dos list. You should 
have a good rough draft to work from in the reflections you 
completed already. But now try to mold a list of 5 to 10 of 
the top practices you’ve observed in the best leaders you’ve 
known or studied. Practices are what will connect your 
reflection to your actions.

Soon, you will begin to incorporate these into your 
leadership model and ultimately, these are the behaviors 
that will bring your leadership model to life.

Dos

Things to Avoid

As important as it is to be explicit about what you should do, 
it’s equally important to be definitive about what you should 
not do.
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So start one more list for Don’ts. Brainstorm the 5 to 10 
things that good leaders definitely do not do.

In your experience, what qualities or behaviors have 
a detrimental effect on the overall effort of the team or 
organization? You’ve already thought a little bit about this 
in Reflect, but now you will distill that reflection into a 
definitive list of things you will not do.

Based on your reflection and your study of other lead-
ers, these should be specific things to avoid like “doesn’t 
give feedback,” “breaks commitments,” “lies,” “boasts,” or 
“always casts blame on others.”

Create a list of 5 to 10 absolute worsts, practices that 
should never be employed no matter how harrowing the 
challenge you face, or how crummy a day you might be 
having. By creating a concrete library of things to avoid, in 
this exercise you will strengthen your Foundation in equal 
measure to your list of Dos.

Don’ts
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Now that you have gained a better understanding of your 
own experiences, have embarked on an earnest study of the 
world around you, and have identified specific behaviors to 
bring your emerging leadership approach to life, it’s time to 
apply all these insights into your planning process. You’re in a 
good position to design your leadership model.

See you in the next chapter, Step 4: Plan.
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“All models are wrong but some are useful.”
—George Box, British statistician

Most leaders have a plan for the key business initiatives they 
want to accomplish: a plan for talent acquisition, a plan for 
business development, a plan for increasing sales, and so on. 
Of course they do. It’s common sense. You wouldn’t start a 
new company without a business plan. You’d be ill-advised 
to launch a product without a marketing plan. And you’d be 
hard-pressed to find an organization that doesn’t create three-
year or five-year plans, as well as clearly articulated quarterly 
targets for what will be accomplished along the way. Planning 
is woven into the fabric of the corporate world (and into the 
academic, nonprofit, and civic landscapes) for a reason. To get 
things done, you need a path to follow.

But, despite the ubiquity of plans and planning in the 
business landscape, if you ask most leaders what their plan 
for advancing their own leadership is, they usually say, “Um, 
er, well, I don’t know.” Because they don’t have one. And they 
haven’t thought about creating a structured way to move their 
personal leadership forward, even though they’ve got a plan for 
everything else.

I’ve asked many leaders what their plan for elevating their 
leadership is and they often stutter and stumble to answer. I’m 
sympathetic. For most, it’s unchartered territory. Sometimes 
they’ll answer with what their plan for their career is, but they’re 
not answering the right question. I’m not asking a cliché inter-
view question, “Where do you see yourself in five years?” I’m 
challenging them to think about how they will become the 
leader they want to be so they can serve with greater effective-
ness and authenticity.
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To do this well, they need a personal leadership model, 
a design for how they will lead and walk in the world, no 
matter where their career may take them. That’s what this 
chapter is all about: equipping you with a plan for bring-
ing your leadership to life in the real world. First, you’ll 
create a prototype, and then you’ll refine your work in the  
next chapter.

Models, Models Everywhere

In this chapter, you will finally take The Blueprint out of the 
cerebral world of thoughts and reflection and into the mate-
rial world of things you can touch and see. Time to get your 
hands dirty. If you’ve been using the  Post-it® Notes I’ve rec-
ommended, then you have the building blocks of your very 
own personal leadership model. If you haven’t been using 
them all along, you will still have a lot of useful information 
to draw from in the exercises you have already completed. 
Now that you have thought about, and written down, your 
leadership purpose and your leadership beliefs (based on your 
values), you will need a clear and structured way to express 
them. That’s where your leadership model comes in.

What Is a Leadership Model?

A leadership model is a representation of a system, composed of 
concepts and practices, which you use to help people – including 
you – know and understand your approach to leadership. At its 
heart, it is a visual representation of what matters most to you as 
it relates to your leadership and how you intend to behave as you 
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work to reach your goals. Ultimately, with the creation of your 
leadership model, you will create a succinct encapsulation of how 
you intend to lead. Of course, you may find that description aca-
demic, which is why examples are useful.

The first example I’ll share is my own leadership model, 
the ConantLeadership Flywheel (see Figure 6.1). I developed 
this model over the course of my 40-year career. And, true to 
the continuous improvement nature of The Blueprint, I con-
tinue to tweak and refine it to this day. I most recently made 
changes to it again while I was writing this book. Who knows 
if it will ever be “finished,” but it has served me well in every 
iteration thus far.

Figure 6.1 The ConantLeadership Flywheel
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The Flywheel you see now is an evolved version of the 
Campbell leadership model I developed as CEO of Campbell 
Soup Company. At Campbell, this model kept me and the orga-
nization anchored and helped us to turn around a beleaguered 
company and bring it back from the brink. You can find a more 
robust explanation of the Flywheel and its components in the 
appendix of this book, but you can observe it now, along with 
some additional sample frameworks, to help spark ideas for 
your own model as you go through the planning process.

As you may have guessed, the Flywheel is deeply personal 
to me. It is a highly customized expression of who I am, what I 
believe, and how I intend to lead. When I share it with people, 
I often explain that, if you don’t like it, it doesn’t really matter 
because, well, it’s mine. It doesn’t have to work for you; it only 
has to work for me. The same will be true of the framework 
you design; it’s yours, and yours alone, and it shouldn’t exist to 
please anybody else (although you will have to learn to use it to 
get results that work for your organization).

Every Model Is Different

In my teaching work at the ConantLeadership Boot Camp and 
the Higher Ambition Leadership Institute, I guide leaders like 
you through the process of designing their own personal lead-
ership models. It’s amazing what people come up with. Every 
model is fantastically unique. Most of the models created by 
our participants look nothing like my Flywheel, nor should 
they. Some people design a house, a tree, a road, or a map. 
Others come up with geometric shapes, triangles, rectangles, 
circles, and one participant even came up with a Rubik’s Cube 
as his model.
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The idea is not to help people build a model in a specific 
way, or in a certain image. Each person has their own unique 
leadership voice, their own approach that reflects who they are. 
The purpose of our boot camp, and of this book, is to help 
you find your own distinct voice, empower you to express it, 
and help you leverage it to get better results in work and life. 
Accordingly, you’ll go through the exact same planning process 
as the participants of the boot camp.

One recent participant, Claire, reported that going through 
the process helped her tap into her authentic leadership self for 
the first time. Drawing on examples from comic book super-
heroes, Claire said that before she went through the reflection 
steps and created her personal leadership model, she felt like 
Iron Man: somebody who, while powerful, wears an external 
bionic suit; their power comes from something outside them-
selves. In contrast, after creating her model, Claire felt much 
more like Wolverine, a hero whose superpowers are innate and 
internal; their strength comes from within.

Why a Leadership Model?

It’s important to understand why a leadership model can be so 
powerful. Most tools that help us on our leadership journey are 
external; we find and use them from sources outside ourselves. 
But a leadership model is meaningful in a special way because it 
is a tool we build ourselves, from the inside out.

Whatever design you choose for your model will capture 
your views on leadership in a way that both resonates with you 
and enables you to share your thinking with others. Once you 
have developed your model, as part of your overall Foundation, 
you have a resource that helps you to be consistent in your 
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behavior. It is an elegant tool for holding yourself accountable 
and communicating to others what to expect from you. You can 
use it as a litmus test to measure your actions against, and oth-
ers can do the same.

For example, if you place “Honor People” at the center 
of your model, as I have done, then you have an ever-present 
reminder to make sure your behavior is fulfilling that promise. 
A model can become your most reliable resource for aligning 
what you do with what you believe. Even when things become 
very difficult, as they inevitably will at times, you can refer to 
your model to keep you grounded in your principles, adapt to 
problems, and apply your skills in the most productive way. 
Just as a strategic, business, or marketing plan helps keep you 
on track, your model becomes a beacon, helping you stay on 
the path you need to be on in order to lead the life you intend 
to lead.

The Key Components

Everybody’s model is and should be different, so I’m wary of 
being too prescriptive in how you build yours and what you 
include. This should be an improvisational process that allows 
you to grapple with various ideas, try different things, see what 
sticks, find what feels right, and combine all the fruits of your 
reflection thus far. That said, there are some broad guidelines 
about what your model should capture.

Guiding Question Now that you’ve wrestled with your lead-
ership purpose and your leadership beliefs, the guiding ques-
tion for your leadership model should be: How am I going 
to advance my leadership purpose and honor my leadership 
beliefs?
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To help add texture to this question, think of it this way:

•	 Advancing your purpose is about how effective you will be.

•	 Honoring your beliefs is about how authentic you will be.

As you create a prototype of your model, you’ll bounce 
back and forth between your purpose and beliefs, referring to 
them constantly and fine-tuning as you go. Eventually, all the 
components will become clearer to you.

Two Basics One of my personal leadership beliefs is that you 
must be both tough-minded on standards and tender-hearted 
with people. As a leader, you must simultaneously be attending 
to the expected performance of your organization and to the 
hearts and minds of the people who make up that organization. 
Fittingly, the best models address both.

Therefore, the two basic things you should strive to 
capture in your model are:

•	 Performance

•	 People

In my experience, you can find your way through just 
about any workplace culture or challenge, even in the most 
volatile environments, if you both perform and take care of 
people. The same is true of your leadership model. As long 
as your model includes an expression of performance and 
an expression of developing people, it will be headed in a 
constructive direction.

Clusters My model contains eight connected practice areas, 
distinct but interconnected. Each is a crucial part of my plan for 
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continuously improving my leadership and showing up in the 
best way possible; they exist harmoniously.

No matter what shape or framework you land on, your 
model will also have key practice areas. You will refine them in 
the next step, Practice, but to get started, you will begin orga-
nizing the key tidbits and takeaways from all your reflection 
thus far into what I call “clusters.”

In the introduction, I prompted you to record all your 
“epiphanies” – each meaningful word, thought, idea, prac-
tice, or phrase – onto individual Post-it Notes, one for each 
“epiphany.” If you’ve been doing this, you should have amassed 
quite a few Post-its at this point that you can now use as build-
ing blocks for this clustering exercise. The more, the better.

If you have not been using the Post-it method, now is the 
time to extract a few words, ideas, or thoughts to use for 
your clusters. Do this by looking back now on the exercises 
you have already completed. Reflect on the process briefly 
and extract at least a few key insights, words, or ideas.

•	 What revelations have been especially resonant?
•	 Is there an issue or idea that has occurred to you  

repeatedly?

Write all these things down on some Post-its or even 
on little pieces of paper that you tear off a larger piece of 
printer paper, and prepare to get clustering.

At this early stage, you can’t have too many epiphanies, 
so don’t worry about being overly selective about what you 
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include. Later, you will pare these down and crystallize them 
into your key practice areas. But for now it will be a little hazy.

Grouping On a large piece of paper, a notebook, a table, a desk, a 
whiteboard, a chalkboard, or really any flat surface, spread out all of 
your Post-its in front of you. Looking at them, you will start to draw 
connections between them. Themes will begin to emerge.

Ask yourself:

•	 Which words or ideas seem to go together?
•	 Which components seem to speak to your leadership  

purpose?
•	 Which components seem to speak to your leadership  

beliefs?

Start to organize all your Post-its or pieces of paper into 
clusters. Don’t worry about it being “right” or “wrong.” You’ll 
have to play around with it, trying different pairings and group-
ings, and different shapes. But you will notice that distinct 
themes will emerge, usually 3 to 7 themes, but some find they 
identify many more than this.

Here is a sampling of some popular themes to incite your 
thinking.

Adaptability
Growth
Enthusiasm
Purpose
Trust
Deliver
Results

Accountability
Integrity
Reliability
Discipline
Intention
Kindness
High standards

Authenticity
Ambition
Humility
Grit
Determination
Empowerment
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This is just a short list in a world of limitless possibili-
ties for your thematic clusters. (Yours might not include any of 
these themes and that’s quite all right.)

Taking Shape Now comes the fun part. Take a stab at organ-
izing your clusters into a shape or framework that speaks to you. 
The possibilities for your unique design are endless. For some 
people, this part is simple and comes to them straightaway. For 
me, the idea of momentum and each component building off the 
others in a symbiotic way made sense to me, so I knew instantly a 
circular shape that could convey movement would be the design 
that worked. Maybe you can see yours clearly and it’s a square, or 
a pyramid, or you envision a flywheel, like mine.

A lot of people draw inspiration from their hobbies, their 
passions, and their outside-of-work pursuits. (This makes sense 
because, as we’ve learned, your leadership story is inextricably 
linked to your life story.)

One doctor in my class used the human body because he 
related to the framework of anatomy. Another participant who 
was a devoted yogi used chakras for his leadership model. Many 
people connect to the idea of a road or path as it conveys the 
perpetual promise and forward motion of their leadership jour-
ney. Some people use a tree, with the theme they find most 
important depicted as the roots anchoring the entire model, 
then the supporting themes in the model as branches extending 
from the trunk. And still others find inspiration in the shape of 
a house, a theater, a garden, a bridge, or even an airplane.

Charlie Moore, an Olympic Gold Medalist and former 
executive director of CECP (Chief Executives for Corporate 
Purpose), derives his leadership model from his days as an elite 
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sprinter, codifying his unique approach to competing in the 
400-meter hurdles into a model he calls the “Pursuit Mindset,” 
which has five parts:

 1. Get clear on what’s important.

 2. Find the nearest path forward.

 3. Shift into action.

 4. Don’t take no for an answer.

 5. Up the ante.

Charlie views his leadership through the lens of what is 
most familiar to him – athletics. Although you may not be an 
Olympic athlete, there are probably experiences and interests 
in your own life that resonate with you in a similar way.

To help you design your model, Figure 6.2 shows some 
examples of shapes and frameworks that you might find inspi-
rational. These are just a small visual sampling of the infinite 
possibilities for shapes you might use to anchor your thinking 
and express your unique approach. Pick something that reso-
nates with you.

As you can see, the shapes you might use to provide struc-
ture to your model vary widely in their form but all poten-
tially provide a way to grasp something seemingly complex 
in a simple and easy-to-understand way, at a glance. (You can 
view additional leadership model examples at conantleadership 
.com/blueprint.)

So just go for it! Try something. If it doesn’t work, try 
something else. Don’t get bogged down in ideas of it being 
perfect or “finished.” You are merely creating a prototype.

http://conantleadership.com/blueprint
http://conantleadership.com/blueprint


Figure 6.2 Examples of shapes and frameworks
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Once you have something that you are happy with as a 
starting point, use these final questions to evaluate your 
model before moving on to the next chapter.

•	 Does my current model include a way to deliver on  
performance?

•	 Does my current model include a way to honor people?
•	 Are there any words or concepts that are redundant that 

I could cut out?
•	 Which words or concepts feel indispensable? Which 

ones would I definitely not get rid of no matter what?
•	 Finally, is there one concept or theme that feels most  

important – a cornerstone or center to the entire model?

If possible, draw a sketch of your emerging model in the 
space on the next page or in the e-workbook. Once you’ve 
iterated on this model, and it becomes second nature to you, 
you will be able to draw it on demand and express it verbally 
in just a few minutes. To that end, in the next chapter, Step 
5: Practice, you’ll have an opportunity to make your model 
even stronger and clearer.
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Draw your model here.
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“If we keep doing what we’re doing, we’re going to keep getting what 
we’re getting.”

—Stephen Covey, American author and businessman

John Coltrane is widely lauded as the most prestigious mas-
ter of the saxophone of the last century. Even people who are 
not familiar with jazz have usually heard his name, or at least 
it “rings a bell.” He recorded some of the most well-known 
and best-selling albums in the jazz canon, including Blue Train, 
Giant Steps, Lush Life, and many more. He also wrote a series 
of jazz études largely considered to be the all-time best of  
their kind.

Coltrane’s practicing habits are the stuff of legend. Some 
say he practiced with such wild devotion that his wife would 
often find him asleep with his saxophone still clutched in his 
arms, the mouthpiece right next to his face. Others report he 
would spend up to ten hours perfecting a single note. At a 
minimum, he played his saxophone six to eight hours per day. 
And that wasn’t all. In support of his practice, he obsessively 
studied music theory, recordings, and books about his craft.

What differentiated Coltrane’s approach to practice is that 
it was not merely an exercise in repetition. He didn’t just prac-
tice the same scales over and over again. Drawing from étude 
books, philosophy, and his own theories about a “three-tonic” 
approach to improvising and composing, he consistently came 
up with novel ways to challenge himself. He tried new exercises, 
deviating from typical harmonic structures and sound, trying 
to attain ever-higher pinnacles in original musical thought and 
expression. Persistently, he diverged from the norm, always 
driving toward perfection. As I’ve stressed throughout this 
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book, perfection is unattainable. But a host of music experts 
and writers will tell you Coltrane came about as close as you 
can get.

The Mythology of “10,000 Hours”

The example of John Coltrane illustrates an important lesson 
about practice. The mere act of practicing something in and 
of itself is simply not enough. You have to practice in the right 
way.

You might be familiar with the commonly held belief 
that humans can become experts in any discipline by spend-
ing 10,000 hours practicing. The theory of “10,000 hours” was 
first posited by Dr. K. Anders Ericsson, then popularized by 
Malcolm Gladwell in his book Outliers, and has been repeated 
and cited throughout the business world. It’s a nice idea and 
an appealing benchmark. It seems aspirational, yet attainable, 
and can motivate us to work hard toward reaching our goals. 
There’s a problem, though. By squarely putting a number on 
how many hours we need to attain greatness, we reaffirm a 
popular but misguided idea that mastery requires only per-
spiration. It standardizes and oversimplifies the pursuit of 
greatness. But the axiom of the 10,000 hours is, at best, only 
partially true.

Merely practicing on its own is not enough to improve 
our performance profile. Attention must be paid to the way we 
practice and our attitude toward our quest. Michael Jordan 
famously said, “You can practice shooting eight hours a day, but 
if your technique is wrong, then all you become is very good at 
shooting the wrong way.” Similarly, take for example a person 
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who, in a burst of motivation, devotes themselves to fitness. 
They hit the gym enthusiastically, day after day, but without 
taking the time to learn the proper form, track their progress, 
or reflect on what is or isn’t working. If they continue to exer-
cise improperly and never change up their routine, they will 
never get much better, no matter how much time they devote 
to the task. They’re putting in the work, but it’s not the right 
work. They’re toiling in futility.

A Mastery Model

The same principle applies to our practice of leadership. I sub-
scribe to a “mastery model” of leadership. I know it to be much 
more than a job. To excel at leading, just like any art form, you 
must treat it as a craft: honed with intention, practiced mindfully, 
and improved constantly. Perhaps it’s a blinding glimpse of the 
obvious, but you must actually practice the craft of leadership if 
you ever hope to excel in it.

To practice well, you can’t just do the same thing over 
and over again. While practice sometimes requires repeti-
tion, repetition alone is not practice; repetition and prac-
tice are not the same thing. If you are repeating a behavior 
without intention, and you’re not reflecting on how effective 
your behaviors are, your practice may actually be counterpro-
ductive.

To make real progress, an adjustment in your approach is 
required so you can experience meaningful gains in your craft. 
Just like John Coltrane never got complacent and always chal-
lenged himself in new ways, you too must commit to practicing 
in the right way.



112 The BlueprinT

Deliberate Practice

There are talented people everywhere. You may have a real 
knack for leading teams, crunching numbers, recruiting talent, 
marketing, design, or PR. But talent can only get you so far. In 
Geoff Colvin’s book Talent Is Overrated, he reminds us that innate 
ability and experience alone do not guarantee excellence. What 
really makes the difference between average and extraordinary is 
hard work done in the right way. Not rote repetition but what 
Colvin calls deliberate practice. Doing this kind of practice is 
how you turn good intentions into hardwired habits.

Deliberate practice requires dedication and smart applica-
tion. To do it, you have to consistently adapt your approach; it 
requires calculation and careful thought but can also be broken 
down into small manageable steps. It means working through 
occasional discomfort, and persevering when you’re tempted 
to quit. This type of practice can feel challenging at times, but 
if you are passionate about leadership, you’ll stick with it; your 
passion for the work will carry you through. So, first, make sure 
you’re “all in.” Then keep the following tenets of deliberate 
practice in mind to achieve breakthrough. This is the secret to 
what separates better from best.

Deliberate practice is:

Specific. To practice deliberately, you need clearly defined 
objectives and goals. It helps to work with a coach or part-
ner to identify areas to focus on. This kind of practice is 
never mindless; you do it with the sole aim of improving 
your performance. Isolate something you want to work on 
– like listening better – and then focus on that particular 
part of your craft. Then find specific practices you will do 
in service to those goals.
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Repeatable, takes time. With the rare exception of top-tier 
prodigies, there is no substitute for experience. No matter 
what you want to become better at, you have to put in the 
time, over years, to achieve effective practice. This is where 
the partial truth of the 10,000 hours axiom comes into play. 
Part of building your Foundation will simply be applying 
the learning from The Blueprint in many small moments 
and interactions over time.

Subject to feedback. To really get better, you must commit to 
taking a clear-eyed look at your progress, seeking feedback 
from peers and mentors, and adjusting accordingly. Deliber-
ate practice requires that there is a manageable evaluation and 
feedback loop that helps you tweak and improve your efforts.

Demanding. The better you get at leading, the more effortless 
it may seem. But if your practice is always too easy, it might 
not be quite right. Just like elite athletes subject their bodies to 
grueling workouts to achieve feats of physical prowess, lead-
ers must sometimes put themselves in challenging situations 
to practice their craft. To make this more doable in your daily 
life, this might mean finding ways to seek out more difficult 
work from time to time: opportunities to stretch yourself and 
expand the limits of your comfort zone. For example, maybe 
you devote time to thinking through a tough strategy problem 
or throw all your mental faculties at a harrowing negotiation. 
If you look for opportunities to push yourself, you will find 
them.

Building Your Practice Treasury

Now we’ve established the importance of practice – the verb. 
You understand why practicing is essential to your leadership 
journey and the difference between repetition and practice.
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Now it’s time to build up your arsenal of effective practices 
– the plural noun. The good news is, you’ve already done half 
the work! In keeping with the small step ethos of The Blueprint, 
you will now do two incremental things:

•	 Refine the key practice areas of your leadership model.

•	 Identify just one practice for each area in your model that 
brings the concept to life.

Eventually, your practice treasury will have dozens of go-to 
actions and behaviors that bring your model to life. You’ll keep 
adding to it over your lifetime, and, increasingly, you will have 
fun doing it. I still add to mine regularly. But for now, you just 
need one practice for each area. Not so bad, right?

To start, refer to the work you’ve already done in the 
previous steps. First, look at the Entourage of Excellence 
and “Dos and Don’ts” exercises you completed in the Study 
step. To refresh your memory, in these exercises you thought 
about things the worst leaders you’ve encountered have done 
– like not listening, dropping the ball, or losing their tem-
per – and you added those things to your Don’ts. And you 
thought about the behaviors embodied by the best leaders 
you’ve ever met, and the leaders in your entourage – these 
were probably behaviors like valuing other people’s opin-
ions, setting high standards, championing a positive work 
environment, and visibly recognizing good work – and you 
added those to your Dos.

Guess what? The Dos and Don’ts you already identified 
are practices you can use as inspiration now. Looking at those 
practices, you already have a stable of actions you might con-
sider for your practice treasury.
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Choosing Your Key Practice Areas

Key practice areas are the finalized guiding themes of your 
leadership model; they are what your clusters should evolve into. 
They define what is most important to your plan for success in 
your leadership, outline what matters most to you as a leader, 
and embody your standards for conduct.

I arrived at eight key practice areas in my leadership model: 
Honor People, Inspire Trust, Clarify Higher Purpose, 
Create Direction, Drive Alignment, Build Vitality, Execute 
with Excellence, and Produce Extraordinary Results. You 
might have a different number.

My friend and colleague Daryl Brewster, CEO of CECP 
(Chief Executives for Corporate Purpose), has a few leadership 
models. One of them has three Ms as its defining practice areas: 
Milestones, Metrics, and Motivation.

Bob McDonald, retired chairman, president, and CEO of 
Procter & Gamble and former United States Secretary of Veterans 
Affairs, has ten guiding beliefs that I consider practice areas. His 
are written out in a more longform manner. For example, Bob’s 
first three are: 1) Living a life driven by purpose is more meaning-
ful and rewarding than meandering through life without direc-
tion. 2) Companies must do well to do good and must do good to 
do well. 3) Everyone wants to succeed, and success is contagious.

Yours might be similar to these examples or vastly different. 
Whatever they are, now is the time to identify them. 

Compare your Dos and Don’ts to the rough draft of your 
leadership model.

•	 What practices fit with which clusters?
•	 How can you narrow your clusters down or expand them 

based on the practices you will use to bring them to life?

•	 Based on your looking at it with fresh eyes, what are 
they key elements you want to include?
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After answering these questions and revisiting your pro-
totype, now is the time to pick and commit to the key practice 
areas of your leadership model.

Picking Your Practices

Now pick one practice for each key practice area in your model. 
To help, I’ll give you a few examples so you get the gist of what 
you should be looking for.

For the area in my model called “Build Vitality,” one prac-
tice I use is writing handwritten thank-you notes. These build 
vitality because they show people that I am paying attention to 
their efforts, that I am grateful for their hard work and perfor-
mance, and that they are appreciated. The more I honor them, 
the more they honor me back, which contributes to a vital and 
engaged enterprise.

Did you notice how that practice meets the criteria we 
introduced earlier in the chapter?

For example, it’s specific – it is not a broad idea like 
“appreciate people”; it is a concrete action.

It is repeatable.
It requires focus and attention. 
I avoid filling these notes with platitudes. They are care-

fully constructed and they thank people for precise contribu-
tions they have made.

The notes have always been iterative and subject to feed-
back. I would write them, set them aside, and reread them to 
ensure they were properly calibrated and on target. Sometimes 
I would run them by my assistant for a second opinion. I have 
gotten better and better at writing them the more I’ve engaged 
in the practice.
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Accordingly, for each practice you choose, make sure 
it is:

•	 Specific

•	 Repeatable

•	 Requires focus

•	 Iterative (subject to feedback)

Let me give you another example. Nancy Killefer, a retired 
senior consultant at McKinsey, has had an illustrious career in con-
sulting and government. She’s an extrovert who found in the past 
that she had a tendency to steamroll or take up too much space in 
conversations. Wanting to practice the skill of better listening, she 
developed a practice that helps: she sits on her hands. Knowing 
that she talks with her hands, she practices restricting their move-
ment so that she becomes aware of whenever she has the urge to 
interject (because the urge naturally begins in her hands). Then, 
she pauses and instead allows the other party to fill the silence and 
guide the conversation as needed.

Nancy’s tactic is highly specific and super effective. And 
she’s become a master conversationalist because of it. This 
made her better at her job. Consultants solve problems. To gain 
a deep understanding of a problem requires profound curios-
ity and listening skills. If you were to talk to Nancy today, you 
would find that she is inquisitive and precise with her words; 
she won’t interrupt you and will strategically leave silences 
unfilled with her voice. Her intention has become a habit.

For a final example, take Doreen Wright, a disciplined 
and highly intentional executive whom I hired as our Chief 
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Information Officer at Campbell. Finding that the immense 
scope of her responsibilities could become daunting if she didn’t 
have ways to mitigate it, she began a daily prioritizing practice, 
to ensure that she could execute on her plans. Each day on her 
commute to work, she would identify the three most important 
things that needed to be accomplished to stay on target with her 
goals and expectations. At the end of the day, on her drive home, 
she would consciously reflect on how she delivered against those 
top three things. It helped her stay focused on what mattered 
most and guaranteed she made progress on her most pressing 
deliverables. No matter how massive her to-do list could become 
at times, this simple practice kept her work calibrated in the right 
direction; it made her effective at execution.

Now it’s your turn. Extracting specific actions from your 
recollections, write down one distinct and actionable prac-
tice for each area of your evolving leadership model using 
the space here or in your e-workbook. You’ll probably end 
up with between 3 and 10 things. If one of your areas is 
“High Standards,” you might think of an easy-to-replicate 
practice for challenging people to do better in a way that 
keeps them engaged – like asking them to repeat important 
discussions back in their own words, thereby cementing 
their understanding of next steps.

If one of your areas is “Relationships” or “Relationship 
Building,” a practice in service to that might be holding infor-
mal meetings outside the office.

If one of your areas is “Communication,” your practice 
might be explicitly stating your expectations in a manageable 
way.
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The practices you brainstormed will serve you well and set 
you on the right track to showing up as your best self in more 
and more leadership moments. And this is just the beginning. 
I’ll share more proven practices with you in this book that you 
can replicate and/or draw inspiration from as you grow your 
practice treasury.

Make sure the practices you choose at this stage fit into 
your life and are simple and achievable – idealistic and realistic 
– otherwise this step might not properly take root in your 
Foundation.

Write down one practice for each key area of your lead-
ership model.

But for now, before you move to the next step, from the prac-
tices you just brainstormed, pick 2 or 3 to focus on right 
away. Choose the most manageable and easy-to-implement 
practices from your list, those that you can begin to enact 

(continued)



120 The BlueprinT

immediately without having to reorganize your life in the 
coming weeks. You can always add more.

Write them down starting with the easiest one. Pick one 
to put into practice each week for the next three weeks. Then 
move on to the next chapter.
Week 1 Practice: 
Week 2 Practice: 
Week 3 Practice: 

(continued)
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“Life grows relative to one’s investment in it.”
—Marc Benioff, CEO of Salesforce

One of our best students at the Higher Ambition Leadership 
Institute (HALI) was Renee Zaugg, VP of Enterprise Infra-
structure and Cloud Services at Aetna at the time she attended. 
She never went to college and had no formal training, but 
was a remarkably effective technology leader in charge of a 
billion-dollar budget and a flexible team of 4,000 employees. 
Renee was with Aetna for over 37 years, starting at the very 
bottom of the ladder working night shifts in their data cen-
ter. Doggedly, she worked her way up to a senior leadership 
role, where she always searched for opportunities to learn 
and grow. On her journey to VP, she was constantly alert to 
ways she could improve, absorbing lessons like a sponge, tak-
ing risks, and benefiting from the guidance of mentors and  
advocates.

When Renee’s boss wrote her a glowing recommendation 
for the HALI program, she was ecstatic. Never having received 
a higher education but possessing a growth disposition, she 
innately understood the value of any opportunity to get bet-
ter. But when she arrived, her excitement about the program 
turned into anxiety; faced with the résumés of some of the 
other attendees, a nagging voice within her started to tell her 
she was out of her depth.

At HALI, and at the ConantLeadership Boot Camp, 
we partner participants so they can collaboratively advance 
their skill sets and create their leadership models. There is a 
method to our madness. Taking into careful account each per-
son’s unique experience, skill set, and temperament, we match 
up partners strategically based on how helpful we think they 
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will be to the other leaders in their group. To maximize the 
growth of all attendees, we pair people so that their feedback 
will be most valuable to their teammates. But Renee didn’t 
know that.

When Renee arrived at her table, she was surprised (and 
dismayed) to find whom she’d been partnered with, not because 
they weren’t perfectly nice people, but because of their bevy of 
titles and qualifications. In sharp contrast to her zero degrees, 
her tablemates were, if anything, overeducated. One gentle-
man had not one but two PhDs from MIT. The other was a 
highly trained surgeon with many advanced degrees who sat 
on several boards. She felt self-conscious. Her own worst critic, 
Renee began to be discouraged by the little voice in her head 
telling her she wasn’t good enough and didn’t belong there. 
(The same little voice visits all leaders from time to time, no 
matter how successful they are.)

I could see something was bothering Renee. In a walk-
and-talk, away from the rest of the group, she confided in 
me. “Doug, I’m tapping out. I’m outgunned here.” Confused, 
I asked her why she would think that. She was a success-
ful senior leader who had come to us highly recommended. 
“Well,” she said, “I never went to college.” Surprised, I said, 
“Renee, have you seen the results you get at your organiza-
tion? Who cares if you went to college? You could teach col-
lege.” As she absorbed those words, her eyes began to well up 
with tears. She’d never heard it put like that before. I contin-
ued, “We didn’t pair you with these educated guys because 
you need to learn from them; we put you together because 
they need to learn from you.”

Reflecting back on that moment now, Renee reports it 
was a turning point for her. This wasn’t a case of me simply 
telling her what she needed or wanted to hear at the time. It 
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was completely true. We knew from reviewing her profile that 
she had an improvement orientation that had served her well 
throughout her career. On the other hand, despite their school-
ing and degrees, academic participants can sometimes be a bit 
more set in their ways (as counterintuitive as that may be). “Just 
give it a try,” I urged her, “I know you can do this.”

After our impromptu pep talk, Renee took to this pro-
cess like a duck to water. She embraced the reflection exercises 
with open arms, developed a suite of high-impact practices, 
designed and honed her leadership model, and continued to 
use all the learnings to great effect in her company. Eventually, 
she went on to present her leadership model to a group of 130 
managers at Aetna (and my co-teacher at HALI, Mette, and I 
were proud to be in the audience that day). What’s more, Renee 
championed the importance of a learning process, and taught 
the reflection and improvement exercises to her team. Inspired 
by the challenge of HALI, she sought to gain new and different 
experiences, so she now serves on advisory boards at Microsoft 
and Verizon. The icing on the cake? She has since taught a class 
at MIT. And, in the wake of Aetna’s recent merger with CVS, 
Renee was promoted yet again to SVP in charge of both CVS 
and Aetna’s IT infrastructure, an advancement that was richly 
deserved. (She has since retired.)

What’s the big takeaway? The best leaders, like Renee, 
are always learning, improving, and pushing themselves out of 
their comfort zone. A dedication to learning and growth is the 
only way to get better, the only way to become the leader you 
want to be. Just because somebody has an advanced degree or 
has reached a certain milestone in their career, it does not mean 
they have a growth mindset or a predisposition to learning. It 
doesn’t mean they are more equipped or more deserving than 
you of opportunities.
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 No matter what your background, schooling, or journey 
looks like, if you remain alert to possibilities and challenge 
yourself, the world will reward you with a fulfi lling journey of 
perpetual “becoming” and infi nite forward motion. Remember, 
some people think they’ve got nothing left to learn. Those peo-
ple remain stagnant. But other people know they’re never done 
learning. They’re the ones who thrive and transform continu-
ously throughout their life, just like Renee.   

 Grow or Die 

 The rapidly changing business environment is competitive and 
unforgiving. What is tried and true today may be obsolete tomor-
row. What is innovative this week may be passé the next. That’s
why the best leaders, and organizations, understand that they 
must either grow or die. It’s a Darwinian world. The competition 
is fi erce and unrelenting. The pressures are unceasing. How can 
you keep up? If you are not constantly evolving, you are withering 
toward obsolescence. (Think of what happened to Blockbuster or 
Sears as they failed to adapt to technological advances in the mar-
ketplace; you don’t want to suffer a similar fate.) 

 As a leader, you owe it to your stakeholders to use every 
tool in your arsenal to remain vibrant and competitive, to 
thrive in the face of adversity, and to deliver high perfor-
mance in an enduring way. To meet the challenges of today’s 
marketplace, you need an adaptive leadership approach that 
is resilient in the face of change. As businesses strive to meet 
customer needs faster, better, and more completely than their 
competitors, the landscape unravels before leaders in a take-
no-prisoners way. You either adapt and prevail, or you cease to 
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exist, crushed under the weight of progress. There really is no 
in-between.

The good news is that this harsh reality does not have to 
be discouraging. I find it inspiring. Acknowledging this state-
of-affairs pushes us to embrace our full capabilities, sharpen 
our skills, and learn more about the world.

Since the demands of the marketplace require agility, 
we must engineer ongoing growth into our leadership DNA. 
That’s what this step in the Blueprint is designed to help you 
do. Embracing a continuous improvement mindset helps you 
adapt, grow, and ensure you are best suited to juggle the changes 
you will encounter in today’s world.

The Growth Mindset

You learned in the last chapter that leadership is a craft that 
requires mastery, just like painting, dancing, or engineering. 
Many of the steps in the Blueprint support this idea. You already 
studied, planned, and practiced—all essential steps to achieving 
mastery. In this step you’ll begin to understand the mindset that 
will allow you to continuously improve.

First, you must internalize the growth mindset. What is 
a “growth mindset”? It is a phrase coined by researcher and 
psychologist, Carol Dweck. In simple terms, people with a 
growth mindset believe that intelligence can be developed and 
improved. It’s a fundamental belief in the ability to get better. 
It stands in sharp contrast to a fixed mindset, which is the 
limiting belief that intelligence is static and cannot grow or 
progress. Dweck’s research shows that people with a growth 
mindset, because they believe in their ability to improve, tend 
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to put in more effort because they understand intuitively that 
their effort will result in positive change. So, they naturally 
tend to achieve more. In contrast, people with a fixed mindset 
do not see the point of putting in effort, because they believe 
their abilities will remain the same either way – so they avoid 
challenges and achieve less.

What’s the takeaway? The belief alone in your ability to 
improve usually becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. People 
who think they can get better often do. Just by acknowledg-
ing that progress is possible, you are already one step ahead. 
The strength of this mindset has wide application.

Carol Glazer, president of the National Organization on 
Disability (NOD), a nonprofit focused on increasing employ-
ment opportunities for America’s 57 million disabled people, 
is a passionate leader who has been committed to social jus-
tice her entire career. But it’s not passion alone that helps her 
drive results. She credits it to her unwavering belief in her abil-
ity to make a difference; she never questions that making an 
impact is possible. Because she has always been convinced that 
she can be a change agent, throughout her life it has become a 
self-fulfilling prophecy: she has leveraged her leadership to cre-
ate transformative change in the spaces she cares about – civil 
rights and social justice – despite many obstacles and resistance 
from the world at large, particularly in her work advocating for 
disabled people, a community that intersects with and encom-
passes the full spectrum of identities and backgrounds but often 
gets less visibility in the national conversation around civil and 
workplace rights. Always wanting to get better in service to 
advancing NOD’s urgent mission, she begins with the mindset 
that forward motion is possible.
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An Urgent Question

To make the lessons in this step real and to internalize the growth 
mindset, you have to keep this one urgent question at the top of 
your mind: How can I do better?

This is the same question everyone who has ever excelled 
in their field has used as their North Star, from Beethoven to 
Botticelli to Beyoncé. That’s why, while improvement is techni-
cally the “final” step in the Blueprint, it’s actually a springboard 
that propels you back into your iterative process for getting 
better; in a way, the very act of repeating your journey through 
the Blueprint is a step unto itself. It’s a reminder that your jour-
ney is never finished, that to truly achieve mastery is a continu-
ous improvement pursuit.

The First Step

As a first step toward improvement, go back through your 
first five steps of the Blueprint and see if they hold up to 
scrutiny at a high level. Are there better ways to answer the 
first five questions? Have you unearthed all the insights you 
can? Does your emerging approach make sense? What can 
you change or rework? What needs tinkering? Revisit the 
work you have done here, in the e-workbook, or elsewhere 
and ask yourself the following questions associated with 
each step:

1. Envision: What is my boldest dream of leadership  
success?

(continued)
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Adding Value

Susan Cain, founder and CEO of the company Quiet Revolu-
tion, and author of the game-changing book Quiet: The Power of 
Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking (one of my favorite 
books), has observed that networking can be uncomfortable for 
many introverts. Although it’s a generalization, introverts don’t 
tend to enjoy muddling through shallow small talk, preferring 
instead to have conversations with substance. Susan advises that 

2. Reflect: What life experiences have influenced my lead-
ership beliefs?

3. Study: What leadership lessons can I learn from the 
world around me?

4. Plan: What does my personalized leadership approach 
look like?

5. Practice: How can I bring my leadership approach  
to life?

Be honest with yourself:
Does your Foundation hold up to scrutiny from a “head” 

and a “heart” perspective? Is it genuinely a reflection of the 
leader you hope to become?

Once you have been back through this review, and feel 
comfortable with the state of your Foundation, it is time to go 
a level deeper; it’s time to focus on adding value.

The First Step (continued)
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one of the secrets to making networking more palatable (for 
everyone, but particularly for introverts) is remaining hyper-
focused on adding value. This advice transcends the narrow 
world of networking and extends into every area of your lead-
ership life. The more value you can add, the more substantive 
your interactions become, because you always have something 
to bring to the table that is more than mere surface-level fluff. 
How do you ensure you add value? By pursuing your skill set 
with a view toward – you guessed it – mastery. Susan’s advice 
for introverts has broad application across temperaments: pick 
something you care about, immerse yourself deeply in it, and 
commit to constantly improving, and you’ll be positioned to add 
enduring value wherever the wind may take you.

Areas for Improvement

Taking a page out of Susan’s book with an eye toward adding 
ever-expanding value, now you will complete an exercise that 
will help you complete your first trip through the Blueprint. 
You will identify specific areas for growth and make a plan for 
improving in those areas.

Taking a look at the work you have done so far, think 
about three things you care deeply about. Make sure you 
are passionate about the things you choose. That way, you will 
be motivated to do the work necessary to improve.

Let me add a clarifying note of guidance here, because this 
is a part of the process where I run into common misconcep-
tion: You should not necessarily be choosing weaknesses that 
you will then try to “fix.” Most of the time, I have found that’s 
the wrong road to travel, often ending in disappointment and 
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time wasted. It is difficult, if not impossible, to correct our 
weaknesses. What we can do is smartly manage our weaker 
areas (or fill in the gaps with other resources, partners, or col-
leagues) while strategically developing our strengths.

Leadership Improvement Plan

Pick three areas that play to your strengths, that you will 
be able to pursue with the joy that comes from doing the 
things you are good at, rather than the things that leave you 
feeling frustrated or depleted.

Think – what inspires you?

Thinking back on your first step in the Blueprint (Envi-
sion), what did your boldest dreams of leadership success look 
like?

Holding that vision in your mind, contemplate: What do 
you have to improve to get there?

Maybe it’s that you want to apply your skill set in a 
new way by pursuing board governance, or maybe it’s that 
you want to enhance your cultural fluency with an interna-
tional assignment. Perhaps you want to deepen your already 
rich relationship-building abilities and you want to create an 
action plan for that.

Write down three areas in which you want to improve 
and one action you will take over the next 30 days in service 
to that improvement initiative.
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Here’s an example of how it should look.

Area: Strengthen team morale
Action: Over the next 30 days, commit to holding at least 

1–3 meetings in a more informal setting, whether an off-
site or a walk-and-talk outdoors.

Now, you try.
Area: 
Action: 

Area: 
Action: 

Area: 
Action: 

You’ll find that a continuous improvement approach does 
not only intensify your own ability to contribute. It becomes 
amplified through every person you come in contact with. You 
will find your growth mindset radiates outward contagiously, 
infecting your organization, your colleagues, your family, and 
your friends.





Putting It All Together: 
Your Five-Day Action Plan
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“Without continual growth and progress, such words as improve-
ment, achievement, and success have no meaning.”

—Benjamin Franklin, US founding father

You did it! Give yourself a hearty pat on the back. You took 
your first trip through the Blueprint. Can you feel your Foun-
dation fortifying already? Now it’s time to put it all together 
with a view toward aligning your new, improved leadership 
approach with the expectations of your organization. To truly 
reach your leadership goals, you will need to learn to marry 
the learnings of the Blueprint with the culture of whatever 
company or paradigm you are operating in to deliver value 
for you and them.

To that end, in this chapter I’ll briefly help you synthesize 
all the work you’ve done thus far and provide you with a five-
day action plan to get you quickly on your way. Even though 
this will be a lifelong journey and an enduring approach, you’ll 
be happy to hear there are things you can do right away to start 
transforming your impact in the real world.

An Iterative Understanding

In the Improve step, you had an opportunity to revisit your 
Foundation and see if it holds up to scrutiny. To truly become 
one with your Foundation and absorb all of its learnings, you’ll 
find that you’ll want to go back through the six steps again and 
again, in a way that works for you, throughout your lifetime. I 
recommend that you revisit the steps once a month for the first 
three months after you’ve read this book to solidify the process, 
and then at least once a quarter to build the continuous improve-
ment habit. Of course, this has to fit into your busy life. You 
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might have to step away from it for a few months at a time. But it 
will always be there waiting for you. This is not a “one and done” 
approach to realizing your leadership dreams. Life doesn’t work 
that way.

Increasing Momentum

Each time you work your way through the Blueprint, it gets 
easier, you become more rooted in your Foundation, and your 
leadership improves exponentially. It’s a forever process. If you 
ever get stuck again in your leadership (or life), just remember: 
evolution is the solution. Jump back into the Blueprint and dig 
yourself out. This process is always there waiting to help and 
support you.

I reaped the benefits of this as recently as 2016 as we  
were reworking our mission statement at my company, Conant-
Leadership. Going through the steps again, I found that “Inspiring 
Trust” didn’t belong at the top of my leadership model, but rather 
in the center as an anchor holding all the other components in 
place. Even more recently, during the writing of this very book, 
I found that inserting the concept of “Honor People” into the 
heart of my model made it that much stronger and true. The 
journey is exciting and never ending.

Checklist

To wrap up, let’s take account of how far you’ve come in a short 
time. Use the following checklist to make sure your Foundation 
is complete.

After going through the six steps, you should feel confi-
dent that you have a solid accounting of your unique charac-
teristics, motivations, temperament, values, leadership beliefs, 
and skill set.
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You should have the following key materials that 
make up your Foundation:

•	 Your leadership purpose

•	 Your leadership beliefs

•	 Your leadership model

•	 Your leadership practice treasury

•	 Your leadership improvement plan

Hopefully, you are starting to feel rooted in your Founda-
tion, which will emerge as a platform for reaching your goals 
in a way that is authentic to who you really are and hope to be. 
Ideally, each component of your Foundation is in perfect har-
mony with all the others. Together, they should be formidable 
and self-reinforcing.

But thus far, this has been a private project. To begin to see 
changes in your organization and the world around you, you 
will have to take the benefits of your journey out of the theo-
retical world and put them into action.

Five-Day Action Plan

Day 1: Leadership Expectations Audit

Now that you’ve identified a personal leadership Foundation that 
works for you, you’ll still have to make it come alive in your current 
organization. This exercise will help you align the expectations of 
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your Foundation with the expectations of your organization; doing 
so is of the utmost importance if you hope to leverage your leader-
ship to influence others and get optimal results.

As you work through the following prompts, if possible and/
or applicable, you should refer to your job description, a recent 
performance review, and your organization’s leadership expecta-
tion guidelines.

Prompts 

Q1:  Thinking about your current role, what are the top 
three things you personally are expected to deliver?

Q2:  What are the top three things the people who report 
to you are expected to deliver, under your stewardship?

Q3:  In your organization, what are the most highly valued 
leadership behaviors and qualities that are expected of 
executives?

Q4:  In what three areas are you most confident you are 
meeting or exceeding performance expectations?
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To finalize the audit, after you’ve answered the questions 
in the “Prompts” section, fill out the worksheet provided, or 
use the e-workbook, with the goal of picking at least one – but 
no more than two – major thing(s) connecting your Founda-
tion to the external expectations of your current organization.

Day 2: Share Your Emerging Thinking and Approach

The five-day action plan is designed to make your Foundation 
seem more tangible. Making the space to talk about leadership 
can be an effective practice on this front. Nothing will provide 
you with more real-time feedback than sharing your personal 
leadership model with somebody else, preferably somebody at 
work. But at this point, maybe you don’t feel your model is ready 
for prime time. That’s why we chose the words “thinking and 

Q5:  If applicable, write down any additional key thoughts 
or expectations that came to mind as you reviewed 
your job description, performance review, or leader-
ship expectation guidelines.
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approach” for this section. Even if you don’t have a completed 
model that you’re ready to present to the outside world, going 
through the process has likely given you fresh perspective about 
how you intend to lead.

Declare Yourself There is an effective habit I use to build more 
productive working relationships with speed and candor. The prac-
tice is called “Declaring Yourself” and you’ll learn more about it in 
Part II. The premise is that people are not mind readers. You can’t 
expect them to intuit your motivations or understand what you’re 
thinking about or working toward unless you tell them.

On Day 2 of your action plan, you will be tasked with 
walking a trusted colleague through your emerging thinking 
and approach, “declaring” yourself to them. Explaining your 
entire Foundation to somebody would be too much of a heavy 
lift. So focus on the things you have tried to express in your 
leadership model. Since your model is an attempt to succinctly 
express the type of leader you are trying to become, it’s a good 
starting point.

Be advised that it will feel awkward the first time you share 
your approach with someone else. But you can use this book as 
a perfect excuse. Say something like, “I just finished reading a 
leadership book called The Blueprint. The book recommended 
that I share my new thinking about leadership with a trusted 
colleague. Do you mind giving me a little of your time? I really 
value your input.”

If it helps you feel more comfortable, use my “Declare 
Yourself” prompts to help you craft the conversation in your 
own words. Fittingly, these prompts build upon some of the 
work you did in your Leadership Expectation Audit, too.
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Day 3: Commit to One Practice

In Step 5, you brainstormed one practice for each area in your 
leadership model, and you chose two or three of the most 
approachable practices to implement right away in the coming 
weeks. But to break this down into an even smaller, more incre-
mental step, on Day 3, commit to using just one practice that you 
will pledge to use on that day, no matter what. Pick one you are 
certain you will have the opportunity to implement on Day 3.

After you’ve tried it out at least once, you may find it helpful 
to keep the following log at the end of the day, time permitting.

Practice Log

 a. What, exactly, did you do? How did you use your practice?

 b. When did you do it?

 c. How did it go?

Day 4: Write Yourself a Handwritten Note

On Day 4, write—don’t type—yourself a letter that you will 
read again in three months. Writing by hand helps you to 
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connect more deeply to the content, so take care to handwrite 
the note.

This exercise helps you organize your thinking into a 
progress report that measures your work against your goals for 
your leadership. To keep your thinking sharp and clear, your 
note should be no longer than two pages, and try not to spend 
more than five to ten minutes on it.

Thinking back on what you have done in Days 1 to 3, 
briefly address the following three questions:

•	 What’s working?

•	 What’s not?

•	 How, specifically, will I want to have improved three months 
from now?

After you’ve written it, fold it up, put it in a drawer, and 
make a calendar reminder to ping you in three months to 
revisit the note. You might surprise yourself with what you have 
accomplished by then with your Foundation holding you up 
strong and proud.

Day 5: Journal Entry

Now that you’ve had almost a full business week using your Foun-
dation in the real world, take some stock of how it’s going. This 
doesn’t have to be handwritten. Just find five minutes somewhere in 
your day to record your answers to the following prompts.

Journal Prompts

•	 What immediate difference have you seen this week?

•	 Have you been true to yourself and your beliefs thus far or 
have you stumbled?
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•	 How well have you “walked the walk” in alignment with 
your leadership model?

•	 Are there any emerging blind spots in your approach 
that you should be aware of?

Onward

Having worked your way through the Blueprint for the first time, 
you’re officially on your way to living the life and leadership you’ve 
always imagined. Using the five-day action plan, you have already 
begun to forge the fruits of your six-step journey into a durable 
and interconnected platform for reaching your goals – and (if appli-
cable) you have begun to marry your personal leadership style and 
beliefs with the culture and expectations of your current company. 
Always remember: the whole of your Foundation is infinitely more 
important the individual components.

Take a moment to feel proud of what you’ve accomplished. 
You’ve come a long way already. You are now positioned to exe-
cute on your exciting plans for your life and leadership.

But your work is not quite done. In the spirit of “grow 
or die” you will continue to refine your Foundation, and work 
your way through the six steps of the Blueprint time and time 
again. Luckily, it gets easier and easier. You’ve done the hard-
est part and you’re well on your way. But to make sure you’re 
building the best version of yourself from the Foundation 
you’ve designed, you will have to gain a greater understand-
ing of timeless leadership principles. In Part II: Manifesto, I’m 
excited to share with you the enduring tenets of “leadership 
that works.”

These learnings will only enhance your ever-deepening 
Foundation.
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“Success is neither magical nor mysterious. Success is the natural 
consequence of consistently applying the basic fundamentals.”

—Jim Rohn, American entrepreneur

Grant Achatz is one of the most innovative chefs working today. 
A trip to his renowned restaurant Alinea in Chicago is half exper-
imental theater, half fine-dining experience; it’s white tablecloth 
refinement and childlike wonder in equal measure. One of Ach-
atz’s most dazzling signature dishes is an edible helium balloon, 
which elicits oohs and aahs from charmed patrons as it floats 
above them. Another showstopper is a scallop dish that arrives at 
the table with an ethereal citrus mist that envelops the diner in 
a cloud of vapor. A pioneer and expert in modernist or “progres-
sive” cuisine, Achatz has achieved worldwide acclaim including 
multiple James Beard awards, Michelin’s venerable three-star 
rating (the most prestigious global measure of a restaurant’s 
quality and service), and Alinea has earned the top spot as the 
best restaurant in the United States three different times as well 
as earning the accolade of best restaurant in the world. 

Lauded as a visionary, Achatz employs a rule-breaking cre-
ativity in the kitchen that is often the topic of wonder. Food 
writers, restaurateurs, and diners alike all want to know: what’s 
his secret, how does he stretch the idea of what food can be so 
skillfully and yet with such abandon? Is it magic, a muse, an 
unfair dose of talent bestowed at birth?

The answer is much less fanciful. Achatz explains, “People 
like to think the creative process is romantic.” But “the truth 
. . . is that creativity is primarily the result of hard work and 
study.” He didn’t awake one day with superhuman chef skills. 
Like most people who have reached the pinnacle of their pro-
fession, he had to learn the rules first before he could break 
them. What appears to be second-nature to him now is actually 
the result of years of careful honing.
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Achatz grew up working in restaurants. His parents owned 
a diner in Michigan and as soon as he could walk he was 
immersed in the family business, toddling around the kitchen. 
As a teenager, he enrolled in the Culinary Institute of America 
and become well versed in the fundamentals of cuisine. Then 
he worked dutifully – for years – under the tutelage of some 
of the finest chefs in the world. With patience and persistence, 
Achatz absorbed the knowledge from his mentors, becoming 
an expert in classical French technique. It was only after years 
of intense training that he was able to discover his own voice 
as a chef, an artist, an innovator. Being deeply grounded in the 
essentials of cooking has allowed him the freedom to reimagine 
what dining can be.

You might be wondering: Why open a chapter about 
“leadership that works” with a story about a chef? It’s because 
the same principle that applies to the culinary arts applies to  
leadership.

You can’t become a world-class leader without being 
anchored in the fundamentals of your craft, the craft of 
leading people.

This portion of the book, Part II, “Manifesto,” explains 
the timeless principles of “leadership that works” based on 
my years of practice and study at every level of the corpo-
rate ladder. While the tenets I’ll share are based on my own 
experience and observations in the field as a leadership prac-
titioner, rather than on academic or scientific rigor, the best 
research about leadership in virtually all cases supports my 
own conclusions.

Thus far, The Blueprint has helped you discover a way 
of leading that is uniquely yours, to anchor you in a strong 
Foundation so you can freely adapt to the challenges you will 
encounter in a way that is authentic to you. But alone that is 
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insufficient. Your greatest support in the realization of your 
leadership dreams will be a deep understanding of what lead-
ership is – and the timeless principles that enhance leadership 
effectiveness – no matter the practitioner. Just as Achatz and 
every great innovator in art, literature, and business had to first 
understand the rules of their craft in order to break or evolve 
them, so it is with leadership.

Building on Bedrock

The best leaders have an unmistakable appetite for growth. 
They’re usually forward thinking. Sometimes, they’re even a bit 
restless (even when they are measured, patient, and personable); 
there’s an urgency to the way they approach their work and walk 
in the world. They always want to know: What’s next?

Often, these top leaders read, question, probe, and search 
endlessly for the next big idea or innovation. And that’s a good 
thing. A thirst for fresh ideas is what propels organizations 
toward bold initiatives that can make the world better. But as 
we look to emulate these leaders in our quest for the visionary 
and exciting, it’s important to not lose sight of the basics: our 
leadership bedrock.

Leaders at the top of their game are able to improvise and 
gallop toward the horizon with abundant foresight and genius 
because they are rooted in everlasting principles of effective 
leadership.

To transform your leadership, you must understand the 
parts of it that are steadfast no matter the era, situation, or per-
son involved. In this manifesto, I am excited to share a primer 
on the essentials of “leadership that works” as I see and have 
experienced them.
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What Is Leadership?

Leadership is the art and science of influencing others in 
a specific direction. While this definition can apply to hierar-
chies, it is not limited to a hierarchical view of the world of work; 
it applies to collaborative work as well. Leadership is about influ-
encing people in any direction – up, down, or sideways.

To influence people effectively and create an evolved lead-
ership approach, you must first learn how to leverage enduring 
leadership principles: the basic building blocks. Once you’re 
better steeped in the fundamentals, you can more ably deploy 
innovative, high-impact leadership practices that capture the 
spirit of your Foundation. The more you ground yourself in 
these principles now, the more enduring your leadership legacy 
will be tomorrow.

There are ten key building blocks to “leadership that 
works.” I’ve seen them. I’ve lived them. I’ve learned and ana-
lyzed them. Every leader I’ve observed or studied who pro-
duced sustainable results – no matter how wildly different 
their temperaments, beliefs, or skill sets – had some mixture 
of these elements in their approach. Likewise, no matter 
who you are, or what the Foundation you developed in Part 
I looks like, to deliver lasting results, you will be well served 
by becoming more committed to these ten tenets. Although 
there are an infinite number of pillars that contribute to 
effective leadership, if you take care of these ten, everything 
else takes care of itself.

The ten foundational tenets of “leadership that 
works” are:

 1. High Performance

 2. Abundance
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 3. Inspire Trust

 4. Purpose

 5. Courage

 6. Integrity

 7. Grow or Die Mindset

 8. Humility

 9. How Can I Help?

 10. Have Fun

These ten tenets are numbered to keep them organized 
but there is, by design, no hierarchy to how they are presented; 
they are not intended to be in any particular order. True to the 
spirit of The Blueprint, the progression I’ve used may not reso-
nate with your personal leadership philosophy. If you were to 
rank them, you might decide to move one that I’ve placed lower 
– like “Have Fun,” for example – to the top of the list. And that 
is perfectly okay. My hope is that you will make these yours in a 
way that aligns with your emerging view of leadership. As long 
as you understand these principles, apply them, and internalize 
them in a way that makes sense to you, it doesn’t matter what 
order they are in.

Many of these principles overlap; there are aspects to some 
that can also be found in others. They exist harmoniously with 
each other. Try to be fluid with your adoption of these tenets. 
If there is a practice that I used as an example of, say, “Inspire 
Trust,” but you find that the practice makes more sense to you 
within the framework of “Humility” or “Integrity,” there is no 
need to force yourself to view it through the “trust” lens; use 
the practice or absorb the lessons and apply them in the way 
that makes the best sense to you, the way that brings your lead-
ership to life more fully and effectively.



156 The BlueprinT

The Spectrum

As you look at the ten essential tenets, you might think, “But 
wait – there are many leaders who are successful despite not 
fully embodying these virtues.” It’s true. Some get great results 
only in the short-term, or through an approach that doesn’t suf-
ficiently honor people. Some are needlessly tough or unforgiv-
ing. (Take Steve Jobs, for example; he got results but who’s to 
say he wouldn’t have gotten even more powerful results had he 
expanded his approach to be more conscientious with people?) 
You’ve seen these leaders. You’ve read about them in the news. 
You’ve probably worked for some. I’ve worked for more than a 
few who didn’t embrace all these principles.

While some leaders are inadequate and some are great – even 
extraordinary – most leaders, myself included, fall somewhere in 
between; there’s a spectrum. Some are less humble but exhibit 
great courage; others may always be looking to help but are lack-
ing in a strong performance orientation, and every combination 
in between. Leaders whose behavior glaringly contradicts many 
of these principles frequently produce short-term wins. But their 
ability to deliver long-term results often becomes compromised, 
resulting in burnout, disappointment, or even infamy.

Can you get results while ignoring these ten tenets? Yes, 
you can absolutely succeed, at least for a time, while ignor-
ing some of these bedrock principles. But history suggests that 
isn’t the best possible way to deliver first-rate – and enduring 
– results. Shouldn’t leaders search for the best way to prac-
tice their craft and impact the world around them?

The ten timeless tenets of The Blueprint are not the only way 
to lead. They represent a better way to lead. Attending to them 
in a manageable way offers your best chance at delivering endur-
ing results in the marketplace, creating a legacy of contribution, 



Leadership That Works 157

delivering consistent value for all stakeholders, and, most impor-
tantly, charting a course to professional joy and fulfillment.

I want to help you build a legacy you can be proud of. 
The components of this manifesto amount to a proven and ever-
lasting approach. I’ve tested it – and it works. This better way can 
weather the ebbs and flows of the marketplace and the endless 
complexity of human behavior, so you can produce quality results 
no matter the situation – results you will feel good about.

If this all sounds a bit pie-in-the-sky, let me bring it back 
down to earth. Please know: you can do just a little bit better 
without being perfect. To make this feel approachable as you 
engage with Part II of this book, remember that you don’t have 
to be equally strong in each of the ten tenets. Try to attend to 
them in a measure that makes sense for you within the rhythm 
of your life. Start where you are, with what you have, and do 
what you can. The rest will take care of itself.

The Highest Truth about Leadership

There is a “higher truth” about leadership that knits together 
the ten tenets in this manifesto. Your ability to apply any of the 
learning in this book and grow as a leader is predicated upon 
this: leadership is all about the people.

Leaders need followers. Followers are earned; they’re not 
guaranteed on the merit of your title alone. To earn the confidence 
of your constituents and spread your influence, all of your actions 
must be tethered to a commitment to honoring people. This is the 
single most important thing for leaders to understand.

Sure, this seems obvious. But in practice, it is surprisingly over-
looked. Even highly experienced leaders are at risk of forgetting that 
our success is dependent on other people. At a basic level, leadership 
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requires that you are able to Attract, Develop, Engage, Leverage, 
and Retain talent. Talent is paramount. You simply cannot accom-
plish everything – or much of anything – all by your lonesome.

Passing the Test

The more difficult the scenario, the more important honoring 
people becomes. Often, when leaders are facing a tough situa-
tion, the emphasis on honoring people is the first thing that gets 
abandoned or ignored, because it appears to require extra effort. 
This is unwise. In practice, the solution to many tough leader-
ship problems should begin with an emphasis on honoring peo-
ple; what is mistakenly viewed as a “nice-to-have extra” should 
actually be the starting point, the non-negotiable that guides 
every other decision and sets the tone for how you will proceed.

Although the scope and situation of your specific leadership 
challenges may vary, no matter who you are, there will be a time 
when your leadership is put to the test. When that time comes, you 
must remember to stay level-headed and continue to honor people, 
putting them at the forefront of your response and centering their 
needs in the way you adapt and respond. Otherwise, they may not feel 
inspired or supported to respond in a constructive way; as a leader, you 
become at risk of not getting their best efforts when you need them  
the most.

That said, the best time to honor people is before you are 
ever put to the test, before the going gets tough. That way, you 
have a reservoir of good will to draw upon when things do go 
awry. And even if you do make a misstep or stray from your 
commitment to honoring people in the thick of things, they 
will trust that you are well intentioned based on your positive 
record of prior behavior.
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People First: How One Leader Made  
People Safer at Campbell

You will notice many of the ten foundational tenets in the story 
that follows (integrity, courage, inspire trust, high performance, 
just to name a few). I share it because it demonstrates how an 
emphasis on people works across all ten. As you read David’s 
story, notice how – at the heart of every successful action, in 
every conscious leadership choice he makes – the central theme 
is honoring people.

When David White became Global VP of Supply Chain at 
Campbell Soup Company in 2004, the company had a shocking 
lost-time injury rate of 1.24%. This meant that of the 24,000 
people working in the company at the time, one person per day 
was getting seriously hurt somewhere around the world. These 
were bad injuries, not just burns or cuts – maladies that often 
required hospitalization and significant time away from work. 
David considered the statistic to be awful – gasp-worthy – but 
was met with indifferent shrugs by the safety committee.

David knew Campbell could do better. And I agreed, which 
was partially why I’d hired him. The injury rate showed a problem 
with our workplace culture: that it did not sufficiently center peo-
ple. After all, safety isn’t just about a number in a report; human 
lives and livelihoods are at risk. A company cannot claim to value 
people if it does not put keeping them safe at the forefront.

So David pledged to turn things around. And he did. 
Over the course of his decade at Campbell, lost-time injuries 
went down by 90%. By the time he left in 2014, there were 
an average of two lost-time injuries a month, down from 
the staggering 30 per month they were experiencing when 
he began. And the improvement has held steady in the years 
since his departure.
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How did he do it? By demonstrating that he was commit-
ted to people. He started by being crystal clear with staff about 
what was going to change and he followed that up by showing, 
time and again, that he cared about what happened to employ-
ees who were injured. Next I’ll explain the steps he took.

Be Clear about What Matters

In 2004, David’s position at Campbell, Global VP of Supply 
Chain, was in its infancy. As a result, there were no universal 
safety standards to which people were held accountable. That 
had to change.

Within days of starting the job, David sent a personal let-
ter to every Campbell plant manager and warehouse manager 
worldwide. In that letter, he declared two crucial things. The 
first was a goal: to cut lost-time injuries by 50% in three years. 
The second was a directive that anytime a plant or warehouse 
manager had a lost-time injury they needed to send him an 
email within 24 hours explaining what happened, how the per-
son was doing, and what could be learned from the incident.

With these letters, David made three things clear to the 
entire enterprise:

•	 Safety is incredibly important. It involves people’s lives.

•	 We’re going to improve by a specific amount in a precise 
time frame.

•	 As the leader, I care deeply and personally about this.

Initially, there was some pushback. The modus operandi up 
until this point regarding safety had been sandbagging – grossly 
underpromising so that not-great results still presented as wins. 
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Across the company, while most people wanted to follow David’s 
leadership and reduce injuries, setting a goal of 50% worried 
some who were more averse to change. David clarifies, “One 
person came to me in a panic saying, ‘You can’t do that. What if 
you only cut injuries by 40%? You’ll get fired!’” But he knew it 
was worth the risk. People’s safety was on the line.

On your leadership journey, you will likely face similar 
hurdles, especially when you make centering people non-nego-
tiable. Don’t let naysayers deter you; be confident you’re doing 
the right thing.

Show You Care

David’s key early decision in lowering the injury rate was to fol-
low up every lost-time injury report with a personal phone call to 
the plant manager who reported the injury. While many leaders 
might call the injured employee, David knew that it would be the 
plant managers who would be empowered to champion better 
safety for employees around the world.

David explains, “I wasn’t beating anybody up. It wasn’t 
yelling and screaming, it was sincere.” He wouldn’t only ask 
about the injury, but also used it as an opportunity to get to 
know the managers better, to ask about their lives, and to see 
how he could be helpful. He wanted to send this message: I 
care and I want to make things better for everyone.

Because David was leading safety in a personal way, it 
began to catch on. He shares, “Once it got out that safety was 
really important to me as the new leader coming into Camp-
bell, it became equally important to all the plant managers, 
and that made a huge difference in the organization.” This was 
the tipping point. With plant managers on board, the safety 
record started to improve. But the positive momentum didn’t 
lull David into a false sense of security or deter him from 
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consistently reinforcing safety’s importance. In his entire ten 
years at Campbell, he continued making a personal call when-
ever there was a lost-time injury.

A lesson here is that you will experience the best success 
if you are steadfast in your commitment to people; once you 
begin to see positive change (and you will), that does not mean 
you can let your diligence on this front slip—rather, it’s time to 
reinforce your efforts, to recommit, and stay strong.

“Honoring People” Sometimes Means Having  
Zero Tolerance

Keeping people at the forefront – especially when it concerns 
their safety – isn’t always easy. In many cases you will have to 
persevere even when it is difficult. For David, this meant uphold-
ing a stringent zero-tolerance policy for safety.

In the mid-2000s, our most unsafe plant in the world was 
a chocolate plant in Brussels, Belgium. When David visited the 
plant, he was met with excuses about the culture in Belgium and 
the local unions perpetuating the unsafe conditions. But some-
thing wasn’t adding up. Campbell had another plant 20 miles 
away, a soup plant that had one of the best safety records in the 
world. Two plants, same city, vastly different safety results. The 
difference had to be the leadership. David had to remove that 
plant manager, explaining, “You just can’t put up with excuses.” 
That decision, while hard-lined, made people safer.

“Some things, you have to have zero tolerance,” says 
David. “It’s so important” because without tough standards, 
“you’ll kill people.” To address that fact in a tough-minded way, 
he used a progressive discipline system where repercussions for 
each infraction increased in severity, up to and including ter-
mination. “It’s all about setting the standards” says David. His  
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aspirational belief was “until we have zero injuries ever, our 
work’s not done yet.” He could easily connect that standard 
back to caring about people, because, in his words, “This is 
real-world, real-life stuff. It’s people’s lives.”

Incentivize Change

To incentivize safety, David developed a recognition program to 
reward the safest places within Campbell: a safety flag that plants, 
warehouses, and offices that went one year, or “1 million” work 
hours, without a lost-time injury could fly proudly in front of their 
building. The program became wildly popular. Plants would some-
times invite the local newspaper or the mayor to take part in their 
safety celebration when they were presented with the flag. Flying 
the flag became a badge of honor; employees were proud to be part 
of a plant that valued their safety. And safety became more and more 
important to everyone, organization-wide.

Good People Practices Are Good Business Practices

Despite the feel-good nature of David’s tireless commitment 
to safety, his actions were not rooted in kindness and kinship 
alone. Improving safety was good business. Making people safer 
is the right thing to do, but it’s also the smart thing to do. David 
explains, “In the end, if you reduce injuries, productivity goes up 
and worker’s compensation costs go down.”

But even though the outcome is good for business, David 
says, “that’s not what’s driving you.” What is? “Your love for 
people, your caring about the organization, your caring about 
individuals.” That was the message he repeated to the board 
and to the company at large. To enlist every stakeholder, he 
never put the emphasis on costs or numbers; he always kept the 
focus squarely on human lives.
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As you can see throughout all of David’s actions – from 
being clear about what matters, to having zero tolerance, to 
finding ingenious ways to incentivize people to engage in the 
desired safety behaviors – he was able to execute on high-stake 
standards through an authentic commitment to caring about 
people. The “it’s all about the people” ethos underscores every 
choice he made. And that’s why he was effective.

What’s clear to David is that he owed his success to making 
personal connections. He testifies, “I think those personal phone 
calls to the plant managers made the most difference on safety.” 
That was the unique, intimate touch that spread exponentially. 
Says David, at the end of the day, “it’s a big thing, people feeling 
like their company cares about their safety.” I agree wholeheart-
edly. In leadership, there are few things more powerful than let-
ting people know how much you care, and allowing that caring to 
guide your approach to delivering results.

The Persistent Call

The persistent call of leadership is to find effective ways to deliver 
superior performance – not just in the present, but for the foresee-
able future and beyond. As we saw with David, there will always be 
tough standards to enforce; your best chance of setting people up 
for success, in the here-and-now and in the long-term, is remem-
bering to put people first in all your leadership endeavors.

In the next chapter, you will learn about the leadership 
tenet of high performance. Over the years, I’ve mapped the 
path to sustainable high performance; that path is built on the 
foundational belief that organizations succeed because of people 
– not in spite of them, and not at their expense. People are the 
key to enterprise success.
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To further demonstrate this notion at Campbell, we 
developed “The Campbell Promise,” a concise set of words 
from the senior leadership team that read “Campbell Valuing 
People, People Valuing Campbell.” It was intentional that we 
placed honoring people first in that statement, not the other 
way around; the promise declared how we intended to turn the 
company around and it helped accelerate our success.

As you engage with the rest of this book, remember: 
When you honor others with your attention, they will honor 
you back with their commitment, hard work, and trust. You 
must tangibly show your employees that you value their agenda 
before you can ever expect them to value the organization’s 
agenda.

Your Shopping List

In the ten chapters that follow, I’ll bring this people-centric man-
ifesto to life in an actionable way for you to apply on your jour-
ney. Many of the practices and stories I share will resonate with 
you. Others might not. Consider the Foundation you are build-
ing as your shopping list and the insights contained herein as a 
vast grocery store. You don’t need to grab something from every 
single aisle, just from most of the aisles. Grab the essentials for 
your specific leadership recipe. Any ideas, advice, or practices that 
make sense to you, add them to your list. Anything that doesn’t 
quite fit, leave it off your list. It is essential to learn about leader-
ship and get well anchored in the tenets that comprise “leader-
ship that works.” But the purpose of the Blueprint is not to force 
you to conform to somebody else’s idea of leadership. It’s about 
you; use it to find the sweet spot where your ability to be most 
effective and authentic intersect. Keep this in mind.
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“An ounce of performance is worth pounds of promises.”
—Mae West, American actress

Leadership is about using every available tool in your arsenal 
to lift performance and build a better world. It’s about enabling 
people, in a purposeful way, to perform at a high level. You’ll 
notice that the key word, again and again, is “perform.” The 
most important thing to understand as a leader is that if you 
don’t perform, nothing else matters much.

As you work your way through the Blueprint, learning and 
growing and building your arsenal of best practices, it is essen-
tial to remember that none of those practices are worth a penny 
if they do not help deliver the desired results. Let this chapter 
be a firm reminder of a simple but often forgotten truth about 
leadership: leadership is about creating and delivering sustain-
able value for all stakeholders. Intentions are important, but 
that’s not what you will be measured on. Everything boils down 
to results, results, results.

Performance as Motto and Mantra

As you continue on your journey, keep this motto at the top of 
your mind: Process must always be in service to outcome. 
If you’re spearheading an employee engagement effort, it’s 
not about engagement for engagement’s sake; it’s to get better 
results from people. If you’re championing a training and devel-
opment overhaul, it’s to get better results from people. If you’re 
revamping your approach to strategy, it’s to get better results 
from people. Everything is about finding ways to draw better 
performance out of people.

By now, you’ve begun to develop an arsenal of best prac-
tices to help you bring your leadership to life. But how do you 
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know that your actions are meeting your goals when you begin 
to apply your practices in the real world? I have a simple trick 
I use to keep performance at the forefront. It’s just a few words 
but they help me do a handy mental check to stay connected 
with what matters most. As you work to apply your new prac-
tices to engage people, remember this mantra: The perfor-
mance must reflect the practice. If you’re trying something 
new in your leadership, the ultimate measure of its effective-
ness is – you guessed it – performance. Is your new behavior, 
practice, or initiative delivering the desired results? This is the 
question on auto-loop in the minds of the best leaders. And you 
would be well served to train it into your mind as well.

The Two Pillars

Many years ago, I was facing a very tough situation at Nabisco 
Foods in the wake of what was at the time the largest leveraged 
buy-out (LBO) in history. We were facing high demands and a 
lot of complexity. There was immense pressure on me to lead us 
through it. And I needed help.

There’s an old saying, “When the student is ready, the 
teacher appears.” Exactly when I needed it most, I discov-
ered the teachings of Stephen Covey. His approach inspired 
my leadership perspective and has buoyed me in many chal-
lenging times since; it was a significant part of my leadership 
awakening. Although Stephen was more of an academic and 
thought leader, and I am more of a practitioner, my phi-
losophy about the core components of effective leadership is 
influenced by the time I spent with him and his colleagues 
many years ago. (If you have not explored his 7 Habits work, 
you should.)
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Inspired by Stephen’s work, I’ve identified two pillars of 
delivering high performance: Competence and Character. 
Stephen positioned these as being essential for inspiring trust 
(as do I), but I also see them as key focus areas for delivering 
high performance. I include Competence and Character in this 
chapter because these dual pillars must exist for any meaningful  
leadership success to be possible.

The Anatomy of Leadership Competence

It stands to reason that to deliver any modicum of high perfor-
mance, you must be competent. Competence, while seemingly 
obvious, is so fundamental it must be explicitly called out in any 
serious discussion of leadership. Because it is so indispensable, 
there is not a lot of talk about what, exactly, competence looks 
like. Yes, there are countless tomes written about the many facets 
of effective leadership overall. But when it comes to the narrow 
frame of the core components of competence itself, at times it 
can feel mysterious.

How do we measure ourselves on something that is so fun-
damental yet elusive in its exact definition? There are metrics 
to measure job and financial performance, and those are help-
ful. But at a really basic level, what is leadership competence? 
Structurally, what are its internal workings?

Competence, while complex, can be broken down into 
three essential components. When these three parts are devel-
oped with focus and discipline – and leveraged together in har-
mony – overall leadership competence is elevated.

As you engage with this framework, keep in mind that this 
is not a scientific model; it’s based on my own observations and 
experiences. I’ve created this simple model to help leaders bet-
ter understand and self-assess their competence within their 
field of expertise. There are many facets to effective leadership 
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overall but these three components can help you better under-
stand the inner workings within the narrow frame of your per-
sonal competence.

The Three Qs of Competence

 1. Intellectual Intelligence (IQ): a leader’s ability to logi-
cally process information and advance decision-making. 
This area is key to quickly synthesizing and applying 
information on demand; there is no substitute for this 
piece of the competence puzzle.

 2. Emotional Intelligence (EQ): a leader’s ability to han-
dle interpersonal relationships and group dynamics with 
compassion and good judgment while also being able to 
sense and assess the overall emotional “pulse” of the core 
team and the broader organization. This area is crucial 
to invigorating employee engagement, earning trust, and 
building a thriving enterprise.

 3. Functional Intelligence (FQ): a leader’s ability to cul-
tivate sufficient expertise and skill in their field or sector. 
While you may be able to grow into this area, relying on 
the other two components at first in a new leadership role, 
ultimately you will need to develop solid knowledge of 
your specific area of responsibility. If you don’t eventually 
gather expertise in your field, you will fail. I had to know 
the food business inside and out to lead Campbell Soup 
Company effectively. If you’re going to lead a sales orga-
nization, you’ve got to develop a comprehensive under-
standing of sales. If you want to manage an editorial team, 
you have to know about writing and publishing. Imagine 
if Steve Jobs hadn’t known anything about computers or 
tech. Apple probably wouldn’t be a household name today.
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Using the Framework Looking at these crucial components of 
competence, you’ll likely notice that you are stronger in one or 
two than you are in the others. Don’t be discouraged. You do not 
have to be equally strong in each part to succeed and improve. 
It’s in the blending of these three components that leadership 
competence will emerge over time; the sum of the whole to-
gether is more powerful than the individual parts.

Say, for instance, a leader does not initially have the req-
uisite FQ in the field they are leading. It does not mean they 
are not up to the task. They can leverage their IQ and their 
EQ to add value while they are building a strong team and 
developing a good understanding of the business. I had to find 
my footing through this exact scenario earlier in my career. 
When I was asked to lead the sales organization at Nabisco, I 
initially said no. I didn’t like playing golf, I was an introvert, 
and on top of it all, I didn’t know much about sales. As you 
might recall, I ended up leading the sales organization any-
way, despite my reservations.

At first, I was apprehensive; I worried that my lack of sales FQ 
might undermine me. But I muddled through on the strength of 
my emotional and intellectual intelligence while I steadied myself 
in the functional intelligence that the job required.

Similarly, you can use this anatomy framework to help you 
measure your competence on the three dimensions and self-assess 
the areas where you need to develop. Maybe you have a deep level 
of expertise in your field (FQ) but, upon reflecting on the three 
components, you realize you need to further develop your capac-
ity to understand the emotional landscape of the organization 
(EQ) in order keep the team fully engaged in the work.

No matter in what measure you have the core competence com-
ponents, just keep at it. The more you merge the three elements and 
apply them together, the more powerful your leadership competence 
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will become. As long as you work toward honing and perfecting all 
three, you’ll begin to hit your stride in your leadership competence.

Hopefully, dissecting competence with this level of preci-
sion will reveal insights that are helpful as you work toward get-
ting better anchored in your leadership fundamentals. Armed 
with this info, as you explore the chapters that follow, you can 
develop your competence with a view toward one day breaking 
the rules with confidence as you march toward progress.

The Importance of Character

As important as competence is, character is equally as important. 
If you don’t have the character to fulfill your leadership duties 
in a conscientious way that honors all your stakeholders, your 
leadership future will be uncertain, even endangered.

Character can manifest itself in various ways and often seem 
intangible or nebulous. While most people would agree that an 
unimpeachable character is vital, many struggle to articulate what 
it actually entails. The definition fluctuates wildly depending on 
who you ask. But you can be certain of this: even if the people 
you work with can’t define “character” in a sentence, they know it 
when they see it. And they can tell when you don’t have it.

The following are some of the red flags that signal to 
people that your character is lacking: if you don’t do what you 
say you will do; if you cast blame elsewhere instead of taking 
responsibility; if you don’t work as hard as your colleagues and 
subordinates; if you abuse your power or use your station to 
threaten, frighten, coerce, or manipulate; if you always behave 
as if you are the smartest person in the room, discounting 
other opinions and viewpoints; if you do not thank people for 
their contributions; if you are unable to persist in the face 
of challenges, easily giving up or giving in; or if you do not 
challenge people to lift their performance in a supportive but 
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tough-minded way. Any of these failings – and many others – 
can become character liabilities.

Your ability to deliver high performance is dead on arrival if 
you don’t accept that character is a crucial part of your effective-
ness equation. You must pay attention to developing and grow-
ing your character in tandem with your competence. Leadership 
is all about people; if you don’t responsibly mind your character, 
you will lose them and things will go awry.

Now that you understand there are two primary pillars to 
delivering high performance – competence and character – you’re 
primed to learn more about leveraging them to get the desired 
results. For a comprehensive way to self-assess on both fronts, see 
the Competence and Character checklists at the end of this chapter.

Intuition → Wisdom

One of the keys to unlocking high performance is understanding 
the delicate interplay between the somewhat murky concepts of 
intuition and wisdom.

The more you work on your IQ, EQ, and FQ, the more 
you develop a sixth sense – what I call intuition – that expands 
your leadership capacity. The better you get, the more you are 
able to marry all three components of your competence 
with your intuition to achieve something that is seemingly 
ethereal but can deliver tangible outcomes: wisdom.

Wisdom is hard to nail down. Like character, you know it 
when you see it. It’s what makes the efforts of the most admired 
leaders and management greats seem effortless.

Wisdom is what makes your leadership come alive and 
helps you deliver high performance. Why? Because it is wis-
dom that connects all the functional synapses of competence. 
You can always tell a highly skilled leader because it is easy to 
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observe how they use their unique wisdom to process informa-
tion quickly to make smart decisions on demand.

Think, for example, of a winning football coach who expertly 
calls plays in the heat of the moment, using his deep understand-
ing of the sport and its rules to know what to do (FQ), leveraging 
his special relationship with the players to trust their ability to 
know how to execute (EQ), and deploying his sharp decision-mak-
ing skills to know when to change course if needed (IQ) – leading 
his team to victory. Wisdom is how you display your mastery of all 
the components of competence in concert with one another.

Since this is a bit academic and conceptual, let’s recap: mar-
rying the three components of competence (intellectual intelli-
gence, emotional intelligence, and functional intelligence) with 
experience-based intuition leads to wisdom. And it is wisdom 
that allows you to speedily process and apply knowledge when 
you’re in the leadership trenches with people relying on you to 
display good character and do what’s best.

Leading in Three Time Zones

One thing that can help us make better decisions moment to moment 
is to think about our sphere of influence as not only extending to all 
our stakeholders, our organization, and our community – but across 
three time zones as well: the past, the present, and the future.

What we do today affects all three places in time. Apply-
ing our wisdom, we must become leadership “time travelers”; 
to lead effectively, we have to be able to transport ourselves to 
all of these times zones simultaneously – mentally, intellectu-
ally, and emotionally – within the space of a mere instant. If 
you don’t appropriately honor the past, present, and future, the 
consequences could be serious.
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I view the specific demands of each time zone this way:

The Past: A leader must learn from and honor the past.
The Present: A leader must meet the expectations of the 

present in a quality way.
The Future: A leader must create a clear and tangible path 

for a more prosperous future.

With this in mind, when faced with thorny decisions, the 
question becomes: How do you ensure you routinely deliver 
high performance, not just today, but in a way that honors these 
three time zones?

I have a simple but highly effective habit for leadership 
“time travel” that has worked for me time and time again: I run 
through a Time Zone Checklist. It only takes sixty seconds 
but within that short time I can unearth helpful insights and 
recalibrate my decision-making. Using this handy checklist, I 
mentally visit each time zone and measure my proposed plan of 
action against the following three questions.

Time Zone Checklist

Past: Have I taken a clear-eyed look at the past and does this 
course of action reflect what I’ve learned?

Present: Am I thinking clearly in the present and does this 
course of action honor the expectations of today?

Future: Am I compromising the future and, if not, does this 
course of action pave the way for continued prosperity and suc-
cess?
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It only takes a moment or two to run through this checklist 
and it always sharpens my decision-making. If I’ve missed some-
thing important, I will usually catch it and course-correct. The 
more I practice this habit of leadership “time travel,” the better, 
and quicker, I become at it. And the more confident I can be that 
I’ve done the due diligence necessary to make decisions that may 
affect hundreds, sometimes even thousands, of people.

As we work to manage the messy and grand breadth of our 
decision-making responsibility, we owe it to people to take the time 
to ensure we are making the best call in every circumstance. As lead-
ers, we are responsible for both the big picture and the small picture 
simultaneously; while we’re wading through the details of the day-
to-day, we must also honor our big-ticket goals and larger strat-
egy. To deliver on all fronts, we need to consider the three crucial 
time zones, and how those zones influence both strategy and tactics. 
When we hold ourselves accountable to the demands of the past, 
present, and future, we wield our always-expanding sphere of influ-
ence with the proper care and perspective it deserves.

A Final Thought on High Performance

Many of the ideas in this book speak to an enlightened approach to 
leadership, one that honors both people and performance. This way 
of leading is urgent, timely, and necessary. But all the best practices, 
beliefs, and principles won’t help us if we forget why we’re doing 
them. At the end of the day, you have to deliver results. If you prom-
ise quarterly targets, you better hit them; if you say you’re going to 
improve employee engagement, you better do it.

I have seen firsthand that the best leaders always have 
performance at the top of their mind. Everything they do, 
believe, try, learn, or say is in service to performance. It’s 
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the crown jewel of leadership and should be protected as such 
– as a spectacular valuable that cannot be tarnished.

Yes, honoring people is the linchpin in effective leadership. 
But you have to remember why. Your focus must remain unwav-
eringly in service to conjuring extraordinary effort and superior 
results – results that best meet the needs of all stakeholders.

Figure 11.1 Competence Checklist
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Figure 11.2 Character Checklist
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“Life is not ‘either/or,’ it’s ‘both/and.’”
—Royce White, NBA player and mixed martial artist

What makes a company stand the test of time? In an era of 
increasing turbulence, rapid change, and crushing complexity, 
why do some companies continue to thrive and adapt while oth-
ers wither and fade away? Jim Collins and Jerry Poras set out to 
answer this exact question in their canonical business book, Built 
to Last. In an extensive six-year research project, they sought to 
discover the specific traits that enable organizations to thrive 
over time, guaranteeing prolonged success in the marketplace. 
They studied companies that had both endurance – meaning 
they had been around for an average of 100 years – and sustained 
performance, meaning their stock had performed more than 15 
times better than average in the stock market since 1926. Their 
research yielded some fascinating results.

The Genius of the “And”

Among the most important things Collins and Poras discovered 
in their research is a concept they call “the genius of the ‘and.’” 
In their own words, they describe the concept thus:

Highly visionary companies do not oppress them-
selves with what we call the “Tyranny of the OR” – the 
rational view that cannot easily accept paradox, that 
cannot live with two seemingly contradictory forces 
or ideas at the same time. The “Tyranny of the OR” 
pushes people to believe that things must be either A 
OR B, but not both.

Instead of being oppressed by the “Tyranny of the 
OR,” highly visionary companies liberate themselves 
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with the “Genius of the AND” – the ability to embrace 
both extremes of a number of dimensions at the same 
time. Instead of choosing between A OR B, they fig-
ure out a way to have both A AND B [emphasis mine].

A common first instinct of leaders when they’re exposed 
to this idea is to mistakenly interpret it as a need to increas-
ingly find “balance.” But balance is a tepid and incomplete con-
cept compared to the “genius of the and.” As Collins and Poras 
explain in Built to Last:

“Balance” implies going to the midpoint, fifty-fifty, 
half and half. A visionary company doesn’t seek bal-
ance between short-term and long-term, for example. 
It seeks to do very well in the short-term and very well 
in the long-term. A visionary company doesn’t simply 
balance between idealism and profitability; it seeks to 
be highly idealistic and highly profitable.

In short, the key to a successful company isn’t negotiating 
different levels of two things that are seemingly at odds, teetering 
on a see-saw until you find a compromise that melds the two in 
a middle point. No, the secret is that there is no compromise, no 
adjustment in the levels on either side. The best companies do both 
necessary things, simultaneously, and fully, all the time. There is 
no balance. They are both idealistic and realistic; they do well in 
the short-term and the long-term; they remain steadfastly teth-
ered to their core beliefs and mission and constantly evolve.

As Collins and Poras neatly summarize it:

A truly visionary company embraces both ends of a 
continuum: continuity and change, conservatism and 
progressiveness, stability and revolution, predictability 
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and chaos, heritage and renewal, fundamentals and cra-
ziness. And, and, and.

Of course, this concept applies specifically to companies 
as a whole rather than to the narrower scope of leadership. But 
the genius of the “and” is key to understanding abundance, and 
to effective leadership.

The Abundance Mentality

My thinking about abundance has evolved into my own particu-
lar point of view. It was informed not just by my exposure to Jim 
Collins’s work, but also by Stephen Covey’s perspective on “The 
Abundance Mentality.”

To give you some background before I explain how I see 
abundance and help you apply it to your own leadership, it 
helps to understand the idea in Stephen Covey’s words:

Most people are deeply scripted in what I call the Scar-
city Mentality. They see life as having only so much, 
as though there were only one pie out there. And if 
someone were to get a big piece of the pie, it would 
mean less for everybody else.

The Scarcity Mentality is the zero-sum paradigm 
of life. People with a Scarcity Mentality have a very 
difficult time sharing recognition and credit, power 
or profit – even with those who help in the produc-
tion. They also have a very hard time being genuinely 
happy for the success of other people.

The Abundance Mentality, on the other hand, flows 
out of a deep inner sense of personal worth and secu-
rity. It is the paradigm that there is plenty out there 
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and enough to spare for everybody. It results in shar-
ing of prestige, of recognition, of profits, of decision 
making. It opens possibilities, options, alternatives, 
and creativity.

Just as the best companies must reject the “tyranny of the 
‘or,’” so too must the most enlightened practitioners of lead-
ership reject the limiting beliefs of the “scarcity mentality” in 
favor of an abundance mentality that perceives the world as 
having limitless possibilities for you and for everyone.

This brings me to my own understanding of abundance, 
which has wide applications for leaders of today and tomorrow.

The Abundance Mindset Switch

Drawing inspiration from both Covey and Collins, I have arrived 
at my own interpretation of abundance. Whereas Collins looks at it 
through an organizational lens, and Covey through a personal lens, 
I view abundance specifically through a leadership lens.

Mastering abundance requires a fundamental mindset 
switch from “or” to “and” in almost every imaginable area of 
leadership. Making the switch can transform your leadership 
(and your life).

It works like this: Often times, when faced with a thorny 
conundrum, leaders default to thinking about the problem in 
terms of “either/or.” It’s easy to see how thinking about problems 
in this simplistic way is attractive to our lizard brains that are 
always trying to minimize complexity and prevent us from trying 
new and different things. So we generate two seemingly different 
paths, weigh the pros and cons, and pick one or the other.

But, to me, this “either/or” approach is a scarcity approach 
(although I’m using the term in a slightly different way than 
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Covey does). A scarcity approach does not generally help you 
to be the best leader you can be. It hinders your ability to lead 
because the nature of scarcity is to exclude and overlook; by 
nature, it is engineered to make you miss out on good ideas. To 
truly hone your IQ – your decision-making prowess – you need 
to learn to look at things differently.

I first saw this clearly when I became president and CEO 
of Campbell Soup Company. As I’ve mentioned, the company 
was facing enormous challenges. The culture was beleaguered, 
employee engagement was abysmal, and our financial perfor-
mance was on a serious downswing. Evaluating the problem 
with a view toward abundance, it became clear that our obses-
sion with delivering value only for our shareholders in the 
short-term had compromised the company’s relationship with 
all the other stakeholders (employees, customers, consumers, 
regulators). Things had reached a point where we could not 
engage the entire organization to deliver greater value in the 
long-term.

What was the culprit at the heart of the problem? A scar-
city mindset. The organization had been pursuing one goal – 
shareholder value in the short-term – at the expense of all the 
others, instead of pursuing all the key goals simultaneously.

Flipping the switch and looking at the problem with a view 
toward abundance, it became clear we had to find a way to do 
both – to deliver value for everybody at the same time, not just 
for the shareholders. This mindset switch meant we had to find 
a way to lift engagement with all our stakeholders, especially 
our employees, in order to improve performance for our share-
holders. Not either/or. Both.

What we had to learn were that the two goals were sym-
biotically connected; we needed to consider the agenda of our 
consumers, customers, employees, and regulators if we ever 
hoped to enhance value for our shareholders.
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To help flip the switch, the most important initiative was 
the creation of the Campbell Success Model. As illustrated in 
Figure 12.1, the model said that we needed to “win in the work-
place” with our associates, in order to “win in the marketplace” 
for our shareholders, in order to be in a position to help build a 
better world so that we could “win with the communities” that 
we served. And we needed to do all of those things simultane-
ously, without compromising on any single dimension, allow-
ing us to “win with integrity.” This holistic approach to serving 
all of our stakeholders strongly influenced our strategic direc-
tion and our operating philosophy, and deeply resonated with 
our associates; it was integral to lifting our employee engage-
ment and improving performance.

Figure 12.1 Campbell Success Model
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As a leader, you have to understand how to examine the limiting 
beliefs that may be hardwired within you as the first step to making 
the abundance mindset switch. Once you rewire your thinking from 
“or” to “and,” you can begin to explore a path forward that is filled 
with opportunity, possibility, and limitless potential.

Change “Or” to “And”

To begin to internalize the lesson of abundance, there is a quick 
trick you can apply even in the smallest moments you encounter 
day to day. Be aggressive with this practice at the outset and then 
scale it back.

To begin, any time you are tempted to say, write, or even 
think a sentence with the word “or,” immediately change it to 
“and” as a force of habit, and see where you land. It won’t work 
in every case. But in more cases than not, you’ll see you’ve wid-
ened the field of what’s possible and challenged your own para-
digm. The results may surprise you.

For example, the next time you’re rallying the troops, 
instead of proclaiming, “We can either blow it out of the water 
this quarter or set the stage for long-term growth,” when you 
begin to flex your “and” muscle, you might instead ask, “How 
can we produce extraordinary results in the short-term and set 
the stage for ongoing growth?” Now, when you’ve brought 
“the genius of ‘and’” to the party, you’ve redefined what success 
looks like, expanded the pie, and paved the way for more, dif-
ferent, and better creative solutions. This is ideal. The nature 
of abundance is to include and embrace; it is engineered to help 
you find the best ideas.

People will surprise you with what they come up with when 
they are free from the restricted approach of having to decide 
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between limited options. When the default is “and” instead of 
“or,” all things become possible. As you begin to view your daily 
leadership conundrums through this lens of abundance, you will 
adapt more quickly to pressure, find more innovative resolutions 
to problems, and create more value for all stakeholders.

The Caveat

Of course, there will be many situations that require an either/
or response. You can’t avoid it completely. Sometimes, making 
an either/or decision is the most prudent course of action; when 
you need to make decisions swiftly, competently, and on demand, 
you must be mindful of those times when the situation calls for 
“and” or “or.” As you work to incorporate this new way of think-
ing, be careful to heed the need for timeliness. If you embrace 
the “genius of the ‘and’ ” 100% of the time, it can bog down the 
decision-making process to the point of diminishing returns if 
not flat-out dysfunction.

Here is a guideline that helps me:

•	 When dealing with issues of substance that allow for rumi-
nation, use abundant thinking.

•	 When dealing with short-term or smaller issues where 
a simple yes or no will suffice, belaboring the concept of 
abundance is not necessary.

Day to day, it is up to you to use your judgment. You can 
decide, moment to moment, which mode of thinking will best 
serve you. The important thing is that you have a choice. You 
do not have to default to scarcity. Abundance thinking can be 
called upon whenever you require it to help you make smart 
decisions that advance performance and honor people.
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The Big Idea

We’ve covered how to understand the importance of abundance at 
the organizational level, and how to make the mindset switch in 
your daily leadership interactions. But the big idea, the most power-
ful leadership guideline I have learned in my years of leading people 
is this: to really succeed, you must be both tough-minded on 
standards and tender-hearted with people. The best leaders are 
experts at doing both. They deftly marry the head and the heart. 
They center both a relationship and a results-oriented approach, 
realizing that the two are not at odds but are interdependent with 
one another. Masterfully, truly abundant leaders simultaneously pri-
oritize people and performance – and do so in a way that is humble, 
brave, and authentic to who they really are.

The Soft Stuff Is the Hard Stuff

As you begin to carry the spirit of the “and” in more of your 
interactions, you will realize that, in leadership, the soft stuff is 
the hard stuff. No leader can survive by emphasizing one set of 
skills or the other, choosing a results or relationship approach. 
They are one and the same!

While you work to integrate the “and” into your leader-
ship, you’ll have many eureka moments as you observe that 
hard and soft skills increasingly overlap, requiring you to hone 
your craft in a more nuanced way. And you’ll be pleasantly sur-
prised as people respond more and more positively to you as 
you embody the temperaments of both tough and tender.

Bringing this idea closer to home, think about the people 
who have had the most profound influence on your life. For me, 
I think of people like Neil MacKenna, or my wife, or some of 
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my bosses – people who really believed in me but who pushed 
me to do better, too.

Maybe you’ll think of a parent, teacher, coach, friend, or 
colleague, someone who always had your back and believed in 
you. Just as Neil demonstrated a deep and abiding concern for 
my well-being while holding me to extremely high standards, 
I’m betting the people you think of in your life story were sim-
ilarly tough-minded and tender-hearted with you. It was the 
“abundant” combination of their expectations and behavior 
toward you that helped you lift your game.

At times, we make leadership too complicated. This “big 
idea” is a reminder that you can be more like the people who 
have helped you become the person you are today; you can be 
that person for the people with whom you live and work. You 
already know what it looks like. You’ve lived it. And you know, 
from your memories of these people, that the way they behaved 
toward you is the way other people also deserve to be treated.

The Takeaway

The key to unlocking better results is an abundant approach. The 
best, and the fiercest, leaders find a way to look for the “and” in 
small and big moments. They are both resolute and exacting on 
standards and caring with the people involved. In today’s world, 
you simply can’t choose scarcity if you want to be effective in an 
enduring way. To prevail in the fierce and unforgiving modern 
marketplace, you can instantly level up your leadership by look-
ing for “the genius of the ‘and’” in your very next interaction.
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“Trust is the one thing that changes everything.”
—Stephen M. R. Covey, American writer, businessman,  

and expert on workplace trust

In 1997, as CEO of Covey Leadership Center, Stephen M. R. 
Covey helped put together a merger between the Covey com-
pany and the Franklin Quest Company. The two companies 
would become one: FranklinCovey. The merger was a natural fit. 
Both companies were involved in high-quality training and lead-
ership development and were composed of good people working 
together to do great things. But all mergers are difficult, and this 
one was no exception.

Each company brought its own distinct operating style. 
Neither was right or wrong, or better or worse; they were just 
different. Because of the differences, as the merger progressed, 
some tension began to develop within the different factions. 
The people from each respective side began to view things 
through a competitive lens. Accompanying every decision were 
murmurings and grumblings from both the Covey and the 
Franklin side; it seemed nothing made everybody happy and the 
lingering subtext was a question of which side was “winning.” 
There was palpable resentment brewing on all sides.

While Stephen would not be running the entire com-
pany, he was tasked with leading the company’s largest division: 
training and consulting. He had big ideas and was ready to hit 
the ground running. But there was a problem. Only half the 
company had confidence in his ability to lead: the Covey half.

The people from the Covey side were already acquainted 
with Stephen’s leadership and knew he had what it took to get 
the job done. They had seen him do it firsthand as CEO of the 
Covey Leadership Center, where he had been vital to turning 
the company into a thriving enterprise. But the Franklin half 
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hadn’t been around to see that; they’d never worked with him 
before. The Franklin contingent didn’t believe in him – not 
yet. It wasn’t that Stephen had done anything egregious to lose 
their trust, but he also hadn’t done anything to earn it either. 
He was going to have to take action to win them over.

As Stephen contemplated the issue, he realized that he’d 
blindly assumed the Franklin half of the company would be 
familiar with his track record – that his reputation would pre-
cede him. But it hadn’t, at least not enough to bridge the chasm 
of mistrust created by the uncertainty of a merger.

Stephen had an epiphany. Although the situation seemed 
complicated from the outside looking in, it was actually quite 
simple. Fundamentally, what he was dealing with was a trust 
issue. He was paying what he calls a low-trust “tax.” It didn’t 
matter if people’s distrust of him was fair or warranted or not; 
it was a real issue and it was slowing everything down. What he 
came to understand is that, in his words, “trust is the one thing 
that changes everything.” Since people were already operating 
under a stressful new set of circumstances, they were always 
going to view his choices with suspicion until he had addressed 
the issue head on and earned their trust.

With great resolve, Stephen developed a suite of trust-
building behaviors and went on to earn the trust of the entire 
company, not merely the Covey half. Along the way, he became 
the foremost expert on workplace trust and wrote the defining 
book on the topic, The Speed of Trust, based not only on the for-
mative FranklinCovey merger experience that led to his trust 
epiphanies, but on his many ensuing years of study and practice 
in the trust space.

In his formidable career studying workplace trust, Stephen 
has discovered that most organizational performance issues 
are actually trust issues in disguise. Often, in poor-performing 
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cultures, the virus that is infecting the organization is low trust 
– and the symptoms are wide-ranging dysfunction, redundancy, 
turnover, bureaucracy, disengagement, and fraud. The primary 
reason these issues are not addressed is that leaders underes-
timate the power of trust, and malign trust as some kind of 
perk or fuzzy social virtue rather than a hard-edged neces-
sity. It’s not that leaders aren’t smart or don’t care; they’re just 
chronically focused on the wrong thing (on the symptoms, not 
the cause) and they repeatedly misidentify trust-building as 
“soft” or secondary when it should actually be a top focus for  
all leaders.

What did Stephen do once he realized he was paying this 
low-trust tax? Right away, he transparently declared his intent 
to build trust. He made commitments and kept them. He lis-
tened and showed respect for what he heard. He was shocked 
by how dramatically, and how quickly, things began to change 
in response to his being a little more intentional about earn-
ing trust. This led to his revelation that trust and leadership 
are inextricably linked. In Stephen’s words, “If someone gets 
results, but they do it in a way that diminishes trust, the abil-
ity to get results the next time has just gone down. That’s not 
sustainable.” On the other hand, if you deliver results “in a way 
that inspires trust . . . your ability to get results the next time 
will go up” and suddenly, you have momentum and you can 
make better choices, and execute on those choices faster.

The Business Case for Trust

Stephen’s work shows that trust is not a soft, social virtue – it’s a 
hard, economic driver for every organization. I’ve observed the same 
and have placed “Inspiring Trust” at the center of my leadership 
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approach with great results, particularly in my roles as president of 
Nabisco Foods and CEO of Campbell Soup Company.

Lots of evidence supports our shared convictions about 
trust. Trust comprises two-thirds of the criteria for Fortune’s 
esteemed “100 Best Companies to Work For” list because their 
research shows that “trust between managers and employees 
is the primary defining characteristic of the very best work-
places.” These companies beat “the average annualized returns 
of the S&P 500 by a factor of three.”

Similarly, an advocacy group, Trust Across America, tracks 
the performance of America’s most trustworthy public compa-
nies and has found that the most trustworthy companies have 
outperformed the S&P 500. Furthermore, a 2015 study by 
Interaction Associates shows that high-trust companies “are 
more than 2½ times more likely to be high performing revenue 
organizations” than low-trust companies.

The importance of trust to leadership is also understood by 
the United States Armed Forces, an institution empowered with 
the noble duty of keeping our country safe. Bob McDonald, who 
has had an illustrious leadership career as both the retired chair-
man, president, and CEO of Procter & Gamble as well as the 
eighth United States Secretary of Veterans Affairs, got his start in 
the military before he embarked on his corporate and public ser-
vice career. He shares an example of the importance of inspiring 
trust in the life-or-death arena of the armed forces:

In the military, you learn early on that the only way to 
lead is to lead by example. For example, you learn that 
as an officer, you eat after your soldiers. It’s not that 
you’re going to run out of food, but you are trained to 
demonstrate to them, at least symbolically, that their 
lives are more important than yours.
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The gesture of foregoing sustenance until after your sub-
ordinates have eaten might seem small but it has immense 
power in inspiring trust. The practice serves as a good example, 
not only of how to build trust, but as a testimony to how high a 
price the military puts on trust. So aware are they of the stakes 
of trust that they have codified it into even seemingly small 
everyday behaviors – into a code of conduct.

Bob explains a similar principle, the belief that “you always 
dig your own foxhole,” to demonstrate “practically and meta-
phorically” that you’re willing to do what you ask others to do. 
It is in these exemplary behaviors, in the modeling of what you 
believe with your actions, that you inspire trust from the people 
you seek to lead. How can you have somebody’s back on the 
battlefield if you don’t have it in the mess hall?

Trust starts small and gets big. It’s not a nice-to-have; it’s 
a must-have. Without it, every part of your organization can 
fall, literally, into disrepair. This could mean something more 
abstract like losing profits or market share in a corporate con-
text, or something as vital and grave as losing more lives in 
combat zones.

Conversely, with trust, all things are possible – from the 
most ambitious strategic goals in a corporate context to the 
most valorous victories won on the world stage in a military 
milieu.

It’s clear that as you work to develop your leadership craft, 
you must inspire trust at every step along the way. You really have 
no choice. Your entire suite of leadership behaviors depends on 
it. If you are not able to inspire trust, everything ceases to func-
tion properly and you won’t be able to build momentum or, in 
some cases, you won’t be able to pick up where your predeces-
sor left off. Luckily, trust, like most leadership behaviors, is a 
skill that can be learned and built.
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To Inspire Trust You Must:

•	 Honor all stakeholders.

•	 Declare yourself and do what you say you are going to do.

•	 Develop and display character and competence – consistently.

•	 Uphold high ethical standards.

•	 Model the behavior you expect from others.

•	 Acknowledge mistakes.

•	 Consistently meet performance expectations.

You may notice the third bullet point recalls the two pil-
lars of high performance: character and competence. Their 
reprise is no coincidence; competence and character are inte-
gral to delivering high performance because they are integral 
to creating a high-trust environment. If managed properly, 
trust leads to high performance. As illustrated throughout 
this chapter, it is difficult to imagine a low-trust culture 
that is capable of consistently delivering the desired results. 
To gain the confidence of others, you must know what you 
are doing (demonstrating competence) and do what you say 
you are going to do (displaying character). There is no way 
around it.

Respect: The Currency of Trust

A theme that runs throughout the suite of behaviors listed in 
the bullets above is the importance of demonstrating respect. 
A recent Harvard Business Review article found that employees 
value the feeling of being respected by their leaders more than 
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anything else, even more than explicit recognition, visionary 
leadership, or learning and development. These findings link 
closely with the overarching theme of all effective leadership: 
honoring people.

Although the notion of respecting people is not ground-
breaking, it’s startling how often this basic (what should argu-
ably be the bare minimum) indication of dignity is neglected or 
abandoned altogether. Demonstrating respect is seldom tended 
to, with purpose, as a skill. But it should be. And to do it right, 
it’s not enough to say you respect people’s feedback or contri-
butions. You’ve got to show it. Repeatedly.

When I drove to Campbell’s corporate campus on my first 
day as CEO, what I found was foreboding: an aging building 
surrounded by razor wire with several guard towers looming 
high in the sky over the perimeter. Weeds and overgrowth 
flanked the exterior. It looked like a prison. Inside, what I found 
wasn’t much better: drab colors, peeling paint, and dead plants 
decaying in the common areas. Globally, the facilities had been 
allowed to deteriorate too; I learned that all our operations – 
in 38 countries – had fallen into similar disrepair. This was a 
sad state of affairs for an iconic American consumer packaged 
goods company.

As I settled into my role as CEO, I started listening to 
employees and soliciting feedback. A significant reason that 
employee retention was at risk was that many employees felt 
imprisoned in their dismal workplace environment. Some lead-
ers might dismiss this as a surface-level complaint or petty 
gripe. But I felt it was important to listen to them, especially 
at this crucial phase in the beginning of my tenure. I needed 
to earn their trust. Besides, they were right. Their complaints 
were not the irrational ravings of dissatisfied employees out to 
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pick a bone. The corporate campus in Camden, New Jersey, did 
need attention, as did the facilities worldwide.

It was clear that this was a crucial trust-building oppor-
tunity. Here was a way I could show employees that their per-
ceptions were valued. Relative to other initiatives we would 
undertake, it would be a low-cost endeavor that could pay 
untold dividends in good will.

Quickly, we began making physical changes: razor wire 
was removed, overgrowth was cleared, walls were repainted. 
These improvements (among other people-focused initiatives) 
immediately led to an uptick in employee engagement. Per-
formance and retention began to improve. A virtuous circle 
began to take shape. As I listened to people and took action in 
response to that listening, I earned confidence, which led to 
better outcomes, which led to even more confidence.

My commitment to building trust began with some-
thing as miniscule as a fresh coat of paint. But – along with 
several other initiatives – this activated a cycle of continuous 
improvement across all of our operations and paved the way 
for more and better facility improvements. Over my ten-year 
tenure, these upgrades became manifestations of my promise 
to listen to the people who worked there. Bettering the work 
environment and treating people with respect culminated in 
a reimagined modern new world headquarters in Camden, 
which became a symbol for the wide-ranging performance and 
culture improvements I had worked so hard to cultivate dur-
ing my time as CEO. The better facilities became a symbol of 
trust-building in action. Seemingly small actions like pulling 
up some weeds or removing some wire are often the “walk” that 
demonstrate the “talk,” or language of trust. The resounding 
lesson over the decade was: people don’t care how much you 
know until they know how much you care.
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Giving Thanks

An essential part of demonstrating respect is finding ways to 
thank and recognize people for their efforts. Not just because it’s 
a nice thing to do but because it’s a crucial business imperative. 
Giving thanks is about making people feel valued. And research 
shows the highest-performing teams and organizations comprise 
people who feel valued. By giving thanks with our leadership, we 
can feel more fulfilled as leaders, inspire trust, and foster better 
business results in the marketplace.

In my opinion, leaders are too stingy with their words of 
thanks. There is little risk of leaders overindulging people with 
their praise and there is a much greater risk of not giving enough 
thanks, leaving people feeling alienated and underappreciated – 
not ideal conditions for building and sustaining trust. This is not 
to suggest you should be gratuitous. Leaders shouldn’t overdo it 
or rely on empty words; it’s best to connect your expressions of 
thanks to real accomplishments or contributions.

If you are feeling resistant to this, ask yourself, why 
shouldn’t leaders be thankful? In business, as in life, we can’t 
make it alone. We all need help. For example, when I lost 
my job, I found I lacked the skills to build a network. Neil  
MacKenna homed in on this and, among the slew of other les-
sons he taught me, he began equipping me with the tools to 
build a community.

The first habit Neil ingrained in me was the habit of say-
ing thank you – earnestly and often. It became a ritual during 
my job search. Applying Neil’s advice, I made sure to note the 
name of every single person I interacted with, from the head of 
the company to the receptionist. The moment I left the build-
ing after a job interview, I’d handwrite thank-you notes to every 
single person I met, and get them delivered ASAP.
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After I secured my next job, I kept in touch with many 
of the people I’d met along the way, maintaining thoughtful 
relationships, and trying to be helpful in return. I never forgot 
that it was thanks to the support of other people that I was able 
to get back on my feet. And the lesson has stayed with me ever 
since. That initial crash course in thank-yous on my job search 
has since evolved into a practice I’ve become known for: writ-
ing handwritten, personalized thank-you notes to the people in 
the organizations I’ve led.

When I retired from Campbell, I calculated that I had 
written over 30,000 notes to people at every level, in every 
imaginable department – and we only had 20,000 employees. 
These notes weren’t filled with platitudes. They celebrated spe-
cific achievements and contributions. They showed that I was 
paying attention, that I saw the hard work people were putting 
in day in and day out – and that I was grateful.

Although I’m no longer leading 20,000 people, I still make 
a habit of writing thank-you notes whenever possible. Doing so 
has been crucial to inspiring trust throughout my career in the 
C-suite and beyond. As a result of using this practice to connect 
with people, both in my job search and my leadership career, 
I’ve found myself with an ever-growing group of people who 
genuinely want to help me, and who know I would do the same 
for them. Over the years, I’ve had the opportunity to repay 
their kindness many times.

No Downside

Sometimes, when I talk to leaders about the simple power of 
expressing thanks, I receive pushback. Some leaders think a 
thank-you “goes without saying” or that an employee’s paycheck 
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is the thank you. It’s simply not the case. People want to hear it; 
they need to feel it. And there’s no downside to expressing grati-
tude when it’s been rightly earned with good work. So find a way 
to explicitly say thank you. Maybe handwritten notes aren’t your 
style. That’s fine. Find something that works for you and keep up 
with it. It is an effective tool for earning and keeping trust.

The power of this practice came into sharp relief during 
my convalescence from a near-fatal car accident that turned 
my life upside down in 2009. At that point, I had been CEO of 
Campbell for eight years and had already written many thou-
sands of thank-you notes. While I may have had a reasonable 
expectation of a few cards coming my way expressing warm 
wishes for a speedy recovery, I was floored by the outpouring 
of support I received from employees all over the world. Daily, 
I received handwritten notes from people far and wide, tell-
ing me not only that they hoped I would get better soon, but 
expressing how much the notes I’d sent to them had meant.

The thanks I had put out into the world came back to me 
tenfold when I needed it most. These notes gave me strength to 
fight to get better and kept me connected to the outside world 
during a time when it was easy to feel trapped within the bleak 
white walls of my hospital room. The experience reinforced 
everything I’ve shared in this chapter: If you lay the founda-
tion of trust, it will come back to you. Trust is reciprocal and 
symbiotic, giving everyone the strength to fight the good fight 
– including you as the leader – no matter what obstacles may 
come your way. Its power cannot be overstated.
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   “When you’re surrounded by people who share a passionate commit-

ment around a common purpose, anything is possible.” 

 — Howard Schultz, former chairman and CEO, 
Starbucks    

 Rose Marcario is the CEO of outdoor apparel brand Patago-
nia, a company that has been in business for forty years and has 
enjoyed the most profi table ten years in their history over the 
past decade. Not only is business good – and getting better – for 
Patagonia, but their employee engagement levels are high, and 
turnover rates compared to similar companies are, according to 
one HR executive, “freakishly low.” What’s Patagonia’s secret 
to success? Marcario credits it to the company being fi rmly 
anchored in a higher purpose. In a recent interview, she stated 
it simply: “If you want to retain great people and have a great 
company, then you have to inspire the people to a greater, bigger 
purpose than themselves, and for us it’s saving the planet.” 

 Patagonia doesn’t frame their commitment to purpose as 
an addendum to their core reason for being; it is, in whole, 
the entire reason they are in business at all. Saving the planet 
isn’t extracurricular or a morale-boosting gambit; it’s why they 
do what they do. Their communications are carefully crafted 
to make this clear. Their website proclaims, “At Patagonia, the 
protection and preservation of the environment isn’t what we 
do after hours. It’s the reason we’re in business.” 

 It’s all nice to hear – so nice that some of the more cyni-
cal among us might meet their altruism with skepticism. But 
they work hard to prove their eco-conscious messaging is not 
mere corporate speak. Patagonia puts their money where their 
mouth is, seeking to provide employee experiences that under-
score their values. They offer paid time off for people to par-
ticipate in peaceful environmental protests, are reinvesting the 
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10 million dollars they saved from tax cuts in 2017 into donations 
to grassroots environmental organizations, and have announced 
a plan to be completely carbon-neutral by 2025. They don’t do it 
only because it’s “nice to do,” but because they’ve seen the strong 
business case for these kinds of employee practices; their internal 
HR metrics consistently show these practices help to retain top 
talent, attract fresh voices to their organization, and develop and 
improve associates at all levels of the company, which all results in 
better financial performance in the marketplace.

Patagonia’s success comes directly from operating with a 
higher purpose; purpose unites their organizational systems 
and practices and inspires their employees, their shareholders, 
their consumers, and the communities they serve. This is con-
sistent with my observations and the best research about what 
motivates employees and helps businesses succeed: that lead-
ers must craft an aspirational “calling” that resonates with all 
stakeholders and delivers economic and social value.

Purpose by the Numbers

A 2014 joint New York Times and Harvard Business Review study 
aimed to identify the factors that most powerfully influenced 
employee engagement and productivity. They surveyed over 
12,000 employees across a broad range of companies and indus-
tries – and the power of purpose in motivating people was central 
to their findings. In reporting about the results of the study, the 
New York Times revealed, “employees who derive meaning and 
significance from their work were more than three times more 
likely to stay with their organizations – the highest single impact 
of any variable in our survey. These employees also reported 
1.7 times higher job satisfaction and they were 1.4 times more 
engaged at work.” Powerful stuff. And there’s more.
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Research shows purpose-driven companies not only excel 
at engaging employees but also at attracting new customers. 
A 2018 Cone/Porter Novelli study on purpose-driven companies 
found that 78% of Americans believe companies must do more 
than just make money – they must positively impact society as 
well; 77% feel a stronger emotional connection to purpose-
driven companies over traditional companies, and 66% would 
switch from a product they typically buy to a new product from 
a purpose-driven company. The study concluded that consum-
ers “need a reason to like you, defend you or champion you – 
and price and quality are no longer enough.”

It’s clear: business as usual is insufficient. This will only 
increase in the coming years as socially conscious Millenni-
als make up more and more of our workforce. Comprehensive 
research on Millennials from KKS Advisors and the Genera-
tion Foundation identifies “a generation of workers that believe 
purpose is an important foundation for business success, and 
who seek to align work with personal values.”

To delight, engage, and retain all of your stakeholders, 
both internal and external, you will have to learn to rally them 
around a shared purpose – a higher calling that unites people 
enthusiastically around shared values and breathes vision and 
vitality into the work. In the spirit of abundant thinking, com-
panies can no longer focus exclusively on the pursuit of eco-
nomic value; they must also pursue meaning.

Making Meaning

When Bob McDonald left the Army and began interviewing for 
corporate jobs for the first time in his career, he was flummoxed. 
Where to start? How would he know a company was right for 
him? The military had offered such a clear and crisp purpose, 
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such a grounding clarity of the larger reason for his efforts, how 
would he find something similar in the less valorous world of, 
say, consumer products? He cast a wide net to ensure he would 
land in the right place, interviewing with 35 different companies 
in total. But he saved the one with the values that appealed to 
him most for last: Procter & Gamble (P&G).

While they don’t have as lofty a purpose as the U.S. Armed 
Forces, P&G’s purpose is to create superior products that 
improve people’s lives; their values include integrity, trust, and 
showing respect for individuals, among many others – all wor-
thy ideas indeed.

The morning of the interview, Bob met with three people 
and he was pleased to find that he got along with all of them. 
Everything felt right: the company’s purpose was aligned with his 
values and he liked all of his would-be colleagues. He was over 
the moon when they offered him the job on the spot, just before 
lunch. Excitedly, he called his wife, explaining that his gut told him 
to say yes. She urged him to go with his instinct and he accepted 
the job then and there. He felt it would be a fulfilling place to 
work, a place he could find and make meaning.

His suspicions paid off on that same day when he was 
brought to meet his new general manager, John Pepper, who 
was running about 40% of P&G’s business at the time (he went 
on to become CEO of P&G, and after that became chairman 
of the Walt Disney Company). John was in high demand and 
there was a line of people outside his office waiting to see him. 
But, as a new hire, Bob was allowed to cut the line for a brief 
face-to-face, with one caveat issued sternly by John’s assistant: 
he would only get five minutes of his time.

Bob might have expected a manager with an austere tem-
perament, someone busy and distracted. But the opposite was 
true. John welcomed Bob warmly and they talked with great 
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congeniality for a full hour about wide-reaching topics rang-
ing from mortgages to the symphony to business. Not once 
was Bob made to feel like he was encroaching on John’s sched-
ule or overstaying his welcome; to the contrary, he was met 
with genuine curiosity, a friendly disposition, and a disarming 
authenticity.

After this interaction, Bob’s decision to accept the job 
felt even more right than it had that morning. He remembers 
being struck by John’s “intense empathy and support for peo-
ple,” which stacked up with his expectations of P&G based on 
their values, principles, and purpose. Here stood an organiza-
tion that could offer Bob meaning, a job that could elevate the 
day-to-day beyond the mundane. And P&G continued to earn 
Bob’s loyalty and hard work in an enduring way – years later, 
Bob served as their CEO from 2007 to 2013.

Bob’s story illustrates a leadership truth that becomes 
more pressing with each passing year: leaders must find ways to 
make work meaningful.

Meaning is the engine of purpose – it’s what powers and rein-
forces the larger vision and keeps people connected to the “why” 
of the work you do together. This holds true across industries, 
throughout sectors and job functions, and in every market size, 
large and small. Research from PwC found that 83% of employees 
say “finding meaning in day-to-day work” is their top priority. The 
same PwC study concludes there is a growing gap between how 
leaders and employees view purpose: “While business leaders pri-
oritize the commercial value of purpose, employees see purpose as 
a way to bring meaning to their work” and they need “this mean-
ing in their daily work in order to be fully engaged.”

Joint research conducted by PwC, CECP, and Imperative 
further supports these findings: “Employees today are looking 
for a work experience that is optimized for meaningful work 
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and personal fulfillment.” Fulfillment, they found, is partially 
about “making a difference,” which helps strengthen the mean-
ing employees find at work and “brings out our humanity and 
separates us from even the most sophisticated machines.”

The onus is on leaders to meet the demand for fulfillment. 
The same joint study found that employees were likely to view 
senior leadership as the biggest barrier to fulfillment at work 
rather than their direct manager or teammates. Feeling ful-
filled, perhaps not surprisingly, starts at the top.

The research is clear. In a period of unprecedented and rapid 
change that shows no sign of slowing or letting up, pursuing ful-
fillment and meaning through purpose is the smart and strategic 
response that leaders must bring to life in their organizations.

Making Purpose Real

In Part I of this book, you learned the importance of connect-
ing with your personal leadership purpose to guide your efforts. 
In this chapter, the focus is more about how clarifying a higher 
purpose at the organizational level is essential in order to succeed 
in our times.

Purpose is important because it conveys shared values, 
which helps employees find meaning and feel fulfilled, and 
helps customers feel connected to companies at a deeper level, 
which foments and cements brand loyalty. A purpose-driven 
approach is a top priority for all key stakeholders but most of 
all it is of the utmost importance to today’s employees and cus-
tomers. So it must become important to you, too. Operating 
with this understanding of the unique landscape of the twenty-
first century, how can you begin to bring this to life, to make 
this real? Studies show the key lies in authenticity.
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How Authenticity Unlocks Purpose

Today’s corporate constituents are savvy. They will not take 
flowery marketing messages about your higher purpose at face 
value; they expect your actions to connect to your messaging. 
Hammering out words that sound good is not enough. People 
want to see your purpose represented in your actions and feel the 
purpose inflected in your communications; increasingly, this is 
viewed as mandatory bordering on compulsory. Nowadays, 78% 
of Americans believe it is no longer acceptable for companies 
just to make money – they expect companies to positively impact 
society as well. Taking all this into consideration, how do you 
make purpose “real”?

Research from the Generation Foundation shows that 
purpose only drives customer, employee, and investor choices 
when the purpose is demonstrably “authentic.” While purpose 
has real value and can deliver a competitive advantage in the 
marketplace, that value is predicated on authenticity; authen-
ticity is what unlocks the power of purpose. Knowing this, how 
can leaders signal their authenticity?

While no one solution fits all, the most popular and effec-
tive ways to demonstrate authenticity begin with clearly defin-
ing what success looks like and creating ways to measure key 
initiatives. The Generation Foundation says, “Purpose-driven 
companies create authenticity by establishing clear goals to be 
achieved and ensuring that the conditions are in place to trans-
late values into actions.”

From there, options for authentically bringing your com-
pany purpose to life might include:

•	 Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR): operating in a way 
that benefits society.
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•	 Purpose Brand Strategy: having a commitment and/or 
strategy that guides how the company positively contrib-
utes to society.

•	 Social Impact: supporting communities and causes around 
the world.

•	 Brand Communications: connecting to consumers and  
employees emotionally through issues they care about.

A good example of making purpose “real” with inter-
nal stakeholders is the Mission and Medallion Ceremony 
at Medtronic. Medtronic is a medical device company with 
100,000 employees that generates over 30 billion US dollars 
a year. The aspiration that guides their work is to “contribute 
to human welfare” by making instruments that “alleviate pain, 
restore health, and extend life.”

Medtronic Founder Earl Bakken started the Mission and 
Medallion Ceremony to inspire and educate all new employees, 
including those from acquired companies, about the Medtronic 
Mission. Whenever a new team was added, anywhere in the 
world, Bakken would fly to the location, talk about the impor-
tance of their purpose, and bestow each employee with a medal-
lion imprinted with their mission statement.

Bill George, who became CEO of Medtronic years after 
Bakken, clearly remembers Bakken’s words to him as he pre-
sented him with the medallion, “Your purpose here is not to 
make money for yourself or the company, but to restore people 
to full life and health.” Bill took it seriously and fondly remem-
bers how the ceremony united everyone around the shared pur-
pose, making it feel tangible and alive. He recollects that the 
resounding takeaway was, “Whether you’re a factory worker, 
an engineering technician, a salesperson, a service person, we’re 
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all united . . . and we each have our own role to play.” Struck 
by the power of the practice, Bill was compelled to continue it 
and he performed dozens of these ceremonies during his time 
as Medtronic CEO.

Find the Greater “Yes”

One of the most powerful things Stephen Covey ever said to me 
was: “It’s easy to say ‘no’ to things if there is a greater ‘yes’ burn-
ing within.” Purpose helps you define what matters most; it is the 
greater “yes” that should burn within. To achieve great things, 
you must be clear about what the greater “yes” that pushes you 
forward will be – both for you personally on your leadership 
journey – and for the entire organization wherever you find 
yourself throughout your career.

Once you’ve found that greater “yes,” you can rely on it in 
moments big and small to keep you grounded to what matters 
most. It can also help keep you steady in times of turbulence. 
My friend Jon Vegosen shared a story with me that brings this 
to life.

Jon is a leader and businessman who is co-founder of the 
Chicago law firm Funkhouser Vegosen Liebman & Dunn Ltd. 
Like me, he played varsity tennis at Northwestern, and his love 
for the sport has inspired his involvement with prestigious 
tennis organizations over the years. In 2011–2012, he served 
as chairman, president, and CEO of the United States Ten-
nis Association (USTA) and as chairman of the US Open. It’s 
a position with a two-year tenure and Jon was determined to 
make a big impact in those two years.

The operating mission of the USTA is: “To promote 
and develop the growth of tennis.” Jon felt it might be more 
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meaningful if that mission extended into a higher purpose of 
“developing the growth of people through tennis.” He was aware 
of a stigma that shrouded tennis in a sense of elitism; to many, 
it didn’t seem accessible or approachable. That was a shame 
because of the opportunities for education, character develop-
ment, fitness, camaraderie, and competition that tennis could 
give young people, if only they were given the chance to be 
exposed to those benefits.

Jon became committed to raising the profile of tennis and 
leveling the playing field – to make tennis a “more inclusive 
sport that embraces all communities irrespective of race, reli-
gion, ability, socio-economic background, sexual orientation, 
or political perspective.” He brought that to life by reinvest-
ing profits from concessions into underserved neighborhoods, 
urging the National Junior Competition Committee to make 
participation more affordable for lower-income families, and 
raising the profile of the USTA charitable foundation. This 
helped make the higher purpose of USTA more tangible but 
it also provided a clear message Jon could come to rely on in 
times of adversity. This helped him in one high-pressure situa-
tion in particular.

In 2011, as chairman of the US Open, Jon was tested by 
the elements. On the Saturday before the event was scheduled 
to open on Monday, New York City was hit by one of the worst 
hurricanes in its history. Torrential downpour. Winds powerful 
enough to take down trees and topple electric lines. Danger 
abounded.

The US Open is a televised outdoor tournament festooned 
with corporate signage, huge marquees, chairs, benches, flags, 
pageantry, decorations. It takes a month to set it all up. Every-
thing was already in place and ready to go for Monday’s open-
ing, and it all had to be completely disassembled and taken down 
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to avoid being damaged by the hurricane. Then, it needed to be 
100% resurrected and re-created again within 24 hours. It was 
a herculean task. Everybody came together to make it happen 
and in the end they pulled off a miracle.

As chairman, Jon was asked to give a live TV interview 
to explain how they accomplished such a marvel, managing to 
open on time despite all the catastrophes.

On TV, Jon fielded questions with aplomb, praising 
the excellent staff as the real heroes who saved the day, and 
explaining how they got the job done. All was going well. He 
was about to take off his mic when the interviewer sneaked 
in an unexpected “gotcha” question. “Mr. Vegosen, don’t you 
think it’s outrageous that the USTA charges $17.50 for a 
lobster roll?”

The question was designed to catch him off guard and play 
into the expected trope of tennis being an elitist sport. While 
Jon could have easily become flustered, he had USTA’s higher 
calling to guide him through the moment. Calmly, he answered, 
“No, I don’t. Those prices are commensurate with what con-
cessions cost at other sporting events like at [the] Yankees’ or 
Mets’ stadium”. But there’s an important difference. When the 
Yankees or Mets make a profit on concessions, it goes into the 
owner’s pockets. When we make a profit, it goes back into com-
munities like Queens.” The journalist had no rebuttal and Jon 
left the interview unfazed and with the reputation of USTA 
firmly intact.

In the heat of the moment, when things could have gone 
very wrong, very quickly, on live TV, Jon was able to steel him-
self and remind people of what really matters: using USTA’s 
platform to help people. It was purpose that got him through. 
It’s a good lesson: When in doubt, always come back to the 
higher calling, to what matters most.
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Wrapping It Up

To succeed in our times, leaders must craft an aspirational 
“calling” that resonates with all stakeholders and delivers 
economic and social value.

A higher purpose guides your work and provides a reser-
voir of vitality that invigorates the effort. This practice area 
must be attended to with great intention – at both the indi-
vidual and the organizational levels. An inspiring calling will 
govern your leadership, tether the work to shared meaning, and 
ensure everybody continues on the right path in the face of 
adversity.

To clarify your higher purpose:

•	 Ensure the calling delivers economic and social value.

•	 Champion the higher purpose with intentionality, passion, 
persistence, and humility.

•	 Make certain the higher purpose governs the direction of 
the organization.

Purpose will provide strength, meaning, and unity to your 
leadership and to your team.



Courage
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“Without courage we cannot practice any other virtue with consis-
tency. We can’t be kind, true, merciful, generous, or honest.”

—Dr. Maya Angelou, American poet and civil rights  
activist

In the early 1990s, anyone looking at my life from the outside 
would say things were going well. I had a good job as Direc-
tor of Strategy at Kraft. I was working for a man I admired, the 
president of Kraft, Jim Kilts. I was doing a solid job and being 
recognized for my work. Things could have continued that way 
for a while and it would have been just fine. Overall, I was happy.

But I began to feel a nagging “itch,” a desire to contribute 
in a more substantial way. It started small and grew stronger. In 
my role at Kraft, I was advising the people who were running 
the show. But I felt I was ready to contribute in bigger ways, to 
be the person conducting the human orchestra of a large team. 
I realized I enjoyed managing talent and connecting with asso-
ciates and wanted to engage with more people than the sparse 
two or three we had on our lean strategy team.

Eventually the itch became impossible to ignore, right 
as an intriguing opportunity emerged; I was being recruited 
to become a general manager at Nabisco. Becoming a gen-
eral manager would allow me to use my talents in a fresh way 
while pushing me to grow my leadership capacity even further 
– exactly what I wanted. The job also offered an appealing chal-
lenge, the reinvention of Nabisco after the world’s largest lev-
eraged buyout in history, which I found exhilarating. I knew I 
would have to tell Jim I was leaving the company. The choice 
was not easy. It would require me to have a difficult conversa-
tion with somebody I respected.

Jim had been one of the first people to take a chance on 
me after I’d gotten fired. We worked well together. I grew from 



224 The BlueprinT

being around him and he pushed me in an enriching way. I 
could see the impact of my contribution daily. So you might 
wonder, why leave? Because, with each passing day, the initially 
hazy thought manifesting itself as an “itch” came more clearly 
into focus: I was not fulfilled.

The good news was, because I’d done the necessary reflec-
tion, study, and work, I’d reached a point where I was rooted in 
who I was, what I believed, and how I hungered to further apply 
my abilities and experience. Because of that sturdy Foundation, 
I knew that I wanted to do something more.

The Other Side of Fear

You may have heard this adage: “Everything you want is on the 
other side of fear.” That applied here. I knew that to reach my 
potential, to achieve what felt right for me, I would have to face 
Jim first. My future lay just nearby, on the other side of that  
conversation.

When I told Jim the news, just as I expected, he was not 
pleased. This wasn’t just business; it was personal. There was a 
close relationship between us and he vocally disagreed with my 
choice. But I had to go with my gut and follow the new oppor-
tunity. I left and joined Nabisco. It was one of the most pivotal 
choices I made in my entire career. That decision charted my 
course: I went on to become president of Nabisco Foods, which 
laid the groundwork for me to become CEO of Campbell Soup 
Company and chairman of Avon Products.

Although it was hard, leaving Kraft and joining Nabisco 
was the right decision. I couldn’t have done it without the cour-
age I received from working through the steps in the Blueprint. 
What I learned in that moment, and in many moments since, is 
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that to do what’s right for you, and for others, you must com-
mit to developing courage – not just as a nice-to-have character 
trait, but as a leadership skill. Without it, you simply will not 
become the leader you hope to be.

Another Test

As I was being recruited to join Nabisco, my courage was tested 
again. The general manager job really appealed to me: plenty of 
tough challenges and opportunities for growth in equal measure. 
It was perfect. But while I wanted the job, I didn’t need the job; I 
was still Director of Strategy at Kraft, after all.

My final interview at Nabisco was with the legendary 
chairman of RJR Nabisco, Lou Gerstner. I went into the inter-
view expecting a fifteen-minute discussion filled with mere for-
malities. Boy, was I wrong. Lou intended to put me through my 
paces and he conducted a tough, knock-down, drag-out inter-
view that took me by complete surprise. He didn’t just want to 
talk to me; he wanted to have a raucous – sometimes adversarial 
– discussion about what it takes to win in the food industry.

For about twenty minutes, Lou bombarded me with ques-
tions that felt like accusations. “You think you have what it 
takes to get the job done?” he asked, sizing me up, and it didn’t 
seem like he thought I did. At first, I remained polite, trying to 
stay calm as I navigated the situation as best I could. The more 
reserved I was, the more contrary he became.

Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. This wasn’t what I had 
signed up for, and it had become too contentious. Losing my 
cool, I said, “Lou, I’m sorry, but, when it comes to the food 
industry, you don’t know what you’re talking about. And I don’t 
really need this job. So if you don’t think I’m the right person 
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for it, that’s fine.” I was prepared to walk out of the meeting 
when a proud smile spread across Lou’s face. “Doug,” Lou said, 
“I wondered how long it would take for you to have the cour-
age of your convictions.” The conversation took a friendlier 
turn from there and I got the job.

Turns out, Lou had been prodding me – not to be belliger-
ent, but to make sure I was well anchored in my point-of-view 
and capable of defending my positions. He wanted to confirm 
that I had the backbone necessary to lead a division during a 
time of strife. In that moment, it became clear to me that if 
I was going to lift my game in the corporate world, I would 
not only need to be firmly rooted in my beliefs, but I would 
also need the courage to express and defend those beliefs under 
scrutiny. I learned a valuable lesson from Lou that day: Having 
a strong Foundation is only half the battle. You must have the 
courage to share it with others.

Courage Is the Mother Skill

The Maya Angelou quote that opens this chapter hints at the 
fact that true leadership competence is contingent upon your 
ability to develop courage. It’s hard to develop any skill with-
out first strengthening your courage muscle. Courage truly is the 
“mother” attribute, the “parent” to all the other virtues of suc-
cessful leadership.

Importantly, the magnitude of your courage is deter-
mined by the strength of your Foundation.

If you’re not firmly rooted in who you are and what you 
believe, you won’t be able to stand up for yourself and oth-
ers when it matters most. And you won’t be able to make 
bold changes or hard choices. It was only because I was being 
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supported by my own Foundation that I was able to conjure the 
courage to leave Kraft and discover the rest of the leadership 
life that was waiting for me.

It’s not easy.

Building on the idea of courage, it helps to acknowledge that no, 
it’s not easy. It’s hard to be courageous.

Courage is difficult and messy – and misunderstood. It 
doesn’t mean being blindly bold or brash. And it does not mean 
being fearless. Quite the opposite. The true meaning of cour-
age is feeling all of the challenging and uniquely human emo-
tions – uncertainty, anxiety, and, yes, fear – and going forth to 
stare that complexity in the face and get the job done anyway. 
It means smelling smoke and running toward the fire. That’s 
no small feat. Which is why we sometimes have to look pretty 
carefully to observe true courage in others, and why we often 
struggle to find it within ourselves. But we do find it if we try 
with discipline and consistency. And it’s important to try.

Bringing Courage Down to Earth

Understandably, when we think of courage, we often think of it in its 
most valorous incarnations – on the battlefield, in the grips of war, 
when the stakes are unspeakably high. It makes sense to turn our 
thoughts to the people in our armed forces when we think of brave 
acts. After all, they risk their lives selflessly for the greater good. 
But while it’s good to recognize their service and their sacrifice, and 
pay it the awe and respect it deserves, in the day-to-day, it doesn’t 
serve us as leaders to put courage on a pedestal. Why? Because we 
desperately need it back down here on earth, in our everyday reality.

Even when the stakes are not life or death, we need to 
be able to draw on courage in our much more mundane roles 
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as leaders, friends, parents, and community members. Though 
we may not be warriors facing battle, we must summon cour-
age every day in our lives and our work if we hope to become 
exceptional in anything we care about.

Although our jobs may not involve imminent danger, there 
are always people depending on us for their livelihoods, as we are 
depending on them for ours. We need each other. To show up for 
one another in any meaningful way, we must be courageous.

Using Courage to Bring Leadership to Life

To demonstrate why courage is so essential to leadership, con-
sider some of the widely celebrated behaviors of exemplary lead-
ership: integrity, authenticity, tough-mindedness on standards, 
tender-heartedness with people, passion for performance, and 
clarity (to name a few). We cannot embody any of these if we do 
not approach them bravely.

To lead with integrity: 
We must have the courage to stand by our principles even when 
it is very difficult or unpopular. This is not easy. But it is necessary 
to establish both our character and competence.

To lead with authenticity: 
We must have the courage to bring our true selves to our 
interactions. Sometimes, that means being a less-rehearsed, 
less-polished version of ourselves. Being more transparent 
and vulnerable in this crucial way helps us to earn trust; we 
become more relatable by allowing stakeholders to really see 
us and connect with us.

To lead with a tough mind on standards: 
We must have the courage to challenge people to do better 
and to clearly express when our expectations are both met and 



Courage 229

not met – even if that means an unpleasant conversation (or 
two, or three).

To lead with a tender heart toward people: 
We must have the courage to let our guard down, to lead with 
the compassion necessary to understand others, their situa-
tion, their goals, and their needs. It means having the courage 
not to act sometimes and to just listen instead.

To lead organizations passionately toward purpose: 
We must have the courage to make our business deeply 
personal. When we declare the importance of achieving 
superior outcomes, and connect it to a purpose that is larger 
than the day-to-day grind of the workplace, we help people feel 
anchored in work that is meaningful. Being passionate about 
our work helps spread enthusiasm infectiously throughout our 
organizations and communities.

To lead with clarity: 
We must have the courage to give timely, direct feedback – 
even when it is uncomfortable. We owe it to people to let 
them know exactly what is needed from them and where 
they stand.

Courage as Practice

Clearly, there is an urgent need for courage at the heart of effec-
tive leadership. So we’ve got to pursue it as a skill – as part of our 
leadership development – the same way we would with any other 
crucial competency. What’s heartening about Maya Angelou’s 
quote is that she rightly refers to courage as a practice – which 
means we can cultivate it, strengthen it, and grow it – as long as 
we are willing to work on it consciously and repeatedly. We must 
practice courage.
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Just One Step

Years ago, as I was working through the Improve step in the 
Blueprint, I hired Debra Benton, a respected leadership coach, to 
help me. I wanted to raise my impact in a way that pushed me a 
little, but still felt authentic to who I am. So I spent the day with 
her getting some pointers.

Debra noted that, in conversation, I tended to create extra 
space between myself and others. She encouraged me to take 
one small step closer to people – just one single step. Debra 
explained that closing the physical distance would close the 

As an exercise in courage, and in keeping with the “small 
steps” approach of The Blueprint, start by just being more 
mindful this week of how you react to the challenges pre-
sented to you.

Is there a task you’ve been avoiding, a conversation 
you’ve been putting off? Notice your instinct to avoid it and 
choose to do it instead. Have the talk. Write the email. Address  
the issue.

Practicing courage doesn’t have to mean only con-
fronting things that are unpleasant. It can also mean making 
a better effort to express gratitude or to interact more fully 
with people. Is there a person whose contribution you’ve 
been meaning to recognize? Tomorrow, write them a gen-
uine note of recognition. Reinforce the positive behavior 
of someone you value. Be more present in the very next 
moment. When we make a consistent practice of choos-
ing the courageous response, courage becomes a habit. And 
that habit has the power to transform our leadership.
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emotional distance too, putting others at ease and enabling 
me to better connect. Although it sounds like such an incon-
sequential thing, to me – an introvert – it felt very awkward. I 
didn’t want to encroach on people’s personal space.

Fortunately, my desire to do better outweighed my anxiety 
and I decided to give it a try. It changed everything. That one 
tiny tweak, that one step closer, has made an incredible differ-
ence to my leadership. It has improved every interaction since 
and allowed me to engage with people in a more meaningful 
way. That’s the power of choosing to find ways – small and large 
– to do things that scare you.

What’s one step you can take? Something as seemingly 
insignificant as a single step forward might be the practice 
that unlocks your capacity and impact. That’s what building 
the courage habit is all about. The more you get comfortable 
choosing discovery and curiosity over anxiety and avoidance, 
the better your leadership will become.
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“Real integrity is doing the right thing, knowing that nobody’s going 
to know whether you did it or not.”

—Oprah Winfrey, American media mogul and  
philanthropist

The year was 2001. I had newly been named CEO of Campbell 
Soup Company amid some turmoil. The company had been 
performing poorly for several years. And the culture was 
palpably toxic; you could feel the dissatisfaction in the halls of 
the headquarters. The exterior of the building – flanked with 
menacing razor wire and overgrown weeds – was a dismal visual 
metaphor for the state of the enterprise. Morale was abysmally 
low. But there was hope. I had a plan to turn things around; I 
believed in the potential of this iconic institution.

As is true with most organizations, most members of 
the workforce at Campbell were good people who wanted to 
contribute and thrive. But things had been deteriorating for 
a while: there had been a lack of competent leadership, an ero-
sion of trust, and there were no longer the right conditions for 
people to do their best work. I knew that if the leadership could 
show the people who worked there that we valued them, they 
would in turn begin to value the institution again, and we could 
right the ship together.

As with everything in leadership, it all came back to trust. I 
would need to build it carefully and with determination. Absent 
any hard evidence, why should people believe that I was differ-
ent, that I would do what I said I would do? I had to prove it. 
Hiring me, even though I was qualified and had a track record 
of success in the C-suite, was still a bit of a “hail Mary.” I’d 
already achieved breakthrough with the board; I had the job. 
But now I needed to persuade everyone else.
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My earliest opportunity to earn serious buy-in was at our 
first global leadership meeting in Philadelphia, a few months 
into my tenure as CEO. All 350 of our global leaders were gath-
ered together that day. I intended to set the stage for the devel-
opment of our turnaround plan and vision for the company. I 
was going to tell them not just what I hoped we were going to 
accomplish, but how I intended to lead that effort, and how I 
expected them to be involved. To engineer accountability into 
my – and their – leadership behaviors from day one, I prepared 
a leadership pledge. The pledge included ten succinct promises 
about how I planned to conduct myself, and how I expected the 
other leaders to conduct themselves in kind. I chose every word 
with precision. These were the exact words I wanted people to 
measure my actions against.

The stakes were high. Sharing these words, and deliver-
ing against them consistently, would be crucial to clearing the 
pathway for trust. At the personal level, if I didn’t inspire trust, 
my leadership would be dead on arrival. At the organizational 
level, if we didn’t inspire trust from our constituents as a cohe-
sive global leadership team, Campbell’s fate could be equally in 
jeopardy.

I did not take the pledge (Figure 16.1) lightly. I intended to 
be faithful to every word. To add some dramatic flair to the day, 
its unveiling was going to be a surprise. Hand-signed copies 
of the pledge were to be delivered to every leader’s seat at the 
end of the meeting while I read it aloud in my closing remarks. 
But before I even had a chance to share my pledge, two of the 
promises within it were put to the test – on my first day with 
the entire global leadership team assembled.

I had invited two guest speakers to join the proceedings. 
They were both respected in their fields and I was familiar with 
their work. I hadn’t given them much direction, but had asked 
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FIgure 16.1 My Pledge
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them to speak about their respective areas of expertise, figur-
ing it would be an enriching supplement to the day’s program. 
They both gave their presentations in the morning, hours 
before I was slated to deliver my pledge later that afternoon.

Unfortunately, both speakers made insensitive remarks. 
One was unwittingly flippant about women in the workplace, 
and the other equally so about diversity issues. I sensed a few 
cringes ripple across the room as they delivered their speeches. 
Not the best start to the day.

The very first promise in my pledge was “We will treat 
you with respect and dignity.” And the last was “If we fall short 
of a commitment, we will openly and honestly acknowledge 
our shortcomings and conscientiously work to remedy the 
situation.” The speakers I had personally invited to my very first 
meeting had made people feel disrespected in glaring opposition 
to what I was about to promise. It was awkward. A few people 
came up to me at lunch to tactfully tell me how uncomfortable 
they felt.

Even though I had not known what the speakers would 
say, I had made a blunder. It was up to me as the leader to 
handle the situation gracefully. The pressure was on. If the way 
I responded was not in harmony with the pledge, my ability to 
inspire trust would be compromised before we’d even gotten 
started.

I took a deep breath and gathered myself. Although I hadn’t 
expected to be tested so soon, the path forward was clear: stay 
true to my word and own the problem unquestionably. So I 
changed the flow of the meeting. When we regrouped after 
lunch, I delivered my pledge – earlier than planned – to the 
entire group and acknowledged the situation directly. I said, 
“Just now, I promised to treat you with respect. It’s come to 
my attention that some of you felt disrespected by things that 
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were said this morning. I take full responsibility for that and 
I’m sorry.”

Most importantly, I promised not to let it happen again. I 
said, “I can promise you that when I make a mistake, I will always 
own it, work hard to swiftly correct it, and ensure I don’t make 
that same mistake again.” It was imperative that I show them 
immediately – and without ambiguity – that integrity would 
be essential to how I would lead. If I didn’t keep the promises 
I had made, I could have lost them all in that moment, before 
we’d even begun turning the company around. Thankfully, I 
had the wherewithal to stay true to myself in a public way, and I 
was able to begin to build trust that day. It was a turning point.

Over the next decade at Campbell, we transformed the 
global leadership team, reconfigured the portfolio, cut costs, 
revolutionized the culture, created new growth avenues, made 
integral strategic investments, and significantly improved finan-
cial performance. And we helped people feel proud of where 
they worked again. Employee engagement during my tenure 
went from being among the worst in the Fortune 500 to being 
world-class as measured by Gallup.

Overall, I’m proud of my decade as CEO of Campbell. We 
accomplished a lot. Who knows what might have happened if 
things had gone differently on the day of that first global meet-
ing, if I hadn’t owned my mistake?

Do What You Say

I share the story of my leadership pledge to illustrate the impor-
tance of publicly linking your words with your deeds. While most 
people agree that one should fulfill their verbal commitments, I 
have found it is less common than you might think.
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We all know leaders who have a bias for action, who have 
little patience for words and only value results. These leaders 
say indignantly, “It doesn’t matter what you say, it’s what you 
do that counts!” It’s a popular idea and I understand the senti-
ment. Promises are empty when they are not backed up with 
actions. But in my experience, the truth is that both what you say 
and what you do matter; they matter a great deal and in equal 
measure.

In keeping with the theme of abundance, integrity is not 
an “either/or” proposition. To demonstrate integrity you have 
to say how you will act, then do what you say. You have to say 
what matters and then do what matters. You must tell people 
where you’re going to take the organization, then actually lead 
them there. Yes, your actions are crucial. But without words 
to measure your actions against, they are less powerful; absent 
any criteria from you about what you believe and how you 
will act, it is harder to gauge whether you are behaving with 
integrity or not. When people have a clear way to assess your 
character, it’s easier for them to believe in you and follow your 
lead.

This means you can take the reins and define the guidelines 
for your own leadership. It’s all up to you. Decide how you will 
act. Choose what is non-negotiable, where you draw the line, and 
where you have room for flexibility. Working through the Blue-
print will help as you can gain previously untapped clarity about 
what kind of promises you are willing and able to make.

Declaring Yourself

In the spirit of giving people words to measure your actions 
against, once you have landed on some parameters, it is impor-
tant to share those guidelines with others. Ideally, you should 
communicate how you will act. Then follow through.
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If you completed the Five-Day Action Plan, you have 
already tested out a pilot version of a practice I call “Declaring 
Yourself.” This practice has been one of the most effective tools 
I’ve used on my leadership journey. Not only has it enhanced 
my ability to get results and build relationships, but it has 
been instrumental in helping me lead by example, spreading 
integrity-laden leadership throughout the organizations I’ve 
led. Just as Gandhi famously urged us to “be the change” we 
want to see in the world, whatever behaviors we want to see in 
others, we must start by modeling the desired behavior with 
our own actions. That is what integrity means: we can’t expect 
to develop high-character, high-competence associates if we 
are not dedicated to being high-character, high-competence 
leaders.

Declaring Yourself is one of the best ways I’ve found to give 
people a criterion for measuring my trustworthiness, to lay the 
groundwork for building productive working relationships, and 
to model the behavior I want to see reflected throughout the 
organization.

I developed the practice at Nabisco. As an introvert, I 
found it difficult to spontaneously tell people about myself, to 
communicate what mattered, and to share the credentials that 
made me a qualified executive. But I knew that bringing myself, 
my full self, to my leadership pursuits was mission critical. To 
really connect with people, I would need a way to build rela-
tionships more efficiently. That is why I formalized the practice 
of Declaring Yourself. I’ve always been process-oriented, and 
this gave me a simple process for doing what I knew needed to 
be done in spite of my introversion.

The Premise of the Practice Is Simple

The people with whom you work are not mind readers. You can 
never assume they will understand your intentions. But you can 
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be sure that, absent any other information to help inform their 
impression of you, they will carefully observe your behavior and 
make judgments about your character and competence. A nar-
rative about who you are, and how you operate, will begin to 
emerge in their mind whether or not it is accurate. Without any 
rubric, they will use their own freeform observations and feel-
ings to judge your trustworthiness and integrity.

Similarly, an image about the other party will begin to take 
shape in your mind, as the working relationship slowly devel-
ops. Often, productivity in this early stage is stagnant or slowed 
as both parties try to suss each other out, and solve the “puzzle” 
of who the other person is. Sometimes, the conclusions reached 
are inaccurate and other times misconceptions prevent one or 
both parties from advancing the goals of the enterprise. It’s not 
optimal.

But it does not have to be that way. You can take control 
of the narrative that is being formed, both in your mind and in 
the other party’s mind, by attacking the central issue head on 
and Declaring Yourself. This jump-starts the relationship so 
all parties can start to understand each other better and get on 
the right track.

Here’s how it works: The first hour of the first day I 
work with someone, I declare myself. I set aside an hour for 
a one-on-one meeting aimed at removing the mystery from 
our working relationship. Rather than spending the first few 
months working together trying to figure out what to expect 
from one another, I have found it to be much more productive 
to take the issue head on. Then we can constructively focus on 
the challenges at hand more quickly.

What types of things should you include when you declare 
yourself? Anything you deem pertinent.
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To accompany the face-to-face meeting, I use a Power-
Point deck to present my “Declaring Myself” document, in 
which I declare:

•	 What is important to me

•	 What kind of leader I’m trying to be

•	 What I value in an organization

•	 What I seek in direct reports

•	 How I believe our industry operates

•	 My planning philosophy

•	 My operating style

•	 My background and credentials

•	 My favorite quotes

•	 What you can expect from me

•	 What I expect from you

At the end of the hour I say, “I just spent an hour sharing 
with you the way I intend to behave and some of the motiva-
tion for that behavior. If I do what I say I will do, I guess that 
means you can trust me. If I don’t, I guess that means you can’t. 
But all my cards are on the table.” This provides guardrails that 
can guide my new colleague’s perception of me. If I stay on the 
straight and narrow, they know they can continue to put their 
faith in me. And we can proceed with the challenges of the day.

I always invite the other person to share with me, at a sub-
sequent meeting, their personal philosophy, how they work, and 
what they believe. Not everybody takes me up on it. But when 
they do, it advances our working relationship and often leads to 
better performance.
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For example, as a result of this candid approach at Nabisco, 
one executive declared himself to me on his first day of work. 
Inspired by my being so forthright with him, he revealed that 
he had recently been divorced. As the father of two boys, he 
was committed to being present in their lives despite the com-
plications of custody arrangements that accompany divorce 
proceedings. To do that, he said he would appreciate some flex-
ibility in his work schedule. Earnestly, he looked me in the eyes 
and told me how important it was to be there for his children. 
He promised that any schedule allowances would in no way 
affect his ability to do his job. Trusting him, I agreed. He was a 
talented executive. And I believed in him.

Now, we both had an opportunity to prove the depth of 
our integrity to one another. By trusting him, I had a chance 
to prove I was fulfilling my promise to treat him with dignity. 
And he now had extra incentive to do a great job, to prove 
he was not taking my forbearance for granted. We both came 
through. For as long as he worked for me, he delivered strong 
results for the company. Because we had declared ourselves to 
one another early on, I was able to meet his needs for flexibility 
in a win-win way from the start. I went the extra mile for him 
and, in turn, he went the extra mile for our company again and 
again. That’s the power of the practice. The bonds you build by 
being true to your word do not erode over time as long as you 
tend to them. Rather, they grow stronger every time either party 
behaves with integrity; it becomes ever-reinforcing.

Why It Works

Declaring Yourself works in two important ways. First, it 
spreads trust from the inside out. As you model the practice 
of being forthright and transparent, people can approach their 
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work demands with that same transparency. And they can pro-
ceed with all the necessary information to work smoothly along-
side you. It is a relationship accelerant that dissolves mystery and 
enhances understanding between co-workers.

Second, it creates accountability for you to adhere to the 
commitments you make when you declare yourself. For these 
two reasons, the practice of declaring myself has become inte-
gral to the way I lead. Try it. I am confident it will add depth 
and intimacy to your working relationships – and will help you 
to cultivate high-character, high-competence teams.

Non-Negotiables

The notion of Declaring Yourself applies beyond the realm of 
earning trust from your employees and colleagues but also into 
how you build and retain trust with your customers. Companies 
must declare what they stand for and then deliver on that prom-
ise to their external stakeholders. World 50 is a company that 
demonstrates this well.

World 50 is “a private community for senior-most execu-
tives from globally respected organizations to intimately share 
ideas, solutions and collaborative discovery free from press, 
competition and solicitation.” They have experienced great 
success since their inception in 2004 and their star continues 
to rise, attracting new members each year. Their community of 
members, closely guarded and shrouded in secrecy, consists of 
top-tier senior and C-suite executives from world-class global 
companies, most of them in the Fortune 500.

The appeal of the community lies largely in its privacy. 
World 50’s website is a single landing page; boasting a stark 
dark background and little else, it provides visitors with merely 
a one-sentence description and a phone number. This is by 
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design. Privacy is part of the allure. World 50 fiercely guards 
details of their forums, meetings, and members, so that lead-
ers who participate can enjoy a free exchange of ideas and a 
radical candor that is unimpeded by any threat of leaks, nega-
tive coverage, judgment, or competition; it’s a risk-free space to 
develop and grow among your peers – designed specifically for 
senior leaders.

World 50 rigorously observes and defends the rule of 
secrecy in its business development and marketing. All conver-
sations are off the record and they do not broadcast the specif-
ics of the people or companies they have attracted in order to 
solicit more business. The buck stops with them and mum’s  
the word.

How did World 50 design its unique value proposition? 
CEO David Wilkie explains that the secret was in building 
the business around a set of “non-negotiables.” It’s somewhat 
counterintuitive. When they’re first starting out, many 
businesses look for ways they can say an enthusiastic “Yes!” to 
prospective customers and employees. Wilkie and his team took 
an opposing tack. Early on, they hammered out everything they 
would say an unequivocal “no” to and built their marketing 
around that instead. It presented a unique challenge because a 
common sales or business development tactic involves breaking 
the rules to attract new customers. A salesperson might lower a 
price, negotiate a sweetheart deal that is not available to others, 
or make an exception to any number of established promises or 
standards. But not World 50. Their most compelling value to 
their customers is the array of things that they absolutely will 
not bend on, under any circumstance.

The cardinal rule, on which they offer no flexibility, was 
ironed out early on in their inception, and continues to be their 
most attractive non-negotiable to prospective members. The 
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rule is that participants in the respective communities must be 
the senior-most person from their company in that role. For 
example, in an HR community for senior leaders, the partici-
pants must all be global heads of HR at their organizations. 
And when that senior-most person signs up to participate on a 
call or in a meeting, they cannot delegate it to a subordinate or 
proxy. They have to show up – them, and only them. That way, 
if they host, say, a forum for global heads of HR, each partici-
pant knows they are communicating with a peer.

This works on three levels:

 1. It elevates the quality of the conversation because every 
executive is bringing a similar level of experience and 
insight.

 2. It protects the sanctity and privacy of the conversation. 
No substitutes means no possibility of gossip, leaks, or 
whisper down the lane about what was discussed.

 3. It reinforces the value of a leader’s investment in their 
membership; to many of these executives, their time is 
more valuable to them than money, so pledging their time 
to any given World 50 event reinforces the strength of 
their commitment.

David Wilkie credits the success of World 50 to crystal-
lizing these non-negotiables early on in the creation of the 
company. He owes their continued growth to his vigilance in 
“managing the constant battle internally between people try-
ing to break the rules, both your customers and your employ-
ees.” Because there are always temptations to bend the rules, 
certain executives, no matter how much they value the unique 
non-negotiables and insights they get from their membership, 
will sometimes press to push the limits. “Just this one time, 
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can I have my deputy on the call instead of me?” The answer 
is always no. This is how World 50 has been able to protect its 
reputation and continuously grow its community among the 
most skilled and respected senior executives in the business 
world. They have unwavering integrity to their non-negotia-
bles. And it sets them apart in the marketplace.

The lesson is that integrity can be hard to find. You can 
differentiate yourself in the marketplace not only by being 
true to your word in your internal communications, but also 
by defining clear non-negotiables, communicating them effec-
tively, and adhering to them with near-militance.

What non-negotiables can you and your team brainstorm? 
Where is there an opportunity to make your position 
clearer, to create value for your customers not only by what 
you are willing to do, but what you are not willing to do? 
Thinking about this is a worthy integrity-focused exercise.

Owning Up

My wife’s grandfather, R.T. Johnstone, ran the Detroit office of 
Marsh & McLennan, the world’s largest insurance company at 
the time. As a young man, R.T. was persistent and hard-working, 
determined to achieve success. For ten years straight, he called 
on Henry Ford, the eponymous founder of the Ford Motor 
Company, trying to sell him on the idea of providing low-cost 
insurance to his workers through a long-term group insurance 
program. Henry repeatedly turned him down for a full decade. 
Then, R.T. finally caught a break. In 1939, Henry Ford retired 
and his son, Edsel, took over the company.
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Cautiously optimistic, R.T. made an appointment to pitch 
Edsel the group insurance plan. While he was hopeful, he was 
fully prepared to face the same rejection he’d experienced in 
every previous appointment over the past ten years. To his 
shock, Edsel responded positively. In that very first meeting, 
the deal was done over a handshake. R.T. was elated. After a 
decade of facing rejection after rejection, he had finally closed 
the deal of his lifetime.

But there was a problem. That evening, R.T. realized 
that, caught up in the quick and encouraging pace of the 
meeting, he had quoted Edsel some incorrect numbers. 
R.T. could probably have said nothing and finessed his way 
through the process by keeping the numbers hidden, but 
that just didn’t sit right with him. There was a lot on the 
line. He knew what he had to do.

R.T. returned to Edsel’s office the next day. He explained 
the error and presented the correct numbers. He wasn’t sure 
he could save the deal given that the entire transaction was 
predicated on misleading information. Expecting fallout and 
pushback, R.T., in an attempt to save the deal, assured Edsel 
that he would be happy to step back from the relationship and 
let somebody else handle it – he would understand completely. 
Edsel adamantly said, “No way. You made a mistake. You owned 
up to it. And you made it right. I wouldn’t want to work with 
anyone else.”

Because of R.T.’s honesty, he closed the largest insurance 
contract in the world that day, for $150,000,000 in 1939 dollars 
– and he retained the Ford account for the duration of his life. 
If he hadn’t been honest, his mistake might have been found 
out down the road, and the contract would have been lost. But 
integrity won the day, proving my belief that the high road is 
the only road.
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Building the Habit

Integrity is foundational and mandatory to leadership. It starts 
with creating alignment between your words and your actions. 
But that’s not where it ends. With practice, it can extend into an 
entire spirit, an ethos that defines how you communicate your 
leadership in each moment. Just like courage, you can build 
integrity, as a habit, in small moments, even seemingly innocu-
ous ones.

I shared the story of delivering my pledge because it was a 
high-pressure situation where my ability to lead with integrity 
was tested on the public stage. The reason I was able to reflex-
ively respond in the way I did was because I had practiced for 
many years prior to that moment. Naming, owning, and cor-
recting mistakes was ingrained in my muscle memory.

As you might guess, staying true to our word is most 
tempting in public when other people are observing us because 
there is a social and professional cost to wavering. I had to own 
my mistake at the Global Leadership Meeting because I was 
under a microscope. R.T. had to own his mistake to secure the 
Ford account. But true integrity requires no spotlight.

To really train the integrity habit into our leadership, we 
must learn to do the right thing even when nobody’s looking. 
Even more so, we’ve got to learn how to stay true to our prin-
ciples even when it goes against our interests and there may 
be a real consequence to sticking to our guns. That’s why we 
have to train integrity as a habit in small moments – so we can 
rely on that training in the big moments. It’s also why we have 
to train integrity when things are going well – so we can rely 
on that training when things become chaotic, challenging, or 
downright catastrophic.
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It’s easiest to practice when things are calm. When conflict 
or turmoil strikes, you won’t have as much time to react care-
fully; you will need to be able to rely on instinct.

Training: Practice Choosing Responsibility

To build the integrity instinct, I find it helpful to practice mak-
ing a single better leadership choice whenever challenges arise, 
whether big (like losing a major client) or small (like managing 
a minor misunderstanding between departments). The single 
choice? Choosing to take responsibility.

We cannot always control what happens to us, but we can 
always choose our response to whatever comes our way. The 
choice to take responsibility exists on a gradient; there are 
wavering degrees to which you need to take action depending 
on the gravity of the situation. Trust is always a “non-negotia-
ble” but the more challenging the situation and the higher the 
stakes, the more urgent it is that you respond in a trustworthy 
way.

To responsibly practice this choice, regardless of the 
severity of the conundrum you are facing, I’ve developed a few 
guidelines that are in harmony with an abundant leadership 
philosophy.

As you practice the habit of taking responsibility and 
build your integrity “instinct,” consider these guidelines:

It’s not about you. It’s about everyone else. When you choose 
to take responsibility, remember that it’s not to bolster your ego; it’s for 
the greater good. This should not be an exercise in making yourself 
look like a hero. Make sure to attack problems collaboratively rather 
than “looking out for number one.”
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In the throes of corporate competitiveness, it can be tempt-
ing to diminish your involvement in a given issue – to “cover 
your ass” – but it doesn’t end well. It may help you now, but it 
won’t get you through the next fire drill, or the one after that. 
People will remember how you behaved. Next time, rather 
than rolling up their sleeves to solve the problem with you, 
they might be happy to follow your lead and cover their own 
asses, allowing you to take the fall or clean up the mess all by 
yourself. Or they might precipitate a new and bigger problem 
by hiding things from you. Why? Because they’re afraid that 
you might hang them out to dry like you did the last time, 
or they simply do not trust you to take the proper corrective 
action. This can potentially cause a new problem of unforeseen 
magnitude that is made worse by the fact that it likely could 
have been addressed much earlier, and prevented, had people 
felt comfortable to make you aware of issues sooner.

An approach that eschews responsibility for self-preserva-
tion is a no-win path to travel in the long-term. Choose to look 
out for, and take care of, everyone in your organization. It’s 
about helping everybody win and thrive.

People are paying attention. And they’re depending on you.  
People in today’s organizations are savvy and observant. They’re 
plugged into their leaders’ behavior and they’re paying atten-
tion. For the most part, they can spot a half-truth or an attempt 
to deflect blame – or any variation in between. In today’s world, 
this is the default position many people start from; they are vigi-
lant and tuned in to any sign of duplicitousness or trouble ahead. 
This is true in times of smooth sailing, and even more so when 
there is a powder keg situation brewing.

No matter the gravity of the situation, the thing people 
want most is a signal from their leader that they’re up to the 



Integrity 253

task. And they look for a leader who also provides actionable 
ways to jump in and help; they want to be empowered to solve 
the problem, too. People don’t want you to downplay things, or 
protect yourself, or coddle them. They want you to lead.

Practice heading people’s worries off at the pass by saying 
something like: “I’m aware of situation. We can handle it. And 
we’re going to get through it together.” It seems simple. But 
too many leaders try to take circuitous routes out of tough situ-
ations (big and small) thinking people might not notice, when 
the most direct route is right through the muck, in clear view 
of your astute stakeholders.

When things go awry, instead of spreading blame, spread ac-
countability. As the leader, it’s your job to take at least part 
of the responsibility and hold other people accountable too – as 
soon as possible. Especially if you’re new, this can be a shortcut 
to demonstrating your character and securing buy-in from your 
stakeholders (as it was at my first Campbell Global Leadership 
Meeting).

Conversely, the quickest and surest way to lose trust is 
failing to take responsibility, or worse, blaming others entirely 
for the situation (even though there is, in fact, usually a lot of 
blame to go around). Instead of using a “blaming” framework, 
try instead to identify the people or factors who contributed to 
the issue you’re facing, hold them accountable, make adjust-
ments, and make sure the same mistakes are not repeated twice. 
This shows you are owning the problem. When you own the 
problem, you can own the solution too. Enlist people to help 
so they feel engaged in the solution with you. By taking your 
share of accountability, you’ll inspire others to hold themselves 
accountable in kind.
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Move on. Don’t wallow. There’s lots to do. Choosing 
to take responsibility, in short, has four key steps:

 1. Own the issue.

 2. Deal with it swiftly, honestly, and as completely as possible.

 3. Pledge to not make the same mistake twice.

 4. Move on.

Choosing to take ownership of the issue ensures every-
body can get back to work in a timely manner. By practicing 
this approach in situations big and small, you learn to not let 
little road bumps define you or the organization. And produc-
tivity keeps on trucking.

To practice, the next time there is an issue of any size, don’t 
try to deflect, or underestimate people, or nitpick about whose 
fault it was. Choose to take responsibility as the leader 
while holding others fully responsible for their role in the 
issue. Own the problem, take a hard-nosed approach, present 
a solution, get to work, and don’t make the same mistake twice. 
You’ll stave off disaster, fix problems faster, build trust, and get 
better results.

The more you learn to do this, the more it becomes an 
instinct that you can leverage to lead with integrity throughout 
your career as you learn to Declare Yourself to internal and 
external stakeholders, do what you say in good times and bad, 
and build the habit of taking responsibility.



The “Grow or Die” 
Mindset
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“In this world you’re either growing or you’re dying, so get in motion 
and grow.”

—Lou Holtz, former American football player and coach

As you know, when I became CEO of Campbell Soup Company, 
things had been trending downward for several years prior to my 
arrival. As I’ve referenced in previous chapters, employees were 
worn out, shareholders were disgruntled, customers were drop-
ping off, and engagement was severely stunted. Despite all this, 
expectations for my leadership were high and I knew, to meet 
the standards set for me, we would have to grow relative to those 
expectations.

In senior leadership positions, you basically have three 
years to prove yourself. In the first year, the various fire drills, 
issues, and assorted mayhem are naturally linked to your pre-
decessor and you are granted forbearance. The second year, 
speed bumps are somewhat forgiven (although less so than the 
first year) because you are learning and can point to a change 
strategy that is still very much “in process.” But by the third 
year, it’s all on you. If you haven’t managed to begin to right the 
ship and advance things in the proper direction at that point, 
everyone will appropriately challenge your leadership. Know-
ing this, your leadership must be highly nimble and adaptable. 
You must have a mindset that centers the urgency of growth.

Understanding this urgent need was central to how 
I landed the CEO job at Campbell. My first interview with 
Campbell was with the entire CEO Selection Committee of 
the board. It was a formidable group of interviewers and they 
were eager to make the most of our time together. Before I 
could get my bearings, they began peppering me with rapid-
fire questions, one after the other. While I attempted to answer 
them thoughtfully, I could barely formulate a thought before 
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the next question came. After the interview was over, it was all a 
bit of a blur. I did not think it had gone well. So I was pleasantly 
surprised when I received a phone call informing me, contrary 
to my perception, that the committee was excited to invite me 
back for a second-round interview.

For this round, I was determined to more clearly state my 
case for turning around this iconic company. I knew Campbell 
was not conducting an executive search under ordinary circum-
stances so I realized that to get the job, I could not approach 
my interview in an ordinary way. (I was also aware they were 
interviewing several other people; I was not necessarily the 
frontrunner.) To advance my candidacy, I had to convey that I 
understood – and shared – the sense of urgency that dictated 
the circumstances. And I had to take control of the conversa-
tion in a meaningful way. This time, I would not be the subject 
of an interrogatory firing squad; I planned to drive the inter-
view and frame the case for revitalization, to make a compelling 
case for them to seriously consider me.

The weekend before my second interview, I enlisted some 
of the smartest friends in my network to help in the prepara-
tion of a comprehensive turnaround plan for the company. We 
pored over all the publicly available materials about Campbell’s 
situation and, armed with a solid understanding of what they 
were facing, we crafted a three-year “Campbell Revitalization 
Framework.” The three-year timetable was no coincidence; I 
had chosen it by design to engineer urgency into the approach 
because, after the three-year mark, the clock might run out on 
my ability to hit stride on our goals.

Part of the plan’s strength was that it was customized to 
the specific circumstances and opportunities Campbell faced 
in the workplace and the marketplace. But even more central 
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to the strength of the Campbell Revitalization Framework was 
my outsider’s perspective; I saw things differently. My observa-
tion was that the company had become so focused on putting 
out fires and dealing with crises in the short-term that they had 
lost sight of the desperate need to craft an achievable plan for 
long-term growth and renewal.

I pledged to do it differently. We were not going to over-
promise and underdeliver. We were going to design something 
both idealistic and realistic, a plan that looked ambitiously 
toward the future, while remaining grounded in the harsh real-
ity of the present. The idea was this: in three years, we would 
take Campbell from being uncompetitive every day to being 
competitive on a good day with an eye toward building a con-
tinuous improvement mindset across the organization that 
would serve it well for years to come.

I came to the second meeting armed with a clear point of 
view, a smart plan for growth, and a tiger’s-eye determination to 
make my case. When I first arrived, things started to go the way of 
the first interview. Immediately, the board members began to ask 
questions in quick succession. But I had an ace up my sleeve. I had 
brought individually bound copies of my Campbell Revitalization 
Framework with me, one for each board member. A few minutes 
into the discussion, I removed them from my bag and suggested 
we pivot. The group was intrigued. To my knowledge, no other 
candidate had come this prepared.

Finally in control of the conversation, I walked them 
through the document step by step for about an hour and a 
half. Not only did I tell them what needed to be done, but how 
I intended to do it, expressing my leadership philosophy along 
the way. Essentially, I “declared myself” to them. Sure enough, 
it made an impression. I landed the job.
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What I understood then, and was able to express, was 
that Campbell had been working in the wrong paradigm – 
yesterday’s paradigm, where an attitude of equal parts compla-
cency and panic ruled the roost. The people who wanted to 
fix the problems were scrambling to do so without intention 
or understanding of the implications for the long-term vital-
ity of the company; this was creating issues that trickled down 
throughout the organization, which in turn created fear and 
confusion in the larger corporate culture since people could 
plainly observe that the panic-driven tactics were not working, 
and there seemed to be little point in applying one’s energy to 
a sinking ship.

Campbell needed to take a breath, step back, look at the 
whole picture, and craft a long-term, holistic, and sustainable 
plan for moving things forward, a plan that recognized this 
simple truth: in today’s marketplace, you either find a way 
to grow, or you die. To succeed, companies and leaders need a 
plan that honors this understanding.

In the end, while I was personally hellbent on doing every-
thing in my power to take Campbell into a tomorrow where a 
growth mindset was the clarion call, the closing argument for 
my CEO candidacy was that it wasn’t really about me, it was 
about the organization.

The plan for moving the organization forward was two-
pronged: at the individual level, earn buy-in from the associates 
(again, leadership is all about the people), while translating the 
“grow or die” mindset to the organization at large, in service to 
the entire enterprise. The pulse reverberating throughout the 
effort would have to be one of continuous improvement and 
growth – an orientation it would be natural for me to champion 
because it had been trained into me years ago, dating all the 
way back to graduate school.
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You Can Do Better

In business school, I experienced a call to action from a revered 
professor that challenged me to reach beyond my current capa-
bilities and informed my approach to leadership for the dura-
tion of my career. The words this person spoke were simple 
– astoundingly so – but when I heard them in that moment, they 
incited me toward change.

I was a first-year graduate student at the Kellogg School 
of Management at Northwestern University. Now-renowned 
leadership thinker Ram Charan was my management policy 
professor. Although I was serious about academics, I was 
taking a full load of classes and working two jobs. Faced 
with such a busy schedule, my schoolwork began to slip. One 
day in Ram’s class, he called on me unexpectedly. I had not 
completed the required preparation for that day’s discussion. 
Nervous, I began to stumble through an unconvincing 
response. It was obvious that I was unprepared and I could 
feel my face flush red. I kept my head down for the rest of 
class, wanting to disappear.

On my way out, Ram called me aside. Not knowing what 
he might say, I approached him tentatively; he was one of my 
favorite professors and I cared what he thought about me. 
Kindly but firmly, he put his hand on my shoulder and looked 
me in the eye. “Mr. Conant,” he said, “you can do better.” And 
he was right. There was no need to lecture me beyond those 
four simple words. The message was received, and those words 
have influenced my attitude ever since.

Today, I can still hear Ram’s words, spoken over 40 years 
ago, as if he uttered them yesterday. His verbal nudge persis-
tently reminds me that we always have a choice – in leader-
ship and in life. When faced with a challenge, we can remain 
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mired in excuses – that we’re busy, overwhelmed, underwater 
– or we can choose to stretch ourselves and embrace our full 
capability. We can rise to the challenge. We can lean into our 
work with greater intensity and choose growth over compla-
cency. Ram saw a student who was choosing not to fulfill his 
potential when the going got tough. But I turned that choice 
around when faced with the stark candor of his comments, 
delivered caringly.

Ram’s words were effective not only because of what he 
said, but how he said it. His advice sunk in because it came 
from an abundant place of genuine caring and high expec-
tations. I knew undoubtedly that he wanted the best for me  
but also that he held me to a high standard and expected 
excellence.

I remain grateful that Ram held me accountable for my 
performance that day. It made me better – and continues to 
do so. Now I strive to embody the aspirational spirit of “you 
can do better” in all my leadership work, and I ask the same of 
the people with whom I live and work. Always, I try to maneu-
ver these expectations with the same grace as Ram – pushing 
for better performance while also demonstrating I’m sincere 
and committed to helping everybody succeed. No matter our 
vocation or organization, performance is always on the line; we 
cannot drift into the path of least resistance. Just as we must 
continually challenge ourselves to transcend complacence and 
reach for excellence – so too must we ask the same of our col-
leagues, employees, and peers.

You learned how to leverage this non-complacent “grow 
or die” approach and “growth mindset” in your personal lead-
ership development journey in Step 6: Improve. Now it is also 
necessary to learn how to extend this mindset outward from 
within and apply it to the larger organization.
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A Learning Culture

The demands of today’s marketplace require agility. As a leader, 
to advance a team or organization in a dynamic environment, 
you must find ways to engineer the notion of perpetual growth 
into your leadership DNA. You’ve had some practice in Step 6, 
but to experience success in the world at large, you must take it 
further and create a learning culture, one that challenges every 
member of the organization to grow in a way that is beneficial 
both to them individually and to the enterprise at large.

The best way to ensure growth is to make sure there are 
ample opportunities to learn. It’s common sense. Growing 
requires learning: learning new ways to leverage experience, 
mastering new skills, and consuming the advice of people with 
valuable expertise. You really don’t have a choice. All your com-
petitors are striving to attain the necessary knowledge to sur-
vive; if you do not, your company will not keep pace and might 
not be around for very long. Given the choice of growth or 
death, growth surely beats the alternative.

That’s why a central part of my plan to turn around Camp-
bell, in addition to inspiring trust and rallying everyone around 
a shared purpose, was to champion learning and growth for 
all 20,000 of our associates at every level of the organization. 
Doing this achieved symbiosis with our other goals too; being 
given the opportunity to learn reified the trust we’d built and 
helped people find ways to connect their work back to our pur-
pose. Win-win across the board.

To create a learning culture:

 1. At the individual level 
A quality learning culture needs to be led by people who 
are themselves visibly learning and growing. Leaders must 
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personally model the behavior. For example, my office is 
lined with books from floor to ceiling. It is no accident. I love 
to read, I hunger to learn, and I enjoy sharing and encourag-
ing that enthusiasm with others. If we’ve spent any mean-
ingful time together, chances are I’ve handed you a book 
(or two) that speaks to your specific interests or addresses a 
problem you are wrestling with. In this way, in addition to 
trying to apply my own experience to be helpful, I hope to 
convey that I am personally invested in learning and growth 
as I endeavor to be the change that I want to see in the work-
place and in the world.

 2. At the group level 
The idea of growth extends beyond the individual and 
becomes even more imperative when you are pursuing this 
notion in order to move an entire organization forward. Then 
it becomes about creating a community that is learning and 
growing together. People should feel like they are part of a 
culture that is focused on learning and that the environment 
in which they work encourages growth. To cultivate this 
community, it is necessary that your leadership standards 
both celebrate learning and demand it.

The Push/Pull of Learning

There is a principle I use when leading change toward a growth 
mindset (but it is widely applicable to whatever behavior you are 
leading by example). I call it the “push/pull” principle.

In the “grow or die” context, ideally you want your lead-
ership team to work harder to provide learning and growth 
opportunities for their employees – because if we want our 
organizations to grow and prosper, we must create a culture 
where our people can also learn, grow, and prosper.
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To push: make learning expectations clear to the entire 
team. Hold them accountable and explain how their adher-
ence will be measured. Be explicit. Articulate that you expect 
members of your organization to be ever-developing and to 
be providing growth opportunities to their associates in kind. 
Perhaps you would include these expectations in their evalua-
tions. Or you might add it to the company scorecard. Maybe 
you establish specific training and development benchmarks. 
Whatever the criteria, this part is a “push” because it chal-
lenges people to change their behavior.

Important in this step is explaining why learning and 
growth is important. This creates visibility around the what and 
the why. Make it clear that this is what is necessary to excel in 
the twenty-first century marketplace. Explain that setting the 
bar ever-higher is not a way of tightening a noose, but rather it 
is a way of saying, “I believe in you. I have faith in your ability 
to accomplish great things – and in our combined ability to 
achieve the extraordinary together.”

To pull: Celebrate learning so that people are inspired to 
pursue it and want to do it. You can entice people by creating 
positive consequences for success and celebrating those who do 
it right. Modeling the behavior is essential here too.

There are limitless ways you can creatively pursue this. 
For example, to embark on a learning and growth initiative, a 
leader might announce that she will be teaching a development 
course and invite members of her leadership team to partici-
pate. Or he might create room in the budget for team members 
to spearhead their own learning and growth opportunities. Or 
they might share their own positive experience with learning 
by distributing a favorite book list or sharing a personal story 
about the power of growth on their leadership journey.

Important in this step is to first show the positive value 
of the desired behavior with your own actions, and next to 
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celebrate and recognize others who are experiencing success 
with the initiative. This all amounts to a “pull” because it 
beckons people toward the desired behavior with positive 
reinforcement, leading by example, and recognition.

Using this principle – in harmonious tandem – you chal-
lenge and entice people toward change: both pushing and pull-
ing. You create an environment in which people are expected 
to learn, they develop professionally and increase their ability 
to contribute, and they are celebrated for doing so. Everybody 
gets better. And it all starts with you.

Be Strategic

Your commitment to individual and organizational learning 
imperatives should be executed with a view toward your overall 
strategy. While learning for learning’s sake is good, it’s not good 
enough. Exercise discipline. The rallying cry around learning 
should align with, and support, your goals.

For example, if you are a technology company focused on 
innovation, learning opportunities might foster development in 
areas that facilitate innovation. It is critical to infuse the larger 
organizational learning opportunities with initiatives that sup-
port the strategic agenda.

A good example is the initiative we undertook at Campbell 
to improve employee engagement. Improving employee engage-
ment aligned perfectly with our strategic agenda for improving the 
workplace culture and turning around the company; the emerg-
ing data at the time – and all the data since – showed that highly 
engaged cultures outperformed their peers in the marketplace. 
But it had not been a focus for the prior leadership team and it 
would take some cajoling to demonstrate its power. It was an area 
rife for a development focus.
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To champion continuous improvement with employee engage-
ment, our Chief Human Resources Officer, Nancy Reardon, and I 
partnered with Gallup to measure Campbell’s employee engagement 
over time. Every year, for a decade, we surveyed a statistically signifi-
cant portion of the organization and reviewed our progress across 
600 work groups. Progress was measured against the prior year, 
against the other groups in Campbell, and against peer companies 
and peer function norms. Thousands of employees were embedded 
in this process. And it paid off. Over a decade our employee engage-
ment scores went from abysmally low to world-class. The growth 
trajectory of our employee engagement was a key driver of our 
improved success in the marketplace over that same ten-year period.

Our employee engagement efforts demonstrate how the 
push/pull principle was put to vigorous work. First, we had to 
push – making the expectation clear to all our direct reports: 
employee engagement was important to us, important to Camp-
bell, and we expected it to be important to them too. If leaders 
were not willing to participate in improving the engagement 
of their teams and the vitality of the enterprise, there would 
be serious consequences and their jobs would be at risk. We 
needed everyone to be fully on board to bring our dreams of 
world-class employee engagement to life.

In the first three years of my tenure as CEO, we turned 
over 300 of our top 350 global leaders who could not align with 
our plan to lift our employee engagement – and performance 
– to superior levels. In furtherance of this push, we decided 
to report on our employee engagement performance in the 
annual report, which further reinforced that it was one of our 
top strategic priorities.

To pull – we rewarded success and celebrated victories 
as employee engagement steadily increased. Every year at our 
company-wide “Proud Performance Awards” ceremony, we 
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publicly rewarded groups that were making exceptional prog-
ress in employee engagement. We also profiled success stories 
on our company portal and I personally sent detailed handwrit-
ten notes of acknowledgment to each senior manager to con-
gratulate them on their progress – hundreds of notes each year.

With our dogged effort to entice people toward the desired 
behavior, we were able to connect the steady rise of employee 
engagement to better results in the marketplace, and rejoice as 
the tone and tenor of the workplace became more upbeat and 
productive. The more leaders and associates saw the positive 
results, the more they bore witness to its power, and the more 
excited they became about being a part of the effort. By the end 
of the decade, the majority of people at Campbell were aware 
of the clear link between our success in the workplace and our 
success in the marketplace. The entire process enabled us to 
model the importance of disciplined learning in service to spe-
cific outcomes. It was an important piece of the “grow or die” 
puzzle. But there were other key initiatives at play too.

Challenging Your Paradigm

Back in 2001, when I was in clear contention for the Campbell 
CEO job, I knew I would have to assemble a whip smart team  
who could help me execute on my growth vision for the company. 
I had my eye on Carl Johnson, an innovative thinker whom I’d 
met at Kraft when he did some consulting for us. I was impressed 
by his growth mindset and I knew he could work wonders as 
Chief Strategy Officer.

At the time, the Chief Strategy Officer was a relatively new 
concept. Carl was not only intrigued by the opportunity but he 
designed the parameters of the job himself and we went into 
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our turnaround plan arm in arm. His office was next to mine so 
we could be in close communication as we worked together to 
get the company back on solid footing.

The situation in those early days presented the inverse of 
a growth-oriented company. The previous leaders had made 
such drastic spending cuts to every area of the business that 
talent, product, innovation, and consumer understanding had 
all been badly eroded. Research and Development (R&D), the 
department that should be paramount in keeping a company 
current and at the cutting edge of its industry, was cut 30% in a 
single day before we got there.

Carl recalls, “There was no contemporary understanding 
of the industry or even the category.” He would need a wide 
mandate to begin to breathe new, innovative life into every 
area of the organization, so he was given oversight over strat-
egy and development, marketing services, R&D, and e-com-
merce, among others. He was the right person to do it because 
he wasn’t the type to accept the easy answer or the way things 
“have always been done.” He was somebody who pushed and 
prodded. What got us into the current situation wasn’t work-
ing; we needed to create the conditions for a new paradigm.

To gain traction with a transformative change, you must be 
willing to invest in growth, with both time and money. The first 
thing Carl did was build what he calls “a second-to-none consumer 
knowledge estate.” In the first year and a half he spent several mil-
lion dollars, with my full support, doing analytical discovery into 
buyer behavior. Taking the time to do this yielded unbelievable 
epiphanies that revolutionized how we did business.

For example, Campbell had been operating under the assump-
tion that a standard soup buyer’s lunch was soup and a sandwich. 
Because of this assumption, they thought they had a 70% share 
of the soup market. But Carl’s research revealed that most soup 
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buyers did not have a soup and a sandwich for lunch. In actuality, 
they chose between a soup and a sandwich or a salad, or something 
else entirely. Soup was not being considered as a side by the con-
sumer but as the whole meal. When we realized we weren’t merely 
in competition with other soups but with salad, sandwiches, yogurt, 
and so on, the revelation was that we had only a 3% share of the 
market – a substantial difference. Armed with that knowledge, we 
were able to adapt our approach to advertising, marketing, R&D 
– everything – and begin to regain market share. Imagine if we 
hadn’t made learning a priority; we’d never have figured that out! 
The disastrous slope downward might very well have continued.

Despite the positive impact of expanding our consumer 
knowledge, Carl was often met with resistance to his innova-
tions. Making progress is not always easy, partially because, in 
his words, “Fundamentally, people do not like change, particu-
larly disruptive change,” but it was possible because we were 
visibly prioritizing these kinds of forward-thinking overhauls 
from the top. That is why it is imperative – more today than 
ever – to hire people who will challenge your paradigm in ser-
vice to the “grow or die” mindset, people like Carl.

Wrapping It Up

In today’s marketplace, there is an urgent need to champion a 
“grow or die” mindset. To achieve success in this area, leaders 
must be willing to create a learning culture, to always do bet-
ter, to leverage the push/pull principle, to invest in growth, and 
to hire people who will challenge the current paradigm. If this 
forward-thinking approach is not sufficiently attended to, com-
placency will set in, the organization will grow stagnant, trust 
will be lost, and performance will suffer.
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“Pride makes us artificial and humility makes us real.”
—Thomas Merton, American theologian

Bill George, whom you met briefly in the “Purpose” chapter, 
is a leader I admire greatly. Like me, he is a former Fortune 
500 CEO who, instead of retiring after his adventures in the 
C-suite, has felt called to share his leadership experience and 
insight with the world. He is the leading expert on the subject 
of “authentic leadership,” having written the definitive book on 
the topic, True North. True to his character, when interviewed 
for this book, he balked at the characterization of his expertise, 
humbly protesting, “I wouldn’t call myself an ‘expert’ in any-
thing.” His résumé makes a case to the contrary. He is a senior 
fellow at Harvard Business School, where he has taught leader-
ship since 2004, imparting the many lessons he learned in his 
illustrious leadership career, including serving as chairman and 
CEO of Medtronic for over a decade, before which he was in 
senior leadership positions at Honeywell for many years.

Like that of most people, Bill’s journey to where he is now 
– successful, fulfilled, comfortable in who he is, and committed 
to giving back – was not a straight line. He had to take some 
knocks and face some uncomfortable truths along the way. 
But those knocks have fortified his leadership perspective, and 
amplified his ability to connect with people in a humble way.

In his 40s, Bill was climbing the corporate ladder at Hon-
eywell. His expertise was turnarounds. He was entrenched 
in turning around one business after another, moving higher 
and higher up the food chain, and becoming enamored with 
the thrill of the ascent. He found himself reaching for, as he 
calls it, “the brass ring.” He wanted to become CEO. He didn’t 
really know why, just that he wanted to get there. Bill shares 
that he became distracted by the prize, by the title, and almost 
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unconsciously began “dressing a certain way, acting a certain way, 
playing the part” even though if he’d taken a step back to reflect he 
might have realized earlier that “it wasn’t who I really was.”

One day in 1988, Bill was driving home from work when 
he caught sight of himself in his rearview mirror. What he saw 
shocked him; an unhappy person was staring back at him in the 
reflection. The realization was as powerful as it was sudden: he 
was not fulfilled. Although he’d been presenting an upbeat face to 
the world, his professional life had become joyless. In the months 
preceding this eureka moment, he had been traveling, away from 
his family 80% of the time, pushing through barriers at work, and 
grinning through the discomfort to his team. He had been so con-
sumed with how he was presenting himself, wanting so badly to 
embody the role of the aspiring CEO, he had severed his connec-
tion with his inner world, with his true self.

On paper, Bill had everything going for him. His wife had 
a great job, they had a huge social support network and lots of 
friends, his kids were doing well in school, he was financially 
stable, and he was one of the two top candidates to be the next 
CEO of Honeywell. Why was he so troubled? The sobering 
truth was that he was unhappy because, in his words, “I was not 
who I was.” When he shared this epiphany with his wife, she 
said, “Bill, I’ve been trying to tell you that for a year and you’ve 
refused to listen to me!”

The Two Components of Humility

I’ll come back to Bill’s story shortly, but first it’s helpful to under-
stand the inner workings of humility. Often when we think of 
humility, we consider its most surface level meaning: that it refers to 
how modest a person acts. Sometimes, leaders even misunderstand 
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it to mean holding themselves in low esteem or assume it requires 
publicly denigrating oneself so as not to appear cocky or brash. 
In my opinion, this isn’t quite right. While modesty is certainly a 
virtue, I think this narrow definition of humility misses the mark.

Over my career, I’ve learned to look deeper; my under-
standing of humility in a leadership context has evolved to 
embrace two crucial overarching components. Understanding 
humility in its full depth – in these two ways – is essential to 
strengthening your leadership character.

The first part of humility involves putting your ego aside 
to let people know a more personal, less-rehearsed version of 
who you really are. Instead of only showing people the best ver-
sion of ourselves all the time, it means coming down to earth 
to show a few cracks too. It requires shedding your armor a bit, 
and doing the necessary work to delve deeper in your under-
standing of yourself so you can share your leadership story and 
gifts more freely with others.

This part of humility contains an undercurrent that runs 
throughout the work we do in the six steps of the Blueprint. It 
requires that we are responsible enough to know our true selves 
and bring that knowledge, without pretense, to our interactions 
so people can feel safe to share their true selves with us in kind. 
This also keeps us grounded; it helps us to calibrate our focus 
so that we are less concerned with the trappings of success and 
more focused on showing up for people in the humblest and 
most helpful way possible.

The second part of humility requires that we look beyond 
our own abilities and perceptions to learn from others; it means 
fully recognizing we are not the smartest person in the room 
and learning to listen – to really listen – to the people around 
us. In my experience, this part of humility is very easy for lead-
ers to understand intellectually, but is difficult for them to 
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actually practice. Learning to be alert to the abundant wisdom 
that exists in the world around us and within the other people 
in our organization is a skill that will serve us well on our lead-
ership journey. We can do this by mastering the art of listening, 
reading more, becoming more open-minded, and learning to 
give credit to others more generously.

These two components boil down to two essential ele-
ments: connecting and listening.

Peeling the Onion

After Bill George had his epiphany on that drive home from 
work about not being happy, he realized he had some work to 
do. It was time to “get real,” to have an honest conversation with 
himself, and to explore the reasons why he’d been holding him-
self back from walking through the world as his true self.

He likens the process of gaining self-awareness to “peeling 
an onion.” A little reflection quickly revealed to him “how hard 
it is to hit the center of that onion.” To get there, he would have 
to reckon with some uncomfortable memories.

Looking back on his life, Bill realized he’d always had  
a preoccupation with getting ahead and being perceived as a 
“success.” Driven and ambitious, he’d always wanted to be in  
a leadership position – to be who he thought people wanted 
him to be – but some of his earliest memories are of failing 
publicly in that regard.

In high school, Bill ran for student council and lost. A 
skinny kid his freshman year, he got trampled on the foot-
ball team, hardly putting him in contention for quarterback. 
He tried to become co-captain of the tennis team and wasn’t 
chosen. When he got to college at Georgia Tech, he ran for 
office six more times and lost every campaign.
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Over and over, Bill kept trying to become a version of him-
self he thought the world wanted him to be, to attain some elu-
sive grand prize. But he never took a step back to think about 
why: Why were these things so important, what did they mean, 
and would they make him happy? And how might his obsession 
with these trappings be preventing him from connecting with 
people? Was he pushing people away with his pompous affect, 
creating a layer of remove between him and other people? 
Until he confronted these things head on, he would always be 
projecting a somewhat false image.

Of course, it’s not easy to wrestle with the question of what 
we really want to do and who we really want to be. So, you 
might wonder, why do it? Because, in Bill’s words, “until you 
open up that onion, and really open up your life, and really get 
to the core of it, the hurts, the wounds, the joys, the sorrows 
that you’ve had along the way and really think those through,” 
you will not be able to connect with other people in an authen-
tic way and pursue a life of purpose and fulfillment. Until 
you’re willing to explore this territory, your ability to pursue 
the connecting part of humility is compromised, because accord-
ing to Bill, you can’t be “real” with people when you are preoc-
cupied with presenting an overly polished version of yourself; 
the more you work to convince people you’re something you’re 
not, the less you are able to build real connections.

Think of the people you’ve met who were always trying 
to convince you how accomplished they were, puffing up their 
chest and dangling their achievements in your face, either sub-
tly or overtly. It’s likely you could detect the pretention and it 
didn’t make you feel like you could get close to them.

Ultimately, Bill’s story has a happy ending. He went 
through the process of peeling the onion. He grappled with his 
past so he could move forward, showing people who he really 
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was, and pursuing success in a more honest way. He went from 
wanting to impress people by flaunting his résumé to becom-
ing more comfortable being vulnerable, which buoyed his suc-
cess even more in his next chapter as CEO and chairman of 
Medtronic (and beyond).

Bill observes, “If I had processed earlier why I was so eager 
to win an election, to hold a title in high school, I might have 
realized earlier that I didn’t even want to be CEO of Honey-
well. I didn’t even love the business.” After he went through the 
process of confronting his past and breaking his patterns, he 
realized, “I had to go do something I’d fall in love with, which 
I did in Medtronic.” He had to first peel the onion before he 
could walk away from Honeywell, open the door to Medtronic, 
and finally flourish in a business he was passionate about. He 
adds, “And, by the way, that door was there all along.” He just 
couldn’t see it until he had chipped away at his ego a bit to dis-
cover what lay underneath.

Getting Real

How can you begin to apply some of the reflection you’ve 
used in the Blueprint to get to the “center of the onion”? 
It is a worthy exercise to reflect on any patterns that may 
be preventing you from pursuing the fullest expression of 
leadership humility.

Are there “airs” you put on, ways you engage in chest-
puffery, intimidate, boast, or add bluster to interactions that 
you can examine and begin to scale back? The more you are 
able to let some of these affectations go and “get real” with 
people, the better you will be able to lead them to higher 
ground.
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Listening Like a Leader

Now that you have a better understanding of the connecting 
aspect of humility, it’s important to understand the listening 
component.

Few things are more important to a leader’s character, 
and their ability to lead effectively, than being able to listen 
well – both to individuals in one-on-one conversations, and to 
the larger organization in general (having your “finger on the 
pulse” of the way people are feeling and honoring their atti-
tudes and perceptions is key). Learning to look beyond yourself 
and learn from others is crucial.

At the core of humility is learning to accept and under-
stand that we are not always the smartest people in the room. 
Even when we are in situations where we do possess the most 
knowledge or experience in a specific area, we are not doing 
ourselves any favors to rub that fact in people’s faces. Just think 
of the bosses you’ve had who always thought they knew best, 
or who talked over or dismissed people. That wasn’t very good 
for morale, was it? Learning to be genuinely curious about the 
viewpoints of other people helps you discover the best ideas 
and make decisions faster.

In my many coaching conversations with leaders, I’ve learned 
that one of the most common barriers leaders experience with 
listening – and seeking advice from others – is that, deep down, 
many are laboring under the misconception that relying on others 
might make them appear “weak” or wishy-washy. The opposite 
is true. Leaders who are willing to solicit fresh ideas and make 
people feel heard are often perceived as the strongest. The more 
curious you are, the better results you get.

This extends beyond the realm of listening and into 
the degree of creativity you can bring to all your endeavors. 
When you realize there are lots of smart people out there with 
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knowledge that is valuable to your enterprise, your mindset 
begins to switch into “humility mode.”

The ability to build a diverse network of people with 
different areas of expertise – and to be able to call upon 
that community of people to help solve hairy conundrums 
at a moment’s notice – is a leadership skill unto itself and 
it can make you indispensable. To me, this nests under the 
broader umbrella of listening because it speaks to remaining 
alert to your environment, and always being open to the best 
ideas. Learning to listen like a leader in this way is just good 
business.

Mastering the Listening Skill in the Interruption Age Many 
leaders understand conceptually that listening is important to 
leadership success, but they don’t honor that understanding in 
practice. They jump in, talk over others, interrupt, and some-
times steamroll entire conversations and meetings. Or worse, 
when they are quiet, they’re only giving the appearance that 
they’re present in the conversation, all the while being visibly 
distracted, waiting for their turn to speak.

Why is poor listening so rampant? Partially, it’s because many 
leaders think, “If I’m listening, I’m not doing anything.” That issue 
is compounded by the sensory overload of today’s interruption 
age; we’re so used to constant stimuli, it’s easy for our mind to 
start wandering, our foot to start tapping restlessly. We can begin 
to tune out. But it’s important to stay engaged. Careful listening 
is crucial to gaining a complete understanding of any given issue. 
Without a full understanding, we can easily waste everyone’s time 
by solving the wrong problem or merely addressing a symptom, 
not the root cause. A challenge for many leaders, since they do 
know so much, is that they only listen briefly before jumping in 
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with a “fix,” often before they have an actionable grasp of the mat-
ter at hand. This can waste a chance to get it right the first time 
and squander an opportunity to learn from others who know more 
about the specific issue.

What’s more, people can tell when you’re not listening; it’s 
obvious – and they take note, which doesn’t earn you any good 
will. The good news is that the opposite is also true. If you are 
an adept listener, people notice that too. They can tell when 
you’re listening mindfully, inhabiting the moment with your 
full attention, and working collaboratively to develop the best 
solution. And they are receptive to it; a mastery of the listen-
ing skill shows that you are humble, willing to learn, and open 
to new ideas. It’s so simple. But it’s one of the most overlooked 
secrets to leadership success.

I have found that a framework for listening can help. 
The key components of active, skillful listening are:

 1. Listen with your “head” for the evidence. 
Get all the facts, figures, and background to the situation 
before interjecting. Practice waiting to jump in. Don’t be 
afraid to ask questions that will provide even more infor-
mation.

 2. Listen with your “heart” for the energy. 
How are the other people in the conversation behaving? 
Pay careful attention. Is the energy green: optimistic, alert, 
curious, and confident?
Is the energy yellow: questioning, hesitant, or uncertain?
Or is the energy red: angry, withdrawn, avoiding eye contact, 
or shutting down? Your employees will thank you for paying 
attention. Employees are usually tuned into their bosses’ 
moods but the opposite is very rare. Be the exception.
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 3. Listen exponentially to all the other voices that touch 
the issue. 
Every conversation you have has been influenced by many 
prior interactions. To really get an accurate understanding 
of the issue, it’s important to think about all the stake-
holders. Listen for all the voices that touch the issue, even 
those that are not present. With this practice, an even full-
er picture will emerge.

As you practice these three modes of listening, you will be 
amazed how much you can learn in such a short time when you 
just let people speak.

Also remember this tip: Be so exquisitely alert to their 
words that when they are finished, you can summarize what 
you heard in a few succinct sentences. When you’re done sum-
marizing ask, “Did I get that right?” just to make sure. Asso-
ciates will feel valued that you listened to them, you’ll make 
better, faster decisions, and you send the message “We’re in 
this together.”

One leader who embodies the listening skill is Maria Elena 
Lagomasino (Mel), CEO and managing partner of WE Family 
Offices, a wealth management firm where she leads a team of 
financial advisors. While her competence in banking and wealth 
management is exceptional, she also boasts a keen leadership 
ability that comes into sharp focus in her mastery of listening.

Humble to her core, Mel’s primary leadership focus is 
growing other people so they reach their full potential. To do 
this, she credits listening skills as her most effective tool for 
helping people come into their own. When I talked to her for 
this book, she mentioned a talented young fellow in her firm 
with a real knack for crunching numbers and performing com-
plicated analysis. In preparation for a meeting with an important 



Humility 283

client, Mel asked him for the recommendation he would make 
to the client. His response, in Mel’s opinion, was not ideal. But 
she didn’t shoot him down or tell him to do it differently.

Instead, Mel got curious. She wanted to know how he 
arrived at his conclusion. Asking a series of questions to better 
understand his reasoning, she helped him see that there might 
be a better, alternate approach. They did it together, in conver-
sation, because Mel listened to the recommendation, framed 
the issue with follow-up questions, and advanced the proposed 
course of action in a collaborative way. It was a two-way street. 
Reflecting on the interaction, Mel shares, “It was an opportu-
nity to help him grow into a real advisor. . . . I just really enjoy 
getting to know people and figuring out how I can help them 
be the best they can be.”

You can’t get to know people without asking them ques-
tions and listening to them carefully. That’s why Mel, rather 
than dictating or monologuing to direct reports, helps them 
work through answers to her questions, ensuring “they come 
up with the answer; I don’t give them the answer.” She explains, 
“I tend to look at a lot of my dealings with people as impor-
tant learning moments. I don’t want to say teachable moments. 
Teachable assumes that I know better than them. That’s not 
always the case.”

With humility, Mel is careful to make clear she does not 
consider herself the smartest person in the room. Primarily 
through effective listening, she nurtures her associates’ devel-
opment, helps them think critically, and learns from them too. 
Says Mel proudly, “I think of them as flowers. I love watching 
the flowers bloom.”

Listening at Large Listening is also important to understand 
outside the context of person-to-person conversations. Humble 
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leaders must also to learn to listen to all the stakeholders that 
touch major decisions.

Steve Collis, chairman and CEO of AmerisourceBergen, a 
leading global healthcare company with over 135 billion dol-
lars in revenue, leads with a guiding philosophy that can best 
be summed up as “WE is better than ME.” Even though Steve 
is whip smart with finely sharpened leadership instincts and a 
sterling track record of success, he always listens to others and 
gets expert input before pulling the trigger on big strategic 
undertakings.

A few years ago, AmerisourceBergen acquired an animal 
health company called MWI. At first, the business did not seem 
to correlate with their core pharmaceutical business. But Steve 
was open to the acquisition and excited about learning all the 
ways it could add value. He asked lots of questions. Rather than 
purporting to know all the answers, he sought out input, and 
dug into the insights of his peers and colleagues.

Steve knew the key to succeeding with this acquisition 
would be heeding the advice of the people who were already 
running MWI. Too often, companies will acquire other orga-
nizations and impose their will with an iron fist. The acquiring 
company fails to honor the insight and experience of the new 
company and the acquired company loses its identity, often 
resulting in failure. But in the case of MWI, Steve turned to the 
management and asked them for advice: “How can we make 
this work? What do you think? How can we bring your ideas to 
life?” The MWI people were so excited to be heard and to be 
able to continue to shape the direction of their company that 
they brought fresh energy and engagement to the enterprise. 
MWI has been a strong performer ever since. This is how lead-
ing with humility – and “listening at large” – can help deliver 
top-tier results.
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Putting It Together

The best leaders are expert connectors and listeners. Humility 
is the virtue that binds these two competencies. To build rapport 
with stakeholders and find the best solutions, it is crucial to gain 
deeper self-understanding; this helps you shed the ornamenta-
tion of prestige and brings you down to earth in more interac-
tions. It’s also essential to internalize the lesson that you are not 
always the most brilliant person in any given situation; to lead 
with heightened effectiveness, you must be open to other ideas 
and remain attuned to the attitudes and insights of other people 
throughout the organization and beyond.
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“Successful people are always looking for opportunities to help others. 
Unsuccessful people are always asking, ‘What’s in it for me?’”

—Brian Tracy, motivational speaker and author

In the previous chapter, you learned how you can seek and lever-
age the insights of others to achieve remarkable things. Now 
I want to impart how you can offer help to others in the pursuit 
of creating a vital enterprise, delivering high performance, and 
producing extraordinary results.

I often say that the idea “leadership that works” is steeped 
in the spirit of “How can I help?” In many cases, that spirit refers 
to saying the actual phrase, the four words “How can I help?” 
But in a larger sense, it speaks to a mentality, an inclination to 
be of service, that should inform how you show up for others 
from moment to moment.

A Life or Death Lesson

On the Friday afternoon of the Fourth of July weekend in 2009, 
I was on the New Jersey Turnpike returning home from another 
bustling day of activities as CEO of Campbell Soup Company. 
My wife was away in Washington, D.C., helping our daughter 
move into her new apartment. In the backseat of the car, I was 
dozing off with my seatbelt on, at the end of a busy week. We 
were going fast, between 70 and 80 miles per hour, when my 
driver rammed into the back of a large truck that was stopped 
near an exit.

Fortunately, the driver’s air bag deployed and he escaped 
unharmed. I was not so lucky; I narrowly escaped with my 
life. Due to the force of the impact, my torso was crushed by 
my seatbelt, breaking 10 ribs and severely damaging several 
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internal organs. It took a team of doctors 18 intense hours to, 
literally, put me back together again.

When I awoke in the ICU many hours later, confused, 
groggy, and with pain throughout my chest and abdomen, the 
first thing I saw come into focus was the comforting sight of my 
wife, Leigh, by my side. She had rushed to the trauma center 
from D.C. in a panic at the thought of me waking up alone. 
Squeezing my hand, she said three words that I will never for-
get, “I’m right here.”

The nurses later told me that Leigh had refused to leave 
my side the entire time I was unconscious – not even to get a 
glass of water or use the restroom. She was afraid that if she 
left for even a second, that would be the moment I awoke. To 
this day I’m grateful; when I woozily opened my eyes in that 
fluorescently lit hospital room, not sure where I was, I was so 
comforted by the familiar sight of her face and the warm touch 
of her hand. It grounded me. Seeing Leigh in that moment 
gave me the strength to cope with what had happened. All she 
did was show up. But the simple act of being present when I 
needed her most helped me immeasurably, and steeled me for 
the long road to recovery that lay ahead.

Proactive Support

Leigh’s support for me that day reinforced a powerful obser-
vation I have made about leadership throughout my career. I 
didn’t have to tell her what I needed. She responded proactively 
to my need for her help, for her presence; it gave me strength 
and determination to stay the course. Similarly, in leadership, I 
have found that no matter how complicated the issue or dire the 
situation, sometimes people simply need that same proactivity 
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and support; they need to hear from their leaders, unsolicited, 
“I’m right here,” “I’m with you,” “We’re in this together.” Being 
present and available to others can energize them, renew their 
resolve, and give them the necessary encouragement to see 
things through. It’s a way of helping.

After the accident, I thought back to my first phone call with 
Neil MacKenna. The very first words he ever said to me were, 
“How can I help?” Sure, you might expect a first meeting with 
an outplacement counselor to begin that way. But those were the 
same words he said to me at the start of every single conversation we 
had – hundreds of them. That was the way Neil answered the phone 
every time it rang, no matter who was on the other end of the line. 
He offered his help instead of saying hello.

By beginning each interaction with “How can I help?” 
his earnest desire to be supportive shone brightly through our 
conversations. Neil showed up for me. Not once. Not twice. 
But every time we met. This inspired me to apply the same 
approach in my leadership journey.

After my time with Neil came to an end, I made a conscious 
effort to bring that “How can I help?” framework to more and 
more of my conversations, whenever appropriate. It worked. I 
have found that approaching people from this service orienta-
tion is a welcome, and rare, surprise. Offers of help are often 
woefully unexpected. Too many leaders are so entrenched in 
their own work that they lose sight of the opportunity to con-
nect with people – like the leader who is so elusive it’s impos-
sible to get a phone call on her calendar, let alone an in-person 
meeting, or the leader who centers every conversation around 
his needs, never tuning into the mood of the room or check-
ing to see if his associates have the necessary tools to get the  
job done.
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Over time, I’ve discovered that the more I offer to help 
the people with whom I work, and the more I give them the 
energy to fight the good fight for our company, the more they 
do the same for me – and the more productive our relationship 
becomes.

The Best Leaders Are the Most Helpful

As I was recovering from my accident in the hospital, there 
was an army of nurses, doctors, and support staff caring for me. 
Attentively, they would check up on me, asking about my pain, 
listening to my responses, tinkering with and course-correcting 
my treatment along the way. But they weren’t all equally skilled; 
as in any organization, some professionals were more experienced 
than others.

I quickly learned that I could tell the most adept personnel 
apart from the others by one important differentiator. Every 
time the most engaged caretakers would visit my room, they 
would approach me with a sleeves-rolled-up spirit of “How can 
I help?” The best helpers were fully present in their interac-
tions with me – not nervous, hesitant, or withholding. They 
were self-assured, compassionate, and generous with their 
time, attention, and knowledge. They weren’t only kind; they 
were confident.

I came to understand that the best professionals were the 
kindest professionals, the ones who knew how to put their knowl-
edge to work in the nimblest way.

Many people think that leadership presence is earned by 
being imposing or austere, or by seeming busy, unavailable, or 
unapproachable. Aspiring leaders often worry that the vulner-
ability that accompanies kindness, or offers of help, will make 
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them seem “weak.” But I have observed the exact opposite. 
What I saw during my recovery was that I could easily gauge 
the expertise level of the staff by how confidently and gener-
ously they offered their help. That was a powerful lesson.

I found that whenever I was tended to by an “expert-level” 
helper, not only did I feel assured that I was in good hands and 
that everything was going to be okay, but I also felt motivated 
to keep going, to continue fighting. In a situation where despair 
and hopelessness could easily have set in, their eagerness to be 
helpful gave me faith in the process and inspired me to match 
their spirit of contribution by giving my recovery the maximum 
effort possible.

As I observed this in the hospital and reflected back on 
my time with Neil, a core tenet of my leadership philosophy 
was strengthened time and again: The more we approach our 
work from a place of “How can I help?” the more effective we 
become. Just as the best nurses were the best helpers, so too are 
the best leaders.

To achieve optimal leadership outcomes, people must see 
how devoted we are to their success, that we have their backs, 
that we are willing and able to pitch in to reach shared goals. 
More often than not, people are steeped in the same complex 
web of challenges that we are as leaders. They get just as many 
emails, texts, and phone calls. They have just as many kids, cous-
ins, parents, spouses, religious groups, book clubs, to-do lists, 
vendors, colleagues, babysitters, and bank statements vying for 
their attention and depending on them not to drop the ball.

Sometimes, all people need is for their leaders to simply 
show up at their side when the chips are down – letting them 
know that you are right there with them, and that you are will-
ing to help them do whatever it takes to get the job done.
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When we offer to help, we let people know that they’re 
in good hands, and we invigorate the overall effort by inspir-
ing others to mirror our commitment with their own work and 
devotion.

This approach may seem obvious but, again and again, it 
is the obvious stuff that gets overlooked, and that’s a shame 
because it is where the most powerful truths about leadership 
can often be found.

Day to Day

To better anchor your leadership in a helping spirit, it is trans-
formative to practice starting more of your interactions with the 
four little words “How can I help?” – not just bringing the “feel-
ing” of being a helper to your approach in a broad way, but liter-
ally saying those exact words. You’ll be surprised how it sets the 
tone for your conversations and helps you shape more produc-
tive relationships.

First, asking how you can help puts the emphasis squarely 
on the other party, not on you. It centers their issues and needs. 
(This alone can lead to improved interactions; as highlighted 
in the Humility chapter, leaders can tend to dominate discus-
sions.) People are highly receptive to this approach because it 
flies in the face of what they are used to.

A sad state of affairs in the business world is that too often 
people feel their conversations with their leaders are too trans-
actional or beleaguered by a subtext of impatience or remove. 
Many people feel devalued, overwhelmed, or even isolated. 
They may very well want your help, advice, support, or guid-
ance but they don’t want to ask for it because they fear it may 
make them seem too vulnerable, or worse, incompetent, and 
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not up to the task at hand. When they do muster the courage to 
ask, they often don’t feel heard. This is not good enough. Lead-
ers can and must do better.

To be clear: no, this does not mean you should coddle or 
hand-hold; people are still responsible for their own work and 
accountable for the results. And, no, you can’t realistically do 
this in every single conversation. In many instances, there is a 
practical need to use a different approach. But there is ample 
opportunity for leaders to do even a little bit better on this 
front, to take small steps to start more interactions this way, to 
more clearly communicate that we are rooting for people to 
succeed, that we are there with them, and when appropriate, 
there for them.

What I’m suggesting amounts to the least we can do; and 
yet many people don’t even expect this bare minimum level 
of support. That’s why you may be shocked at how disarming 
it is to simply ask the next associate you speak to, “How can I 
help?” instead of the other pleasantries or openers you would 
normally use. Usually, employees are bracing to report what 
they’ve been doing to help you as the leader, not the other way 
around.

Just as Leigh anticipated my needs in the hospital, these 
four words proact to the needs of your associates, rather than 
passively waiting to react. The phrase immediately values 
people by offering them a chance to feel heard and respected; 
it’s also a concise way of showing that you are right there with 
them, that you’re in this together. Finally, it sends the message 
that this is an organization that cares about people, from top to 
bottom.

It’s amazing how something as small as the four little 
words “How can I help?” can change the entire energy of your 
workplace. The more you do it, the more other people will do 
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it. Slowly but surely, you’ll have created an army of helpers all 
uniting to collaborate and produce extraordinary results, taking 
your enterprise from a “me” culture to a “we” culture. Start to 
fold in the practice. Begin in your very next encounter, if pos-
sible. It will change you.

Leaving a Legacy

A final thought, one that links the “How can I help?” idea to 
the “Humility” concept in the previous chapter, is this: When 
you put yourself first, you’re on a lonely path. Everything is up 
to you. Sure, maybe you’ve engineered it so nobody will get in 
your way. But you might find nobody will be there to help you 
either. But when you make helping others a priority, you create 
an army of helpers in your image, all of them working to help 
you advance the agenda in turn. You’re modeling the best behav-
ior. Good begets good. Help begets help. There’s productive 
symbiosis. And suddenly, you’re not alone. You may even find 
you have more support than you know what to do with. With a 
“How can I help?” spirit, the things you can accomplish increase 
exponentially; it’s a wise way to get more done.

What came into sharp focus for me as I was lying in that 
hospital bed many years ago is that life is short. It could all be over 
in an instant. When the final hour comes, I can’t think of a better 
legacy to leave than one of performance delivered thoughtfully 
– achieved through contribution and kindness not through reck-
less self-preservation. There never has to be a choice between the 
two – between achieving victory in your professional pursuits and 
treating people well – you can, and must, do both. Personifying a 
helper’s spirit is the way to do it right.
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“Work is love made visible.”
—Kahlil Gibran, Lebanese-American writer

When I was fired, I spent a full year going through the job search 
and placement process. When I finally landed a job with Kraft 
Foods, I was determined to prove myself. On the heels of a 
lengthy job search and with a fire burning in my belly to deliver 
results, I attacked my new position with great seriousness. To 
do well, you must be serious, disciplined, on the straight-and-
narrow at all times – or so I thought. Then, I met my boss’s boss. 
His name was Joe Durrett and he left a real impression on me.

As you might expect from a successful higher-up, Joe was 
very performance-oriented and a creative problem solver; he 
had high standards, and he was driven to deliver. These skills 
had helped him ascend to an influential position in the com-
pany. He got results. But, unlike some senior leaders I had 
encountered, he didn’t take himself too seriously. Joe was char-
ismatic, easy to laughter, disarming, and joyful to be around – a 
fun guy.

As I settled into my new management job at Kraft, I 
enjoyed watching Joe work with people. This was a time when 
I was finding my footing and feeling out how I would lead and 
interact with people in this exciting new chapter in my career. 
My work with Neil MacKenna had awakened a new approach 
to leadership, and to life. It was a reboot: Doug 2.0. I’d been 
given a second chance.

For the first time, I was in a mindset to receive all the les-
sons that surrounded me – all the new modes, ways of being, 
and approaches to influencing people. Joe’s leadership style 
inspired me. Intuitively, he knew how to lighten a situation, 
putting people at ease, making them comfortable while still 
maintaining high performance expectations. Colleagues were 
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responsive to his approach; it dissolved tension while giving 
people permission to be themselves.

Observing Joe, I realized it was possible to be serious-
minded about work while having fun too. Not only was it 
possible, it was preferable, even more powerful. I noticed that 
the more I infused my own leadership style with joviality and 
found ways to lighten the mood, the more the quality of my 
team’s work improved.

What was just an emerging idea back then has become 
solidified as an absolute truth to me now: you can have fun and 
get the job done. I truly can’t imagine leading any other way. 
Without fun, burnout becomes a real and looming possibility.

Perhaps that’s why, as I reflect on all the leaders I’ve 
observed, coached, and worked with side by side, I haven’t ever 
seen a leader who succeeded over the long-term who did not 
genuinely derive some joy from their work.

But the advice to “have fun” on your leadership journey 
can be easier said than done. It helps to have some guidelines 
to position you for true fulfillment.

Bloom Where You Are Planted

One of the most important factors in whether you will be able to 
delight in your leadership work is finding an organization whose 
values are in harmony with your own. I view the notion of cul-
tural fit through the lens of a simple Venn diagram (Figure 20.1).

In one circle is your value system. In the other circle is the 
value system of your organization. Understanding that it’s rare 
for the two circles to completely overlap, the question becomes 
whether there is enough overlap between the two to allow you 
to be fulfilled by the work you do on behalf of the organization. 
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The greater the overlap, the better. And the greater potential 
there is for joy, growth, and fun.

Going through the steps in the Blueprint will help you 
to become better oriented in what matters most to you so you 
can assess your situation using the Venn diagram. After you’ve 
worked through the six steps, you should have a pretty good 
idea of your values. So it’s worth taking a look at how the cul-
tural values of your company stack up with yours.

Are they sufficiently aligned? Will they allow you to bloom, 
to thrive, to grow, to find happiness?

It is important to seek an environment that allows your 
daily work to be harmonious with your beliefs. A good example 
is the Bill George story that I shared in the “Humility” chap-
ter. He was unable to find true satisfaction in his work until 
he did some soul searching to better connect with his values 
– and then purposefully sought out a company that was in har-
mony with those values: Medtronic. The same is usually true 

Figure 20.1 Values diagram
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for leaders at all stages in their careers. The more you connect 
with the culture of your organization, the happier you will be.

If you assess your current workplace culture and find that 
there is not ample overlap, sometimes you are in a position where 
you cannot easily leave your current job. But that does not mean 
you can’t find joy in your work – only that you’ll have to try a little 
bit harder to stay true to yourself when your environment is not 
calibrated “quite right” with your personal preferences.

If you do have to pay your dues or tough it out in a less-
than-ideal work situation for a time (as many of us do), know 
that you are gaining ever-greater clarity for the type of work 
environment that will be able to support your happiness down 
the road. Take it as a lesson and know there is a brighter future 
waiting for you when the time is right.

Be the Fun

I’ve talked throughout the book about how leading by example 
is crucial. This holds true for having fun too. If you want to have 
fun at work, start by being fun in a way that feels natural to you. It 
will put people at ease and you’ll spread the good vibes through-
out the organization or, at the very least, among your team.

You can start with something as simple as smiling or being 
friendlier more often. If smiling doesn’t feel like a good fit, try 
something else that is more doable for your temperament and 
personality. Maybe schedule some off-site meetings that denote 
a more casual environment conducive to conviviality. Look for 
opportunities to have “walk-and-talk” meetings instead of sit-
ting behind a desk or around a conference table. Or perhaps 
find ways to plan parties or celebratory get-togethers that give 
people a break from the grind.
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Whatever you do, try to make others feel good in your 
presence. When you boost the self-esteem of your peers and 
colleagues, it tends to make you feel pretty darn good your-
self, and a virtuous circle of fun and productivity is formed and 
gains steam.

Debra Benton, the executive coach who helped me in the 
“Courage” chapter, tells leaders, “Your number one job in life 
is to do all you can to maintain the self-esteem of others. If you 
do that, you will have a very good life.” Why? Because the key 
to projecting – and spreading – confidence, is helping others to 
awaken their own confidence by spreading it with your actions 
first. You set the tone. Be helpful, friendly, available, approach-
able. The good you send out into the world will come back to 
you tenfold.

Take Care of Yourself First

I often reference this aphorism: “You can’t pour from an empty 
cup.” It rings true to me because it means that in order to give 
your best to the people around you, you have to take care of 
yourself first. I’ve seen this firsthand. On my leadership jour-
ney, I have been most alert, able to solve problems, and be 
present for others when I approach situations from a place of 
feeling full and grateful rather than feeling limited, depleted, 
or “empty.” To avoid feeling depleted, I have developed prac-
tices and rituals to replenish my energy and find balance in 
my life. This is critical for all leaders to do – a prerequisite for 
feeling fulfilled and happy at work and beyond. Any job, no 
matter how great, can become a nuisance or a grind if you are 
not pursuing balance and renewing your energy reserves in a 
way that works for you.
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The Five Cylinders

After being exposed to Stephen Covey’s teachings, I created a 
litmus test to ensure I am maintaining the balance that allows me 
to bring my fullest and most enthusiastic expression of leader-
ship to all my pursuits.

Based on reflection and experience, I brainstormed five cyl-
inders that I must attend to simultaneously in order to keep a pep 
in my step: work, family, faith, community, and personal well-being.

Every month or so I do a mental check, asking myself, “How 
am I doing?” on all five. Then, if needed, I course-correct so that 
I can sustain my vitality and ability to contribute. Usually, if I’m 
feeling harried, all that is needed is for me to get back on track 
with one of my five cylinders; maybe I need to spend more time 
with family or make it a priority to get outdoors for a walk every 
day to enhance my well-being. Works like a charm.

Based on your experience with the Blueprint, I encourage 
you to ruminate on what your five cylinders might be and use 
them as criteria for periodically “checking in” on yourself.

In addition to using the five cylinders as a metric to mea-
sure the sustainability of my efforts and exuberance, I have 
developed further practices to ensure I can always “pour from a 
full cup.” As CEO of Campbell Soup Company, I woke up extra 
early each day to make sure I had some quiet, solitary reflective 
time in my garden. In those wee hours, I would drink a cup of 
coffee, take in nature, engage in a mindfulness practice, and 
center myself for the busy day ahead. I looked forward to it; it 
was a necessary measure to keep my head on straight so I could 
attack the day with gusto and – yes – have fun!

Every leader must find practices that give them similar 
reserves of vigor. Otherwise, your passion for the work can 
become dim or extinguish entirely.
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Bring the Love

Leaders who want to excel professionally and have fun while 
they’re doing it do not get very far without caring deeply about 
what they do. It makes sense. You spend so many of your waking 
hours immersed in, thinking about, or preparing for the work 
that you do. To enjoy work, shouldn’t you bring a passion and 
drive to it that befits the integral role it plays in your life? Life is 
too short to be halfhearted about your vocation. Work occupies 
too substantial a chunk of your time here on earth to be stuck 
hating it.

Loving what you do makes you better at it.
I’ve come to view the opportunity to do work that mat-

ters as a privilege. Remembering this helps me to feel excited 
when I’m in the throes of the corporate arena. It never ceases to 
feel like I’ve hit the jackpot: I get to do work I love with smart 
people, and together, we can create a fun environment in which 
to accomplish big things. It’s a rush and a thrill.

Loving your work won’t guarantee exceptional perfor-
mance. But every leader I’ve encountered who has achieved 
enduring results has adored their craft (and enjoyed an accom-
panying clarity of purpose to boot). Even if they don’t always 
love they business they’re in, they find a way to love the work 
of leadership.

From that observation, I’ve deduced that if you want to 
be the best in a way that is enjoyable to you, you will be well 
served by bringing a devotion that transcends the ordinary and 
honors how much leadership means to you. That devotion is 
what will propel you forward even when things are hard.

You may have heard some version of the saying “If you 
love what you do, you’ll never work a day in your life.” It’s a 
nice idea. But it’s not exactly right. No matter what you want to 
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accomplish in life and leadership, you will have to work, not only 
when it’s fun and exciting (which it may often be), but even when 
it’s demanding and excruciating. Anything worth doing is going 
to feel difficult sometimes. That’s where love comes in. Adversity 
provides a test for how deep your devotion runs.

If you really love leading, you’ll find that love is what fuels 
your engine and helps you persevere when the challenges you 
face seem insurmountable. When things get tough, that’s when 
your love helps you show up anyway. When it seems impos-
sible, your love can pull you the extra mile. When you want to 
give up, the love won’t let you quit.

When you bring love to your work, you are able to replen-
ish your enthusiasm and apply your grit to withstand the ups 
and downs, because you genuinely want to. That’s what helps you 
really enjoy and experience the “ups,” that feeling of accom-
plishment, of stick-to-itiveness, the thunderous swell of per-
sonal pride from seeing your way through a challenge – there’s 
nothing like it. Ultimately, that’s how you become great: you 
find a way to enjoy the whole package of leadership because 
you are able to stay connected to your reason for doing it, both 
on the good days and the bad.

We only get one precious life. Your own personal fulfillment 
aside, people deserve to be led by someone who is passionate 
about leading, who is devoted to delivering results, and who has 
their heart set on making a difference. Frankly, if you do some 
soul-searching and you find that you don’t love the pressure, 
the people, the opportunity to make a difference, the sweat, and 
the grind, then leading just isn’t worth it. Find something you 
love. That’s what will sustain and inspire you.
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“You either walk inside your story and own it or you stand outside 
your story and hustle for your worthiness.” 

—Brené Brown, research professor and bestselling author

Now that you’ve completed your journey through The Blueprint, 
you are poised to accomplish incredible things. You are empow-
ered with the knowledge, the insight, the competence, and the 
character to get unstuck, maximize your impact, and change 
your life. Everything is waiting for you. You’ve put in the work 
and made the commitment; now you just have to follow the path.

This isn’t an ending. It’s a beginning.
You’ll continue to refine your Foundation and its key com-

ponents indefinitely, whenever you have the time and the incli-
nation to jump back into it. If you are committed to getting 
better and making a bigger impact on the world, you will find 
you derive great satisfaction from continually revisiting and 
working through the Blueprint throughout your lifetime – in 
a manageable and incremental way – whenever and however it 
makes sense for you. It gets easier each time. And your behav-
ior and reactions in real time will become much sharper, more 
adept, and more productive. You will improve continuously.

There Is Only One You

The key message of The Blueprint is that your life story is your 
leadership story. Only you can write it. Only you can chart your 
course. The six steps have helped you connect more deeply with 
your unique talents, insights, experiences, goals, and dreams. 
While you’ve studied great leaders and learned the benefit of 
observing and learning from others, I don’t want you to lead like 
anyone else on this planet. My hope is that you finally learn to 
lead like yourself; you are the only you who exists. There isn’t 
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another soul alive who can replicate your exact Blueprint, who 
possesses your one-of-a-kind Foundation. Cherish that knowl-
edge. Your contribution is special.

The Only Way “Out” Is “In”

In the fullness and richness of your life, you will encounter many 
obstacles. Some might be easily overcome. But others may feel 
insurmountable; in those most difficult moments, it may seem 
like the world is crumbling around you. I remember that feel-
ing, that queasy sensation of hopelessness that consumed me 
after I got fired. But there was hope. What I discovered and have 
now shared with you is that the only way out was in. To dis-
cover how to unlock my potential and get unstuck, I had to turn 
inward. The same is true for you and for all leaders on this earth.

As long as you stay true to yourself, you are capable of 
incredible things. You can overcome hardships. You can do 
things that are really, really hard. You can live the life you envi-
sion. You can get better, and better, and even better. You can 
influence people and make an impact on the world around you. 
The possibilities are limitless. You can do it – whatever “it” is 
for you, whatever ignites your passion, discipline, intention, 
and resolve. Just remember that you do not have to act like any-
one else. What works for other people, while it may be instruc-
tive, does not have to work for you. The secret to being able to 
persevere through whatever trials and tribulations the future 
may hold is embedded within your unique life experiences, your 
beliefs, your insights, your skills.

Whenever you feel any nagging doubt or uncertainty 
about what lies ahead, simply remember the premise of this 
entire process. In the world at large, a blueprint is a tool for 
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bringing to life the dreams of an architect. The Blueprint 
you have just completed is a tool for bringing to life your 
leadership dreams. Remember what architects know: that the 
trick to building sky-high structures is laying a deep founda-
tion. Without a sturdy foundation, buildings are susceptible to 
disasters; they can topple under their own weight and may not 
be able to withstand stormy weather.

The same thing is true in leadership. The leaders who suc-
ceed in an enduring way – no matter their title, industry, or area 
of expertise – have a sturdy and secure Foundation that teth-
ers them to their values, keeps them connected to their unique 
personality, characteristics, and temperament, and allows them 
to put their skill set to work in the most productive way. Now, 
you are one of those leaders. You have already taken the first 
step. You have everything you need to succeed.

Hopefully, you feel driven to continue to develop your 
leadership approach throughout your lifetime. As you do, you 
will learn more about yourself as a person and leader than you 
ever imagined. And you will find that as you work this territory, 
not only will your leadership interactions become more effec-
tive and high-impact, but they will become more enjoyable and 
uplifting too. If you keep honing your Foundation, the inside-
out process you have been through will help you to fundamen-
tally lift the trajectory of your leadership. Your leadership is 
uniquely poised to be a high-performance expression of both 
your character and competence.

This is the beginning of the rest of your story. Your jour-
ney starts (or restarts) right now. Going forward from today, 
what will you do with your one precious life? Who will you 
inspire? How will you show up? What mark will you leave on 
others?
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As you enter the next phase in your leadership journey, 
know that I’m in your corner rooting for you. Forever your 
champion, I’m excited to imagine all the ways you might share 
your positive leadership gift with the world. People are wait-
ing for you to make a difference. The time is now. Go forth  
and lead!
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Afterword

By completing The Blueprint, you are now more grounded in 
who you are and more connected to your leadership contribu-
tion. And you have experienced what it feels like to be mentored 
by a remarkable CEO and a real mensch.

I first heard the Yiddish expression “mensch” when I 
moved to New York City. It resonated partly because as a Dane, 
my third language is German, and partly because I knew that 
the word was about being real and genuine, a whole human 
being: one who heeds the better angels of their nature. That’s 
Doug in a nutshell.

I first met Doug in the ’90s when he would join us at Stephen 
Covey’s Principle-Centered Leadership retreat in Sundance, Utah 
– an experience that attracted executives from all over the world 
and that I directed for many years. Later, after he became CEO of 
Campbell Soup Company and I started my own business, Doug 
invited me to co-create Campbell’s CEO Institute with him: a 
two-year program where he would personally mentor the next 
generation of executives with C-suite potential.

Though I had led a variety of programs, this one was 
unusual. This CEO intended to co-lead in every session – and 
he did! No matter what happened, from the financial crisis to 
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his near-fatal car accident, Doug was there, fully present, help-
ing those executives find their leadership voice. All he asked in 
return was that they do the same for their leaders.

That’s the way it has been ever since: Doug was present to 
three cohorts at the CEO Institute, present as we taught 200-
plus leaders from more than 20 companies at the Higher Ambi-
tion Leadership Institute (HALI), and present to hundreds 
of leaders he’s guided through the ConantLeadership Boot 
Camp. Now, with The Blueprint, Doug is present for you.  
Naturally, his expectation is that you be present with the  
people you lead too.

As Doug’s long-time friend, colleague, and co-author, I 
invite you to keep the following four things in mind as you 
continue your leadership journey.

It’s all about performance. The Blueprint is about growing as 
a human being and leader – and growing into larger respon-
sibilities. As you become more visible, remember it’s all about 
performance. It’s about delivering the numbers today and help-
ing those around you become more capable. When you commit 
to quarterly targets, reach them! When you promise to engage 
people’s energy, creativity, and talent, do it!

While Doug puts reflection and inner work at the fore-
front, and is on top of the research as a fierce student of leader-
ship (one of the best-read CEOs I know), to him it’s all about 
performance.

It’s personal. In every group we’ve taught, Doug asks par-
ticipants to send him handwritten notes about their intentions, 
practices, and progress. He reads every single one and responds. 
Once, I suggested he was taking on too much. Doug answered, 
“I want them to know that leadership is personal.”
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As you think about the people you lead, are you tuned into 
their intentions, practices, and progress? When doing one-to-
ones, can you put the phone on airplane mode and be present? 
Do you honor people? Do you show it’s personal?

It’s about practice. When Doug and I wrote TouchPoints, we 
explored many enticing ideas. But Doug would inevitably ask, 
“So, what do they do Monday morning?”

Leadership is not about what you think; it’s about how you 
show up. We all have good intentions, but good intentions aren’t 
good enough. To lead, you need intentional practices. Yet how do 
you squeeze one more thing into your calendar? Be realistic.

Don’t get seduced by grand goals and come out of the 
gate pushing too hard and fast, only to stumble. Set yourself up 
for success. Make your practice so small it can slide into your 
schedule. No matter how modest you make it, Doug will push 
you to make it even smaller. Shrink it until you feel, “Oh, that’s 
easy! I can do that.”

This is not about chasing perfection. It’s about being con-
sistent. It’s about doing just a little better tomorrow than you 
did today. That’s why our favorite “Doug-ism” at HALI is: “We 
can do better.”

It’s about purpose. As you leverage your Blueprint, you will 
attract more successes, surprises, and setbacks. Becoming a 
whole human being means using everything life throws at you 
to grow. This leads to two more of my favorite “Doug-isms”:

•	 Cultivate resilience and humor. I’ve never heard Doug 
gripe about investors, groan about difficult board members, 
or lament personal traumas. But when he says with a smile, 
“You can’t make this up,” you know things are tough (and 
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that he’s making the best of it). With those words, for just a 
moment, the burden seems a little lighter.

•	 Cultivate resourcefulness. I’ve gotten tired of every-
one talking about how busy they are, almost wearing  
busyness like a badge of honor. So I banned the expres-
sion from my vocabulary. But what to say instead? I noticed 
Doug never says he’s busy. Instead, when there is a lot going 
on, he will chuckle and say, “It’s a full life!” before finding a 
way to be helpful anyway. It certainly is a full life, and help-
ing others makes it a fulfilling one.

It has been a privilege to partner with Doug for almost 15 
years, and to see the satisfaction he derives from helping lead-
ers become more intentional, find joy in their work, and lift 
their contribution profile. His legacy is guiding the next gen-
eration of leaders, helping them find their purpose, and being 
present to their potential and possibilities.

But this Blueprint is not about Doug; it’s about you. 
Therefore, I invite you to imagine a close colleague writing 
some words about you in a few years. What would you like that 
person to say about how you’ve shown up, about the difference 
you’ve made as a leader, about your presence and purpose?

Mette Norgaard
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The key to “leadership that works” is found in the eight con-
nected practice areas of the ConantLeadership Flywheel. (This 
image first appeared in Chapter 6 and is repeated in this section   
as a reminder.) At ConantLeadership, we personally champion 
this high-impact model, based on 45 years of leadership experi-
ence and study, as a highly effective way for twenty-first-century 
leaders – who do not yet have a model of their own – to deliver 
enduring value to all stakeholders. Each pillar in the Flywheel 
is anchored in Inspiring Trust and Honoring People, which (to 
me) are the two foundational elements of elite performance. 
When these eight components are developed in harmony, they 
are a powerful, self-reinforcing tool for transforming individu-
als and organizations with everlasting momentum.

Practice Area 1: Honor People

It’s ALL about the people.
Honoring people, in tandem with its twin virtue of inspiring trust, 
is the axis upon which my entire suite of leadership behaviors 
depends. You must influence people in a way that creates the con-
ditions for candid conversations that move things forward. With-
out first demonstrating to people that you value their perspective 
and needs, it will be impossible to compel them to value the needs 
of the enterprise. Honoring people is the prerequisite to every 
other leadership condition; it is the precursor to inspiring trust, 
and it is compulsory to effective leadership.

To honor people:

•	 Honor people with your time and attention.

•	 Epitomize the spirit of “How can I help?”

•	 Seek first to understand, then to be understood.
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•	 Assume good intentions.

•	 Lead with listening, fostering an environment that creates 
the conditions for quality candor.

Practice Area 2: Inspire Trust

Earn the confidence of all stakeholders.
Trust, in interconnectedness with honoring people, also forms 
the axis upon which my entire suite of leadership behav-
iors depends. Your actions must be anchored in trust or the 
Flywheel ceases to function properly and the momentum 
comes to a halt. As you work to develop your craft, you must 
continually inspire trust at every step along the way. You really 
have no choice.

To inspire trust:

•	 Declare yourself and do what you say you are going to do.

•	 Develop and display character and competence – consistently.

•	 Uphold high ethical standards.

•	 Model the behavior you expect from others.

•	 Acknowledge mistakes.

•	 Consistently meet performance expectations.

Practice Area 3: Clarify Higher Purpose

Craft an aspirational “calling” that resonates with all stake-
holders and delivers economic and social value.
A higher purpose guides your work and provides a reser-
voir of vitality that invigorates the effort. This practice area 
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must be attended to first, at both the individual and the 
organizational levels. An inspiring calling will govern your 
leadership, tether the work to shared meaning, and ensure 
you continue on the right path in the face of adversity.

To clarify higher purpose:

•	 Ensure the calling delivers economic and social value.

•	 Champion the higher purpose with intentionality, passion, 
persistence, and humility.

•	 Make certain the higher purpose governs the direction of 
the organization.

Practice Area 4: Create Direction

Develop a competitively advantaged direction for advancing the 
agenda.
To advance the agenda and realize the Higher Purpose, you 
must collaboratively develop a clear and compelling plan for 
achieving agreed upon goals. This practice area is essential 
for building a clear-eyed approach that points you in the right 
direction.

To create direction:

•	 Confront the brutal facts facing you or your organization, 
question assumptions, challenge paradigms.

•	 Build an aspirational but achievable plan for advancing the 
agenda while honoring all stakeholders.

•	 Dispel ambiguity – make sure the expectations of the plan 
are clear to all.
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Practice Area 5: Drive Alignment

Organize and leverage all resources to advance the agenda in a 
quality way.
Once you have clarity of purpose and direction, you must orga-
nize all the resources at your disposal to bring the planned 
agenda to fruition. This practice area is crucial in developing a 
system that enables the right work to be done with speed and 
focus – and ensures you are properly positioned for success.

To drive alignment:

•	 Organize resources (people, finances, time) to deliver the 
plan, task, or goal.

•	 Establish a self-sustaining process that enables everybody 
to work toward the plan with agility.

•	 Confirm all stakeholders understand their roles and  
responsibilities.

Practice Area 6: Build Vitality

Motivate all to be fully engaged in advancing the direction in a 
way that honors all stakeholders.
It is unrealistic to expect extraordinary effort and performance 
without creating an environment in which people feel extraor-
dinarily valued. This practice area requires you to give people 
the energy to do their best work while also challenging them to 
do better. Leaders must work to engage all stakeholders and to 
create a high-energy culture.

To build vitality:

•	 Energize all to be actively engaged in delivering the desired 
performance.
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•	 Celebrate achievements and acknowledge shortcomings.

•	 Challenge all to do better through swift and constructive 
feedback.

Practice Area 7: Execute with Excellence

Assure the direction is executed with excellence, course-correct-
ing as needed.
All the strategic planning and good intentions you can muster 
do not amount to “leadership that works.” In the real world, 
strong execution is foundational and mandatory to leadership 
success. This practice area demands that plans are vigorously 
attended to, that results are tracked and measured, and that 
progress is not waylaid by obstacles.

To execute with excellence:

•	 Implement plans with disciplined task management.

•	 Act decisively.

•	 Measure progress and adapt as needed.

Practice Area 8: Produce Extraordinary Results

Meet or exceed performance expectations.
A plan can be executed to the letter and still not produce the 
agreed upon outcome. But leadership is about getting things 
done. You must be unmistakably focused on delivering the 
desired results in a quality way. This practice area pushes lead-
ers to be ever-mindful of their commitment to performance, 
and to evaluate every effort with a view toward meeting or 
exceeding expectations.
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To produce extraordinary results:

•	 Deliver.

•	 Embrace a results-oriented mindset.

•	 Attend wisely to the near-term and the long-term.

The Flywheel Effect

The self-reinforcing momentum of the ConantLeadership  
Flywheel.
I’ve learned that each time I leverage the practice areas of the 
ConantLeadership Flywheel to produce extraordinary results, 
it gets even greater traction the next time. It is self-reinforcing 
and continuously improving. With each time around the Fly-
wheel it becomes easier to honor people, to inspire trust, to 
clarify purpose, to create direction, to drive alignment, to build 
vitality, to execute with excellence, and to produce extraordi-
nary results.

The same will be true in the model, and in the Founda-
tion, that you’ve created using the Blueprint. As you choose 
practices that bring your leadership to life, and you use them 
with care and consistency over time, you will find you are able 
to operate with more efficiency as your leadership is lifted by 
the same momentum that is captured in the Flywheel.
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