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Foreword
By Dr. Marshall Goldsmith

A
s an Executive Coach for more than 40 years, my mission 
has been to help successful leaders get even better. When my 
clients come to me with lagging profits, conflict within their 

teams, or underperformance from the company, it is rarely for lack 
of talent from themselves or their employees. These are successful 
people! They’re experts in their fields and have hired talented and 
experienced executives for their teams. The root of their issues most 
often stems from company culture.

I’ve found culture to be the most important element for growth, 
progress, and innovation for a company. Inversely, it is also the 
biggest reason for lack of employee retention, inefficiencies, and 
monetary failures. By solving issues around culture for a company, 
you fix the root of so many issues that hold the team back from 
achieving their best successes. People work the most effectively, cre-
atively and collaboratively when they feel encouraged and supported 
by the culture.

I am honored to have had so many incredible clients that inspire 
me with their demonstrations of humble leadership. One of my great 
friends, Frances Hesselbein, was the CEO of the Girl Scouts of the 
USA from 1976 to 1999. On one occasion, I had been on the road 
for a few weeks with speaking and client engagements, and my last 
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stop was at the Girl Scouts headquarters for a speech with their top 
executives from around the country as part of an annual meeting.

When I arrived, I was warmly greeted by Frances, and she 
asked if I needed anything. I told her honestly that I was in need of 
laundry services to freshen the clothes that had been on the road a 
little too long. Frances assured me that my clothes would be clean 
by the morning for my speech, and I assumed they would be taken 
by a laundry service, so I laid out the things I needed washed in my 
room and went down for dinner.

I met the heads of the entire Girl Scout leadership downstairs, 
and we stood chatting for a minute, waiting for Frances to head 
for dinner. As we were talking, I watched Frances emerge from the 
hallway—and to my surprise and mortification—she was carrying 
my load of laundry in her arms. I stood shocked as she passed the 
group of her leadership team and headed to the laundry services 
downstairs to drop it off herself before dinner. Although horrified 
that my dear friend and the CEO of the Girl Scouts was walking 
my laundry down herself, it perfectly exemplified who Frances was, 
and what made her leadership so incredible. No task was beneath 
her—she was someone who jumped in to help, cared deeply for her 
team, and was always humble and kind. The culture she built was 
one founded on her actions, rather than words. She never needed to 
explain how someone should conduct themselves. They all saw her 
humility on a daily basis.

Ignite Culture is the ultimate guide to becoming the leader 
and company that inspires others. Creating a culture that uplifts 
and empowers always starts with you. Margaret takes readers first 
through a journey of self-reflection and encourages them to take a 
honest look at their behaviors. The second section then moves to a 
reflection on the team and breaks down the fundamentals of trust 
and alignment. The third section assesses the organizational health 
and aligning the company for the mission to create lasting change. 
This book is the practical and actionable guide to transforming your 
organization—permanently.
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Margaret is an expert in the field of culture change and devel-
opment. Her work has helped thousands of people across companies 
heal trust, mend broken relationships, and create space for people to 
start working together more effectively. Her real stories and expe-
riences combine with research to create an authentic and powerful 
resource.

This is the book every leader needs to read!

Dr. Marshall Goldsmith 
Thinkers50 #1 Executive Coach and New York Times bestselling 
author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and What Got You Here Won’t 
Get You There.
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Author's Note

T
hey say that adversity is the mother of invention. This has cer-
tainly been the case over the course of my professional life. In 
2014, I was creating a revolutionary recruiting software when 

the code was stolen, forcing me to redirect my career. I decided to 
combine my coaching certification, decade of leading seminars and 
introductions for large-group self-awareness workshops, and twenty 
years of executive search and organizational development experience 
to launch an organizational culture consulting business.

To promote my new venture, I wrote some articles about the 
importance of healthy corporate cultures and the impact of the 
leadership team’s mindset, behaviors, and overall self-awareness of 
that culture. The CEO of a company with severe cultural issues read 
one of my articles and reached out. “We have every problem you 
mentioned,” he told me on a call, “and something tells me I’m the 
problem.” He hired me to run a retreat to bring his leadership team 
together to solve their many organizational issues. At the time, I 
wasn’t completely sure what I was doing, but I knew I had the right 
combination of skills to help this team achieve transformation.

Around the same time, I heard world-renowned leadership coach 
Marshall Goldsmith speak at a Human Synergistics® conference. 
When he talked about the main theme of his book, What Got You 
Here Won’t Get You There, a light bulb went off. The inner work on 
self is what leaders need most. If they can learn to address their own 
internal issues, they can learn the authentic human skills needed to 
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lead others and create healthy, high-performance organizational cul-
tures. Inspired, this shaping-culture-from-the-inside-out approach 
became a hallmark of my coaching and consulting. I required that 
all my clients read Marshall Goldsmith’s book and start journaling 
to see how their mindset, biases, and behaviors might be contribut-
ing to the breakdowns in their organizations.

As my coaching expanded to leadership teams, we created two-
and-a-half-day workshops to learn how to look inside, own and ad-
dress personal issues, heal broken relationships, build trust, and start 
working together more effectively. The feedback was tremendous. 
The deep internal work, self-reflection, and skill-building around 
effective communication, respect, honesty, ownership, trust, and 
authentic empathy helped these groups of leaders tackle the inertia, 
resistance, and disconnection they were experiencing within their 
organizations.

A decade later, we’ve had more than a thousand leaders read 
What Got You Here Won’t Get You There. We use the book to grease 
the wheels and prepare leaders to look in the mirror honestly and 
open themselves to learning a new way of being and working. Today, 
the intent of my company, KeenAlignment, is to forever liberate the 
human spirit at work. And it is my truest honor and joy to watch 
this happen every day.

Margaret Graziano
Founder and CEO of KeenAlignment®
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or Solution?
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Chapter 1
Dysfunction Is Destroying 

Lives and Companies

“Corporate culture matters. How management chooses to 
treat its people impacts everything—for better or worse.”

S I M O N  S I N E K

E
xcept for the woman in the third row clearing her throat, the 
crowd gathered on that cold January day was completely still 
and silent. The group’s tired, skeptical eyes were fixated on the 

auditorium’s giant stage, where COO Sam Smith stood in the spot-
light looking like a small child wearing an expensive suit. He had 
been speaking for about twenty minutes, shifting uncomfortably 
with each revelation.

“I am sorry . . . really sorry . . . for all of it.” His head dropped, 
and he stared at the floor. “I have let you all down, and I apologize 
for that . . . I . . .” His voice cracked. “I . . . didn’t know what a jerk 
I was being. I didn’t realize how awful I was treating all of you.” 
Smith took a long, deep breath as the tears began to flow. “I see it 
now. I know I was making everyone’s life miserable. I see what I did 
to you, and I promise I will do better. We will all do better. This 
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company will do better by all of you. Things are going to be very 
different from here on out . . .”

The people of C-Corp collectively blinked. Was this really their 
COO on stage? Could this be the same tough, driven, rude, insensi-
tive boss they’d all kowtowed to for so many years? The man on the 
stage looked like him, but the words coming out of his mouth were 
completely foreign. Sam’s boss was having a different reaction. His 
fists and jaw were clenched. His whole body was saying, What the 
hell is Sam doing in front of C-Corp’s people? Why is he being so damn 
weak? This is not a company where grown men cry!

A single person at the back of the auditorium tentatively began 
clapping, then a few more people. In a matter of a few seconds, hun-
dreds of C-Corp employees were clapping and rising up out of their 
seats. A muffled “Yeah!” could be heard scattered throughout the crowd 
of three hundred. Others said, “It’s about time!” Such statements grew 
louder as people patted each other on the back or even hugged. Some 
were crying. A sense of joy and hope electrified the room. Sam Smith 
nodded, stroked his hand through his gray hair, and gave a sad smile. 
“I promise,” he whispered with conviction into the microphone. These 
were the last words he said as he walked off the stage.

The next Monday at C-Corp headquarters, the mood was up-
beat and energetic. Sam’s speech was the culmination of more than 
eighteen months of work with C-Corp’s team to fix its culture, and 
the fruits of that labor were finally paying off. Numerous past and 
future meetings to fix the company’s broken, toxic culture were on 
the calendar. Sensitivity training for the executive team was well 
underway. A buzz of conversation about change, growth, and a 
new way of doing things filled the halls. Instead of being tense and 
stressed, as they had been for years, employees were smiling and 
showing renewed enthusiasm for their work. A new era was being 
ushered in at C-Corp.

Employee life began to change. The next two years were creative 
and productive for the entire company. Sales were up. Profits were 
up. Retention was at an all-time high. All the key performance 
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gauges indicated something new and positive was happening at 
C-Corp. The future looked bright. Then, after two years of clear 
validation of the benefits of a healthy culture, an email from CEO 
Lance Woodruff hit everyone’s inbox: “Due to unforeseen circum-
stances, COO Sam Smith will be leaving C-Corp, effective April 
15. He will be replaced by industry veteran Burt Finch, who brings 
thirty years of experience to the COO position. Mr. Finch will begin 
his new role on May 1. Please give him a warm welcome to C-Corp.”

Within six months of Sam Smith leaving C-Corp and new 
COO Finch reinstating the old way of doing things, morale had 
sunk to an all-time low. Rumors swirled through the halls of C-Corp 
headquarters about how CEO Woodruff had pushed back when 
Smith asked him to make important changes. Smith had encouraged 
Woodruff to do some tough self-assessment and examine whether he 
was ready to undertake transformative cultural change as the com-
pany’s leader. Clearly, Woodruff’s answer was an emphatic “No!” As 
a result, Smith was forced out as leader of the change movement. By 
the end of the first year under new COO Finch, half of C-Corp’s 
executive team had left. Employee engagement had plummeted—
and performance along with it. C-Corp would struggle for the next 
three years.
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It’s this type of dysfunctional behavior that has driven many 
valuable companies into the ground. Moreover, the problem is so 
prevalent in corporate America that people are resigning en masse. 
It has been a key contributor to the Great Resignation. In November 
2021, an estimated 4.5 million US workers quit their jobs—an all-
time record for a single month, topping other records set earlier in 
the year. As people reassessed their lives in the middle of a global 
pandemic—and often handled more work in more stressful condi-
tions—a floodgate of burnout and professional frustration opened. 
A shocking and widely cited Harvard Business Review survey found 
that “fifty-eight percent of people say they trust strangers more than 
their own boss”—and this was before COVID-19 hit. In the middle 
of the pandemic, a 2021 survey by Joblist.com of twenty-five thou-
sand job seekers across the US found that “the ‘Great Resignation’ 
trend is here to stay. Twenty-two percent of all job seekers report 
quitting their previous job, and 73 percent of currently employed 
workers say that they are actively thinking about quitting their jobs.” 
Additionally, the survey found that “workers are unhappy. The Great 
Resignation reflects a deep dissatisfaction with previous employment 
situations. Some of the top reasons for workers quitting their jobs 
this year are unhappiness with how their employer treated them 
during the pandemic (19 percent), low pay or lack of benefits (17 
percent), and lack of work-life balance (13 percent).”

We are living in one of the most volatile, uncertain, complex, and 
ambiguous times in human history. The world is more connected 
and moving faster than ever. This means organizations not leading 
their markets can also fall behind faster than ever. Perhaps this is 
the wake-up call corporate America needs. Burdened with heavy 
responsibilities, leaders sometimes fail to recognize that businesses 
are human systems. The revenue, the innovation, the growth—it 
is all generated by human beings. As President Abraham Lincoln 
once famously said, “Labor is prior to, and independent of, capital. 
Capital is only the fruit of the labor and could never have existed 
if labor had not first existed. Labor is the superior of capital and 
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deserves much the higher consideration.” Somewhere along the way, 
we have forgotten this fundamental truth.

What do busy leaders typically do when things go wrong in the 
corporate world? Put out the fires. Look for quick fixes. Bring in 
consultants with fancy new charts, whiteboards, and workflows to 
“manage” the problem. There are typically some great ideas presented 
by these consultants. People seem genuinely encouraged afterward. 
As a leader, you’re hopeful that the problem is finally fixed. Often, 
things do change for a while, but the changes almost never stick. 
Why is that? Why doesn’t anything seem to fix the problem for good? 
Because this approach addresses the symptoms, not the underlying 
issue, which is a broken culture. Companies are human systems that 
need to be fixed from the inside out. You can’t change a human system 
without understanding what’s driving and shaping the behaviors 
at every level in that system. You can’t put a bandage on a broken 
culture. You have to find out why people feel broken. It’s only after 
the human system has been healed from within that strategies and 
tactics can move that human system forward. What I’m propos-
ing is a fundamentally different approach to creating a sustainable, 
high-performance organizational culture. It starts by igniting the 
human spirit at work, from the inside out, one human at a time.

The massive dysfunction exhibited daily in companies across 
America is something few leaders are brave enough to address. The 
important work that is necessary to create a healthy, sustainable, 
people-centric, high-performance culture can be daunting. If you are 
the person in charge of fixing the mess at your company, the road 
ahead is tough—but don’t give up. As someone who has spent the 
last twenty years working with hundreds of CEOs and leadership 
teams, I’ve helped facilitate real cultural transformation—so I know 
it’s possible. In reality, you don’t really have a choice. This work must 
be done. A healthy, human-centric culture is no longer a luxury; it’s 
an absolute requirement for any company seeking high-growth or 
breakthrough performance. It is the key to unlocking the potential 
of your people, who are the foundation of your company’s success.
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Still skeptical? Take a look at this chart.

What force of nature was able to push Microsoft’s stock price 
from $50 to over $300 in only five years? What kickass leader grew 
Microsoft from $88.08 billion in revenue in 2014 to $198.27 billion 
in 2021? His name is Satya Nadella, the third CEO of Microsoft, 
and his secret weapon is cultural transformation. His top tools? 
Empathy, collaboration, and a growth mindset. He has masterfully 
shaped Microsoft into a powerful ecosystem of continual growth and 
learning. Microsoft is a stellar example of what a high-performance 
organizational culture can achieve when a CEO and leadership team 
commit to cultural transformation. Let’s not forget Nadella stepped 
into his role when Microsoft was described as stagnant, cutthroat, 
aggressive, bureaucratic, and in decline. Today, Microsoft is cited as 
one of the most impressive comeback stories on the planet—and its 
secret weapon is its amazing organizational culture.
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You don’t have to be running a company the size of Microsoft 
to benefit from the roadmap Nadella has created. At my company, 
we work with leadership teams at growing and midsize companies 
to turn things around or take growth to the next level. And what 
we’ve found by working with hundreds of companies across the 
country is this: transforming an organization’s culture sparks a 35 
percent increase in employee performance and a 200 percent increase 
in revenue growth. In other words, mastering the so-called “soft” 
skills of cultural transformation can translate into a key competitive 
differentiator and growth engine. Businesses that build healthy, 
human-centric organizational cultures outperform businesses that 
don’t by a whopping 202 percent. And, when an organization’s 
people treat one another and their customers in alignment with a 
clearly defined set of core values and a compelling purpose, they 
perform 146 times better than their counterparts in organizations 
without stated values or a compelling purpose. It’s the secret sauce 
of a high-performance organization.

Of course, none of this is achieved by paying lip service to cul-
ture or if the leadership team is content with slapping a bandage on a 
status quo that is clearly holding your company back. If the CEO or 
leadership team refuses to address the dysfunction and toxic behav-
iors stifling human potential, then the future is bleak indeed—that 
was true before the pandemic and has become crystal clear since. 
Buy-in from the entire leadership team is required. There must be 
commitment to the challenging personal and organizational intro-
spection and tough, often emotional, work required to bring about 
intentional change. If that can’t happen at your company, read no 
further. This book isn’t for you.

But what’s at stake if you don’t start transforming your organi-
zation’s unhealthy culture? You’re gambling, and the stakes are very 
high. Companies with unhealthy or toxic cultures have:

• Declining customer satisfaction
• Higher employee turnover
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• Lower growth rates
• Stymied innovation
• Higher absentee rates
• Botched projects and trouble hitting basic KPIs
• Often disastrous decision making
• Bad public reputations
• Trouble finding top talent

Let’s look at a real-life example. In 2015, the resignation of CEO 
Martin Winterkorn of the Volkswagen Group was a very public, 
international event. It happened just five days after American reg-
ulators charged Volkswagen with deliberately falsifying emissions 
tests for their diesel cars. The company’s stocks plummeted, and 
it took about five years for the company’s reputation and stock 
prices to recover. One might say, “Well, this bad behavior isn’t the 
CEO’s fault. It was just poor judgement by some department head.” 
And there you would be wrong. In June of 2021, news broke that 
Winterkorn would reimburse Volkswagen for $13.7 million. As the 
New York Times reported at the time, “The announcement came 
the same day that prosecutors in Berlin charged Mr. Winterkorn 
with lying to the German parliament about his knowledge of the 
carmaker’s emissions scandal, raising fresh questions about his role 
in a cover-up. . . . The scandal has cost Volkswagen tens of billions 
of euros in fines, settlements and legal fees.”

Cultural dysfunction always starts or ends with the leadership 
team. Volkswagen is one of many precautionary tales. As discussed 
in a January 2020 article in Forbes called “Crippling Cultures Can 
Kill Companies,” there is a new culture war at hand, and it’s not 
societal; it’s corporate:

When there is a conflict between strategy and 
culture, culture wins. Just look at Kraft Heinz or 
Boeing. . . .
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Uber is an organization with a need to right a crip-
pling culture Axios.com explains that regardless of 
the Herculean efforts of CEO Dara Khosrowshahi, 
there is a lot of the Travis-Kalanick-culture remain-
ing. McDonald’s default CEO is also focusing on 
culture change. Business Insider reports that he is 
engaged in a push to jettison the McDonald’s bro-
party culture.

Some new CEOs attend to culture change by claim-
ing the Phoenix-syndrome: Although little may 
have really changed, the claim is that the company 
is “new” even though the majority of executives are 
the same, functioning in their same roles. General 
Motors made this claim, as did the burned-out shell 
of Sears.

The corporate battlefield is strewn with bodies of unhealthy and 
toxic cultures. If you don’t want your company to become a statistic, 
it’s time to wake up and start healing your broken human systems 
from the inside out. I’m never going to lie to you about the road 
ahead. There are no quick, easy fixes in this book. But committing 
to deep, transformational change will be worth the effort. Once you 
ignite your culture from the inside out, there are no limits to what 
the amazing humans in your company can achieve.

Are you in?
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Chapter 2
Time for a Hard Look 

in the Mirror

“The first principle is that you must not fool yourself—
and you are the easiest person to fool.”

N O B L E - P R I Z E - W I N N I N G  
P H Y S I C I S T  R I C H A R D  F E Y N M A N

W
hat kind of leader are you? Are you someone who shows up 
in times of wins, both large and small? Someone who shows 
up in times of failure or mistakes? Someone who shows up 

when people disagree with your perspective? Do you inspire people 
with possibility or bog them down with endless tasks?

Since cultural transformation always starts with an organiza-
tion’s top leadership, these are some of the questions I ask senior 
leaders when we start working together. The most powerful vehicle 
for breakthrough performance is the people who run the company. 
In fact, organizational change isn’t possible without their commit-
ment and leadership. We saw that happen in the opening story 
about C-Corp. If your company is struggling or having trouble 
breaking through to the next level, it’s time to take a hard look in 
the mirror. Are you part of the problem or the solution? Are you 
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ready to commit to authentic personal growth in order to model 
positive change for your leadership team and people? If you’re not, 
this book will be of limited use to you. I wish you the best of luck. 
Perhaps we’ll meet again. If, however, you’re open to a new approach 
to cultural transformation, please read on.

That’s Not the Real Problem

The obstacles holding back your company aren’t what you think. The 
reasons your last company-wide initiative didn’t meet expectations are 
different than you imagine. And the feedback you’re receiving about 
why things aren’t working might not be as useful as you believe it 
to be. There are numerous reasons for this disconnection, but all of 
them point back to the overall health of your organization’s culture. 
And, in reality, the health of your organization’s culture starts with 
you. Nothing about that statement is meant to judge or question. It’s 
only a wake-up call to start looking at problems differently—from 
the inside out. This might not be what you’re used to hearing, but it’s 
the only way to create significant, sustainable change. This inside-out 
exploration of your culture’s strengths and weaknesses starts with you 
and the unique power and potential you hold as CEO.

In this book, we’re going to explore the underpinnings of a 
healthy, high-performance culture. One of them is trust. So, as we 
start this journey together, I am going to ask you to trust me. Rely 
on my many years of experience building healthy, high-performance 
organizations and rebuilding broken cultures and then taking them 
to a whole new level. The first thing I ask you to do is carve out some 
time for self-reflection as well as personal and professional growth. 
I understand your time is valuable, so I don’t make this request 
lightly. I just know this is how cultural transformation begins, and 
it’s always at the top levels of leadership.

I could share hundreds of stories demonstrating the difference be-
tween how corporate leaders view a problem and the actual problem. 
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However, I think the following story that I read in Forbes does a great job 
of making the point. The article was titled “Culture Change: It Starts at 
the Top” and was written by Grant Freeland, a Boston-based consultant:

I was working with a major industrial good com-
pany a couple of years ago whose CEO decided the 
company needed to become more customer focused. 
This, he told me, had become his top priority. But 
despite letting the company’s employees know that 
“Customers Are No. 1,” he wasn’t seeing evidence 
of that. He wanted my advice.

Rather than give him a lecture or a pep talk, I made 
a request; I asked to see the twelve most recent ex-
ecutive committee meeting agendas.

He didn’t understand why I wanted them, but he 
asked his assistant to make copies for me anyway. 
Not surprisingly, there was time built in to dis-
cuss Finance, Budget, Sales, Quality, Safety, Legal 
Matters, and other standard fare. Customers were 
never mentioned. Not once.

How can you expect your organization to be cus-
tomer-oriented when the leadership isn’t custom-
er-oriented, I asked?

He had no answer, of course, and was even, I think, 
slightly embarrassed. But it was an “aha” moment. 
He understood—and placed “Customers” on the 
top of the next meeting’s agenda.

This CEO isn’t a bad person; he simply suffers from unconscious 
incompetence—a term used in training psychology that means an 
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individual doesn’t understand something and doesn’t recognize the 
deficit. When leaders commit to learning and growing, they learn 
to admit that they don’t know everything and recognize their own 
unconscious incompetence. This requires self-awareness. In the above 
case, the CEO had no clue that he was causing the problem. Clearly, 
no one in his company had told him that he wasn’t leading on the cus-
tomer-centric issue. Not even his leadership team had the awareness 
or the guts to tell him. That’s a clear symptom of a culture problem.

This CEO was looking elsewhere for blame when he should’ve 
been looking inward. It’s a very common problem, so let’s get back 
to the mirror. According to research, most people believe they are 
self-aware, but only 10–15 percent actually are. When you look in 
the mirror, do you see a self-aware person? Take a close look, because 
there are actually two types of self-awareness: internal, which is how 
clearly you see your own strengths, weaknesses, values, reactions, 
and impact on others, and external, which is understanding how 
other people see you. In Harvard Business Review’s 2018 “Emotional 
Intelligence” series, organizational psychologist and researcher Tasha 
Eurich summed it up nicely: “Self-awareness isn’t one truth. It’s a 
delicate balance of two distinct, even competing viewpoints.”
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Self-Awareness Is a Meta-Skill

Do you possess both external and internal self-awareness? Don’t 
worry if you don’t; you’re in good company. As the above statistics in-
dicate, true self-awareness is rare. The good news is that self-awareness 
can be learned. And, if you want to bring about powerful change at 
your company, self-awareness is a must. In Eurich’s book Insight, she 
calls self-awareness the “meta-skill of the twenty-first century” and 
cites plenty of research about the strong correlation between a leader’s 
level of self-awareness and the company’s performance. Self-awareness 
is no longer a soft skill that you work on at a corporate retreat once 
a year. It’s essential for all leaders. It must be learned, honed, and 
practiced daily if you want to achieve breakthrough performance at 
your company. As Albert Einstein once said so eloquently, “We can’t 
solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we 
created them.” So, let’s do some new thinking. Back to the mirror . . .

You are successful. You are accomplished. But you have a lot 
on your plate, and it’s lonely at the top. You carry a lot of weight on 
your shoulders, even on the best of days. What about when things 
aren’t going according to plan? How does that extra weight make 
you feel? Do you get anxious? Stressed? Angry? What thoughts pop 
into your head when you feel this way? Do you experience physical 
sensations as a result of these thoughts and feelings—like sweating 
or the tightening of certain muscles? How do you act toward others 
when you are under this sort of pressure? If you can start to answer 
these questions specifically and honestly, you’re on your way to 
becoming more self-aware. You might even begin to see patterns of 
behavior in certain circumstances. How do you feel when you have 
a thought like this: “We’re not going to meet our revenue numbers 
this month. This makes me look bad”? Does your heart rate go 
up and trigger a reaction—or more likely an overreaction—to the 
next person who shares bad news with you? Do you start calling all 
your department heads and questioning them or yelling about their 
role in the fiasco? Do you think, “Who is to blame for this?” You 
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see, when we’re stressed, the 
amygdala—the part of the 
brain that helps us process 
and react to strong emo-
tions—sends out chemicals 
that narrow our perspective 
and puts our ego in charge. 
This is a protective measure 
that nature has provided 
through evolution to keep us 
from harm. But sometimes 
the amygdala takes over in 
the wrong circumstances. 
There’s even a name for it. 
It’s called an amygdala hi-
jack. This is when the amyg-
dala reacts too strongly and 
we have illogical or irratio-
nal, overreactive behaviors. 
If you’re a leader, learning 
how to recover quickly from 
amygdala hijacks is import-
ant. Better yet, do the work 
necessary to avoid them 
altogether, and this can 
become your superpower. 
Becoming more aware of 
your thoughts and behav-
ior patterns can help you 
respond in a more rational 
and measured way. It’s an 
important step on the road 
to internal self-awareness.

21st Century Leadership 
Competencies

At no other time in recent history 
has the work world changed so dra-
matically. The global pandemic reset 
people’s priorities and expectations 
about their jobs. Navigating such 
seismic change requires strong leader-
ship. But, according to research, only 
18 percent of leaders have the skills 
they need to do this. What are the 
skills that a twenty-first-century leader 
needs to be effective and successful?

• Emotional intelligence
• Communication intelligence
• A focus on goal achievement
• Neuroplasticity and a 

growth mindset
• The ability to inspire others
• The desire and ability to de-

velop people
• Accountability
• Integrity
• The ability to hire for high 

performance
• The capacity to build and 

lead high-performance teams

It’s easy to say, “Not a problem. 
I’ve got all this.” But the reality is that 
most leaders have a few of these skills 
but need training and experience to 
develop them all—and they’re all cru-
cial skills to have in today’s highly dis-
rupted work culture. We all have our 
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World-renowned ex-
ecutive coach Marshall 
Goldsmith, author of the 
bestselling book What Got 
You Here Won’t Get You 
There, offers a simple and 
clear gateway to the other 
side of self-awareness—the 
external side. He says to simply put your ego on a shelf and admit 
that you need help, because everyone needs help, and everyone has 
blind spots. One of Goldsmith’s important leadership rituals is daily 
questions. In his effort to continually hone his self-awareness skills, 
Goldsmith has a set of questions that he has to answer every day. 
They are personal and unique to his own weaknesses. Some are 
practical, like “Did I exercise for twenty minutes today?” Others are 
more abstract, like “Did I do my best to find meaning in my work 
today?” The point is he must answer these questions every day. But 
he’ll be the first one to tell you he isn’t disciplined or brave enough to 
ask himself these daily questions, so he has someone call him every 
day to ask them and keep him honest and on track. Goldsmith also 
runs weekly groups for top-tier leaders to help them with account-
ability in a nonjudgmental environment. This is what the practice 
of self-awareness and personal growth looks like on a daily basis. 
Personal growth is a daily and lifelong journey.

Your Brain Needs to Grow up

As humans, our brains are pretty much programmed by the time 
we turn thirty. That programming is guided by our reactions to 
all kinds of childhood experiences—negative, positive, intellectual, 
spiritual, emotional, and so on. Chances are that, unless you’ve 
done the type of work we’re exploring here in the pages of Ignite 
Culture, you’re probably running your business with your childhood 

blind spots. It takes deep self-awareness 
to look in the mirror and candidly ad-
mit our weaknesses. But it’s crucial if 
you want to reach your full potential 
and lead a high-performance com-
pany. You must be what you want to 
see in your company.
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or teenage brain—and that’s not good. You might have come up 
with a number of successful coping mechanisms—many highly 
successful people do. But, when the going gets rough, these coping 
skills often don’t work. Our childhood brain can show up at work 
in all sorts of ways, causing us to do things like seek constant vali-
dation from others to mask our insecurities or stay extremely busy 
so that we don’t have to face our fears or see the world through a 
pessimistic lens—like Eeyore in Winnie the Pooh, who famously said, 
“The sky has finally fallen. Always knew it would.” That’s the type 
of message the childhood brain tells you when you’re reacting to a 
trigger. It might be a quick way for your childhood brain to make 
sense of the world, but it’s misguided and not to be trusted. You’re 
thinking and behaving based on a set of perceptions that aren’t tied 
to current reality. This is how disconnects happen. Since building 
and leading a high-performance organizational culture isn’t child’s 
play, honesty and self-awareness are required. Once you understand 
what is driving your thoughts and behaviors, you’ll be in a much 
stronger place to lead others to new heights. The good news is that, 
if you’re willing to do the work, you can override your brain’s auto-
pilot and change your behaviors. This is a necessary skill for a highly 
effective leader, one who has the capacity to inspire people and steer 
them toward positive change.

Tom was a talented quality engineer who came to me perplexed. 
He had many strong leadership qualities and couldn’t understand 
why he was completely despised by almost everyone at his company. 
In his mind, he was doing his job well if he spent the day telling 
people what they were doing wrong so they could fix it and produce 
a higher-quality product. He was proud of the work he was doing. 
Others saw Tom’s behavior differently. They described him as “neg-
ative, “pompous,” and “arrogant.” They avoided him and made fun 
of him behind his back. He couldn’t make headway with anyone. 
I remember the day I walked through the plant with him. People 
turned away.
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Through our work together, Tom began to realize that he could 
only see what was broken when he spoke to people. He had never 
learned how to communicate in a way that empowered others. He 
didn’t realize that everyone he spoke with felt he was shaming and 
blaming them. He couldn’t see any of this; it was a massive blind 
spot. At this point, I had been coaching him for six months. With 
time, training, and practice, he began to become more self-aware 
both internally and externally, learning more and more about the 
disconnect between how he perceived his behavior and how others 
saw him. He realized the two perspectives were polar opposites.

Within six months of finishing our 18-month engagement, Tom 
was promoted to plant manager. Two years later, he was promoted 
again. This time to director of operations for five plants. When he 
communicates with others now, Tom finds out what matters to the 
person. He patiently works with them and gets their buy-in so that 
they’re invested in the process of improvement and the outcome. 
During Tom’s leadership tenure, profitability went up eight points, 
net profits nearly tripled, and the company went from being weeks 
away from a union walkout to widespread collaboration across teams 
and operations. The leadership team actually started meeting and 
working productively together. They engaged in leadership training 
and organizational culture development with us. They developed a 
cadence of regular communication. They held town-hall meetings. 
They had four hundred people go through our Response Agility 
Training™, where they learned their automatic reactions are de-
railing their happiness and causing them undue stress every day. 
Additionally, we partnered with them to create role alignment for 
every unique role in the company. It was an amazing turnaround 
that started with one person being brave enough to look in the 
mirror and do the personal work needed to create positive change.

Tom is living proof that every human has the capacity to become 
more self-aware and change his or her behavior. When you start to 
see such transformations happen throughout a company’s human 
system, the sky is the limit.
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Key Takeaways

• Building and leading a high-performance organizational 
culture isn’t child’s play. Honesty and self-awareness are a 
leadership requirement.

• As Marshall Goldsmith says, everyone needs help, and ev-
eryone has blind spots.

• Every human has the capacity to become more self-aware 
and get response-able for their automatic reactions that cause 
stress and has the power to change his or her behavior.

Brain Hack

A good practice for self-awareness is a quick five-minute medita-
tion that you can do anywhere. Put your feet flat on the ground 
and take some deep breaths. Focus on one point or close your 
eyes. Observe what comes up and name everything as either 
a thought or a feeling. Then name the emotion attached to it. 
Doing so will activate your medial prefrontal cortex, anterior 
cingulate cortex, and insular cortex. These three parts of the 
brain all play a role in the way you perceive yourself. The more 
often you activate them, the more active they will remain, and 
the more self-aware you will become.

Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• After reading this chapter, what are the questions you are 

resisting answering?
• What might be a core challenge in how you lead?
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Chapter 3
Wake Up and Meet 

Your Higher Self

“Know thyself.”

P L A T O

P
sychologist Abraham Maslow introduced his now famous hi-
erarchy of needs in a 1943 paper called “A Theory of Human 
Motivation.” At the time, his suggestion that people are moti-

vated to fulfill basic needs before moving to more advanced needs 
was a revelation. Today, Maslow’s ideas are widely accepted and 
increasingly applied in organizational psychology.

The hierarchy has five levels. The lowest level addresses basic 
physiological human needs like air, food, and water. Next, our spe-
cies pursues safety, then love and belonging, and then esteem. The 
highest level of Maslow’s hierarchy is self-actualization, which is 
defined as the complete realization of one’s potential and the full de-
velopment of one’s abilities and appreciation for life. Since achieving 
self-actualization requires us to satisfy all the lower-level needs first, 
most people never achieve it. In fact, Maslow wrote in his 1968 book 
Towards a Psychology of Being that self-actualization happens in less 
than 1 percent of the adult population.
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In Marshall Goldsmith’s 
latest book, The Earned Life, 
this master leadership coach 
explores how people maximize 
fulfillment and minimize re-
gret in order to experience 
what he calls an “earned life,” 
which he describes as follows:

We are living an 
earned life when the 
choices, risks, and ef-
fort we make in each 
moment align with an 
overarching purpose in 
our lives, regardless of 
the eventual outcome.

The pesky phrase in 
that definition is the 
last one, “regardless 
of the eventual out-
come.” It goes against 
much of what we’re 
taught about goal 
achievement—set-
ting a target, working 
hard, earning our re-
ward—in modern 
society.

What might happen if 
you worked toward becom-
ing part of the 1 percent 

Self-Actualized People

Abraham Maslow, who created the 
famous hierarchy-of-needs model, 
wrote in his book Motivation and 
Personality that self-actualization 
is the “full use and exploitation of 
talents, capacities, etc. Such people 
seem to be fulfilling themselves and 
to be doing the best that they are 
capable of doing.” Self-actualized 
people, he also wrote, “customar-
ily have some mission in life, some 
task to fulfill, some problem outside 
themselves which enlists much of 
their energies.”

High-performance organiza-
tions create a work environment and 
culture that encourages people to 
self-actualize. But what does that look 
like in the real world? Let’s look at a 
few famous people in history Maslow 
felt demonstrated self-actualization. 
A 2019 article on the “Big Think” 
blog entitled “9 Self-Actualized 
Historical Figures” described how 
Maslow studied a number of his-
torical figures, friends, colleagues, 
and students to develop his model. 
Among those whom Maslow felt 
had achieved self-actualization were 
President Abraham Lincoln, scientist 
Albert Einstein, First Lady Eleanor 
Roosevelt, feminist Jane Addams, 
and philosopher Baruch Spinoza. 
Eleanor Roosevelt, for example, 
“best exemplified the quality that 
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described by Maslow but 
did so as Goldsmith sug-
gests, without regretting 
the past or worrying about 
future outcomes? What if 
self-actualization for you and 
your people wasn’t a goal but 
rather an ongoing journey? 
Could the process of working 
toward self-actualization help 
you become a better leader? 
Would this, in turn, have a 
positive impact on your life 
as well as your company’s 
people, culture, and perfor-
mance? You know the answer. 
You don’t have to be perfect to 
lead others; you simply have 
to be walking down the right 
path. Now, think about what 
this process of change might 
look like at scale. Imagine the 
unstoppable energy that you, 
your executive team, and your people could create if you embarked 
on this journey together. The upside is tremendous. So, why do so 
few companies prioritize this valuable and important human work? 
Because change is uncomfortable. As humans, we are wired by 
evolution to fear the unknown—so we resist, either consciously or 
unconsciously.

Maslow called Gemeinshaftsgefuhl, 
a kind of psychologically healthy so-
cial connectedness and concern for 
other’s well-being,” according to the 
article. Among her many contribu-
tions to the world, she oversaw the 
drafting of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights.

All of the self-actualized his-
torical figures Maslow studied were 
high achievers. If any one of them 
had not walked the Earth, it would 
be a different place, perhaps a lesser 
place, so significant were their con-
tributions to society. Consider an 
organizational culture headed by a 
self-actualized leader, one capable of 
inspiring and encouraging its people 
to self-actualize—to reach their full 
potential as these historical figures 
did. Think about the human poten-
tial that would be unleashed in such 
an environment. Imagine the possi-
bilities in such an organization.
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Fear = Resistance

I see this equation frequently in my work. Most of the time, leaders 
come to me when they’re facing big challenges or roadblocks. They’re 
stuck and unable to break through. I’m there to guide them from 
where they are to where they want to be—to help them get unstuck 
and transform their companies into high-performance organiza-
tions. Most know that our engagement will require commitment 
and work. My team and I are there to be their partner. We’re on 
the same side. That’s why I’m always surprised when some leaders 
walk into our sessions armed for battle like I’m the enemy. Why? 
Fear. It’s normal. It’s our default response as humans. I get it, but 
fear equals resistance, so we have to build trust and learn how to 
override our knee-jerk, autopilot reactions. It takes practice, and it’s 
definitely achievable.

Some fear loss of control. Others are afraid to take a hard look 
in the mirror. Still others feel frustration, anger, or hopelessness.
They struggle to shake the negative worldview and practices that 
led them to our meeting in the first place. Deep down, many are 
simply worried about having what it takes to achieve personal and 
organizational transformation. They aren’t sure they’re up to the task 
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and fear failure and loss of face. At least right now, I have command 
and control, they tell themselves. So strong is the negativity that they 
would rather ignore that things aren’t working and that their com-
pany is headed for trouble than submit to the vulnerability required 
for meaningful change. This isn’t a judgement; it’s just a statement 
about how most of us live due to the power of our wiring and years 
of reinforced behaviors. We hold tight to what we know—even amid 
decline or imminent collapse—because it feels safer, even though 
it’s not.

Let me ask you this: if you were riding on a speeding train across 
the country for several days—confident you would get to your final 
destination—and the conductor announced, “The bridge ahead has 
collapsed,” would it make any sense at all to stay on that train? The 
answer is obvious, but I can’t tell you how many times I’ve encoun-
tered fear so strong that a leader would rather ignore the train wreck 
ahead than change course or get off the train. The train has gotten us 
this far, they rationalize, and it’s what I know.

Before we can bring our higher selves to work, we need to con-
front our fears and the defensive, reactive mindset and behaviors that 
fear creates. This means managing our egos. From an evolutionary 
standpoint, part of a healthy ego’s job is to protect us from real-world 
threats—thus the fear. Our ego, for example, oversees our fight-or-
flight response. This helps us react quickly in dangerous situations. 
If our brain senses danger, it triggers physical changes to our body 
chemistry in order to prepare us to flee or stay and defend ourselves. 
Think of a caveman facing a saber-toothed tiger. We wouldn’t have 
survived as a species if it weren’t for our fight-or-flight instinct. But 
sometimes the ego goes into overdrive. It obsesses over imagined 
threats. It can even cause us to shape events or people into threats 
when in fact they are not. “The ego does not want an end to its 
‘problems’ because they are part of its identity,” bestselling author 
and speaker Eckhart Tolle once wrote. “It gives definition to our 
self-image, makes us into someone, and that is all that matters to 
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the ego.” When the ego is in overdrive, self-limiting thoughts and 
behaviors make meaningful growth and change almost impossible.

Plot twist: for those who think keeping things as they are guar-
antees continued control, it doesn’t. You’ve simply left your ego in 
charge. Here are a few signs that this might be the case: you always 
have to be right, you struggle with feedback, your relationships are 
strained, you blame others for your failures, you never feel satisfied, 
you ask too much and give too little, and/or you don’t hire people 
smarter than you. It’s all about you and your problems, your stress, 
and your burdens. You might not even know you’re doing these 
things because your ego keeps you in the dark and discourages you 
from the type of exploration that could lead to more self-awareness. 
At an organizational level, companies run by leaders with overactive 
egos struggle with innovation and growth because everyone is afraid 
to approach, much less confront, their boss’s ego. They know they’re 
only going to have their head bitten off—so why say anything? 
Remember that leadership disconnect I mentioned earlier? An ego 
in overdrive is a big contributor to this problem. Even self-aware 
people find themselves in the dark about internal chokeholds on 
their thoughts or behaviors. With every new step forward, a new gap 
opens up. If you’re moving towards new possibilities, there’s always a 
gap between what got you here to what is needed to get there.

So, now that we’re clear who’s really in charge (your ego), let’s 
figure out how to change things. Remember, the ego likes to react 
in the moment, not plan for the future. You’ll need to be very in-
tentional about managing your ego. Richard Rohr, founder of the 
Center for Action and Contemplation, put it this way: “The human 
ego prefers anything, just about anything, to failing, or changing, 
or dying. The ego is that part of you that loves the status quo—even 
when it’s not working. It attaches to the past and present and fears 
the future.”

If you allow an overactive ego to guide your decision making at 
work, it’s going to be very challenging to lead people into a successful 
future—indeed, it’s going to be very challenging to lead them at all! 
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You’re choosing to stay on the train even though the bridge ahead is 
out. This won’t end well for you or your people. Your ego will keep 
you mired in problems and stuck in a place of hopelessness, fear, and 
frustration. Your human system will be frozen, unable to produc-
tively figure out what to do, while the train keeps barreling toward 
the cliff ahead. The world doesn’t stop just because you and your 
team aren’t capable of addressing the problems ahead. Becoming 
agile enough to respond together in the moment means leaving your 
overactive ego on the shelf.

If you have any of the symptoms of an overactive ego—and we 
all do—stop now and do the work. It’s time for you to be in charge, 
not your ego. Don’t be a roadblock to your own effective leadership. 
Are you ready to leave your saboteur (lowest-ego self) at home and 
bring your higher self to work? Great! Please step into my office (or 
someone else’s) and let down your defenses. I believe that you’re 
brave enough to break the stranglehold your ego has on your poten-
tial. It will take courage and resolve, but you won’t be alone. We’re 
on the same side. Now let’s get to work.

Change Takes Courage

From here on out, you will be thinking and acting differently. 
You’ll be proactive instead of reactive—even when things look dire. 
Courage means trusting your abilities to do whatever it takes, even 
if that means trying things that might not work and learning from 
those failures. When your ego is no longer in charge and you’ve 
committed to a growth mindset, everything becomes possible. As 
Johan Wolfgang von Goethe once famously said, “At the moment 
of commitment, the entire universe conspires to assist you.” It’s true. 
I’ve seen it happen for those who have the courage to believe it.

Now that you’re not being led around by your wounded ego, 
you can start authentically engaging and openly contributing. People 
will react to your new openness by being more open with you. You’ll 
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focus more on your people and your organization’s strengths, not 
its limitations. This will evolve into genuine exploration of innova-
tive ideas—and they’ll no longer have to be your ideas. You’ll find 
you’re yelling less and listening more. You’ll stop blaming others and 
instead start problem solving with them. You’ll welcome a diversity 
of perspectives and find deeper meaning in orchestrating an envi-
ronment where the varied voices and energies of your people can 
blend into a seamless synergistic whole. It won’t happen overnight, 
but these are the characteristics of a high-performance leader and 
culture. This is an environment of endless potential and creativity 
where people can feel significant and do meaningful work. This is 
not a combative space where egos rule but a collaborative one where 
self-actualization isn’t only possible but highly probable.

Why Do You Get Up in the Morning?

For many people, the answer to this question is “I have to get the 
kids off to school” or “I have to go to work.” They live in a world 
of doing, not being. If your knee-jerk answer is similar, it’s time for 
some self-reflection about your “why.” Moving from responsibility 
to responsibility without a guiding vision is like living on a hamster 
wheel. It’s not going to take you anywhere new or exciting—same 
old, same old. It might feel like you’re in motion, but you’re actually 
in a rut. And, if you are on a hamster wheel, your company prob-
ably is as well. Explore your personal values—not your company’s 
values—your values, what you believe. This is foundational work 
that can change your personal and professional life. In fact, it’s the 
foundation for everything.

When people talk about CEOs truly dedicated to operating 
companies in alignment with their personal values, Patagonia and 
its visionary founder Yvon Chouinard often lead the conversation. 
Chouinard is the son of a French Canadian handyman and grew 
up as an avid climber, surfer, and environmentalist. He started 



Ignite Culture

31

Patagonia simply to create better equipment and clothing for the life 
he led. Baked into that lifestyle was a profound respect for nature. 
This was his noble cause and became the ethos of his company. As 
Chouinard matured as the company’s first CEO, his belief system 
drove innovation, attracted the right people and customers (those 
aligned with his values), and resulted in tremendous growth. If 
you want to study what it looks like to have a noble cause and 
well-defined core values embedded into the DNA of a company, 
read a couple of Chouinard’s books. I recommend Let My People Go 
Surfing and The Responsible Company.

Chouinard’s eco-conscious outdoor clothing company is com-
mitted to using business to protect nature. This is not always easy 
to do when you’re a sixty-year-old global company generating more 
than $1 billion in annual revenue. But, somehow, they pull it off 
year after year—not with lip service but with intentional action—
and their loyal customers keep coming back for more. In 2021, the 
company’s Black Friday event reached a record-breaking $10 million 
in sales—five times higher than predicted for that single-day event. 
Patagonia donated all of it to hundreds of local environmental orga-
nizations around the world. Their customers called it a “fundraiser 
for the earth.”

Patagonia’s success story demonstrates that, when a company 
operates with a noble cause and in harmony with an authentic set of 
corporate values, optimal performance and growth are achievable. 
This means all the humans in the organization are committed to 
these values. Do you think people who simply get out bed to go 
to work can do the kind of amazing and purposeful work that 
Patagonia’s human system is achieving? Patagonia wouldn’t be the 
company it is today without a leader who understood exactly why 
he got out of bed each morning. During his tenure as CEO at 
Patagonia, Chouinard embodied his mission and values at work each 
day. He attracted like-minded people to help him build a company 
aligned with his values—and theirs. These people could collaborate 
and problem solve together because they understood the importance 
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of their work and how it clearly supported their personal and profes-
sional values. They were all committed to a shared mission, a com-
mon purpose, a noble cause. Even on the bad days, their company’s 
leaders lived by the values they all treasured.

The majority of US companies, and their leaders, aren’t operat-
ing in alignment with a noble cause or strong set of values. In fact, a 
2021 LRN ethics study found the opposite: one in four interviewed 
employees said that, in the past six months, they had witnessed 
unethical, and even illegal, behavior where they work. Chances are 
most of the leaders at the companies in question had paid plenty of 
lip service to values but weren’t walking the talk. Unfortunately, a 
lack of values is the more common scenario in corporate America. 
Research by the MIT Sloan Management Review indicates that 80 
percent of the seven hundred large companies they studied had 
published an official set of corporate values on their website. They 
discussed their findings in the 2020 article “When It Comes to 
Culture, Does Your Company Walk the Talk?”

Over the past three decades, more than three-quarters 
of CEOs interviewed in a major business magazine 
discussed their company’s culture or core values—
even when not specifically asked about it.

Corporate values statements are nearly universal, 
but do they matter? Critics dismiss them as cheap 
talk with no impact on employees’ day-to-day be-
havior. Recent corporate scandals support the skep-
tics’ view. Volkswagen, Wells Fargo, and Barclays 
each included ethics or integrity among their core 
values in the years before their wrongdoings were 
discovered, while Boeing hit the trifecta by list-
ing integrity, quality, and safety among its “endur-
ing values.”
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We’ve already explored the cultural meltdown at Volkswagen, 
but one need only search a couple of business news sites to see the 
headlines associated with bad corporate behavior at Wells Fargo, 
Barclays, and Boeing. So, how do companies like Patagonia rise 
above? How do they actually create a culture that lives and breathes 
ethical behavior guided by a core set of values—and do so sustain-
ably and profitably? It can’t be easy, right? You might be asking, 
“Who leads such transformation? Would my company’s people 
widely adopt a core-values initiative? How would we measure suc-
cess? How long and how much money would it take?” These are all 
valid C-suite questions. But, if this is what is swirling around in 
your head, you’re looking at this challenge from the wrong angle: 
the outside in. Flip your perspective and start looking at problems 
from the inside out.

A Human Guiding a Human System

A noble cause and a specific and unique set of core values guide 
everything and everyone at Patagonia. When team members discov-
ered the cotton used to make Patagonia’s clothing was grown and 
harvested with harmful chemicals and unsustainable practices, they 
quickly shifted to organic cotton. Anyone in manufacturing would 
cringe at the complexity of this type of change. At the time, such 
a shift was unprecedented, but that didn’t stop Chouinard’s team. 
Once they realized regular cotton clashed with their core values, the 
decision was clear and swift. Everyone at every level in the company 
supported the move, despite the challenges. CEO Yvon Chouinard 
was not only on board; he led the charge. And that is exactly how 
Patagonia rises above and creates a high-performance culture. The 
individuals in this human system live and breathe a shared vision of 
and commitment to their company’s noble purpose and the values 
that support it.
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Perhaps you’re thinking, While Chouinard’s idealism is all well 
and good, he was a founder. He was able to shape Patagonia’s values 
and culture from the beginning. I’m not a founder. I’ve also got to deal 
with my board, our investors, a global pandemic, and an ever-shifting 
economy. I’m an ethical person, and I believe in certain values, but I 
don’t have a life’s passion like Chouinard. Keep thinking that way and 
you’re not likely to get very far. That’s your ego talking again—and 
holding you back. Satya Nadella is a great example of someone 
who has successfully orchestrated transformative change around a 
new set of values at Microsoft, even though he was the company’s 
third CEO.

The work you’re undertaking is of great importance, but, as I’ve 
mentioned, it’s not easy. You’re going to discover things that will 
surprise and even upset you, so be kind to yourself on the journey. 
So, how does the journey begin? With a crucial conversation with the 
leader within. You must understand yourself before you can successfully 
lead others. Becoming more self-aware and being crystal clear about 
your calling in life and personal values is the right place to start, the 
only place to start.

Many of the world’s top leadership experts—Ken Blanchard, 
Patrick Lencioni, and Stephen Covey, to name a few—teach that 
deeper self-awareness is more crucial for success than ever. Why does 
this extraordinary brain trust believe this? Because, as mentioned 
earlier, companies are human systems. You can’t successfully “deal 
with” any of your stressors without having your people on board 
to help. Everyone must navigate the stormy seas together if your 
company is going to safely arrive at its desired destination. Like a 
rudder steers a boat, you’re the person who shows everyone where 
the company is headed and how you’re all going to safely navigate 
there. But how can you steer the boat for others if you’re not captain 
of your own ship? Think about basic safety training. The trainers al-
ways tell you to help yourself before helping others. You’ve certainly 
been on an airplane and been told in emergencies to put the oxygen 
mask on yourself before placing it on the child in the seat next you. 
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Lifeguards learn to put the life vest on themselves before going out 
into deep water to save others. If you don’t prepare in this specific 
order—saving yourself first—there’s a good chance both parties will 
lose. That’s why understanding yourself, your ultimate purpose and 
values, should be your highest priority as a leader. The time to start 
this important work is now. There can be no higher priority.

You know well that the only constant in business is that 
things constantly change. Surprises and challenges are always just 
around the next corner. Be prepared. Strengthen yourself so you 
can strengthen your leadership team and organizational culture. 
Whether your company is struggling—with growth, problem solv-
ing, ethical behavior, innovation, people, etc.—or trying to break 
through to the next level, I promise the solution starts with you. No 
matter how expert you are in your industry, how high your IQ, or 
how many years of experience you have, you can’t have sustained 
success unless you can effectively lead yourself and others on a 
journey of continuous improvement, self-awareness, and personal 
growth in alignment with a strong mission and clear core values. 
Take the necessary time. Strengthen the leader within. Become the 
master of your own universe so you can lead others to bring about 
the change that is needed in your organization.

This journey of self-discovery begins with you finding and com-
mitting to your ultimate purpose, your reason for being, and then 
identifying your values—those that empower you to behave in ser-
vice to that purpose and be the person that you want to be day in 
and day out in the face of anything. But as bestselling author Nir 
Eyal wrote on his blog nirandfar.com, values are much more than 
what you care about:

What we care about changes every day—every 
minute, even—and that’s why it’s hard to agree on 
common values. When your kid is throwing a tan-
trum, you care about getting some peace and quiet. 
When you’re stuck in bumper-to-bumper traffic 
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with an empty fuel tank, you care about whether 
there’s a gas station nearby. But these things are not 
your values.

Why? Because values are more forward-thinking 
than simply reactions to the immediate moment. 
They are attributes of the person you want to be.

For example, kindness is one of my values. Every day, 
I will try to embody that attribute. And if I’m kind to 
people, then I know I’m living according to my value 
of kindness. Money, on the other hand, is not one of 
my values. Rather, money is a thing I value, and there 
are many ways to get it. One way is doing a job and 
getting paid for it. Another way is mugging a guy 
who’s wearing an expensive watch. Only one of those 
methods is compatible with my value of kindness.

Here’s a simple test: If someone can take it away 
from you, then it’s not one of your values.

Can you articulate your highest purpose and personal values? 
Do you understand how your values were shaped? How do you hold 
yourself accountable to live in alignment with your values? How 
have your values shaped you? Where could your values take you in 
life? These are the types of questions to ask yourself. Your answers 
provide a foundation to create an inspiring and transformative per-
sonal vision and, later, a leadership vision for your company. Who is 
the person you want to become? What does it feel like when you’re 
living according to your values? As Stephen Covey’s wrote in his 
bestselling book The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, “Begin with 
the end in mind.” Start being your highest self and bringing that 
person to work every day. Everything else will follow.
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Far too many people, allow themselves to be defined by their 
work. When things are going right, life feels good and happy. When 
things go wrong, many people fall apart. If everything you are is tied 
up in your company and position, then you’re in deep trouble. When 
you don’t have a bigger purpose driven by your personal values, you 
will always fall victim to outside circumstance. Like an unmoored 
boat, you’ll be tossed around by each wave, unable to move forward 
in your personal or professional life. Commit to operating according 
to your values, purpose, and personal vision. Everyone gets off track 
sometimes. The key is to learn how to recognize that you are off track 
and quickly recalibrate.

If you haven’t done this type of work before, you’ll soon realize 
that it takes intention to begin living in such a self-reflective state. 
After you understand your purpose and values, you get to commit 
to living in alignment with those values each day. This means being 
much more mindful about what you think, say, and do in everyday 
situations. If you wake up in the morning and say you value kindness 
like Nir Eyal, that’s a great start. But, if you go to the office, get a bad 
quarterly financial report, and start reprimanding people, you’re not 
being kind or honoring kindness as one of your core values. You’re 
out of alignment, and that will come back to bite you. This is why it’s 
important to plan to think and act differently. This will increase your 
chances of living in alignment with your values, especially when the 
going gets tough. In business, you’re much more likely to execute 
successfully when you have a plan. The same thing is required to 
live by your core values. If kindness is one of your values, you must 
wake up each morning and think about why it’s important to be kind 
and then plan out how you’ll be kind throughout the day. You must 
believe that you’re capable of kindness and act on this belief. You 
must practice kindness in all that you do, especially under stressful 
circumstances. You must model kindness toward those around you.

Think. Plan. Believe. Act. Practice. Repeat.
When you choose to live in alignment with your values and 

commit to learning how to do so, your thoughts and behaviors 
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improve, your life is enriched, and you are better prepared to lead 
your company into a brighter future.

Living in Alignment

I’m a big believer in writing down what’s important. There’s a perma-
nence to it. That’s why, when you’re ready, I encourage you to write a 
personal vision statement to document your values, clarify who you 
are as your best self, and define what successful living and leadership 
look like to you. This statement will guide your choices and ensure 
you spend time and energy on the right things and with the right 
people. Afterall, the way you spend your time is a reflection of what 
matters most to you, and the people you spend it with shape who 
you are. You’ll start to operate at your full potential and achieve your 
most important goals, both as an individual and a leader.

Now that you’ve written your personal vision statement and 
committed to living in alignment with your mission, vision, and 
values, you’re able to call upon the true leader within. Think about 
what it might look like if you brought this better version of yourself 
to the office every day. What could happen if you operated at your 
highest level throughout the work week? You’re likely to be more 
proactive than reactive. You’re likely to command more respect and 
trust because you’re thinking, acting, and living according to your 
values. You’re likely to be less ego driven and more focused on the 
needs of others. You’re likely to be more approachable because your 
behavior will be more predictable and your demeanor calmer. These 
changes alone are likely to sow the seeds of transformation.

But let’s take this a step further. Hopefully, once you’ve written 
your personal vision statement, you’re ready to write a professional 
leadership intention statement to bring your personal mission, vi-
sion, and values into your work life. When you closely align your 
personal and professional lives, your days feel much more balanced, 
productive, and rewarding.
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I’ve done this work myself. As I’ve grown as a person and a 
leader, I’ve come to understand that my calling is to liberate the 
human spirit. This is what I discovered when I brought my personal 
values into my business and aligned them with my leadership vision. 
This is what gets me out of bed in the morning and shapes every-
thing I do. It’s what inspires me and gives my work and life mean-
ing. This foundation has shaped my company’s values and helped 
us innovate and grow substantially. As a result of this work, I’m no 
longer continually taken on a roller coaster ride of emotions when 
it comes to the ups and downs of business. Now, for the most part, 
I am anchored, confident, and committed to my mission. I can see 
the lighthouse, even in stormy weather, and so can my people. Why? 
Because I’m in continuous personal development and modeling our 
values every day.

This is how it works. This is why all transformation begins with 
you. Do the personal work. Discover your values and live by them. 
Align those values with your leadership at work. Walk the talk. 
Model what you believe in. Your people will notice. It will change 
how they see you and the company you lead. Then, together, you 
can take all this to your partners and customers. Now, as a human 
system, your company is ready to serve them at the highest level.

None of us is perfect. Life can be unpredictable and being hu-
man outright messy. Even with the best intentions, we veer off 
course—I know I do. But, when you get used to compassionate 
self-assessment, you quickly recognize the misalignments, apologize 
if needed, and recalibrate. The ability to course correct is what is 
most important. You no longer get stuck, nor do the people around 
you. That’s why discovering your highest purpose and core values as 
a person, leader, and company is not a one-time exercise. It’s a life-
long commitment—a new way of being. Healthy, successful adults 
lead and live from the inside out. They understand themselves and 
their values and commit to ongoing growth and improvement. Their 
work doesn’t define them. Rather, their values define their work. And 
this makes all the difference.
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Key Takeaways

• Fear equals resistance, which is the enemy of change.
• Explore, articulate, and align your life with your highest 

purpose and personal values. This is important, foundational 
work and a life-long commitment.

• You must do the personal work before you can help others.

Brain Hack

The best way to get out of a fight-or-flight response is by taking 
long, conscious breaths. Exhaling stimulates the vagus nerve, 
which is one of the main nerves in the parasympathetic nervous 
system. The parasympathetic nervous system controls the “rest 
and digest” functions in our bodies and can pull us out of any 
type of anger or fear response. Exhaling in particular is what 
activates your vagus nerve and calms you down. Try taking 
five deep breaths, breathing in for four, holding for two, and 
exhaling for six. Another quick way to stimulate the vagus nerve 
is by plugging your right nostril and taking breaths in and out 
through your left. The parasympathetic nervous system corre-
sponds to your left nostril and your sympathetic to your right. 
If you want more energy, do the same thing but only breathe 
through your right nostril.

Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• What are your defined values?
• What would be possible if your values and highest purpose 

were aligned?
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Chapter 4
Your People Need 
YOU in the Room!

“Always hold fast to the present. Every situation, 
indeed every moment, is of infinite value, for it 

is the representative of a whole eternity.”

J O H A N N  W O L F G A N G  V O N  G O E T H E

D
espite a late-night business meeting the evening before, Donna 
was already waiting for her Uber curbside by 7:00 a.m. She 
might not have had a great night’s sleep due to the three-hour 

time difference, but she’d still made it to her 5:00 a.m. workout 
at the hotel gym. The protein power bar in her bag and large cup 
of black coffee would give her the immediate boost of clarity and 
energy she needed. There was still much to do before the 8:00 a.m. 
with her management team. She was no stranger to this juggling 
act, so she knew she’d be fine. She hopped in the Uber, nodded at 
the driver with a short, warm smile, then got down to work. Coffee 
in left hand, tablet on her lap, and cell phone in her right hand, she 
plowed through emails, personal and professional texts, the morn-
ing’s headlines on CNN, and a couple of LinkedIn posts and then 
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responded to a number of important Slack messages. A few minutes 
before pulling into the conference center, she took her final sip of 
coffee, quickly reviewed the meeting agenda, and made a couple of 
final notes. As the CEO of a thriving ecommerce company, she knew 
she was at her best when multitasking on tight deadlines. Adrenaline 
was her best friend.

“Good morning, everyone.” She smiled as she strode confidently 
into the room at 7:59. “How’s everyone enjoying winter in Chicago?” 
There was a vaguely positive murmur from the group. “I agree. Brrrr! 
But the tradeshow is going quite well. Strong sales. Just give me a 
moment to wrap up these last few messages and I’ll be right with 
you.” Donna sat at the head of the conference table and pulled out 
her laptop as she read something on her phone. The rest of the team 
worked quietly. The room was filled with busy, productive profes-
sionals typing or reading on cell phones, tablets, and laptops.

“Thanks for your patience, everyone. Shall we begin? John, 
you’re up first.” A few people looked up, but most kept working. 
John spoke for a few minutes uninterrupted, except for two ques-
tions from Donna, who asked them while looking at her computer.

“Thanks, John. Anyone have any final questions?” Donna saw a 
few heads shake as she scanned the room. “Great. Janice, you’re up 
next. Business development update, right?”

“Actually, I transitioned over to marketing a few weeks ago, 
Donna, so I’ll be talking about our latest influencer campaign.”

“That’s right. Of course. We’re all looking forward to your re-
port, Janice.” All eyes downward, the room full of heads bobbed in 
agreement amid a quiet hum of activity. Smart and skilled, Janice 
presented an impeccable PowerPoint packed with insights and rele-
vant graphics. No one was making eye contact with her, so she hoped 
someone was noticing her hard work.

“We do have an issue, Donna,” Janice said. “One of our top 
brand ambassadors has moved over to Brandnext. I reached out to 
her yesterday, and she told me that Brandnext’s new features fit her 
needs better, and they are paying influencers way more than we are.”
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“Brandnext?” Donna looked up, confused. “That little startup 
out of Atlanta?”

“Yes,” Janice replied. “They secured a $60-million-round a few 
months ago, and they’re growing rapidly.”

Everyone looked up at once, but no one said a word.
“How come I didn’t know anything about this?” Donna snapped. 

She scanned the room as heads quickly tipped back downward to-
ward device screens. “Janice?”

“I believe Brandon brought this up in our last meeting, Donna, 
but something came up, and you had to leave. He’s been trying to 
get on your calendar ever since.”

“Brandon.” Donna was standing now. “Let’s get that meeting 
scheduled today, okay?”

“Absolutely!” Brandon snapped to attention.
“Okay, people, we’ve got work to do.” Now irritated and stressed, 

Donna was already packing up her laptop to head out to the trade-
show floor. “We’ll reconvene tomorrow to finish the rest of the 
reports. We’ve got a fire to put out.”

Within the next year, Donna’s company would lose 10 percent 
market share and struggle to innovate on their once-bestselling 
product.



Margaret Graziano

44

The Adrenaline Bias

I know many leaders like Donna—too many, in fact. In today’s world, 
everyone is busy—all of the time. Technology has enabled us to 
connect and communicate with one another quickly and frequently 
through dozens of platforms and devices. It has also enabled us to ac-
complish more in less time, increasing our productivity—at least that’s 
how it feels. So we keep cramming more tasks into the same number 
of hours in the day, keeping our brains constantly on the move.

But here’s the truth: multitasking is a myth. Just look at dis-
tracted driver laws enacted to alter the dangerous behavior of those 
who think they can safely text and drive. They cannot. Distracted 
driving causes more than three thousand deaths per year and two 
hundred eighty thousand injuries. That’s a pretty clear-cut indict-
ment of multitasking. Yet, somehow, we behave as if our brains will 
work differently in a conference room. They don’t.

If you’ve ever been in a meeting like the one above—and I’m 
guessing that you have—you’ve witnessed what leadership guru 
Patrick Lencioni calls “the adrenaline bias.” People are so hooked 
on working at a feverish pace, they have trouble stopping, reflecting, 
and truly listening to one another. Today, more and more people 
struggle with addiction to this adrenaline high, making it challeng-
ing to be fully engaged in, or even fully present for, the activities, 
conversations, and experiences right in front of them. Our bodies 
might be physically in the room, but our minds are flitting all over 
the place. It’s a big problem.

Over the past couple of decades, the adrenaline bias—or what 
behavioral and organizational psychologists call cognitive scattering 
or scattered-brain syndrome—has had a profound impact on human 
behavior, thinking, and interactions. And, since companies are hu-
man systems, this is an important shift that every business leader 
needs to understand. One study, highlighted in a BBC article about  
scattered-brain syndrome, found that “knowledge workers are inter-
rupted every three minutes by email and other distractions, lowering 
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their overall ability to get anything done. The study estimates that 
such disruptions cost a company of fifty thousand employees about 
$1 billion in lost time, reduced creativity, errors, and burnout.”

Companies tend to blame the individual employee for burnout, 
but the issue is much deeper than this, as Eric Garton, author of 
Time, Talent and Energy, points out in his Harvard Business Review 
article entitled, “Employee Burnout Is a Problem with the Company, 
Not the Person”:

When employees aren’t as productive as they could 
be, it’s usually the organization, not its employees, 
that is to blame. The same is true for employee burn-
out. When we looked inside companies with high 
burnout rates, we saw three common culprits: ex-
cessive collaboration, weak time management disci-
plines, and a tendency to overload the most capable 
with too much work. These forces not only rob em-
ployees of time to concentrate on completing com-
plex tasks or for idea generation, they also crunch the 
downtime that is necessary for restoration.

Let me take Garton’s point a step further and say that employee 
distraction is a cultural issue and, as such, a leadership issue. If you’re 
a company executive battling your own adrenaline addiction, how 
are you going to help your people battle theirs? You can’t. Our mul-
titasking CEO Donna provides a perfect example of how a leader 
sets the tone for a company’s behavior. To change your culture and 
the behavior of your people, you have to get your own house in order 
first. Let’s dive into some basic neuroscience to begin.

• The prefrontal cortex stores our learned competencies and 
guides complex cognitive behaviors, personality expression, 
values, and executive function. It also moderates our social 
behaviors.
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• The cerebral cortex is associated with higher-level processes, 
such as consciousness, reasoning, language, and memory.

• The amygdala processes threatening stimuli, activates the 
fight-or-flight mechanism, and attaches emotional signifi-
cance to events or memories.

Think of the prefrontal and cerebral cortex as areas for high-
er-level, proactive, conscious thinking and behaviors, while the 
amygdala is primarily a place for more basic, reactive, unconscious 
thoughts and behaviors. We need both but for different circum-
stances—and that’s where things have become tricky in our busy 
modern world.

The human brain is truly 
amazing. It can process more 
than eleven million bits of in-
formation per second (bps). 
However, our conscious mind 
can only handle 40 to 50 bps. 
And, while we’re trying to 
process all those bits of in-
formation, we’re also having 
thoughts—up to sixty thousand 
thoughts per day, with 85 per-
cent of them negative or repet-
itive. It’s like a war going on in 
our brains! To manage every-
thing, our brain takes shortcuts 
that allow us to make decisions 
quickly rather than get bogged 
down and overwhelmed by all 
those data inputs. Adrenaline 
and cortisol facilitate these 
shortcuts. Primarily secreted by 
the adrenal glands, these stress 

Above- and Below-the-
Line Traits

When you’re the busy leader of a 
growing company, it can be easy 
to miss the impact of small, daily 
thoughts and behaviors exhibited 
and communicated by you, your 
leadership team, and your peo-
ple. But make no mistakes, this 
is exactly what is shaping your 
culture for better or worse—not 
the quarterly meetings, white pa-
pers, or latest initiative. With this 
in mind, let’s take a look at some 
above-the-line and below-the-
line traits in order to zero in on 
positive and negative behaviors. 
Positive, above-the line-behaviors 
include respect, hope, curiosity, 
connection, cooperation, open-
ness, compassion, joy, tolerance, 
courage, trust, and many others. 
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hormones prepare our bod-
ies physically and mentally to 
take action. In the early days of 
our evolution, we needed this 
shortcut frequently to avoid be-
ing eaten by a predator. Acting 
fast was a matter of survival. 
Today, this early brain wiring is 
still useful in certain situations. 
Adrenaline and cortisol can get 
us pumped up to run a race, for 
example, or win a game, avoid 
or flee a dangerous situation, or 
meet our sales goals. But these 
stress hormones can also hijack 
our brains, instigate break-
downs in communications, and wreak havoc on how we listen and 
interpret situations. All too often, this results in strained relation-
ships and poor decision-making.

Negative, below-the-line traits in-
clude scarcity, shame, righteous-
ness, doubt, dominance, anger, 
cynicism, manipulation, jealousy, 
hatred, an us-versus-them mental-
ity, and so forth. Become aware 
of your above-the-line and be-
low-the-line behaviors and those 
of your colleagues. This is where 
your culture lives, in these daily 
behaviors. If you’re seeing a lot 
of below-the-line behaviors, it 
might be time for some personal 
self-reflection and development as 
well as an organization-wide cul-
tural reset.
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The amygdala is the part of the brain that manages these short-
cuts and sets in motion a series of events that trigger the production 
of adrenaline and cortisol. When the amygdala senses fear or an 
imminent threat, it instantly goes into the fight-or-flight response 
before the conscious, reasoning part of the brain, the cerebral cortex, 
can overrule it. As the center of our emotional processing, the amyg-
dala kicks into high gear when we need spontaneous, unconscious 
reactions—what we call our gut instincts. It quickly matches the 
current situation to preexisting stereotypes and templates shaped 
by our experiences, family, friends, community, culture, religion, 
the media, and so on. Most of the time, we don’t even realize these 
influences are in play. Unfortunately, in today’s rushed, multitask-
ing world, our brain often gets confused. It senses anxiety from the 
daily juggling act and engages the amygdala when it’s not needed. 
Adrenaline and cortisol hormones rush in, and the templates come 
into play—in the form of habituated patterns—even when there’s 
no real threat. We keep rushing and trying to navigate stressful 
meetings and tight deadlines. Instead of helping us, these powerful 
evolutionary mechanisms end up distracting us, clouding our judg-
ment, and causing us to take inappropriate actions.

These misfires have become a very real issue. More than thir-
ty-seven million Americans take some type of antidepressant or anx-
iety medication to balance their brain chemistry—and that number 
keeps growing. As our brains keep racing around and are pulled in 
multiple directions, deep work, focus, authentic human connec-
tion, and meaningful strategic thinking are all being compromised. 
Amygdala hijacking and cognitive scattering are a growing concern 
for today’s companies, especially if it’s a caffeine-fueled, adrena-
line-seeking culture like the one Donna has created.

If Donna’s style of leadership sounds anything like yours, it’s 
time to ask yourself an important question: is the adrenaline high 
going to take you and your company where you want to go? I can 
tell you from twenty-five years of experience that the answer is no. 
Your company is not in a sprint; it’s in a marathon. You’re not being 
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chased by a predator; you’re building an intentional roadmap for 
high performance and growth. Adrenaline might have gotten you 
and your team successfully out of the gate or even launched you 
into high-growth mode, but, over time, it will hinder the type of 
strategic, proactive thinking necessary to create and sustain a culture 
where breakthrough performance is the norm, not the exception. 
For this, you need the more proactive parts of your brain in control. 
If you’re a victim of amygdala hijack, you must retrain your brain 
so that it stops functioning in a constant state of crisis and becomes 
fully present.

Your Presence Is Requested

Much has been written about the importance of executive pres-
ence—a leader’s ability to inspire confidence and command the 
room. It’s a crucial skill, but it’s not what I’m talking about here. 
Executive presence is an outside-in construct. For example, if you 
need to become a better public speaker to improve your executive 
presence, you can sign up for Toastmasters. It’s a great group, and 
they can help you learn and master this important executive skill—
very straightforward. What I’m talking about in this chapter is an 
inside-out effort—the idea of relearning how to be in the world and 
fully engage in all of life’s unique moments, both big and small. This 
is an exercise in mindfulness and awareness. Let’s break it down into 
four key areas for development:

1. Focus on full presence. As we witnessed in Donna’s story, 
many people live in a state of constant distraction. In fact, 
a major study at Harvard that looked at 2,250 subjects and 
a quarter-million data points concluded that people weren’t 
fully engaged in the task in front of them a whopping 47 
percent of the time. More interestingly, mind-wandering 
was found to be an excellent predictor of people’s happiness. 
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The more present a subject was—engaged in the task at 
hand—the happier they described themselves to researchers. 
The less present they were, the more unhappy. The mod-
ern world has made it more challenging to live fully in 
the present moment, and this has negatively impacted our 
well-being. In fact, another twenty-year Harvard study of six 
thousand men and women aged twenty-five to seventy-four 
found that “emotional vitality—a sense of enthusiasm, of 
hopefulness, of engagement in life, and the ability to face 
life’s stresses with emotional balance—appears to reduce the 
risk of coronary heart disease.” It’s part of a growing body 
of research showing a strong link between our thoughts 
and emotions and our physical and mental well-being. 
Forward-looking companies like Google have taken note of 
this correlation and adapted their organizational cultures to 
encourage creativity and well-being. In 2007, an engineer 
at Google named Chade-Meng Tan gathered a team of 
leading experts in mindfulness techniques, neuroscience, 
leadership, and emotional intelligence to develop an internal 
course called “Search Inside Yourself” (SIY). It was designed 
to help fellow Googlers “develop the skills of mindfulness, 
empathy, and overall emotional intelligence to create the 
conditions for individual and collective thriving.” The pro-
gram was so successful that it has become the Search Inside 
Yourself Leadership Institute. Though now independent, 
the team still works with Google, as well as many other 
high-performance organizations, such as SAP, the United 
Nations, Procter & Gamble, and Salesforce, among others.

2. Embrace childlike wonder. As very young children, we 
are completely immersed in the world around us. We are 
constantly observing, interacting, and learning. Our senses 
are fully engaged. We have endless curiosity. We might be-
come fascinated with a worm or a butterfly or a dandelion. 
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We ask a lot of questions. Why does the sun come up in the 
morning? How do people get taller? What’s bigger than an 
elephant? Why does my brother have blue eyes when mine 
are brown? We question everything because we exist in a 
constant state of exploration. We try . . . we stumble . . . we 
learn . . . we grow . . . we try again . . . we stumble . . . we 
learn . . . we keep growing. No judgement. No regret. That’s 
just the day-to-day life of the average toddler. Youngsters 
are never bored because the world is full of wonder and 
opportunities to explore. But, somewhere along the way, 
this changes. As we age, we become less observant, more 
disengaged, and more set in our ways. We get so used to 
our daily routines and surroundings that we stop noticing 
them. Our sense of childlike wonder goes into hibernation. 
We may be more mature, but we’re less fully alive. Through 
intentional work, this slide into going through the motions 
can be reversed, and that childlike spirit of wonder can be 
reawakened. There’s nothing childish about childlike won-
der. It’s an energy source worth your attention as a leader.

3. Master sensory acuity. This concept came out of a psycho-
logical approach developed in the 1970s at the University 
of California, Santa Cruz, called neuro-linguistic program-
ming (NLP). It involves analyzing and applying strategies 
used by successful individuals to reach personal goals. NLP 
relates to thoughts, language, and patterns of behavior and 
seeks to build effective communication between conscious 
and unconscious mental processes to help people increase 
their creativity and problem-solving skills. As part of NLP, 
sensory acuity is about learning to use all our senses to 
observe the world closely and carefully in order to gather 
detailed information about the present moment. Sensory 
acuity is also important for human interactions because 
people’s body language is always sharing important clues 
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about our emotions and thoughts. In fact, words make up 
only 7 percent of human communication, while tonality 
makes up 38 percent, and physiology (think body language) 
accounts for 55 percent. Those who master sensory acuity 
learn to observe other people’s physiology, which is a pre-
cursor to empathy. Imagine you’re talking to someone on 
your executive team about a challenge. How might your 
reaction and behavior change if you could fully tune in to 
that person’s smallest changes in skin color, muscle tone, eye 
contact, and breathing? Sensory acuity is about reading the 
person in front of you and reading the room around you. 
It’s a powerful skill that can only be learned by those who 
know how to be fully present in the moment.

4. Develop rapport. Defined simply as a close, harmonious 
relationship between two or more people, rapport is critical 
in both our personal and professional lives. It’s about cre-
ating deep, authentic relationships where people work to 
understand and respect the feelings and values of others. As 
world-renown motivational speaker Tony Robbins describes 
it, “building rapport helps to achieve mutual trust and un-
derstanding. . . . It leads to deep listening, meaningful 
conversations, and fulfilling relationships where everyone 
involved benefits. . . . When it comes to understanding how 
to build rapport for communication purposes, your first step 
is taking inventory of your personality. By getting in touch 
with your communication and leadership style, you’re able 
to connect with your truest self, which is the cornerstone 
of building rapport.” Like everything else we’ve covered in 
this book, the work always begins with ourselves before it 
expands to others.

Mastering these four behavioral shifts takes time, practice, fo-
cused energy, patience, commitment, and compassion. Overcoming 
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our brain’s evolutionary wiring and years of ingrained patterns of 
thinking and behaving can be pretty intense work. But the results 
will enrich your life and leadership in ways you’ve never imagined.

Meaningful Listening

Once you begin to master these four skills, you’ll understand what it 
feels like to live and work naturally in a state of full presence. You’ll 
experience its profound benefits and want to practice presence in ev-
erything you do. One of the biggest changes you’ll see is the way you 
listen. There are many reasons why we listen. Perhaps we’re trying to 
gather information, learn something new, or develop rapport. But 
it’s how we listen that’s more important. In his bestselling book The 
7 Habits of Highly Effective People, author Stephen Covey outlines 
the five levels of listening:

1. Ignoring—when there is no effort from the listener due 
to distractions or a lack of caring about what the speaker 
has to say.

2. Pretend Listening—when the listener is fairly disengaged 
and says things like, “Uh-huh,” “That’s good,” or “Really?” 
The listener isn’t absorbing the information the speaker is 
sharing.

3. Selective—when the listen filters our information that 
doesn’t interest them or doesn’t conform to their biases and 
preconceived notions.

4. Attentive Listening—when the listener is engaged and 
evaluates the information being spoken in order to deter-
mine whether they agree or disagree. The listener is also 
assessing how the information applies to them.

5. Active or Empathetic Listening—when the listener is fully 
present and focused on the speaker’s words and what those 
words mean not only to them but to the speaker. The listener 
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is giving their whole being to the conversation. This is the 
highest and most meaningful level of listening.

As you master the art of being fully present, you might notice 
that you’re becoming a more active, more empathetic listener. You’re 
fully tuned into your people. You hear and remember what they say. 
You begin to sense what’s behind their words and what’s driving 
them to speak and behave in certain ways. This will allow you to 
operate from a higher level as a leader—more intuitively. Over time, 
and with consistent and ongoing practice, this fundamental shift 
toward complete presence begins to transform your life, your leader-
ship, and your business. Be present for yourself. Be present for your 
people. You need them and they need you—all of you—in the room.

Key Takeaways

• Watch out for the adrenaline bias and how it might be hi-
jacking your brain and your company’s culture.

• Practice being completely present in everything you do. 
Do your best to eliminate as many distractions as possible. 
Demonstrate what this looks like for your people.

• Explore why you do or don’t listen to someone. Shed your 
biases, learn how to listen meaningfully, and learn active, 
empathetic listening.

Brain Hack

Our brains have a limit to how much stress we can take. Here 
is an easy way to visualize this. Say you have a bucket in your 
brain, and, every time something stressful happens, it goes into 
that bucket. Not getting enough sleep? Bucket. Not eating right? 
Bucket. Stressed at work? Bucket. Constantly on an adrenaline 
high? Bucket. All the little stressors in your life add to the bucket 
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until one day the bucket is full. When this happens, your brain 
will induce a threat response. This response can come in the 
form of physical or emotional pain, illness, burnout, or anything 
that will make you stop. If you ignore the signal, it keeps getting 
worse. Often, when people experience chronic pain at work, it 
is because their bucket is constantly too full. People who enjoy 
their jobs tend to experience less work-related pain. But there 
are easy ways to empty your bucket—breathing, meditation, a 
proper night’s rest, moving your body, eating something healthy, 
taking a break from work, and allowing your brain to recover. 
The less threat you have in the bucket, the easier you will be 
able to handle life. All these things will empty your bucket and 
increase your ability to cope with the stress of the world. Your 
brain wants to protect you—listen to it.

Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• Where is your adrenaline bias showing up at work?
• What’s the impact for you and others?
• What would it mean for you to deepen how you listen?
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Chapter 5
Are You Ready to Model 

a Growth Mindset?

“Live as if you were to die to tomorrow; 
learn as if you were to live forever.”

M A H A T M A  G A N D H I

M
ax was flabbergasted. How could she? he thought. His legal 
startup was booming. He could barely keep up with the 
demand, but he’d just lost another account executive. Sarah 

was the third top producer to leave in a year. But this departure 
hurt more than the others. He knew Sarah was the best hire he had 
ever made—and he had hired a lot of people in his hard-driving 
thirty-five years in business. He wasn’t some novice startup CEO. 
He had built numerous profitable companies and built them fast. 
He was in the process of doing it again, but this time the turnover 
was killing him. He’d even made Sarah a partner to show her how 
much he believed in her ability to drive his company forward. The 
more revenue she could produce, the more generously she would 
be rewarded. Why would she walk away from such a great deal? he 
wondered.
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“Damn millennials,” he grumbled. “Too much coddling. Too 
much attention. I’m over it.”

Max shared the whole sorry story with me on our weekly call.
“Where did she take a job?” I asked.
“Some firm out in the suburbs. Said she wanted a strong com-

munity and more work-life balance. I think she even took a pay cut! 
I don’t get it, Magi. What do these young people want?”

“Different things than you, it seems, Max. What’s your 
next step?”

“Well, I’m not hiring any more millennials or Gen X, Y, or 
Z-ers, I can tell you that!”

I laughed and shook my head. “Max, as the saying goes, the only 
constant in life is change. We all have to keep learning and adapting. 
Young professionals are taking a different approach to . . .”

“Magi, I’m tired of learning,” he interrupted. “I’m good at what 
I do. I’m very successful. I don’t want to change. They can change 
if they want to work for me. I just need to find the right people.”

Max is a great guy. But, in that moment, I knew he was in trou-
ble unless he changed his mindset. When everyone else is wrong 
and you’re the only “right” person in the room, there’s a problem. 
In Max’s view, he was right, and Sarah was wrong. Where did this 
thinking get him? Nowhere. She had left along with the others.

I knew Max would keep bleeding people if he didn’t adapt. He 
wasn’t listening to what his top talent was telling him. He wasn’t hear-
ing what they wanted or needed. It was his way or the highway—so, 
one by one, they all chose the highway. What did this pattern mean 
for the future of his company? Not breakthrough performance. A 
company requires a talented team to reach its full potential. Unless 
Max became willing to shift his command-and-control approach, 
he wasn’t going to be able to build that dream team.

Times are always changing, and leaders must be willing to 
change too. Just look at the Great Resignation. Some of this might 
be generational, but it’s also people of all ages reassessing their lives 
as a result of the global pandemic.
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Change can be uncomfort-
able, but it’s not optional.

Charles Darwin famously 
said, “It is not the strongest of the 
species that survive, nor the most 
intelligent, but the one most re-
sponsive to change.” If you want 
to lead a breakthrough organiza-
tional culture, you must be con-
tinuously learning and evolving. 
This requires a growth mind-
set rather than the type of fixed 
mindset that Max was stuck in.

What Is a Growth 
Mindset?

Stanford University psychologist 
Carol Dweck coined the terms 
“fixed mindset” and “growth 
mindset” in her 2007 book 
Mindset: The New Psychology 
of Success. These mindsets, she 
wrote, describe people’s under-
lying beliefs about learning and 
intelligence. Those with a fixed 
mindset believe that a person’s 
abilities, intelligence, and talents 
are innate or fixed traits. Those 
with a growth mindset believe a 
person’s abilities, intelligence, and 
talents can be enriched through 
continuous training, learning, 

Personal Accountability

Personal accountability is the ca-
pacity to take responsibility for 
one’s own actions, obligations, 
and decisions without excuses. 
This sounds simple, but we’ve all 
seen, and perhaps even partici-
pated in, the blame game. “It’s 
not my fault!” we plead, playing 
the victim. People with low per-
sonal accountability are afraid 
of the repercussions they might 
face if they admit a mistake or 
failure. Those who struggle with 
personal accountability are of-
ten not trusted by their peers, 
management, and those who 
report to them. Clearly, this 
would not be ideal for anyone 
in a leadership position, much 
less the CEO of a company.

A person who has a strong 
sense of personal accountability 
owns up to their results—both 
the good and the bad. They 
don’t make excuses for bad de-
cisions, failures, or mistakes. 
Instead, they make every effort 
to correct the problem and learn 
from the experience. A person 
with a poor sense of personal 
accountability seeks to place 
blame elsewhere. Either the 
world is against them or some 
outside force or person caused 
the problem—never them. 
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and practice. Individuals typically 
aren’t aware of which mindset 
they have, but Dweck’s research 
showed that behaviors are a strong 
indicator of a person’s mindset, 
especially when it comes to chal-
lenges and failure.

People with a fixed mind-
set, Dweck found, tend to put in 
minimal effort. They give up eas-
ily when faced with an obstacle. 
Those with a growth mindset, on 
the other hand, see challenges as an 
opportunity to problem-solve and 
failure as an opportunity to learn. 
They’re continually working to im-
prove. They’re open to new ideas 
and new ways of doing things.

How does a growth mind-
set drive business? Well, for one 
thing, research shows that man-
agers see far more leadership po-
tential in their employees when a 
company adopts a growth mind-
set. Microsoft is demonstrating 
the truth of this research every 
day. Over the past few years, the 
forty-year-old software giant, led 
by CEO Satya Nadella, has ad-

opted a growth-mindset approach to shaping its culture and de-
veloping its people. Increasingly, they are embracing Walt Disney’s 
famous philosophy: “If you can dream it, you can do it.” The com-
pany has adopted a number of initiatives to foster a growth-mindset 
culture. The results, though still early, are already impressive:

These types of people often 
have a fragile sense of self-worth 
and fear detracting from their 
own self-image. They’re more 
focused on protecting their 
image than overcoming chal-
lenges in order to achieve the 
goal at hand.

Clearly, personal account-
ability must be modeled by not 
only an organization’s leader-
ship team but anyone who over-
sees direct reports. The more 
people practicing personal ac-
countability in an organization, 
the more innovative and growth 
oriented it can become. When 
individuals hold themselves 
accountable, they build trust 
among colleagues and lubricate 
the wheels of the engine. Doing 
so eliminates friction and allows 
people and teams to move more 
quickly and fluidly through 
problems and challenges. This 
encourages innovation and 
growth. Make sure that, as the 
CEO, you are practicing per-
sonal accountability and find 
ways to encourage it through-
out your organization.
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By giving many more people chances to become 
leaders, these programs are unleashing greater po-
tential across the company, and may well be instru-
mental in attracting new people. While Microsoft is 
still in the early phases of adopting a growth mind-
set throughout the organization, this cultural com-
ponent can’t be overstated. The company is already 
seeing the benefits in the form of more-innovative 
ideas and products—and employees are developing 
leadership skills in unexpected places, at every level.

Other major companies, such as General Electric, Bloomberg, 
Procter and Gamble, and Apple, are also adopting a growth-mindset 
approach to culture. But growth-mindset cultures don’t just bubble 
up. Contrast Max’s journey to Nadella’s journey at Microsoft and 
you’ll see how growth-mindset cultures die or thrive based on the 
beliefs that filter down from the CEO and executive team. A com-
pany and its leadership team can’t fake a growth-mindset culture. 
As the CEO, you must embody it. This is the commitment you’ll be 
making: “Whatever there is to learn, whatever challenges I face, I 
will lean in with a beginner’s mind and see what I need to see, learn 
what I need to learn, and hear what I need to hear so I can be who I 
was meant to be.” If you have a growth mindset, you . . .

• like to try new things.
• see failure and challenges as an opportunity to grow.
• can learn to do anything.
• are collaborative and appreciative of others’ ideas and 

perspectives.
• are inspired by the success of others.

On the flip side, we all know people in powerful positions who 
have an overactive ego. We discussed this in chapters one and two. 
They say no often. They yell when things go wrong. They don’t 
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listen. They’re closed to new ideas. They don’t delegate. They don’t 
trust others. They’re jealous of other people’s success. They build 
emotional walls. They’re grumpy and ungrateful. This is what a fixed 
mindset looks like.

No one just wakes up one day and starts behaving like a jerk. 
It takes many, many years for these types of negative behaviors to 
emerge, settle in, and become fixed patterns. As discussed in earlier 
chapters, these behaviors are our subconscious’s way of protecting us 
from pain and fear—often in response to childhood experiences that 
made us afraid or sad. If you are exhibiting any of these traits, go back 
and do the necessary personal work to grow beyond these obstacles. 
Start as soon as possible, because this work could be challenging and 
takes time. You won’t be ready to build a growth-mindset culture 
until you have a handle on your own emotions and behaviors. If 
you want breakthrough success for yourself and your company, this 
work isn’t optional. As Gandhi said, “You must be the change you 
wish to see in the world.”
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Preparing for the Growth Journey

It’s time for some self-care. This isn’t some soft personal recommen-
dation from me—it’s science. Your brain needs certain chemicals 
called neurotransmitters to create an environment for neural change. 
You see, in moving from a fixed to a growth mindset, you are actu-
ally rewiring your brain.

If you have a fixed mindset, your brain is probably lacking in 
the four main chemicals responsible for feelings of happiness: dopa-
mine, serotonin, endorphins, and oxytocin. Increasing the levels of 
these chemicals in your brain will lay the groundwork for increased 
neuroplasticity—the brain’s ability to form and reorganize synaptic 
connections, especially in response to learning or new experiences. 
How do you increase the level of these chemicals and thus create an 
optimal neural environment for growth and change? Science tells us 
simple self-care can make a big difference.

1. Get more and better-quality sleep. There is so much sci-
ence on how this improves quality of life and brain function.

2. Improve your diet. Eat fewer foods with preservatives and 
high sugar. Eat more fruits, vegetables, and complex grains. 
More and more science is demonstrating the powerful con-
nection between a healthy gut and a healthy brain.

3. Exercise more. Movement oxygenates the body and awak-
ens the mighty mitochondria, known as the powerhouse of 
the human cell.

4. Train your brain to focus. Meditation and concentrating 
on simple tasks can help. Stop multitasking. Take a break 
from technology.

5. Calm your brain. Engage in quiet, mindful activities like 
taking a walk in the woods.

6. Do new things. Take music lessons. Craft. Learn to fly fish. 
A brain that’s learning is a brain that’s growing.
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7. Practice gratitude. Did you know that, when we express 
gratitude, our brain releases dopamine and serotonin? 
Amazing, right?

8. Engage in deep observation. Learn to use all your senses in 
order to more fully experience the world around you. Stop 
and smell the roses—literally.

If this all still sounds froufrou to you, then you definitely have a 
fixed mindset. And, like my friend Max, you don’t even know you’re 
exhibiting the traits of a fixed mindset. Max was tired, angry, and 
frustrated. He didn’t see his high turnover rate as an opportunity to 
grow and learn. It was just a problem that he wanted to go away. He 
had no idea that his fixed mindset was the real problem. Remember, 
research shows that most of us aren’t self-aware—in fact, we’re not 
even aware that we lack self-awareness. Many of us suffer from un-
conscious incompetence, which we explored in chapter one. If most 
of the suggested changes above make you feel uncomfortable, it’s a 
good indicator you need to start doing all of these things as soon 
as possible.

In addition to self-care, we’ve already talked about taking an 
honest look in the mirror. In the beginning, though, there’s a lot you 
probably won’t be able to see because you don’t yet have sufficient 
self-awareness. What can help is some honest external feedback from 
friends, family, and professional colleagues. This starts with asking 
important questions in an environment of trust and deep listening. 
You’re probably not going to like some of the answers you hear—but 
keep listening. Don’t let an overactive ego put you on the defensive. 
You’ll likely be surprised by what you learn about yourself and how 
others see you. Be open to this important phase of the journey to a 
growth mindset. You have to get out of your comfort zone to learn, 
adapt, and evolve.

Open your mind, your heart, and your will, and let’s do some 
deep listening. In the last chapter, we discussed the five types of 
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listening. They cover how we listen. But there are also four levels of 
listening. These explore why we listen and the prism through which 
we interpret what we actually hear in our interactions with others—
our capacity to fully absorb the wisdom that is being shared. As a 
leader, it’s important to try to master the highest level of listening. 
This won’t happen overnight. In fact, it may take a lifetime, but 
that’s okay. As you work on self-care and addressing all that emo-
tional, reactive baggage you’re carrying around from the past, the 
how and why of your listening will evolve. You’ll begin to hear 
things differently. It’s all interconnected, and you’re headed in the 
right direction.

Level 1: Listening from Habits. In the status quo, 
for most conversations, you walk into the room with 
a lot of baggage—all those preconceived notions 
you have about the person to whom you’re talking. 
Since you’re out of your comfort zone, all of your 
defense mechanisms will also be shouting in your 
brain—stay superficial; don’t go deep and make 
yourself vulnerable as a leader! It won’t be easy to 
truly hear what the person is saying if you’re allow-
ing your brain to download all these previous judge-
ments and old opinions. Fight to Quiet the noise in 
your head. Lean in and listen like you’re hearing this 
person speak for the very first time.

Level 2: Listening from Outside. As you learn 
to quiet your mind, you’ll start hearing new ideas, 
facts, and data that challenge some of your own 
assumptions. This is a good indicator that your lis-
tening skills are improving. You’re probably still try-
ing to shake off old habits, but you’re opening your 
mind to what the person in front of you is sharing. 
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This means you’re becoming more self-aware. Keep 
up the good work. Lean in further. Let down your bar-
riers and open your heart to the person in front of you.

Level 3: Listening from Within. When a conver-
sation not only challenges your assumptions but also 
allows you to see reality through another person’s 
perspective, you’re making significant progress. To 
see yourself through the experience of another hu-
man is the foundation of empathetic listening. You 
are now listening with your mind and your heart. 
This means you’re hearing so much more than data 
points and facts; you’re experiencing a whole new 
perspective. There’s an emotional connection be-
tween you and the speaker. To master the fourth 
level of listening, you must leave your fears behind and 
make yourself vulnerable. You must intentionally lean 
in and value the experience of learning from others.

Level 4: Listening from Spirit/Source/Infinite 
Intelligence. A level-four conversation is transfor-
mative. These conversations give birth to break-
through ideas and profound innovation. Everyone 
is fully present and listening in the spirit of collab-
oration, trust, and respect. The energy generated 
by these conversations is palpable. It’s generative. 
Everyone in the room feels that energy, and it feels 
great! No challenge is too big and no idea too small. 
If you’re able to listen from your highest level of con-
sciousness and tap into the collective intelligence in the 
room, you’ve clearly done the personal work necessary 
to lead yourself and others. You can also replicate an 
environment where level-four listening can occur. This 
will change everything for you and your team.
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Congratulations! You’re taking care of your intellect, emotions, 
body, and spirit. You’re becoming more self-aware and creating a 
neural environment that is primed for growth. You’re listening more 
deeply and learning from others—and you’re even enjoying it. All of 
this creates a strong foundation for a growth mindset. Now you’re 
ready for the next step: paving the way for breakthrough perfor-
mance for you and your executive team.

Key Takeaways

• Adopt a growth mindset and work intentionally to avoid 
behavior and language associated with a fixed mindset.

• Practice self-care to prepare for the growth ahead. Take care 
of your mind, body, and spirit.

• Become aware of how you listen and master the higher levels 
of deep listening.

Brain Hacks

Daily exercise is important, but running five miles a day isn’t 
for everyone. Exercises don’t have to be something long and 
grueling. Did you know that, on average, walking a mile burns 
almost the same number of calories as running one does? Daily 
exercise can simply be going for a walk, stretching for ten min-
utes, or doing a short twenty-minute exercise video. The most 
important thing is that you’re circling blood through your body 
and MOVING. Your brain’s motto is use it or lose it. The less 
you move, the harder it’ll become to do so. Create a movement 
practice that is realistic and that you can commit to and make a 
habit. A healthy body is one that is in motion.
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Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• When it comes to your own growth, which area of self-care 

would benefit most from your attention?
• What three actions could you take to improve your personal 

well-being?
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Chapter 6
Paving the Way for 

Breakthrough Performance

“A breakthrough occurs when you recognize 
you are more energy than matter.”

C A R O L I N E  M Y S S

D
id you know fleas can jump one hundred fifty times their body 
height? It’s a skill that helps them survive. But they’re also very 
easy to train. A famous experiment placed fleas in a jar with the 

lid closed for three days. When the lid was taken off, the fleas stayed 
in the jar. They never jumped higher than the lid—even when the 
lid was no longer there. They were trapped in the jar forever, even 
though there was an easy way to escape and be free. This self-limiting 
behavior was now set for the rest of their lives. And, when these fleas 
reproduced, their offspring would automatically adhere to this same 
limitation. Their children would also be unnecessarily trapped by 
their parents’ self-limiting behavior.

Contrast this with humanity’s mission to go to the moon. On 
May 25, 1961, President John F. Kennedy stood before Congress and 
said that the US should commit itself to achieving this goal before 
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the end of the decade. A year later, he would inspire the nation again 
with this vision as the Apollo project began in earnest. “We choose 
to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things,” Kennedy 
stated, “not because they are easy, but because they are hard.” 
Kennedy was a persuasive speaker, but, at the time, he had very little 
scientific evidence to support his vision or demonstrate to the public 
his goal was achievable. In fact, a 1961 Gallup poll indicated that 58 
percent of Americans were opposed to Kennedy’s idea. Despite these 
obstacles, Apollo 11 Commander Neil Armstrong climbed down 
the ladder on July 20, 1969 and walked on the moon. With more 
than half a billion people watching on television, Armstrong said 
the famous words that now grace every American history textbook: 
“That’s one small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind.”

Study the history of major breakthroughs—in performance, cul-
ture, sports, business, science, or elsewhere—and you’ll see common 
themes and characteristics. Foundationally, what you’ll never see are 
self-limiting behaviors (fleas), and what you’ll always see is vision 
and an inspiring articulation of that vision (Kennedy). If you want 
to bust a hole in the current state, mitigate the power of self-limiting 
behaviors on your mood and behaviors and start living your vision. 
How do you begin? Well, first you have to get honest about every-
thing that’s in the way, everything that’s holding you back—and 
you have to start with yourself, not others. Are you acting like a flea 
or JFK? Do you wake up every morning plagued by self-doubt and 
fear? Or have you committed to a vision that you’re willing to work 
toward every day? The more personal development you have done to 
strengthen your higher self and align your thoughts and behaviors 
with your personal values and vision, the more likely you are to 
experience personal and professional breakthroughs.
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What Is a Breakthrough?

A breakthrough is an exponential jump in what’s possible. As a leader, 
you have to see what you can’t see so you can be what you want to be. 
Once you can see it, you must align your thoughts and actions with 
that vision. As I’ve said numerous times, all of this must happen in 
your own life before you can inspire your executive team and others 
to commit to a shared vision. It’s okay if you’re not ready yet. Just keep 
doing the work you need to do. If you focus on improving yourself, 
you’ll get to where you need to be. When you feel you’re ready to 
transition from the individual work you’re doing now (which must 
be ongoing) to teamwork with your fellow leaders, here are some 
actions that will help you build a solid foundation for the transition:

Declare Your Vision

We’ve talked a lot about vision in this book. It’s time 
to declare yours. Make an unbendable commitment 
to what shall be—like JFK did. Embrace your vi-
sion and clear away everything that’s in the way. 
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Start with a clean slate. You must live in alignment 
with the person you’ve declared yourself to be and 
the vision you’ve committed to making a reality. 
Take all those broken agreements, disappointments, 
failures, and other garbage from your past and call 
them learning experiences—water under the bridge. 
When you release the grip of self-limiting beliefs 
and behaviors that have held you back, there is wis-
dom in those moments. As I’ve mentioned in earlier 
chapters, our brains are wired to remember failures, 
to be hesitant to break through limits, and to be 
fearful of what we don’t know. To overcome this, 
you must put a firm stake in the ground and make 
an irrevocable shift in your thinking and behavior. 
Everything you do must be aligned with who you 
say you are and what you’ve committed to do in 
order to achieve your vision. This is the moment 
when everything changes forever. Declare it!

Hold Yourself Accountable

Once you’ve declared your vision and committed to 
it, you must hold yourself accountable. This is central 
to your success. You can’t let yourself off the hook. 
You can’t sell out. You can’t revert to old behaviors, 
patterns, and negative thoughts. I’ll say it again: you 
must live in alignment with the person you’ve de-
clared yourself to be and the vision you’ve committed 
to making a reality. This means you’re walking the 
talk and embodying your values, mission, and vision 
every hour of every day. No excuses. Anything short 
of this will hinder your ability to break through. 
How does this look in the real world? Well, for exam-
ple, if you declare that part of your vision is to create 
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a more diverse and inclusive company, but the only 
people helping you make decisions look and think 
exactly like you, then your behavior and your vision 
are not in alignment. Hold yourself accountable and 
fix that problem immediately and for good.

Maintain Integrity

Did you know that integrity means more than be-
ing incorruptible? It’s also defined as the quality 
or state of being complete or undivided. In other 
words, you can’t live in a state of integrity and be 
at war with yourself. This comes right back to the 
statement I made earlier: you must live in alignment 
with the person you’ve declared yourself to be and 
the vision you’ve committed to making a reality. 
When the going gets tough—and you know there 
will be those days—you can’t just put your values, 
mission, and vision on the shelf for twenty-four 
hours. You must steady yourself and stay the course. 
If you can’t trust yourself, why should others trust 
you? Additionally, if you look in the mirror and see 
someone who lacks integrity, you’ll lose self-esteem 
and self-respect. You will be tested, and your ego’s 
evolutionary wiring will undermine your efforts ev-
ery step of the way. It’ll remind you of your limita-
tions and all the bad things that are most certainly 
hanging right around the corner. Some days it’ll feel 
like three steps forward and two steps back. You’ve 
got to exercise grit and determination to stay on 
course for your personal transformation.

Up to this point in the book, you’ve been working on yourself. 
This was the right place to start—the only place to start. Now, you 
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need to bring everything you’ve 
learned to your executive team 
and inspire them to do this same 
deep work—first as individu-
als, then as a group. Remember, 
you’re building a new organiza-
tional culture from the inside 
out because that’s the only way 
to create real and sustainable 
change. How are you going to 
convince others to do the work 
that you’ve done? Undoubtedly, 
they’ve watched your behavior 
improve over the last few months 
as you’ve become more self-aware 
and started to live in alignment 
with your values and vision. The 
next phase of your journey will 
be learning to express all this to 
others, to help your executive 
team understand why the work 
you’ve done is important, mean-
ingful, and worthy of their atten-
tion. We’re talking about mov-
ing from personal alignment to 
group alignment, and that means 
mastering a new skill: communi-
cation. Communication is every-
thing when it comes to inspiring 
breakthrough performance.

There are two sides to all 
communication—internal and 
external. With internal com-
munication, or self-talk, we’ve 

The Four Culture Quadrants

Many leaders want an ideal, 
high-performance culture but 
don’t know how to create a work 
atmosphere where their people 
can operate as their highest and 
best selves. For people to be able 
to self-actualize, the organiza-
tion must have a high-challenge, 
high-support environment. No 
one is bored or overwhelmed in 
such an environment because 
they’re asked to push beyond 
their comfort zone—which 
leads to personal and profes-
sional growth—while being fully 
supported by their colleagues 
and bosses.

But most companies don’t 
operate in the high-challenge, 
high-support quadrant. More 
commonly, companies have 
high-challenge environments 
with little support or, even worse, 
no challenge and no support—
both of which lead to stress, a 
lack of fulfillment, and ultimately 
burnout. Here are the four quad-
rants from Aaron Schmookler, 
co-founder, trainer, and “culture 
engineer” at Yes Works:

1. Performance Catalyst: 
an “always improving” 
culture—high chal-
lenge/high support
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already discussed that the major-
ity of our thoughts are negative. 
You’ll have to work intentionally 
to combat negative thoughts and 
replace them with positive self-
talk. You don’t want to fall back 
into old habits as you transition 
to the next phase of igniting your 
company’s culture. There’s too 
much at stake. If you tell your-
self that you can’t achieve some-
thing, that will come true, and 
you’ll never achieve it. If, on the 
other hand, you remind yourself 
every day that you’re capable of 
turning your vision into a reality, 
then so it shall be. Breakthrough 
performance requires positive 
self-talk. Become cognizant of 
your self-talk and make sure it’s 
fortifying your vision and values, 
not diminishing them.

External communication—
what you say to others—is 
equally important. Some of the 
biggest problems leaders face are 
lack of buy-in and an absence in 
ownership. As you prepare to move from the internal work you’re 
doing as an individual to the external work of inspiring your execu-
tive team, you’re going to need to learn what inspires change. Your 
choice of words must become very intentional. In their bestselling 
book The Three Laws of Performance, authors Steve Zaffron and Dave 
Logan state the simple, universal principles that drive breakthrough 
performance:

2. Status Quo: a “how 
we’ve always done it” 
culture—low chal-
lenge/high support

3. Depressive Dead 
Zone: an “entro-
py-rules” culture—no 
challenge/no support

4. Fear and Self 
Protection: a “manip-
ulation, avoidance, 
self-interested” cul-
ture—high challenge/
low support

Unfortunately, many orga-
nizations unconsciously or unin-
tentionally create low-challenge, 
low-support environments. 
This leads to the opposite of a 
high-performance culture—an 
environment where no one gets 
out of their comfort zone. People 
are coddled, not challenged. You 
can’t achieve high performance 
if your company is operating in 
this quadrant. So, what quadrant 
is your company operating in?
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1. How people perform correlates to how situations occur 
to them. This is about people’s beliefs and how they see any 
given situation. If people believe a situation is unchangeable, 
they’ll act as if the situation is unchangeable. Think fleas. If 
they believe something can be changed, they’ll act as if the 
situation can be changed. Our past experiences shape our 
assumptions, hopes, fears, and beliefs. In turn, these shape 
our behaviors and performance. As humans, we expect the 
future to be more of the past. That’s what Zaffron and 
Logan call the “default future.” Stop and think about the 
importance of that for a moment. If someone’s past has been 
filled with disappointment, abuse, or tragedy, that’s their 
default future. As a leader, you must recognize this powerful 
force in others’ beliefs and actions. The only way that you as 
a leader can help them rewrite their default future is to help 
them recognize their past doesn’t have to be their future. 
You’re most likely going to need some professional exper-
tise to do this. It’s also going to take a lot of deep listening 
on your part. Hopefully, you’ve made significant progress 
on your listening skills. Most corporate initiatives backfire 
because they fail to acknowledge and change people’s per-
ceptions and, as a result, their performance. Your company 
can’t break through without addressing the reality stated in 
this first principle.

2. How a situation occurs arises in language. Language 
has a profound impact on our thoughts and behaviors. In 
America, we greet each other by asking, “How are you?” 
In some countries, where survival is especially challenging, 
people open conversations by asking, “Nothing bad?” The 
choice of words and implied difference in tone is striking, 
even in these short phrases. We use language to share our 
beliefs and life experiences. Most of us have developed strong 
patterns of communication as a result of our experiences. 
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We have specific body language and words and phrases we 
like to use—many of them are negative and unconstructive. 
If you want others to buy into the future you envision, you 
must align your communication style with your vision and 
help others become more aware of their communication 
patterns. Again, this will take a lot of deep listening and 
undoubtedly some training to help yourself and others com-
municate more effectively and constructively. Remember, 
companies are human systems, so this is the only way to 
help your company let go of its default future and embrace 
a new, shared vision.

3. Future-based language transforms how situations occur 
to people. When JFK spoke about sending someone to the 
moon, he transformed what most people thought was pos-
sible. To rewrite the future of your company, you must shift 
people’s perceptions from what has happened in the past to 
what can be in the future. Zaffron and Logan say that “lead-
ers listen for the future of their organizations.” As leaders 
move people from a default future toward a new vision, they 
must start with a blank page and create the necessary space 
and processes to allow everyone in the company to explore, 
debate, and coauthor the future. This creates engagement, a 
foundational step toward ownership. You can’t incentivize 
your way to a vision. It will backfire. People must make 
the vision their own. They must understand how the vision 
aligns with their own values and purpose. This is the only 
way that your vision can become a shared vision. This is how 
buy-in and ownership unfold and amazing breakthroughs 
happen. When your employees are intrinsically motivated, 
working cohesively through shared values, and inspired by 
the mission of your organization, magic happens.
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One thread that runs through all three of these principles is 
listening. It’s a skill I’ve emphasized in numerous chapters. Its value 
can’t be overstated. In an interview about their book, Zaffron and 
Logan said it best:

The fundamental aspect of leadership that most peo-
ple miss is the importance of listening. Listening, 
as we describe it, is not simply gathering data and 
opinions from people, but rather exploring how sit-
uations occur to them, what they aspire to make 
happen, and what stands in their way. By listening 
in this way, leaders combine what they hear from 
lots of people into an invented future that represents 
the bulk of people’s concerns. When people hear 
the invented future, they say, “That speaks for me!” 
because it is, in part, their idea. Lack of buy-in and 
ownership are replaced with excitement, inspired 
action, and full engagement.

Are you ready for the next phase of your journey? Are you ready 
to work with your executive team to shape a new future? If you’ve 
done the important personal work necessary to embody the change 
you want to see, then you’re ready. Remember, you are the foundation 
for what comes next. With an open heart and mind, it’s time to start 
working with your executive team so they can begin their personal 
journeys of change and growth. You’ve examined and shaken off what 
has been holding you back. Now it’s time to help others do the same. 
By helping the individuals on your executive team develop themselves, 
you will strengthen the humans and the human systems that com-
prise your company. In sharing your vision while listening to theirs, 
you will create a shared vision together. You’ll listen more deeply and 
communicate more constructively. A bond of trust and an atmosphere 
of respect and collaboration will be formed. The way others listen and 
communicate will evolve as well. Let the alignment begin!
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Key Takeaways

• As a leader, you must see what you can’t see so you can be 
who you want to be. Once you can see it, align your thoughts 
and actions with that vision.

• Declare your vision, hold yourself accountable, and maintain 
integrity.

• Study and understand Steve Zaffron and Dave Logan’s The 
Three Laws of Performance.

Brain Hack

One of the easiest ways to change your brain and practice self-
care is through positive affirmations. By constantly repeating 
empowering phrases, you can change the neuropathways in your 
brain. The more focus and attention you give to the pathways 
that produce positive thoughts, feelings, and emotions in your 
brain, the stronger they will become, and less energy will be put 
towards the pathways producing negative emotions like anger, 
fear, or depression. Write some positive phrases on sticky notes 
and place them on your bathroom mirror. Every morning, when 
you get ready, repeat them in your head or out loud. The more 
you repeat them, the stronger the neural pathways will become.

Powerful Questions

What is resonating for you in this chapter?
Have I shared my vision for the enterprise in a way that my lead-
ership team understand and sees themselves executing as leaders ?
Is my level of rigor and discipline at the level it needs to be to ac-
complish what is needed for my company to be a market leader?





S e c t i o n  I I

The Leadership Team

Is It Impaired or Inspired?
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Chapter 7
What Got You Here Isn’t 

Enough to Break Through

“Blind to the transparency of our actions, we confuse the image 
we want to project with the being we want to bring forth.”

H U M B E R T O  M A T U R A N A ,  
A U T H O R  O F  T H E  T R E E  O F  K N O W L E D G E

U
p to this point, everything I’ve recommended has been about 
you, the top leader of your organization. This is as it should 
be. Maybe you feel like Atlas, the Titan in Greek mythology 

who was forced to hold the world on his shoulders. After all, you 
do shoulder a lot of responsibility. People count on you every day. 
There’s no doubt that it can be exhausting, which is why you need to 
be mentally, physically, emotionally, and spiritually fit to lead your-
self before you can lead others. If you’ve committed to the required 
and ongoing work that we’ve discussed so far, you’re now ready to 
prepare your executive team for the transformational change ahead. 
If you want to foster sustainable change, they need you and you need 
them. Let’s face it, no matter how fit you are, you’re not a mytho-
logical god. You can’t hold up the world on your own. You are a 
single human leading a human system. Empower others and ignite 
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the potential of the human system you’re leading and, together, you 
can achieve anything—without all the weight you’re feeling now. 
Not only does this set your company up for success, but it’s quite 
liberating for you and your leadership team.

Organizational culture is shaped and determined by the behav-
ioral norms of the leadership team and the norms that it endorses. 
Before changing those behavioral norms, you must recognize that 
everything that got you, your executive team, and your company to 
this moment isn’t enough for the breakthrough performance you 
desire. Just as you devoted time to strengthening your skills as a 
leader, the members of your executive team must do the necessary 
work as individuals and as a group. This means assessing what 
needs to change and replacing outdated or detrimental habits with 
new, productive ones. A new mindset and openness to change is 
required by everyone on the leadership team. The reality is that not 
everyone will be willing to make the journey with you. Remember, 
our brains are wired to resist change—and resist some will. But, for 
those open to the personal and professional growth you’re offering, 
this journey is about deconstructing dysfunction and replacing it 
with healthy, high-performance behaviors. According to the Human 
Synergistics® Organizational Culture Inventory by R.A. Cooke and 
J.C. Lafferty, it’s about creating an organizational culture that prom-
ises four things:

1. Expectations for achievement through alignment around a 
shared company mission, values, and goals.

2. Expectations for self-actualization through a human system 
where people can operate at their highest level and contrib-
ute their unique skills, talents, and ideas.

3. Expectations for humanistic-encouraging behaviors where 
people genuinely care for, respect, and listen to one another.

4. Expectations for an affiliative environment where people can 
effectively share, collaborate, and innovate.
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This is the ideal. This is what everyone wants. It’s simple and 
straightforward. But why is it so elusive? Why are these promises so 
challenging for leaders to make and keep? Think back to the begin-
ning of your personal leadership journey. Getting started was the 
toughest part, right? Becoming more self-aware and changing your 
thoughts and behaviors has taken practice and discipline. Change 
is uncomfortable, especially in the beginning. Newton’s Laws of 
Motion explain it best: “An object at rest will stay at rest, and an 
object in motion will stay in motion at constant velocity, unless acted 
upon by an unbalanced force. Inertia is the tendency of an object 
to resist changes in its velocity: whether in motion or motionless.” 
Whether we are “at rest” and need to speed up or “in motion” and 
need to slow down, our brains are wired to resist the switch. See, 
even physics is against us! To increase velocity, you and your team 
must become the unbalanced force. That’s right: Atlas must shrug.

So how do you begin?
First, you need to understand the makeup of your execu-

tive team. What is the team’s DNA? What are their challenges 
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collectively and individu-
ally? What motivates them? 
What personality types are 
at the table? What are their 
beliefs? How does everyone 
get along? How strong are 
the bonds of trust between 
them? How do they commu-
nicate? How do certain per-
sonalities empower or stifle 
others? What are the power 
dynamics on the team? 
What are the key behavior 
patterns? What is the team’s 
decision-making style? Can 
you see what makes the team 
effective and special as well 
as where the gaping holes 
exist in the team’s thinking, 
behaviors, and leadership 
competencies? It’s time to 
fully understand the makeup 
of your leadership team. To 
effectively inspire and moti-
vate them, you must under-
stand how they think, work, 
interact, and make decisions 
together and as individuals. 
This will provide the neces-
sary framework for change 
and growth. At my consult-
ing firm, we use the follow-
ing tools:

Progression of Change Initiatives

As your organization prepares for sig-
nificant change, it’s a good idea to do 
a reset with the executive team. State 
your intentions around the change ef-
fort and enroll your team in your vi-
sion. Inspire them and prepare them 
to accomplish the extraordinary. Here 
are the stages you’ll need to move 
through as you lay the groundwork 
for the significant adjustments ahead.

1. Starting Point: In this 
origination stage, you shape 
andclearly articulate your 
vision for change. You also 
commit to outcomes, mile-
stones, and timelines—and 
appoint change-leaders.

2. Getting to Work: During 
this stage, discipline, focus 
and intentionality are re-
quired. Building trust and 
keeping agreements is par-
amount. Grit and determi-
nation are non negotiable at 
this stage. There is intense 
and intentional heavy lift-
ing underway.

3. Gaining Traction: Now, 
things start working. Stick 
to the plan. Acknowledge 
wins, big and small. Engage 
more contributors. Main-
tain integrity and keep 
agreements. Continued dis-
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• Stakeholder-
centered 360-degree 
feedback (Marshall 
Goldsmith)

• DISC assessments
• Myer-Briggs Type 

Indicator (MBTI)
• Gallup’s 

StrengthsFinder
• Enneagram
• The IHHP emo-

tional intelligence 
(EQ) quiz

• Innermetrix 
assessments

• Big 5
• The Achiever
• Positive 

Intelligence’s 
Saboteurs 
Assessment

• Human Synergistics 
Organizational 
Culture Inventory/
Organizational 
Effectiveness 
Inventory 
(OCI®/EOI)

Data from these in-
depth assessments helps 
my team learn what drives 
each person on the leader-
ship team. It also helps us 

cipline are key in this stage. 
Rinse, repeat, and build 
momentum.

4. Breakthrough: You are 
getting to critical mass. The 
plan is working and peo-
ple see the benefits. More 
people want to contribute. 
New ideas are generated and 
owned. Everyone is mov-
ing in the same direction 
now. Conflict is replaced 
by alignment, and amaz-
ing things are beginning 
to happen.

5. Reliability: You’re reliably 
repeating your success and 
moving forward. Personal 
accountability is being prac-
ticed, and there are struc-
tures and processes in place 
to support specific goals. 
You’re also regularly mea-
suring your progress now. 
Humility and curiosity are 
important during this stage.

6. Succession: You’re in the 
zone now, with strong skills, 
knowledge, and experience. 
Excellence prevails. There is 
delegation and replication. 
Continued engagement, 
contribution, and innova-
tion are key in this stage.

Every initiative, improvement, or 
change effort has its ups and downs. 
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understand the group dy-
namics. If you know what 
drives people and how they 
perceive their world, col-
leagues, and work, then you 
know what they need to feel 
fulfilled and self-actualized. 
This is key. We also gain 
key insights into individual 
communication styles and 
core competencies. Once we 
really have a full picture of 
who is leading the company 
and how they work together, 
we have a strong foundation 
to facilitate change.

Deconstructing Dysfunction

Understanding business is like understanding life. Like people, 
companies go through stages of growth and maturity. Renowned 
entrepreneur and business/life strategist Tony Robbins describes 
the business lifecycle this way: at first, there is the company’s birth, 
infancy, and toddler years; next, companies go through the teen and 
young adult stages; later, companies reach the zone of maximum 
maturity, the mid-life evaluation, the senior years, and ultimately 
death. Sometimes, though, along the way, companies get stuck. They 
stop maturing or even regress. According to the Adizes Institute, an 
influential global organizational development firm:

At the foundation of effective management for any 
organization is the fundamental truth that all orga-
nizations, like all living organisms, have a lifecycle 

So, what happens when something 
goes wrong? This is an operating 
state as well. If you lose a big client, 
your supply chain breaks down, or 
have a dismal quarter in the middle of 
your change effort, we call this state 
danger or emergency. When this hap-
pens, the leader must step in and do 
what needs to be done. Temporarily, 
this state requires the project leader to 
override any empowerment strategies 
that might have been put in place. 
This state is about saving people from 
a burning building. Once the danger 
or emergency has passed, the change 
effort can proceed.
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and undergo very predictable and repetitive patterns 
of behavior as they grow and develop.

At each new stage of development an organization is 
faced with a unique set of challenges. How well or 
poorly management addresses these challenges and 
leads a healthy transition from one stage to the next, 
has a significant impact on the success or failure of 
their organization.

So, in addition to understanding your leadership team, you need 
to understand where your company is in that lifecycle—and whether 
it’s growing or stuck. Unfortunately, when my team arrives to help 
facilitate change, the leadership team often doesn’t know where 
the company is in its lifecycle and has no idea that the company is 
stuck—or sometimes even regressing. If revenue isn’t growing, prof-
itability is stagnant, the company is losing customers or employees, 
the same problems keep happening, or there’s little or no innovation, 
then something is amiss. This is the time to figure out what’s keeping 
your company from maturing. This is the time to figure out what’s 
holding back your human system.

There’s a good chance old habits and entrenched behaviors are 
the root cause. Through your own work as the organization’s leader, 
you’ve had to unlearn certain ways of acting, communicating, and 
behaving in order to evolve, grow, and become a better leader. The 
results of that important work have prepared you to now help your 
executive team do the same. You started your journey by taking an 
honest look in the mirror. Once you understood yourself better, you 
could address your weaknesses and capitalize on your strengths. 
Then, with a clearer vision of yourself, you committed to change. 
You began adopting a healthier mindset and behaviors. You became 
more disciplined and intentional in your approach to life and work. 
This is what is now required of your executive team.
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Awareness is the foundation of all meaningful change and 
growth. But recall from the research I’ve shared in previous chapters 
that awareness doesn’t come easily to humans or human systems. 
Subconsciously, we tell ourselves, “Why look too deeply? Everything 
is fine. We’ve been doing it like this forever. It’s all good.” In its end-
less quest to protect us from the new and unknown, our brain—par-
ticularly our ego—makes it easy for us to say everything is fine, even 
when it’s not. Hearing the word “fine” sets off alarm bells for me. 
It’s not a word associated with breakthrough or high-performance 
organizations. Just because an activity, behavior, or pattern feels fine 
doesn’t mean it is right. Ingrained habits can trick us into thinking 
everything is good, even if the world is falling apart around us. 
That’s how badly the human brain clings to the status quo in order 
to avoid change. But, if your organization is stuck or regressing, 
change isn’t optional.

Take Cali Stonebridge’s successful Atlanta architecture business, 
which hit $25 million in revenue last year. The firm should have been 
pushing through the expected challenges of the teen/young-adult 
lifecycle phase, but instead it was toddling through a labyrinth of 
problems that smaller, younger companies often navigate. Cali and 
her team had been so busy growing and doing the work that they 
had overlooked many of the foundational steps necessary to grow a 
strong team and culture. Even at this stage in the company’s lifecy-
cle, Cali was still the head architect, CEO, head of sales, and main 
point of contact for all premier clients. She was playing Atlas, and 
the burden was no longer sustainable.

When we were invited in to assess her team and company cul-
ture, we immediately saw the problem. All eight members of her 
executive team were motivated by one thing: design. Their work was 
stellar, steady, and conscientious but lacked processes and structure. 
Managing stress, which is a natural part of growth, was also a big 
challenge for all of them. Infrastructure was lacking, and no one 
was in charge of building it. In fact, no one was even interested in 
building infrastructure because they were so focused on the creative 
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aspect of their work. Everything that had brought them to the 
current level of success—all their good design work—couldn’t help 
them break through to the next phase of growth. The company 
was a teenager behaving like a toddler, which is never good. Too 
much time was being spent managing frustrated clients who loved 
the firm’s design work but not the missed deadlines and cost over-
runs. Internally, every couple of years, a few architects would leave 
because they found the job too stressful. They walked out the door 
complaining about a lack of support and training. Cali was a tal-
ented architect who had hired other talented architects. She had not 
hired any process-oriented people to help run and grow her business. 
The company’s executive team was homogenous. It lacked balance. 
Everyone was motivated by the same thing. As a result, her company 
was stuck—and possibly beginning to regress. Until we showed her 
the problem, she didn’t even realize that operational management 
was critical to scaling her firm. She had a blind spot that was un-
hinging her company.

Cali isn’t alone. In fact, 75 percent of the businesses I consult 
lack what I call “organizational awareness” and have at least one crit-
ical blind spot. When we go into a company, not only do we uncover 
missing competencies around important business functions, but we 
frequently discover that no one has even identified or noticed that these 
competencies are missing. No matter how many times my team and 
I experience this, we’re still surprised. Everyone is walking around 
saying, “Everything is fine,” when the organization is actually stuck 
or in trouble—sometimes big trouble. At Cali’s firm, everyone was 
so busy doing what they had always done—being creative—that 
no one had stepped back to take an honest look at what might be 
causing their inability to break through to the next level of growth. 
As we worked with Cali, the first ah-ha moment was recognition of 
her blind spot around the imbalanced makeup of her executive team. 
Not only did she need to hire more process-oriented people, but she 
had to get a talented bunch of creatives to respect the importance of 
process and infrastructure. She and her team needed some serious 
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professional development in this area. Otherwise, the firm would 
keep toddling along, putting out fires, and staying stuck as a teen 
behaving as a toddler. The human system Cali was leading needed 
to be awakened to become more self-aware and align itself around 
important company goals, a clear vision, and new priorities. Luckily, 
she and her team were willing to do the necessary work and were 
able to turn things around fairly quickly.

Halfway through our thirty-six-month engagement with Cali 
and her firm, she asked me, “How could I have been so blind to 
such a huge problem? I still can’t quite come to terms with it.” I 
was able to comfort her with the knowledge that blind spots and 
operational dysfunction were problems my team saw every day 
in our line of work. “Why is that?” she asked. “Dismantling dys-
functions requires awareness of those dysfunctions,” I replied. “But 
many leaders are too busy and stressed out to see what’s happening 
right in front of them. They don’t make the time to step back and 
assess, and their brains try to protect them from jarring realities 
that will stress them out even further. It’s a vicious cycle but is 
actually the norm, not the exception. Leaders would rather de-
fend mediocrity than face problems and make necessary changes. 
When my team comes in and points out a problem, our intention 
is simply to see the current state clearly, figure out where the leader 
wants and needs to go, and help them fix anything in the way. It’s 
pretty straightforward. But people get defensive. They take things 
personally. For some leaders, their whole identity is tied up in their 
business. In such cases, emotions often cloud reality. This is why 
CEOs need to work on themselves before they start working with 
their teams. They’ve got to break their own dangerous patterns 
before they can help others. You were willing to do the work as 
an individual and with your team, Cali, and that has made all the 
difference. Kudos to you.”

Let’s take a look at some of the problems a CEO can face when 
he or she starts to work with their executive team. Once a team dys-
function or imbalance is identified, it can usually be fixed; it’s the 
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diagnosis that can be tricky. So, here are the top six culprits I see on 
a fairly regular basis:

1. Silo Mentality—hoarding information as an individual or 
a team and failing to share it with others. This stifles col-
laboration and innovation and damages an organization’s 
efficiency and culture.

2. Fiefdom Syndrome—becoming fixated on one’s own ac-
tivities, territory, or success to the detriment of others. The 
term was coined by Robert Herbold, who was COO at 
Microsoft back in the 1990s, and it was killing the company. 
Of course, this was well before Satya Nadella was named 
CEO there and turned things around.

3. Win-Lose Mindset—approaching communications with 
an “I’m right, you’re wrong” mindset. This creates a ze-
ro-sum environment for everyone. It’s a communication and 
innovation killer.

4. Passive-Aggressive Behavior—harboring negative feelings 
but, rather than addressing them directly, masking ill will 
through indirect hostilities. This type of behavior negatively 
impacts morale and productivity.

5. Perfectionism—controlling and micromanaging every-
thing. Perfectionism is referred to as the enemy of success 
because it often stalls forward motion.

6. Cordial Hypocrisy—in their book Building Trust, authors 
Robert C. Solomon and Fernando Flores define this as “the 
strong tendency of people in organizations, because of loy-
alty or fear, to pretend that there is trust when there is none, 
to be polite in the name of harmony when cynicism and 
distrust are active poisons, eating away at the very existence 
of the organization.”

7. Systemic Distrust—organizations either have a culture of 
trust or distrust. When the majority of the people in an or-
ganization simply don’t trust the people for and with whom 
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they work, it’s called systemic distrust. According to one 
PwC’s global CEO survey, 55 percent of CEOs think a lack 
of trust is a threat to their organization’s growth.

When my team works with companies, we address these en-
trenched behaviors in what we call deep alignment sessions, in 
which we:

• Identify and assess the team’s current behavioral norms, 
patterns, and competencies.

• Address distrust between leadership team members
• Create alliances to foster effective communication and prob-

lem solving.
• Identify constraints that are impeding the team’s potential 

for positive change and growth.
• Foster extreme ownership among all team members.
• Create a powerful new environment where effective and 

sustainable change and growth can happen quickly.

In these powerful, experiential, multi-day immersion work-
shops, leadership teams learn new ways to communicate, operate, 
and innovate. It’s a complete recalibration in order to say goodbye to 
old dysfunctions and pave the way for ongoing breakthroughs. The 
goal is to open the hearts and minds of everyone on the leadership 
team so they can fully comprehend what is needed to help the orga-
nization’s human system fulfill its purpose and reach its full poten-
tial. It is a crucial step in preparing an organization for sustainable 
transformational change. Some of the key topics we cover are active 
listening and effective communication, building trust, awareness of 
blind spots, response agility, Liberating Structures, the clean-slate 
approach, adapting and recalibrating, effective problem solving, 
and how to invent an inspired future. After a deep alignment, the 
leadership team understands how they view themselves as a human 
system—usually for the very first time. They understand why they 
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must change and have acknowledged that what got them to their 
current stage in the organization’s lifecycle isn’t enough to create the 
high-performance culture they desire now. A strong new foundation 
has been built, and the executive team is now primed for the next 
step in their transformation.

Key Takeaways

• Organizational culture is shaped and determined by the 
behavioral norms of the leadership team.

• Addressing mistrust is the only path to building authen-
tic trust.

• As the CEO, you must fully understand the makeup of your 
leadership team—how they think, work, interact, and make 
decisions together and as individuals. This will provide the 
necessary framework for change and growth.

• Self-awareness and organizational awareness are the founda-
tions of all meaningful change and growth.

Brain Hack

If you are stuck in a routine, your brain will start to use the same 
neural pathways repeatedly, and the rest of the pathways you 
aren’t using will start to deteriorate. This makes it more difficult 
to see anything outside of the world you’ve created for yourself. 
Novelty will allow your brain to exercise existing pathways and 
create new ones that will take attention away from the fixed 
mindset you’ve found yourself in. Take a new route to work, use 
your non-dominant hand to control the mouse on your com-
puter, sit in a new seat, and use a different-colored pen. Make 
small changes every day that create new experiences in your 
brain. Slowly, those small changes will become big changes, and 
your mindset will grow.
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Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• What old habits or entrenched behaviors might be holding 

you, your team, and your company back?
• How deeply aligned around a shared noble cause, organiza-

tional values, and behaviors is your leadership team?
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Chapter 8
Alignment Is the Key 

to Sustainability

“Every time you are tempted to react in the same old way, ask if 
you want to be a prisoner of the past or a pioneer of the future.”

D E E P A K  C H O P R A

I
f you and your leadership team have done the necessary work 
to recognize and address your personal and group issues, it’s 
time to start building a framework for cultural transformation 

for your entire organization. But take note: building a framework 
should never go before the work of deep alignment that we dis-
cussed in the last chapter. If it does, you’re building a house of 
cards. There are no shortcuts. Do these steps in the right order. 
It’s crucial for success.

Just as you were willing to do work as an individual before 
helping your executive team, so must the executive team be willing 
to do foundational work before creating a change framework for 
the rest of the organization. According to the Harvard Business 
Review, 80 percent of cultural transformations fail—80 percent! 
All too often, leadership teams put the entire company through 
the motions of change but fail to keep their agreements. This might 



Margaret Graziano

98

not be intentional. They might 
not even see the breakdown be-
cause they lack the necessary 
self- and organizational aware-
ness. Everyone on the leadership 
team needs ongoing personal 
and professional training and 
support in a variety of areas to 
support sustainable change. The 
first time a promise is broken, 
trust is broken—and, without 
trust, it’s nearly impossible to 
sustain meaningful change. My 
intention in sharing this is not 
to be harsh; it’s just how human 
systems work—from the inside 
out. You and your leadership 
team are the heart of your or-
ganization, and the heart needs 
to be in top condition to pump 
blood into the whole of the orga-
nization, especially as you take 
on the marathon effort required 
by this type of change. Stamina 
is essential, and stamina comes 
from rigorous training. This isn’t 
optional; it’s key to your success.

Over time, broken agree-
ments have tremendous negative 
ripple effects in an organization. 
People’s belief that agreements 
will be honored is foundational 
for meaningful and sustainable 
change. Just like you can’t frame 

Types of Trust

Trust is the lynchpin for culture. 
There is no better resource on 
this topic than Building Trust 
by Fernando Flores and Robert 
C. Solomon, who discuss three 
types of trust: simple trust, 
blind trust, and authentic trust. 
Simple trust is nothing more 
than an unintentional habit. 
Blind trust is a blanket kind of 
trust that is offered too easily and 
without discernment. These first 
two types of “trust” are actually 
nothing more than misunder-
standings of the important con-
cept of authentic trust.

Most people understand the 
importance of trust, so it gets a lot 
of lip service inside organizations. 
But authentic trust doesn’t just 
magically happen. It’s the result 
of continuous attentiveness and 
intentional nurturing. Creating 
a sustainable environment of au-
thentic trust requires personal 
responsibility for all members as 
well as organizational commit-
ment from the leadership team 
and CEO. Without this, efforts 
to build a workplace of authen-
tic trust are doomed. Only an 
environment of authentic trust 
provides a gateway for people 
and teams to experience break-
through performance. This, in 
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a solid house on top of a weak 
foundation, you can’t build a 
strong organizational culture 
on top of a bunch of problems 
and broken agreements. Both 
will collapse under the slight-
est pressure. Do the personal 
work as a CEO and go through 
a deep alignment process as 
an executive team. Eliminate 
any VUCA—volatility, uncer-
tainty, chaos, and ambiguity—
among yourselves first. Only 
then will you and your team 
be ready to move into this new 
phase. I’ve seen the aftermath 
when a leadership team tries to 
skip the foundational work. It 
ain’t pretty!

Now that you and your team 
are deeply aligned, you’re ready 
to create a compelling future 
for your organization. You may 
choose traditional strategic plan-
ning or follow a plan like the one 
mentioned in Gino Wickman’s 
Traction: the “Entrepreneurs 
Operating System,” which helps 
organizations create a Vision/
Traction Organizer®. Or you 
can choose to participate in 
an immersive strategy session, 
like those my organization of-
fers. They equip organizational 

turn, contributes to a healthy, 
high-performance culture where 
people thrive.

Authentic trust should 
never be confused with the poi-
sonous practice of cordial hy-
pocrisy, which is unfortunately 
rampant in many corporate 
cultures. When people practice 
cordial hypocrisy, they pretend 
to trust what they’ve heard, seen, 
or experienced by smiling, ver-
bally affirming, or some other 
outward behavior while, inside, 
they’re hiding fear, resentment, 
disbelief, or some other nega-
tive emotion. They might even 
turn around and gossip to oth-
ers about these negative feelings, 
which breeds mistrust. The great-
est enemies of trust are cynicism, 
selfishness, and a naive concep-
tion of life and work in which 
people expect more than they’re 
willing to give. Resentment, 
distrust, and inauthenticity are 
the result. If cordial hypocrisy 
or mistrust are thriving in your 
organization, honest, productive 
communication and problem 
solving will be nearly impossible. 
It’s a big problem that requires 
immediate attention.

Authentic trust is a matter 
of making and keeping com-
mitments and telling the truth. 
Mistrust arises when people lose 
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leaders to create a roadmap 
for the company’s vision, al-
lowing them to:

• Ideate and align on 
the organization’s 
noble cause as well 
as an inspiring, 
compelling, and du-
rable mission, vision, 
and values.

• Agree how decisions 
will be made through 
well-defined strate-
gic anchors.

• Align the leadership 
team around a the-
matic goal.

• Gain new perspectives on the power of accountability and 
integrity as a new way of being that ignites a thriving and 
healthy high-performance culture.

confidence in someone’s ability to 
keep their commitments or tell the 
truth. Lying is always a breach of 
trust. When authentic trust is estab-
lished between people, it transforms 
their relationship. Authentic trust 
involves sincerity, authenticity, in-
tegrity, virtue, and honor (matters of 
ethics). Authentic trust can never be 
taken for granted. It must be contin-
uously cultivated through commit-
ments, integrity, and truthfulness. 
Establish authentic trust in your 
organization and it will change ev-
erything! Flores and Solomon tell us 
that the only way to build trust is to 
tell the truth where there is mistrust.
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A Compelling Future always starts with a noble cause, compel-
ling mission, and a strong Mission Matters that are easy for both 
management and employees to operationalize

Mission Matters

As discussed in the first section of the book, you can’t have a 
high-performance organizational culture without a noble cause. 
Once you define and articulate your cause or the overarching intent 
of the organization, it’s time to define the mission, what you do 
day in and day out to fulfill the overarching intent. This captures 
how your company’s core competencies make a positive impact in 
the world. It’s what attracts the right talent to your company and 
encourages them to stay and fully contribute.

Making a profit isn’t a noble cause. If you have to send your 
assistant back into the boardroom to snap a photo of your compa-
ny’s mission and text it to you before you speak to your team, well, 
your mission probably isn’t shaping any positive behaviors at your 
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organizations. Don’t underestimate the power of a noble cause, 
especially today, when people are searching for more meaning and 
purpose in their work. Does your mission inspire people to want 
to hitch their wagons to your organization? In today’s competitive 
talent market, a compelling noble cause and a mission that speaks 
to what you do and how you do it is very important.

My company’s noble cause is to “forever liberate the human 
spirit at work.” Every day, it inspires all of us. It’s simple but pow-
erful. It captures people’s attention, attracting both clients and tal-
ent. We have integrated this mission into everything we do—from 
creating our program offerings, to hiring, to developing new team 
members. We evem use it to determine which customers are best 
suited for our transformational work with leaders and organiza-
tions. We’ve already discussed how powerful missions at Patagonia 
and Microsoft have ignited transformative change, growth, and 
performance at those highly successful companies. Committing to 
and leading in alignment with an inspiring noble cause is one of the 
most powerful forces for change that I’ve seen in my many years of 
helping companies build high-performance cultures.

One last note on mission: it has to be believable and aligned with 
the company’s current core competencies. In other words, it can’t be 
a hollow promise. I have many good and bad examples of mission 
statements. One of my favorite examples of a bad mission statement 
comes from one of the country’s biggest fried-chicken chains. They 
promise to be a healthy choice in the fast-food world. Sorry, folks, 
fried chicken will never be healthy. Healthy just can’t be part of a 
fried-chicken company’s mission statement.

Values Speak Volumes

If you work for a Ritz Carlton hotel anywhere in the world, you 
start your day with a fifteen-minute meeting and a couple of “wow 
stories.” These are employee stories about exceptional customer 
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service. They’re shared to reinforce the values every employee is 
expected to demonstrate as an ambassador of the exceptional and 
world-renowned Ritz-Carlton brand. At companies like this, values 
are . . . well . . . valued—highly valued. Hires, terminations, and 
promotions are based on an employees’ alignment with the orga-
nization’s values. Well-crafted values are purposeful, meaningful, 
and evocative. They complement the company’s mission and shape 
positive behavior.

Values are ineffective when they’re aspirational. They’re not what 
an organization hopes to be. They articulate the company’s behavior 
now, in its current state. Organizational-performance expert Patrick 
Lencioni says aspirational values are not really values at all—they’re 
just goals. It’s important to know the difference. Values build trust 
both within an organization and with the organization’s customers 
and partners. When a company has clear values, it eliminates VUCA 
because values tell everyone in the company what’s important and 
everyone in the world what to expect from the people who represent 
this company. Organization-wide commitment to a core set of values 
ensures that everyone delivers on the same focused set of promises. 
This is how influential brands like Ritz Carlton are built. Your com-
pany doesn’t need a dozen values. In fact, that’s too many. No one 
will remember them all. Microsoft has only three: accountability, 
integrity, and respect. These values are clear, simple, memorable, easy 
to understand, and straightforward to operationalize.

Strategic Anchors Promote Alignment

In his bestselling business classic, The Advantage: Why Organizational 
Health Trumps Everything Else in Business, leadership guru Patrick 
Lencioni coined the term “strategic anchors.” It describes a sim-
ple, game-changing process for companies to answer the question 
“How will we succeed?” Companies that use strategic anchors have 
a clear competitive advantage. Whenever a question, opportunity, 
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or problem presents itself, the executive team can quickly review the 
situation through the focused lens of its strategic anchors. Lencioni 
often uses Southwest Airlines to demonstrate how strategic anchors 
work. The airline has three strategic anchors: on time, low fares, 
and fun customer experience. These are a distillation of the compa-
ny’s core values down to their very essence. When an opportunity 
comes along, Southwest’s leadership team quickly assesses whether 
it aligns with or compromises the organization’s strategic anchors. 
The leadership team asks, “Will this opportunity help or hinder our 
ability to be on time? How will the opportunity impact our low 
fares? Will it enhance or detract from our fun customer experience?” 
If the answers to these questions reveal alignment with Southwest’s 
strategic anchors, the leadership team moves forward. If even one 
of the strategic anchors is negatively impacted by the opportunity, 
the executive team takes a pass. Simple, right? And so liberating! 
This is what decision making looks like in a healthy, intentional, 
high-performance organization. But, most of the time, companies 
are asking questions like “How can we expand sales? How can we 
beat the competition?” These are misguided questions. The better 
question is “How will we succeed?” And the right answer is “By 
aligning everything we do with our noble cause, vision, and values 
and then assessing opportunities and threats through the focused 
lens of our strategic anchors.” And the more humans there are in 
your company’s human system, the more complex and bureaucratic 
decision making can become—all the more reason to put strategic 
anchors in place as early as possible.

Thematic Goals

Another Lencioni tool I value and use when facilitating a Compelling 
Future strategy session is thematic goals. I ask the executive team to 
focus on one important problem or goal for a specified amount of 
time, such as a month, a quarter, or a year. For example, a leadership 
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team might commit to improving their customer-retention rate over 
the next six months or reversing the loss of top talent by improving 
its culture over this next year or reducing the cost of its deliveries 
this month. Interestingly, thematic goals are qualitative, not quan-
titative—meaning there are no specific numbers attached to the 
goal. They are more like rallying cries, uniting the team around a 
central purpose. Thematic goals encourage the executive team to 
sprint together towards a clear finish line. This can be very energiz-
ing. Rather than reacting to the latest business crisis, which is how 
many companies operate, the executive team can use thematic goals 
to tackle problems and embrace important opportunities before a 
crisis hits. This proactive approach is much less stressful and much 
more effective.

An Intentional Process

When my team met the seven members of the leadership team at 
Transtronic, an integrated technology company that helps bring 
safety to the world of travel, they had been using the popular 
Entrepreneurial Operating System (EOS) methodology for five 
years. They even had an EOS coach on staff. Unfortunately, the 
company had a very low success rate for accomplishing what they 
had set out to do. Everyone at the company was frustrated. Even the 
vice president of people, a member of the executive team, told me 
they weren’t honoring their agreements or addressing problems when 
people failed to meet their objectives. There was little accountability 
and high employee turnover. Something was definitely wrong. They 
couldn’t understand why the EOS methods weren’t working. They 
wondered what they were doing wrong.

When the organization finally decided to work with us, we 
knew quickly why EOS wasn’t working for them: they hadn’t ad-
dressed their behavioral baggage through a deep alignment. They 
hadn’t started with a clean slate and new way of communicating and 
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behaving—all necessary for the type of change EOS might bring to 
a higher-functioning team. In other words, Transtronic had slath-
ered EOS frosting on a mud pie—and there was no getting past the 
bad taste that this had left in everyone’s mouths.

We conducted a deep alignment with the leadership team and 
worked through their many problems. Finally, they had forged the 
new beginning they needed to start moving forward and make 
sustainable changes. In fact, the leadership team was so impressed 
by their progress they decided to bring in the nineteen people who 
reported to them and go through a deep alignment immersion 
workshop, during which we once again helped them work on their 
worst entrenched behaviors: a silo mentality, fiefdom syndrome, a 
win-lose mindset, passive-aggressive behavior, perfectionism, and so 
on. To their credit, they did work through their issues, including the 
distrust that was plaguing every meeting and every new initiative, 
and committed to building trust among one another and to enacting 
more healthy and productive behaviors going forward.

With the deep alignment successfully completed, they finally 
had a strong foundation to work on a compelling future. They 
decided to reset their mission, vision, and values after paying little 
more than lip service to them for fifteen years. Working more collab-
oratively—and without all the baggage they’d been carrying around 
for so long—the team demonstrated incredible determination to 
work together to get things right. Everyone showed up early for the 
exercises and brought in innovative solutions and ideas. They were all 
fully engaged in the task at hand. The environment was respectful, 
productive, and energized. A number of exercises went so well that 
people broke into tears. They had come so far. They were on fire, 
and sustainable transformation was finally underway—and they 
could all feel the powerful shift. Everything about the leadership 
team changed for the positive and for good. They got it. The deep 
alignment and compelling future immersive workshops catapulted 
the company into the future. The company went on to get a $55 mil-
lion strategic investment from a major tech giant and began thriving.
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A stronger foundation led to a healthier culture, which changed 
everything for the better.

Liberating the Human Spirit

Here’s the reality: just as you have liberated yourself through the 
work you’ve done as an individual, you must liberate the human 
spirit of each member of your executive team. People must move 
away from hopelessness, fear, and frustration toward courage, col-
laboration, engagement, and innovation. Ultimately, the goal is to 
reach a level of synchronicity that leads to unprecedented activity 
throughout the whole of the organization.

Change is simply not possible when people are mired in hope-
lessness, fear, and frustration. Like the team at Transtronic, your 
team can’t move forward until you throw out the garbage and elim-
inate the VUCA. As a group, you must be willing to address and 
eliminate unhealthy entrenched behaviors and dynamics and make 
the necessary effort to build trust. Learn about one another and 
commit to a new, healthier way of thinking and behaving. If this 
work is done, the environment will shift from antagonistic and 
threatening to collaborative and respectful. There are no shortcuts. 
Once you begin to move people toward courage, engagement, in-
novation, and beyond, then—and only then—are you ready for a 
compelling future and building a framework for transformative, 
sustainable change within your organization.

Key Takeaways

• Eighty percent of cultural transformations fail because the 
leadership team isn’t willing to do the internal work neces-
sary to make it real and sustainable—80 percent!
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• Get your team into deep alignment with where you want 
to go, what you want to do, and what needs to change and 
improve to make it happen. Build trust.

• Invent new possibilities and a compelling future with your 
executive team to work together to create a noble cause and 
values for your organization, agree how decisions will be 
made through well-defined strategic anchors, align the lead-
ership team around a thematic goal, and gain new perspec-
tives on the power of accountability and integrity.

• Move beyond hopelessness, fear, and frustration to make room 
for courage, engagement, innovation, and synchronicity.

Brain Hack

If you want to change the outputs your brain is producing, you 
have to change the inputs your brain is receiving. The thalamus 
acts as a gatekeeper in your brain. It takes in every input and 
decides what is important and what can be left behind. If every 
single input entered your brain, the electrical signals would be 
too much to handle, and you would pass out. The thalamus 
classifies each signal as one of three things: safe, not safe, or ir-
relevant. If your thalamus isn’t functioning well, you might start 
to receive more information than is needed, or safe information 
might start to be labeled as unsafe. Your brain’s default mode is 
protection, so the less energy it has, the more things it will label 
unsafe. Stimulating specific parts of the brain is like exercising 
a muscle—the more work it does, the stronger it will become. 
An easy way to exercise the thalamus is by closing your eyes and 
having someone tap your arm with one or two fingers. Your job 
is simply to determine how many fingers the person tapped you 
with. Doing so will upregulate your thalamus and strengthen 
the neural pathways in and around it.
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Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• Looking at where you are in your business, what might be 

the thematic goal that can rally your team together? What 
values would support this alignment for you? For your team?

• How does your leadership team make decisions? Do you 
have a framework? If you implemented a decision-making 
framework, what do you anticipate as a challenge in opera-
tionalizing it?

• What is one thing you can commit to doing now?





111

Chapter 9
Trust is the Foundation of a 
High-Performance Culture

“Whoever is careless with truth in small 
matters cannot be trusted with

important matters.”

A L B E R T  E I N S T E I N

T
he disintegration of trust is all around us—and not just at 
work. Trust in mainstream media hit an all-time low in 2021, 
according to data from Edelman’s Trust Barometer. Trust in 

the US government also remains low, according to Pew research: 
“Since 2007, the share [of Americans] saying they can trust the gov-
ernment always or most of the time has not surpassed 30 percent.” 
Even Gallup’s polling data on the confidence level US adults have 
in their fellow Americans hit an all-time low in 2021. Business has 
not escaped this slide. Edelman’s 2021 Trust Barometer discussed 
how the pandemic put “trust to the test” and recognized a crisis of 
leadership: “In particular, CEO’s credibility is at all-time lows in 
several countries.” Certainly, there is a correlation between these 
observations and the Great Resignation of 2021.
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These are highly unsettling developments for anyone who leads 
people. You’re trying to build trust in a world where trust has been 
broken across the board. This makes your work significantly more 
challenging. But in every crisis there is opportunity—and the cur-
rent trust crisis is no exception. If you can build trust in your organi-
zation’s culture, you have an opportunity to stand out in the crowd. 
And trust is worth the fight. Stephen Covey once said, “Trust is the 
glue of life. It’s the most essential ingredient in effective communi-
cation. It’s the foundational principle that holds all relationships.” 
And this truth manifests in many benefits. Paul J. Zak, founding 
director of the Center for Neuroeconomics Studies and a professor 
of economics, psychology, and management at Claremont Graduate 
University, is one of many who have researched the topic. In a 
Harvard Business Review article called “The Neuroscience of Trust,” 
he wrote:

In my research I’ve found that building a culture 
of trust is what makes a meaningful difference. 
Employees in high-trust organizations are more 
productive, have more energy at work, collaborate 
better with their colleagues, and stay with their 
employers longer than people working at low-trust 
companies. They also suffer less chronic stress and 
are happier with their lives, and these factors fuel 
stronger performance.

Leaders understand the stakes—at least in princi-
ple. In its 2016 Global CEO Survey, PwC reported 
that 55 percent of CEOs think that a lack of trust 
is a threat to their organization’s growth. But most 
have done little to increase trust.
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Zak’s observation is especially disappointing in light of some of 
the other observations in the article:

My team also found that those working in high-
trust companies enjoyed their jobs 60 percent more, 
were 70 percent more aligned with their compa-
nies’ purpose, and felt 66 percent closer to their 
colleagues. And a high-trust culture improves how 
people treat one another and themselves. Compared 
with employees at low-trust organizations, the high-
trust folks had 11 percent more empathy for their 
workmates, depersonalized them 41 percent less of-
ten, and experienced 40 percent less burnout from 
their work. They felt a greater sense of accomplish-
ment, as well—41 percent more.

Trust is clearly a gamechanger. So, why is there so little effort to 
build it within organizations? One reason is lack of know-how. It’s 
a holistic problem that needs a holistic solution. It requires organi-
zational-cultural expertise that most executive teams don’t possess. 
Another reason trust building gets put on the back burner is that 
it’s challenging and time consuming. Systemic distrust—which em-
ployees develop as a result of experiences with a company’s rules, 
procedures, employees, and culture—plagues many companies. 
When consistency, accountability, and integrity are missing in these 
experiences, it’s a breeding ground for systemic distrust, which neg-
atively impacts performance and growth. Unfortunately, addressing 
systemic distrust with quick fixes like trust-building workshops or 
events won’t get to the core of the problem, though this is the current 
toolkit used by many companies.

An intentional, multifaceted strategy is needed to build or 
rebuild systemic trust across an organization. As you’re learning, 
trust building requires a strong foundation—a new level of self- 
and organizational awareness, openness, and commitment from 
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an organization’s leadership team. This type of important work 
takes time and focus—both rare commodities in today’s harried, 
ever-changing business environment. It’s easy for leadership teams 
to get stuck in the weeds, reacting to the crisis of the day and failing 
to make time for the type of transformational change that could 
shift the way they identify and tackle emerging issues before they 
become a crisis. I get it. As a leader, you have a lot on your plate. But 
here’s the reality you face as you and your leadership team prepare 
to transform your organization’s culture and break through to a 
new level of growth and innovation: trust is not optional. In order 
to speed up, your company must slow down. Make it a priority to 
do the individual and group work necessary to address the current 
VUCA and establish new behaviors and processes to build trust 
throughout your organization. It’s worth the effort; you’re creating 
the foundation for a sustainable, high-performance culture.

Trust Is Fragile

Warren Buffet once famously said, “It takes twenty years to build 
a reputation and five minutes to ruin it.” It’s true. Reputations are 
built on trust, and trust is fragile.

If you tell your employees and customers that one of your com-
pany values is integrity but don’t walk the talk, trust is instantly 
broken. Words have little meaning if they aren’t supported by actions 
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and behaviors. If the executive team says integrity is important then 
engages in unethical activities, people will naturally say, “This com-
pany doesn’t really value integrity.” Actions speak louder than words.

The words and actions of the leadership team matter a great deal. 
Leaders are held to very high standards, especially by employees. 
Remember the story I shared earlier about the 2015 Volkswagen 
scandal where the company deliberately falsified emissions tests? The 
company’s stocks plummeted, it lost millions of dollars in revenue, 
and its reputation was badly damaged. What I didn’t mention in 
that first telling was what happened with the company’s employ-
ees. A July 2017 article in Forbes, “How Volkswagen Rallied Its 
Employees After Its Emissions Scandal (At Least for Now),” paints 
a grim picture. An employee at the Vienna-based employer-review 
platform called Kununu was interviewed about the dramatic shift 
in VW reviews after the scandal broke:

The reviews show an unsurprisingly dramatic down-
turn in the wake of the ordeal, says Johannes Prüller, 
head of global communications for Kununu. “The 
company culture of Volkswagen was always about 
trust, integrity, reliability maybe,” says Prüller. 
“With the scandal they somehow managed to put 
all of that at risk.”

“Before the scandal broke,” Prüller explained, “if 
you compared the data we have for Volkswagen 
with BMW, Mercedes and also its own subsidiary, 
Audi, Volkswagen was rated best in almost every 
dimension of workplace satisfaction that we mea-
sure on Kununu.” When news of its emissions test-
ing misconduct emerged, those positive numbers 
tanked. “They were rated worst in twelve out of 
thirteen (dimensions).”
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“To try to regain the favor of its demoralized staff,” the article goes 
on to say, “VW employed a strategy of openness and outreach. ‘They 
made sure that everyone knew what had happened and also what 
would happen next,’ says Prüller. ‘Just as they publicly admitted guilt 
in external communications . . . they had the same direct, face-to-face 
communication internally as well, as the first step in rebuilding trust.’”

Unfortunately, another VW scandal followed in the wake of the 
2015 one, further damaging the company’s reputation. For many, 
this was the straw that broke the camel’s back. It would take many 
years for VW’s culture to find its footing again. The disintegration 
of the human system’s belief in their company’s promises derailed all 
trust-building efforts. When trust is broken once, it takes time and 
effort to repair the damage. When trust is broken repeatedly, it can 
be challenging to reestablish. The lessons found in this chapter are 
straightforward: walk the talk and don’t make promises you can’t 
keep. These lessons seem simple, but for many companies they’re not 
easy to execute. That’s where the three Cs come in.

The Three Cs: Clear, Consistent Communication

Trust is the lynchpin of a healthy organizational culture. Without 
it, an executive team has nothing upon which to build meaningful, 
sustainable change. Where does trust live in an organization? In the 
conversations and behaviors that take place in the organization every 
day. To make sure trust is being built through these conversations 
and behaviors, you need the three Cs: clear, consistent communica-
tion. Without them, breakdowns occur easily.

When an executive team completes a deep alignment and com-
pelling future program with my firm, they leave with a credo of 
their commitment to improve their organization and experience of 
working together for a common cause. They commit to building 
a more conscious and intentional organizational culture aligned 
with a freshly minted mission, vision, and values. They commit to 
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holding themselves accountable. They have moved from a state of 
hopelessness, fear, and frustration to a state of courage. Trust is the 
foundation of courage, and, like trust, courage is very fragile. In fact, 
courage is the most vulnerable and fragile state in any change effort. 
Just above the state of frustration that we discussed in the last chap-
ter, courage is the first of the productive states. When people enter 
a state of courage, they want to believe. Their mindset has opened 
itself to the possibility that things could get better, and they’re trying 
very hard to believe. But their belief is not yet solidified. Everyone is 
waiting to see if the new approach will stick or fall apart like other 
meaningless rah-rah management proclamations of the past. At any 
moment, something could undo the progress that has been made. It 
wouldn’t take much for all the forward momentum to fall apart and 
regress. This is why courage and change are so fragile.

Done right, though, the three Cs can fortify trust and cour-
age. Remember, trust is necessary for courage, and trust is built 
through clear, consistent communication, processes, and behavior. 
This is especially important in today’s new normal. It keeps teams 
engaged, focused, and accountable. It is the vehicle that shapes 
work environments and drives positive behaviors, especially when 
leading distributed teams. Regardless of whether your team is in 
the office part time, full time, or still working from home, clear and 
frequent communication about the organization’s status, priorities, 
customers, the marketplace, new initiatives, and progress toward 
existing initiatives helps employees understand what’s happening. 
When people know what’s going on, they don’t have to count on 
back channeling and gossip for their information. But, when there’s 
a lack of clear, authentic communication, employees are forced to 
fill in the blanks—which almost always leads to communication 
breakdowns. Conversely, in some companies, there is plenty of com-
munication happening, but people are misinterpreting the message 
for a variety of reasons. Maybe they don’t trust the message or the 
messenger because of previous communication issues. Maybe there 
are too many communication layers and some of the message is 
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getting lost or changed along the 
way. Whatever the reason, this 
problem can also lead to commu-
nication breakdowns. If the lead-
ership team wants to build trust, 
reinforce a new state of courage, 
align everyone around a no-
ble cause, and drive sustainable 
change and high performance, 
an effective communications 
strategy is a must.

Unfortunately, organiza-
tions frequently underestimate 
the power of communication in 
general—much less the power 
of clear, consistent, authentic 
communication. Leaders as-
sume their messages are being 
disseminated effectively when, 
in fact, they are not. Such as-
sumptions mean communica-
tion breakdowns are often over-
looked even as they wreak havoc 
on an organization’s culture and 
performance. Companies that 
experience frequent communi-
cation breakdowns can get into 
big trouble—and fast. Forget 
about building courage and trust 
to ensure sustainable change; 
these companies are just trying 
to keep their heads above water. 
When we’re called in to help, 
we typically find that there’s 

Commitment Counts

One of the most overlooked yet 
important challenges leaders en-
counter when trying to move a 
program, project, or initiative 
from idea to acceptance and im-
plementation is commitment. 
In his profound collection of es-
says Conversations for Action and 
Collected Essays, Dr. Fernando 
Flores asks the question, “How 
do we produce results while at 
the same time developing rela-
tionships where we take care of 
each other in the process?” Flores 
answers by pointing to the im-
portance of instilling a culture 
of commitment in working re-
lationships, especially in our 
evolving work environments: “As 
teams become more virtual, dis-
tributed, and diverse, our ability 
to build trust, coordinate, and 
communicate with each other 
becomes both more essential and 
more difficult.” He advocates for 
“pluralistic networks” in which 
people of different backgrounds, 
nationalities, cultures, and belief 
systems commit to working to-
gether, respecting one another’s 
differences, and collaborating to 
create value for one another. It 
takes significant effort to navi-
gate the inevitable challenges 
that will be encountered while 
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no communication structure or 
strategy in place—or even aware-
ness that one is needed. We start 
by bringing awareness to the do-
main of communication; we edu-
cate people on how people listen 
and what’s in the way of listening 
fully. Through thoughtful con-
versation and discovery sessions, 
we help uncover barriers to effective communication for action.

We’ve seen many scenarios where CEOs have devoted significant 
time, energy, and money to orchestrate cultural change only to find a 
year or two later that no real progress has been made. The same prob-
lems are still happening, and the CEO’s entire day is spent putting 
out fires. That’s unhealthy and unsustainable. One of the first things 
we do when we’re called in to help is conduct an ideal-versus-actual 
culture survey. The results show any number of issues, but they all 
share a common theme: a communication breakdown. After the 
survey results were reported to a recent client, the CEO was shocked 
to find that his leadership team was very resistant to the change 
but practiced cordial hypocrisy in order to keep the peace. In other 
words, they paid lip service to the change in meetings but didn’t act 
on the initiatives in a meaningful way to actually bring about the 
change. This was revealed after nearly eighteen months of work with 
highly paid consultants who had plenty of ideas but didn’t address 
the underlying communication issues that were sabotaging the entire 
effort. When time is so precious to busy CEOs, it’s painful to watch 
this type of waste.

Learning to build a strong foundation for effective organiza-
tional communication as well as spot signs of breakdowns are both 
important skills that must be learned along the way. There are two 
sides to communications intelligence: one is understanding how 
people are listening; the other is understanding how speakers are 
communicating. We discussed this to a degree in earlier chapters, 

trying to achieve this type of 
harmony. That’s why Flores rec-
ommends work on what are of-
ten referred to as soft skills: the 
ability to cultivate trust and lis-
ten deeply as well as recognize, 
shift, and master our moods. 
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but it’s worth examining it from a different angle. Communication 
is something the leadership team works on during our deep align-
ment and compelling future programs. But, when the leadership 
team rises to the fragile state of courage and prepares to bring a 
new mission, vision, and values to the rest of the company, effective 
communication skills become absolutely central to success. The 
more people involved in a communication network—think human 
systems—the more important and challenging it becomes to have 
clear, consistent communication and behaviors.

When conversations take place between a speaker and a listener, 
the first thing that happens is the listener has a biochemical reaction 
to the speaker and what they’re saying. If the reaction is positive, the 
listener is more open to hearing what they’re saying and reacting in 
a conscious manner. However, if the communication is interpreted 
as negative or threatening in any way, the bioreaction hijacks the 
listener’s attention—and often emotions. The listener is left with a 
skewed interpretation about what was said and why. In these cases, 
the speaker’s message and intention can be lost. Growth and change 
can’t happen without examining and improving communication.

Entire books have been written about communication and why 
and how people choose to be receptive to a message or not. The answers 
lie where communication and behavior meet. In other words, build-
ing trust through effective communication isn’t just about the words 
we choose; it’s about our relationship with the person to whom we’re 
speaking. It’s about our reputation and the type of rapport we have with 
others. It’s about whether the message makes sense to the listener and 
whether the listener thinks the person speaking can be trusted, authen-
tically cares about their needs, and has a believable message. It’s about 
body language, tone, and the ability to “read” the listener’s reaction. 
Magnify the complexity of individual conversations throughout an en-
tire organization and you start to understand the intricacy of this dance 
for the CEO and leadership team. It takes skill and plenty of practice.

Training is a critical component to help leaders speak and listen 
more effectively. Everyone in a people-management role needs to 
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learn these vital communication skills. Doing so will help them ask 
more questions and listen more openly for feedback. It will help 
them understand how their message is being interpreted by others. 
It will help them refine the delivery of their messages. When we 
work with companies that are stuck or struggling, we spend a lot 
of time training these crucial skills. Remember, in human systems, 
trust lives in our daily communications and behaviors. Whether the 
leadership team is getting communication wrong or right has a big 
impact on an organization’s culture and performance. That’s why 
our work with clients begins with situational and personal awareness 
and deep alignment, follows with developing a compelling future, 
and continues with communications intelligence. This gives aware 
and aligned leaders the opportunity to practice new levels and types 
of listening, interacting, and understanding. This type of training, 
when facilitated among a group of people who are committed, open, 
and willing, directly impacts the trust quotient between leaders, 
their followers, and the collective. Experiential programs offer plenty 
of opportunities to practice and engage. Mastery of these skills 
ensures the executive team gets communication right among them-
selves before taking their message of transformation to the company 
as a whole. This creates a strong foundation for cultural enrichment 
and the breakthrough performance that will follow.

Accountability

There’s one last piece of the trust-building puzzle to discuss before 
the executive team can take its message of transformation to the 
organization level. It’s necessary to fortify a state of courage and be-
yond. I’m talking about accountability. An environment of account-
ability—or lack thereof—starts with the CEO and leadership team. 
You can’t hold others accountable if you’re not holding yourself 
and your executive team accountable. Additionally, accountability 
must be baked into your communications strategy. Accountability 
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doesn’t exist without clear, consistent communication about the ex-
pectations and behaviors for which people will be held accountable. 
It simply wouldn’t be fair. Unfortunately, this happens frequently 
for all the same reasons we explored in the last section. Many times, 
leaders don’t even know there’s a breakdown in communicating 
expectations and that it’s disrupting an otherwise healthy environ-
ment of trust and accountability. For example, if the leadership 
team says it wants to build an environment of trust and account-
ability, but most mid-level managers are shaming and blaming their 
teams when goals aren’t met, that’s a big breakdown. I see these sorts 
of problems all the time. If you find this hard to believe, I invite 
you to reread the sections on self- and organizational awareness 
and blind spots. Then, ask the people you work with about their 
observations and assessments with regards to accountability in your 
organization. You might be surprised by what you find.

I have a great story to drive home these sorts of breakdowns. A 
couple of years ago, a midsize technology company sent one of their 
talented up-and-coming female leaders to one of our Ignite Your 
Power trainings. These events are designed specifically for emerg-
ing women leaders. Before the event, company leaders warned us 
that this young woman—we’ll call her Sarah—was very talented 
but would be skeptical of our methods, have trouble participating 
in key activities, and be closed minded. When we met Sarah, we 
had the opposite experience. She was open to every lesson and 
opportunity we offered. She participated fully. At the end of the 
three-day event, she stood before a room full of our trainers and 
fellow emerging female leaders and shared openly and gratefully 
how much she had learned.

“Thank you,” she said. “This training has been excellent. I am 
energized, awakened, and enriched as a leader. I can’t wait to take 
everything I’ve learned back to my company. I just wonder why they 
sent me, when it’s obvious the current leadership team needs to do 
this training as soon as possible.” Everyone laughed, but Sarah had 
hit the nail on the head: The current leadership team thought the 
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problem was Sarah, but it wasn’t. It was them! Sarah trusted us and 
the safe environment we had created for her and others at the Ignite 
Your Power event. As a result, she was able to bring her authentic, 
highest self to the exercises and training we offered. Sarah didn’t 
trust the executive team at her company, so she was naturally skep-
tical and hesitant about the things they said and asked of her. The 
leadership team at her organization was asking emerging leaders to 
do work that they weren’t willing to do themselves. Think about the 
message this sends to the organization as a whole. It was time for the 
leadership team to become more accountable for its behaviors and 
the impact of those behaviors on the mood and behaviors of their 
human system. There couldn’t be a foundation for transformation 
until they did the work that they were asking others to do.

Clear, consistent communication topped off with a serving of ac-
countability is the breakfast of champions. When people know how 
effective meetings and communications are conducted, things run 
smoothly. When everyone understands the rewards and consequences 
for certain behaviors, more positive behaviors are shaped. This creates 
an environment conducive to transformation. When agreements are 
simple, straightforward, and consistently honored, trust is built, courage 
is fortified, and the organization’s culture is primed for breakthrough 
growth. This is the power of trust, the three Cs, and accountability when 
it comes to shaping high-performance organizational cultures.

Key Takeaways

• Trust is foundational for sustainable growth and change, yet 
it is very fragile.

• Trust lives in conversations. Practice clear, consistent 
communication.

• When trust is broken, it can and should be repaired and 
restored, and the only way to do this is through open and 
honest communication.
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• There are two sides to communications intelligence: one 
concerns understanding and adjusting how people are lis-
tening, the other understanding and adjusting how speakers 
are communicating.

Brain Hack

Our brains function by predicting patterns about the world. 
When something is reliable, it is less stressful because the pat-
terns we predict are usually correct. But, when something is 
unreliable, our brains produce a threat response, as the patterns 
it keeps predicting are wrong. This is why trust is so important 
at work. If the workplace is reliable and people trust one another, 
the brain’s patterns of prediction will produce a “safe” response, 
and work will be significantly less stressful. If, however, there 
is no trust in the workplace, the brain’s patterns will produce a 
“threat” signal, and work will be associated with stress and fear. 
If you find yourself in an untrusting environment, practice small 
things every day to ease the patterns your brain predicts. Try 
to have a set routine for the workday, take regularly scheduled 
breaks, and map out your tasks at the beginning and end of each 
day. Ease the strain on your brain and give it some safe patterns. 
You can’t always control your environment, but you can do 
things to make that environment more manageable.

Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• How do you hold yourself accountable for your own clear 

communication with your team and your company?
• What happens to you, or anyone at your company, when 

accountability fails?
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Chapter 10
A Structure for Dismantling 

Roadblocks

“Only those who dare to fail greatly can ever achieve greatly.”

R O B E R T  F .  K E N N E D Y

A
n organization’s transformation journey rarely looks like a 
hockey stick of change and growth in the beginning. That 
happens later. A steep, winding mountain road is a more ac-

curate description of the first part of the trek. Roadblocks, setbacks, 
and surprises are around every corner. But, after the individual and 
group work you’ve done, you’re fit for the climb. And the destination 
is definitely worth it. When the spirit of the human system is ignited 
at work, everyone can see the future together, and it is theirs. Now 
clearly distinguished from the competition, this peak-performance 
human organization can look out at the valley below—strewn with 
companies paralyzed by fear, dysfunction, and underperformance—
and shout from the mountaintops, “Not us!” Organizations willing 
to do transformative work always win. This has been proven in case 
study after case study. There’s no disputing the benefits of the rigor-
ous journey ahead. I believe you and your leadership team will find 
the courage to fully commit—hopefully, you’ve already found it.
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Knowing the journey will be long, it’s worth setting up a frame-
work to distribute the weight you have to carry up the mountain, 
prevent roadblocks en route, and dismantle them when they inev-
itably occur. Your organization’s human system must be prepared 
to learn by failing forward until reaching the summit. The frame-
work we recommend is based on Liberating Structures, which are 
designed to upend the old and increasingly ineffective top-down, 
command-and-control leadership style found in many of today’s cor-
porate cultures. As co-creators of the Liberating Structures concept, 
Keith McCandless and Henri Lipmanowicz explain:

Liberating Structures productively disrupt con-
ventional patterns in how we work together. They 
change dramatically the way results are generated 
without expensive investments, complicated train-
ing, or dramatic shifts in organizational struc-
tures. . . . Liberating Structures introduce tiny shifts 
in the way we meet, plan, decide, and relate to one 
another. They put the innovative power once re-
served for experts only in the hands of everyone. 
[They are] a set of simple microstructures from 
which individuals and groups can choose what suits 
their likes and dislikes then mix and match them 
flexibly to address their challenges.

By focusing first on the structures to support a company’s hu-
man system—rather than the behavior and performance of the 
people in that system—the executive team creates a strong foun-
dation for sustainable change and growth—and this is what makes 
all the difference in the journey. In an environment of trust and 
accountability, Liberating Structures support agile human systems 
in which people are capable of assessing problems and finding effec-
tive solutions quickly. This builds trust and leads to alignment and 
deeper interconnectedness within the whole of the human system. As 
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McCandless and Lipmanowicz have found in their work, Liberating 
Structures “reveal an immense source of untapped knowledge, ca-
pability, and momentum.”

McCandless and Lipmanowicz have created more than thirty 
microstructures to facilitate communication and problem solving. 
From “Improv Prototyping” to “Wicked Questions” to “Appreciative 
Interviews,” each microstructure has a different approach, feel, and 
function, giving people a wide selection of structures to meet their 
specific needs and styles. For example, “Wise Crowds” make it pos-
sible for individuals to tap into the wisdom of a whole group in rapid 
fifteen-minute cycles. As McCandless and Lipmanowicz explain:

Wise Crowds make it possible to instantly engage 
a small or large group of people in helping one an-
other. You can set up a Wise Crowds consultation 
with one small group of four or five people or with 
many small groups simultaneously or, during a 
larger gathering, with a group as big as one hundred 
or more people. Individuals, referred to as “clients,” 
can ask for help and get it in a short time from all 
the other group members. Each individual consulta-
tion taps the expertise and inventiveness of everyone 
in the group simultaneously. Individuals gain more 
clarity and increase their capacity for self-correction 
and self-understanding. Wise Crowds develop peo-
ple’s ability to ask for help. They deepen inquiry 
and consulting skills. Supportive relationships form 
very quickly. During a Wise Crowds session, the 
series of individual consultations makes the learning 
cumulative as each participant benefits not only 
from being a client but also from being a consultant 
several times in a row. Wise Crowds consultations 
make it easy to achieve transparency. Together, a 
group can outperform the expert!
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With more than thirty Liberating Structures to choose from, 
any individual or team can find the right microstructure to fit their 
needs, build trust among the troops, and tap into the collective in-
telligence of the team. In my organization, we facilitate Liberating 
Structures in all of our executive sessions, retreats, and immer-
sion workshops. We have even found ways to integrate Liberating 
Structures into our remote and online training courses.

Liberate Through Language

Through individual and group effort, training, practice, and disci-
pline, you and your leadership team have prepared yourselves for 
transformation. You’re almost ready to take what you’ve learned 
to the rest of your organization’s human system. You’re ready to 
walk the talk and deliver on your promises. People won’t just hear 
a message from on high this time; they’ll experience the changes as 
you and your leadership team demonstrate a new mindset and set 
of positive behaviors that support an inspiring mission, vision, and 
values. And you’ll have Liberating Structures in place for problem 
solving, innovation, feedback, and refinement.

At this critical juncture, your highest self must fully tune in to 
the individuals in your organization’s human system. This means 
people within the organization not only understand Zaffron and 
Logan’s three laws of performance, covered earlier, but that they 
are learning to work with one another according to these laws. As 
discussed, perspective and language are both intrinsic to commu-
nication. Leaders who understand this can spot the root cause of 
most communication breakdowns. By addressing the root cause of 
a problem, leaders can create more sustainable solutions to repair 
breakdowns—or even prevent them altogether.

We all have different DNA and life experiences, and they shape 
how we see the world. We create our own realities. That’s why our 
perceptions shape our performance. Even when we’re all working on 
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the same problem with the same facts, the problem occurs to us 
differently. This is a key insight into human behavior. Leaders who 
recognize that their reality might not be the same as someone else’s 
have a distinct advantage over those who rely on the more tradi-
tional “my way or the highway” point of view. Imagine walking 
into a meeting with more self- and organizational awareness as well 
as empathy. How would that change your interactions with the 
individuals in the room? Dramatically, right? This is one reason 
why Liberating Structures are so important and work so well. They 
distribute the discovery process so that everyone in the organization’s 
human system is communicating and problem solving with the first 
law in mind. Once individuals in small groups sort through the 
hodgepodge of perspectives on any given subject, the best ideas can 
bubble up. This means less resistance and more momentum.

But Liberating Structures are built and sustained through lan-
guage, which has a profound impact on our thoughts, feelings, 
moods, and behaviors. As we’ve explored in previous chapters, road-
blocks happen inside communication. The words we use and how 
we communicate influences how our message is received by others. 
Body language and tone of voice also matter. Language shapes how 
we experience the world today and in the future. Most of us have 
ingrained patterns of communication that we unknowingly repeat—
and some are negative. These negative communication patterns 
can hinder effective communications and damage relationships. 
Overcoming these old patterns takes training and practice. Because 
these skills are so important for leadership teams—especially as they 
navigate the early, precarious days of transformative change—it’s 
something we tackle in our deep alignment and compelling fu-
ture immersion workshops with executive teams. We encourage all 
the leaders we work with to master all skills that lead to effective 
communication. Keep honing your own communication skills and 
watch how it shifts your thoughts, feelings, moods, and behaviors. 
Then, bring what you’ve learned to your executive team and be-
yond to show how new, more productive communication patterns 
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will help them replace unproductive thoughts, feelings, moods, and 
behaviors. Over time, this will have a profound and positive ripple 
effect throughout the organization.

Our brain’s default wiring lets past experiences define our fu-
ture. This can be altered with practice, but most people don’t even 
have the self-awareness to recognize this limiting thinking and be-
havior, much less change it. “Last year’s numbers indicate we’re on 
track for 3 percent growth.” “We never win those larger contracts. 
Let’s keep targeting the midsize ones.” These statements use descrip-
tive language. If you take a closer look at both statements, you’ll see 
clearly that each describes the future with language about the past. 
There’s nothing inspiring in either of those statements. If you want 
to transform how things occur to people, you have to help them shift 
their perspective by using future-based language.

Remember the story about President John F. Kennedy’s vision 
to put a human on the moon by 1969? When Kennedy spoke about 
this, do you think he used descriptive language? Indeed, he did 
not. Do you think he could have rallied the nation, even the world, 
around his ideas by saying, “We have never put a human on the 
moon before, but we hope to do so soon”? That’s not an inspiring 
message and would have been unlikely to shift people’s perspectives. 
In order to help others see what he could see—without much evi-
dence, I might add—Kennedy used future-based language—called 
generative language. If you want to see this type of language in 
action, watch JFK’s 1962 speech at Rice University, “Why Go to 
the Moon?” He begins by reframing how we think about the time-
line of history. He addresses the descriptive framing of the idea by 
naysayers head on to shift their perspective and reorient it toward a 
more promising future:

It is not surprising that some would have us stay 
where we are a little longer to rest, to wait. But this 
city of Houston, this State of Texas, this country 
of the United States was not built by those who 
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waited and rested and wished to look behind them. 
This country was conquered by those who moved 
forward—and so will space.

William Bradford, speaking in 1630 of the found-
ing of the Plymouth Bay Colony, said that all great 
and honorable actions are accompanied with great 
difficulties, and both must be enterprised and over-
come with answerable courage.

If this capsule history of our progress teaches us 
anything, it is that man, in his quest for knowledge 
and progress, is determined and cannot be deterred. 
The exploration of space will go ahead, whether we 
join in it or not, and it is one of the great adventures 
of all time, and no nation which expects to be the 
leader of other nations can expect to stay behind in 
the race for space.

Those who came before us made certain that this 
country rode the first waves of the industrial rev-
olutions, the first waves of modern invention, and 
the first wave of nuclear power, and this generation 
does not intend to founder in the backwash of the 
coming age of space. We mean to be a part of it. 
We mean to lead it. For the eyes of the world now 
look into space, to the moon and to the planets 
beyond, and we have vowed that we shall not see 
it governed by a hostile flag of conquest, but by a 
banner of freedom and peace. We have vowed that 
we shall not see space filled with weapons of mass 
destruction, but with instruments of knowledge 
and understanding.
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Yet the vows of this Nation can only be fulfilled if 
we in this nation are first, and, therefore, we intend 
to be first.

Now, that is generative language in action! Kennedy’s speeches 
transfixed the world and reshaped its perspective on what was pos-
sible. He told the world what was going to happen next, and then 
he made it happen. As you and your executive team lead your com-
pany into the next phase of growth, you must always be listening 
for the future and reshaping the language used to describe it. It’s 
time to shake old, unproductive communication patterns and use 
future-based language to communicate the transformation you want 
to see. Self-awareness, training, and practice will make perfect.
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Emergent Cultures

When an organization’s human system has trust, alignment, ac-
countability, and the interconnectivity and momentum created by 
Liberating Structures and effective communication, it becomes un-
stoppable. Everyone starts to move in sync. If you’ve ever seen birds 
flocking or fish schooling, you’ve seen what is called “emergent be-
havior.” Despite having no leader or central control, these creatures 
move together in perfect synchronicity. They do amazing things, 
and it looks effortless. Emergent behaviors are made possible by high 
levels of interconnectivity.

Igniting the human spirit at work unleashes massive intercon-
nectivity. And, when you allow this to happen in an environment 
of trust—where individuals are aligned around a noble cause, values 
they believe in, and a strong vision for the future—you’ve created 
an environment conducive to an emergent culture. As the leader-
ship team prepares to shift from transforming itself to inspiring 
and transforming an entire human system, an emergent culture 
should be their guiding light. This type of culture is built on a 
framework that enables continuous assessment; powerful and effec-
tive communication; healthy, ongoing growth and positive change; 
human alignment; and high performance. Breakthroughs are com-
mon at companies with emergent cultures because leadership isn’t 
defined as overseeing people or giving orders from the C-suite. At 
top-performing companies, the leadership team’s mandate is to create 
an environment for ongoing evolution and transformation. Leaders 
build cultures where the people in the organization’s human system 
can operate at their highest level, both individually and collectively. 
Synchronicity, innovation, extreme ownership, momentum, and 
high performance are the norm within emergent cultures.



Margaret Graziano

134

Key Takeaways

• Set up a framework to distribute responsibilities, prevent 
roadblocks, and dismantle them when they inevitably occur. 
Your organization’s human system must be prepared to learn 
by failing forward.

• Realize that none of us sees things as they are. We see how 
things occur to us. Master generative, future-based language.

• Hone your own communication skills, and help others im-
prove theirs. Then, watch how it positively impacts every-
one’s thoughts, feelings, moods, and behaviors.

Brain Hack

The best way to overcome a bad habit is to create a new one and 
repeat that new habit over and over and over again. If you find 
that you’re bad at communicating, the only way to get better 
is to practice clear and intentional communication repeatedly. 
Repetition strengthens the neural pathways in the brain that 
correlate with that habit. The more you do a bad habit, the more 
challenging it will be to break it. But if you create a good habit 
for yourself and constantly repeat it, you are less likely to slide 
back into that bad habit. So, make a goal for yourself with com-
munication. Commit to something small and manageable. For 
example, the next time you have a conversation for action, start 
the conversation with your why, follow it up with the problem 
your request will solve, and complete the communication with 
the definition of successful completion and the date by when you 
need the request complete. Once your conversation is complete 
in your mind, ask the receiver of the project, task, or request to 
reiterate their understanding. This slowing-down process will 
help you be understood and will create powerful conversations 
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for action that give the receiver a complete understanding of the 
request. Continue to make requests with this four-step process 
as it turns it into a healthy habit. Repetition is key to creating 
healthy habits.

Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• What are some ideas you have for improvements in how your 

human system works together, builds trust, and coordinates 
actions to fulfill the noble cause? 

• What will be needed from you as the leader? What strengths 
can you draw on?

• Emergent behaviors and Liberating Structures are catalysts 
to achieve the culture you yearn for. What’s inspiring to take 
action on now?
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Chapter 11
The Alchemy of Enduring 

High Performance

“Victories aren’t born on the field. You create 
them during practice—day in and day out.”

S I L V I A  P E N C A K

C
hange is a never-ending journey. Everyone needs to keep grow-
ing—you, your executive team, and your people. But stop here 
if any of you are still struggling with the basics. You can’t skip 

ahead in this process. If you as a CEO or your executive team are still 
exhibiting dysfunctional behaviors, then the company is still dys-
functional. Hopefully, having read Ignite Culture this far, you have 
course corrected and built a strong foundation of self- and organiza-
tional awareness to bring transformation to your entire organization. 
Dysfunction has a powerfully negative trickle-down effect. If you 
don’t fix the dysfunction at the top, you can never achieve positive, 
lasting change within the whole of the organization’s human system.

Moving ideas from a small group to a large one is a delicate 
dance where trust is essential. All your efforts could fall apart during 
this vulnerable transition if the people impacted by the changes don’t 
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believe that the organization’s leadership will stand by the changes 
in the face of resistance, complacency, or other inevitable challenges. 
The human system must believe that sustainable change is possible. 
Engage the hearts and minds of your people. It’s essential, though 
it’s no small task. This is why a solid foundation must be in place 
before moving forward.

If you and your team are ready, this section is all about the 
psychology of change and achievement. What does it mean for your 
organization to be an intentional, healthy, high-performing emer-
gent culture? What does that look like? What does is not look like? 
How do you help employees find and experience self-actualization 
through their work and learn the power of achieving more together 
in alignment with your company’s core values and in service of its 
noble mission? Don’t let the adrenaline bias hijack this fragile phase 
of change. A holistic, mindful plan is required, a plan that considers 
the practical and human psychology of change. There’s no quick fix 
when it comes to culture. It takes time to develop the framework 
(systems, processes, infrastructure) and environment conducive to 
lasting change. I know you’re busy and probably juggling too much. 
I understand. You just want to get it done. But now is the time to 
slow down and focus on the most important thing—igniting the full 
potential of the organization’s human system. When a culture aligns 
around core values and a noble purpose, it becomes emergent, and 
everything speeds up dramatically. Friction and VUCA are replaced 
with interconnectedness, trust, and alignment. This is how you win 
your market with the full support of a healthy, high-performance 
team. Change initiatives fail all too often because leadership teams 
don’t give the change initiative the bandwidth, focus, and time it 
needs. Take the necessary time to orchestrate intentional, transfor-
mative, and lasting change. This is the essence of your job as a leader. 
There can be no higher priority.
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High-Performance Alchemy

Alchemy is the process of taking something ordinary and turning 
it into something extraordinary, sometimes in ways that can’t be 
explained. When people are inspired, progressing, growing, inno-
vating, creating, and maintaining transformation together, amazing 
things start to happen. An emergent, evolutionary human system 
has been created. By definition, this type of system is built to con-
tinue growing, improving, and responding positively to the inevi-
table challenges ahead. Emergent, evolutionary human systems are 
characterized by unrivaled innovation, intrinsic motivation, and 
exceptional teamwork. Left behind is the entangled culture that 
once held your company back. Ignited is exponential growth that 
is fueled by the organization’s inspired and empowered human po-
tential. Everyone wants and expects big things to happen. You’ve 
successfully ignited the human spirit at work. An environment exists 
where everyone can operate at their highest and best self every day. 
Their life purpose and personal goals can be achieved because they 
work with your organization, not in spite of that fact. Everyone is 
aligned around what needs to be achieved, and they’re accountable 
for making it happen.

In this type of healthy, humanistic, and high-growth envi-
ronment, no one needs to be pushed and prodded to perform; no 
one needs to be forced to take responsibility. Everyone is achieve-
ment oriented. They are self-motivated and working toward com-
mon goals. They clearly understand their role in achieving those 
goals and accept full ownership of that role. There’s no more 
command-and-control statements from on high—no more “It’s 
my way or the highway!” There’s also no micromanagement in a 
self-actualized culture. The environment is free of competitive or 
oppositional behavior. Negative behaviors squash self-actualization, 
so they aren’t tolerated. In healthy, humanistic, emergent cultures, 
people get the opportunity and autonomy to work and live as their 
highest, best selves. They are in charge of their own destiny. People 
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are self-actualizing together. People are fully contributing because 
they believe they can influence the future and help make the or-
ganization’s noble cause a reality. The workday is affiliative. People 
feel connected and are working collaboratively because they believe 
they can achieve more together than alone. They feel valued and 
respected by the company’s leadership and their colleagues. Rather 
than being sand in the gears, every individual is working to embody 
the organization’s values and achieve its mission. They work through 
problems and fix what’s not working. No one is paralyzed by fear, 
the possibility of failure, or the thought of being pulled into a yelling 
match. Those days are gone—and, if you do this right, they’ll never 
come back. If and when trouble starts brewing, you and your people 
will be able to spot the signs, diagnose the real issue, and address the 
problem with effective communication and trust. In turn, the team 
interdependently redirects efforts through utilizing the Liberating 
Structures and recalibrates to solve their problems together.

We’ve already talked about Microsoft as a model for this type 
of organizational transformation. But, in their book Incremental to 
Exponential, authors Vivek Wadhwa and Ismail Amla document the 
magnitude of the transition at Microsoft as well as the astounding 
results of its cultural shift:

When Satya Nadella was named the CEO of 
Microsoft, in February 2014, one of his first acts 
was to ask all the top executives at the famously 
combative software company to read Marshall 
Rosenberg’s Nonviolent Communication, a book 
about how to communicate and collaborate effec-
tively using compassion and understanding rather 
than competition and judgment.

With that request, Nadella signaled to the compa-
ny’s leaders that he wanted to make a big change in 
the culture of the world’s largest software company. 
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Bill Gates, the company’s longtime CEO, had been 
known for berating employees. Steve Ballmer, who 
succeeded Gates, made cringe-worthy YouTube bait 
with his on-stage screaming and sweaty-faced antics 
at company product launches. Both endorsed hard-
ball business tactics that competitors feared and ad-
mired but customers and most employees loathed.

Nadella was cut from a different cloth. Calm, and 
described by some as beatific, Nadella was born in 
India and has an enduring love of cricket. He also 
embraces Buddhist beliefs and has long enjoyed a 
reputation for calm responses even in the most con-
tentious circumstances and for focusing on positive 
feedback to reinforce good habits.

As a manager and a leader, too, Nadella made it clear 
that the old, aggressive behaviors were no longer 
welcome. Never raising his voice or showing overt 
anger at employees or executives, Nadella constantly 
worked to create a more comfortable environment. 
He never wrote angry emails, and he refused to 
tolerate anger or yelling in executive meetings.

At the same time, he promoted a culture of curiosity 
and learning. He urged the company’s 120,000+ 
employees to embrace a “learn-it-all” curiosity, in 
contrast to what he categorized as Microsoft’s tra-
ditional “know-it-all” worldview. In the marathon 
Friday executive-team meetings, Nadella instituted 
a regular feature wherein Microsoft researchers 
would phone in to talk about their innovations—
reminding the company’s leaders of the company’s 
advances and encouraging them to focus on the 
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future rather than maintain the status quo. . . . The 
results of Nadella’s efforts have been nothing short 
of spectacular. The company’s market capitalization 
has nearly increased by an order of magnitude, from 
roughly $300 billion at Nadella’s ascension to about 
$2.5 trillion today, and Microsoft has become the 
most valuable company in the world, surpassing 
Apple and Google.

Microsoft’s transformation provides a tangible example of how 
the alchemy of healthy high performance manifests in a human 
system. It requires clear values, a noble cause, and a group discipline 
modeled from the top. Let’s explore the organizational mindset shift 
that is necessary to orchestrate the type of significant, intentional, 
and sustainable cultural change seen at Microsoft.

Elevating Performance

As your organization enters this new and still fragile phase of cul-
tural transformation, everyone is excited about a new way of being 
and doing at work. However, they’re still afraid. They worry that the 
change won’t stick. They want to believe, but they’ve been inspired 
before only to have their hopes dashed. They’ve put in the effort 
before only to see things go south again after a few months. Those 
leaders who strive for true organizational change must be cognizant 
of these fears and understand their roots. Toxic past behaviors by 
management and colleagues will linger in people’s minds until new, 
positive behaviors arise and are perceived to be permanent. Creating 
a new normal takes time, discipline, and effort. You and your team 
of change agents must be prepared to navigate a long transition 
period filled with booby traps.

In the beginning of any change initiative, the past is ever pres-
ent. Most people have ideas about the future that are shaped by 
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old self-limiting beliefs and often negative past experiences. You 
and your leadership team are there to help them envision a better 
future—like the one you’ve created for yourselves. It can be chal-
lenging to achieve hope and optimism at scale. Knowing Zaffron 
and Logan’s three laws of performance and abiding by them are two 
separate activities. The latter requires the adoption of a number of 
important new behavioral disciplines. These disciplines help people 
and organizations adopt a more hopeful narrative around change, 
which is key.

Disciplines of Change

Many leaders rise to the top of organizations because of their achieve-
ments, not because they have advanced organizational psychology 
degrees. This is why it’s worth exploring foundational truths about 
human performance and discipline in more depth. Now that you’ve 
enrolled the collective in the possibility of a new future, you’re 
ready to inspire change through collective action. There are actually 
seven disciplines that must be developed to create transformational 
change. Each is valuable on its own, but, collectively, they add 
up to more than the sum of their parts. When these disciplines 
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are practiced in an organization, the ground is fertile for people 
within the organization to experience self-actualization in their role 
through service to the noble cause, which, in turn, creates fertile 
ground for emergent behavior—the secret sauce of sustainable high 
performance. Emergent behavior occurs when an entity is observed 
to have properties or behaviors that only emerge when the parts 
interact seamlessly as a wider whole. For example, a lone fish can 
try to outswim a predator. It can zig and zag and swim up or down, 
but the fish’s odds of survival are not so good alone. A school of 
fish, on the other hand, can move in synchronicity with simple 
behaviors to confuse a predator, increasing their odds of survival 
significantly. You might have seen this type of swarm-like behavior 
during a nature program or in the wild. Earlier, we mentioned this 
behavior with swarming birds. Emergent behaviors and their benefits 
aren’t something an individual can achieve. But, as a group working 
together, emergent behaviors offer many benefits. For humans, they 
actually enable self-actualization together. When leaders start to see 
and experience emergent behaviors throughout their organization’s 
human system, they have achieved cultural transformation. The 
human spirit has truly been unleashed at work. The effort of each 
individual remains valuable on its own, but the energy released by 
the human system working together toward a common goal has an 
exponential effect.

A couple of years ago, we worked with a highly successful CEO 
in Silicon Valley. The company she led had grown exponentially. 
They knew their customers, and their sales team hit it out of the 
ballpark. They did great work but had never slowed down to create 
a foundation and architecture to support their growth. There was 
no noble cause or any company values. There was no commitment 
or structure in place to ensure effective communication, owner-
ship, or accountability as the organization’s head count grew. As 
they hit a growth inflection point, things started to unravel. They 
threw money at the problem and hired several consultants to address 
specific issues. But they didn’t step back to look at their problems 



Ignite Culture

147

holistically. They started to lose their customers’ trust. Their em-
ployees became more and more polarized as everyone played the 
blame game. The CEO didn’t understand why her efforts to fix the 
problems and make changes weren’t working. She met one on one 
with employees. No one was giving her any solutions. They were 
just complaining.

She and her leadership team flew in for a deep alignment, and 
we studied the results of the organization’s ideal-versus-actual cul-
ture survey. There was a lot of mistrust and frustration with broken 
agreements. She and her leadership team seemed perplexed. They felt 
they were good at keeping their agreements. Next, everyone agreed 
to behavioral ground rules for our sessions—one was being on time 
for meetings. After a break, three people walked in ten minutes late. 
They were oblivious to the fact that they had already broken one of 
the agreements they had made just an hour earlier. At first, people 
were hesitant to call out this behavior. Then, one person spoke up.

“We never keep our agreements.”
Another added, “I’ve waited for key people to arrive for meetings 

for more than an hour. It’s not uncommon.”
Now people were getting braver. “It’s true, and one-on-one 

meetings are promised but then constantly rescheduled.”
The only people in the discussion who didn’t contribute to the 

conversation were the three people who had arrived late after the 
break. I asked them why they decided it was okay to be late.

“I had to call my nanny,” the first person shared.
The second admitted, “I just didn’t take the agreement that 

seriously.”
And the third person said, “There was a line for the bathroom.”
We discussed how widespread the distrust was within their 

organization and the fact that the distrust grew because of so many 
broken agreements over little and big things. They got it, they felt 
it, and they committed to change. Within six months, their net 
promoter with customers had gone up by 1.5 percent. The CEO 
started calling customers to find out what had changed. Over and 



Margaret Graziano

148

over, she heard that the tone and commitment of the company’s 
front-line employees had improved—all because they were keeping 
their commitments and agreements.

Messages of trust can be shared in meetings and company com-
munications ad nauseum but are meaningless if not anchored in a 
noble cause and a strong set of values that are practiced and honed 
every day. Change is built on trust, and trust is built in the small, 
daily moments that everyone experiences in the halls of your organi-
zation. If people aren’t walking the talk, sustainable and meaningful 
change isn’t possible.

As authors Solomon and Flores say in Building Trust, “Building 
trust begins with an honest understanding of trust, but it also requires 
everyday routines and practices. Without the practices, that under-
standing comes to nothing.” Shifting routines and behaviors takes disci-
pline. So, which disciplines must be practiced to support transformative 
change in a human system? All people in the system must practice:

• Conscious use of self. In order to be part of effective change 
in a human system, people have to become more self-aware 
and intentionally bring their whole being and best use of 
self to the change movement. This means understanding, 
being aware of, and catching habituated responses and re-
actions that hinder progress—and cleaning up the impact 
of unhealthy reactions when they occur. Individuals must 
learn to tune in to their innate intelligence, turn on their 
creative genius, and take action in their unique role so that 
innovation and synchronicity can be achieved by the whole.

• Whole-systems orientation. This means individuals think 
as much about the big picture as themselves. They under-
stand how their actions, potential decisions, and changes 
to a process may impact stakeholders in the whole. They 
respect that a framework is required to aid people in work-
ing together to create and support change. This is what 
emergence is all about.
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• Openness to sound and current data. Organizations need 
sound and current data to make informed decisions. Since 
we know that perception of facts matters more than the facts 
themselves, it’s important that everyone in the organization 
at every level accepts that data can help them more clearly 
see reality rather than their perception of it. While the reality 
may not always be pretty, leaders must utilize data’s power 
to identify issues and systemic breakdowns, make critical 
business decisions, and take action when and where needed.

• Constructive feedback. This is an essential component in a 
healthy, intentional, and high-performance culture because 
it gives both the sender and the receiver the opportunity to 
partner and grow in service of the noble cause. On an indi-
vidual level, it also develops competency in communication. 
Communication isn’t only about compliments, accolades, 
rainbows, and butterflies. There are times, especially during 
change, that discussions must focus on what needs to be dif-
ferent or improved. This includes redirection and correction. 
All employees at every level in a constructive culture learn 
to speak and listen from a place of possibility versus a place 
of defense. The speaker learns to analyze the effect of his 
or her message and ensure that the receiver has interpreted 
the message correctly. Since the three laws of performance 
make it clear that one person’s perception of reality is not 
another’s, constructive feedback provides a crucial process 
for clarification, understanding, and message refinement. 
Sustainable change can’t happen without it.

• Respect for the collective intelligence. When individuals 
realize that they don’t always have to be right in order to 
produce results, everything shifts. In an emergent culture, 
collective intelligence is always greater than the sum of its 
individual brainpower. This thinking improves the quality 
of relationships within the human system because it’s affil-
iative and collaborative. Conflict management is replaced 
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by open communication and constructive problem solving. 
Liberating Structures that enable individuals to get out of 
their own way, stop themselves and the team from looking 
backwards, and move into inclusive, generative problem 
solving allow the team to operate fluidly and innovate.

• Learning from differences. As Einstein famously said, “We 
can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we 
used when we created them.” Organizations need to tap into 
the unique genius of their people and teams to get the kind 
of new thinking required to change, grow, and innovate. 
When organizations create an inclusive and safe space for 
the open exchange of ideas between people with diverse 
backgrounds, experiences, and ideas, they have a much bet-
ter chance of creating lasting and transformational change.

• Empowerment. When leaders empower their people to nav-
igate change using Liberating Structures, they create space 
for the human system’s collective intelligence. The change 
actually sticks when the people affected are fully empow-
ered to solve problems and confront challenges together. 
Liberating Structures provide the necessary framework for 
individuals and teams in the human system to make effec-
tive decisions about how to shape their collective future. 
When people are aligned around the company’s values, vi-
sion, and mission and empowered to drive growth, inno-
vation, and continuous improvement through Liberating 
Structures, they choose solutions in step with the vision of 
the whole. This instills emergent behaviors, which always 
empower both the individual and the whole.

The Process of Transformation

A typical culture transformation takes between eighteen to thir-
ty-six months, depending on the size of the company. For larger 
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organizations, it might take five years. Michael F. Broom is an 
organizational psychologist, author, executive coach, and organi-
zational facilitator with more than thirty years of experience. He’s 
also the CEO and president of the Center for Human Systems. In 
my opinion, his five-step meta model for planned change is the best 
guide through this pivotal, precarious phase in your organization’s 
transformation. We use Broom’s process in our organizational train-
ing and consulting. Here are Broom’s five steps:

Contracting—This is the process of coming 
to agreement with other key stakeholders in the 
success of a change project. When organizational 
change is the goal, this contracting must be made 
between the highest level of management in the 
organization. Effective transformation agreements 
and conversations for action need to specify clear 
goals that are internally consistent and aligned with 
the organization’s noble cause and values. Roles 
must be clearly defined for everyone signing the 
contract. Once there is agreement on the direction, 
objectives, and goals, then leadership can move the 
initiative forward to the collective. This ensures an 
effective, collaborative, inclusive, and empowering 
change process.

Data Gathering—Once the initial contract has 
been established, the change-effort team should 
start gathering data to inform their efforts as well as 
alert and excite the organization about the coming 
change. They’ll want to find out what’s working, 
what needs improvement, what is currently being 
done, what are the roadblocks, and what is the cur-
rent thinking about the change efforts.
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Intervening—All change requires effective human 
relationships, so putting in place an architecture to 
improve relationships is important. Interventions 
include such activities as creating a feedback sys-
tem, team-building events, immersion workshops, 
ongoing coaching, conflict management, and so 
on. You either need someone internally who’s an ex-
traordinary group facilitator and conflict manager, 
or you need to bring someone in with these skills. 
Intervening requires courage, deep listening, neu-
trality, and straight talk as well as an understanding 
of the whole system.

Evaluating—Change is an iterative process. It’s a 
journey. You must have regular check-in points—
think agile methodology. This means different 
levels of evaluation are happening daily, weekly, 
and monthly—not just annually. No more one-
time workshops. This is a whole new way of being. 
The change team must always be gathering feed-
back and evaluating it for continued improvement. 
Sometimes, periodic evaluations mean asking an 
individual about how they feel the change effort 
is going, while other times it is a company-wide 
questionnaire. What’s important is that an ongoing 
feedback process is in place so people feel heard 
and so the change team can see what’s working and 
what’s not.

Disengagement—Even though change and 
growth will be ongoing within the organization, 
there should be a distinguishable end to the first 
major transformation project. You might have a 
closing evaluation session, create a statement of 
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what has been learned, or throw a party to celebrate 
the achievement of this milestone and acknowledge 
people’s contributions. Whatever it is, it should cre-
ate a sense of closure and allow the change agents to 
move on effectively to what’s next.

Remember, 85 percent of organizational change efforts fail be-
cause no structure existed to support and sustain the change. Don’t 
make this mistake. Create a sustainable framework for success before 
you go wide with your ideas—and make sure the right people, your 
key agents of change, are fully on board and understand the goals 
and their role in achieving transformational change. Effective orga-
nization and communication are key. The baton must be passed from 
the initial catalysts for change to those people now living with its 
implementation. New roles and responsibilities need to be designed 
around the transformation for the long-term health and welfare of 
your ever-changing and growing human system. In an organiza-
tion embarking on a cultural journey, the CEO is always devoting 
at least a quarter of his or her time specifically to understanding, 
intervening, and inspiring their organization’s culture. For larger or-
ganizations, there needs to be a support team created to partner with 
the CEO. However, it’s important to remember that ownership for 
an organization’s culture can never fully be delegated. An inspired 
culture must remain core to everything the CEO and executive team 
do. It must be part of the continuum.

The Culture Kickoff

I believe a culture kickoff is an important ritual to mark the moment 
in an organization’s history when a new future becomes a course 
of action. My organization encourages leadership teams to hold a 
series of culture-accelerator employee-empowerment workshops to 
introduce the new operating norms for individuals and teams that 
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will drive innovation, growth, and stellar performance. Teamwork 
makes the dream work.

The CEO and executive team will have already done this work, so 
the first wave of employees to go through these workshops should be 
the next layer of management willing to become ambassadors of the 
organization’s culture. If the change initiative simply lives with the ex-
ecutive team, it falls flat. The CEO can’t just send out an email about 
the company’s new mission, vision, and values and expect a shift. 
People need to be inspired to adopt new thinking and behaviors. 
They must learn new ways to communicate, relate to one another, 
and solve problems together. Those leading expansive organizational 
change must be willing and able to continually breathe life into the 
possibilities ahead and inspire their people to do the necessary work 
to make them a reality. The leadership team’s words and deeds must 
demonstrate what the new transformed culture looks like. This is 
where most companies break down in their change initiatives. They 
put together a cultural document and ask everyone to follow the new 
guidelines with no real training, coaching, or guidance to back up 
their call for change. Real, sustainable change requires significant 
support. Helping people overcome the past so they can create a new 
future requires constant guidance. Remember VUCA? It doesn’t just 
disappear because a culture memo went out to the entire organiza-
tion. Moving from VUCA to consistent trust, new possibilities, and 
Liberating Structures is a significant human journey that requires 
oversight, feedback, constant nurturing, and commitment. Helping 
people think and behave differently is a full-time undertaking. Don’t 
underestimate the effort required, or your changes won’t stick.

The executive team should select a group of leaders, managers, 
and high-impact players who have a deep desire for a better work en-
vironment and are willing to be culture catalysts to support positive 
change inside the organization. This team of aligned leaders will work 
together daily to instill the noble cause, values, strategic anchors, and 
thematic goal in the hearts and minds of the collective. This is also 
the group that must be regularly trained, guided, and coached about 
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how to roll out and implement Liberating Structures that can shape 
and guide the behavior, interactions, conversations, and actions of 
their direct reports and the workforce overall. The change must come 
from the people doing the work, and, for this to happen, the people 
who they report to need to be all in. History tells us that, if you can 
get 10 percent of your organization to believe that true change is 
underway and have them work on the next 20 percent, the rest of the 
organization will follow. That’s what it takes to get to critical mass.

Training during this phase cannot be purely informational; it 
must be transformational and allow these agents of change to experi-
ence what the future feels like. The culture kickoff takes these agents 
of change through a series of inquiries and experiential exercises to 
experience the new way of working and being. An example might 
be practicing specific Liberating Structures to see how operating as 
one human system might work in the real world. This could be done 
in small groups of thirty to thirty-five employees to show them how 
healthy, high-performance teams communicate, operate, and navigate 
to achieve strategic initiatives and goals. As soon as they’re immersed in 
practice sessions of this new reality, they begin to understand that new 
levels of communication, discipline, and accountability are required.

In other sessions, the group works to create Liberating Structures 
to allow team members to interact and communicate more effec-
tively, build and strengthen relationships, and create an environ-
ment of trust and alignment in which amazing things can happen. 
Think of these workshops as culture accelerators filled with practical 
exercises that show the change agents in your organization how to 
unleash the human spirit at work. Participants get their first taste of 
self-actualization at work—and it is highly motivating. Each team 
walks away from these workshops with:

• A deep personal understanding of the organization’s noble 
purpose, vision, and core values.

• A new level of ownership for their own success as well as the 
team and company’s success.
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• A clearer understanding of what it feels like to stretch 
beyond one’s comfort zone in order to be part of a 
high-performance team.

• New ways to communicate and interact productively as both 
individuals and in groups—even when the going gets tough.

These immersive workshops not only inspire people to take own-
ership of the organization’s mission, vision, and values; they show 
them how to do it daily. When individuals go through the training 
in a culture kickoff, they start living the company’s values, solv-
ing problems, and creating the future together with the company’s 
mission in mind. They experience for the first time what dramatic 
shifts in behavior look and feel like. It’s very powerful. This is the 
beginning of organization-wide alignment, which is necessary for 
lasting, positive change.

Key Takeaways

• Change is a never-ending journey. Everyone needs to keep 
growing—you, your executive team, and your people.

• In the beginning of any change initiative, the past is ever 
present. Most people have ideas about the future that are 
shaped by old self-limiting beliefs and often negative past 
experiences and contexts. You and your leadership team 
must help them envision a better future—as you have done 
for yourselves.

• There are seven disciplines that must be developed to create 
transformational change: the conscious use of self, systems 
orientation, openness to sound and current data, construc-
tive feedback, respect for the collective intelligence, learning 
from differences, and empowerment.
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Brain Hack

Patience comes from impulse control, and your prefrontal cortex 
drives this function. The executive brain not only coordinates 
what you do; it also coordinates what you don’t do. Sending 
inhibitory signals to your brain and body is an incredibly im-
portant function. In order to be patient, you have to first learn 
to control your impulses. The best way to do this is by planning 
your day around your impulses. Start by making a list through-
out your day of all the negative influences you act on. Do you 
check your phone too often? Do you get sidetracked by your 
email or by the other people in your office? Next, create a plan 
to aid you in controlling those impulses. Turn off your phone or 
place it in an inconvenient spot that will take work to retrieve. 
Close your email tab and sign out of your account so that to 
check it you would have to sign back in. Move to a quieter part of 
your office or put in headphones and play non-distracting music. 
Make it harder for yourself to act on your impulses. Over time, 
your impulses to do those things will decrease. The less energy 
your brain must put towards impulse control, the more energy 
it can have for productivity, creativity, and critical thinking. Set 
yourself up for success.

Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• How can you and your leadership team help others envision 

a better future?
• What area or areas of professional growth would benefit you?
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Chapter 12
Getting to Critical Mass

“When an idea reaches critical mass
there is no stopping the shift its presence will induce.”

M A R I A N N E  W I L L I A M S O N

T
o successfully transform an organization’s culture, about 10 
percent of its the people in the human system need to become 
agents of change. This means that, if a company has a thousand 

employees, a hundred of them are evangelizing and modeling new 
emergent behaviors on a regular basis and encouraging others to do 
the same. In my organization, we call these people culture catalysts. 
They become the leadership team’s boots on the floor. They have 
voluntarily taken on a second job to assist in the organization’s 
cultural transformation. They’re provided with training, coaching, 
and guidance in order to do this successfully. Building on the work 
of this group, pilot programs are created in high-impact areas of the 
company, or maybe a decision is made to introduce cultural change 
through cross-functional teams or department by department. No 
matter how it’s done, it’s key that the leadership team creates an 
organization-wide roadmap to unveil the change to everyone.
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Operationalizing Culture

Many of you are probably saying, “10 percent seems like a reasonable 
goal. I’m sure I can get 10 percent of my people to become agents of 
change. Not a problem.” Well, in this case, it might be easier said than 
done. You see, these people can’t just be yes-men (or -women). To be 
effective agents of change, they must be true believers. They have to 
want these changes to happen so bad they can taste it. That type of 
commitment just doesn’t happen overnight. In fact, for many people, 
that type of commitment won’t come easily. As we discussed earlier in 
the book, most people left to their own devices go through the workday 
on autopilot. You’re going to have to snap them out of that zombie-like 
state if you want real transformational change to start happening.

What if you intentionally interrupted all of your company’s 
day-to-day business operations and called everyone together for an 
‘all hands’ to announce the cultural transformation initiative and 
explore all the tools, resources, and training that you’re going to put 
in place to support everyone in successfully navigating this change? 
You could explain that this is about aligning the hearts and minds 
of the organization to come together and move the noble cause for-
ward. You could share that change begins when the organization’s 
core values are operationalized so everyone can operate at their 
highest level in a friction-free work environment. When the system 
is organized in a way that brings out the best in people, fulfillment 
and self-actualization become the norm.

An important step in building trust is transparency. In order to 
demonstrate that the change initiative has been embraced at the high-
est levels of the organization, are you willing to discuss past mistakes 
and publicly commit to a more human-centered style of leadership 
that embraces the mission, vision, and values that make the company 
exceptional? Are you willing to explain that you plan to examine the 
behavioral norms of individuals, teams, management, and so forth—
and tell the truth about what you find? Are you open to pledging to 
be more cognizant of everyone’s experience and recognize that a great 
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organization values its people and helps them self-actualize through 
meaningful work? Do you feel comfortable assuring everyone that 
you will provide the support, resources, and tools necessary to create 
a high-performance organization capable of achieving its goals pre-
cisely because of a human-centric, emergent culture?

The goal of this significant launch event is to get people to feel 
the vision for themselves and see their place in it. If you are suc-
cessful, people will lean in—perhaps hesitantly at first, but they’re 
moving in the right direction. Can you imagine the positive message 
that such an event sends to everyone? It is in this type of inspiring 
setting that the first volunteers typically step forward to become 
agents of change. It’s an exciting moment—a new beginning.

Begin with Sound and Current Data

Once you have your changemakers—your culture catalyst team—
opting in to support the culture journey, it is important to begin 
collecting sound and current data with inclusivity, diversity, and en-
gagement top of mind. Rolling out a survey that gives your employ-
ees an opportunity to express their version of an ideal culture is an 
outstanding way to demonstrate that culture is a top priority. These 
changemakers can socialize the importance of survey participation 
and candid feedback as well as express the positive consequences of 
sharing input that can guide the organization’s culture now and in 
the future.

Human Synergistics’ Organizational Culture Inventory® (ICO®) 
suggests an ideal culture survey as a great way to learn more about 
what employees and owners want in and from the organization’s 
culture. Once the survey results are tabulated and socialized by the 
culture catalyst team, the next step is to launch a follow-up survey 
about the actual culture. This gives organizational leaders sound 
and current data about the current state of affairs. The results help 
the leadership team identify strategies for improving culture and 
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performance. The data offers a clear roadmap to categorize and 
sequence change initiatives in a way that makes sense—and, if suc-
cessful, will deliver the best and fastest return on investment. Early 
wins in closing the gap between ideal and actual culture establish the 
organization’s culture as a real priority. This builds trust and reduces 
any fears people might have.

Concentric Circles of Support

When organizations begin to scale quickly, more people and pro-
cesses are necessary to support the accelerated growth. Everyone 
in business understands this basic principle. Such is the case with 
cultural transformation as well. As change spreads to more people 
and teams throughout an organization, the change takes on a mo-
mentum of its own. And there must be a growing support system of 
people and high-level architecture to handle the quickening pace of 
this change. But, because transformation doesn’t fall into a simple 
business bucket like sales, marketing, technology, or administra-
tion, the proper support systems are often not put in place. This is 
especially risky because a healthy, high-performance culture isn’t 
a destination; it’s an ongoing journey. It’s generative and calls for 
maintenance of what’s working and destruction of anything that’s 
getting in the way of progress—like all the old behaviors that had 
prevented growth in the past. Without a system in place to support 
this virtuous cycle, the journey quickly becomes unsustainable. 
Positive change becomes less frequent. People go from inspired to 
frustrated and complacent. There might even be some regression. 
This can happen quite quickly, which is why solid support systems 
need to be in place before the cultural transformation is even an-
nounced. If ongoing change and growth aren’t fully supported, it’s 
actually easier for everyone to slide backward into old habits than 
continue pushing forward into a new and transformative way of 
working. It’s a major challenge, and, when people are working in a 
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high-performance environment, leaders need to ensure that it’s also 
a high-support environment. There can be no exceptions to this rule 
if you wish to be successful.

Unfortunately, culture initiatives tend to get rushed. People are 
busy. They have other priorities. The quick fix at many organizations 
is to hire someone to manage all the ongoing change. These positions 
have various names: vice president of people or director of change or 
head of human resources, to name a few. Most of the time, this person 
has never been in charge of a cultural transformation. This is a big, and 
surprisingly common, mistake. The people put in these positions are 
often process or structure experts who don’t always put people first. 
Sadly, they often end up being part of the problem, not the solution. 
This is why the CEO and executive team that created the original 
vision for cultural transformation must stay at the helm and surround 
themselves with supporters who are fully aligned with their vision. 
These are groups of people to whom the CEO and executive team 
can allocate work, rely upon to improve communication throughout 
their part of the organization, and count on to create and support 
Liberating Structures that align and empower the people who report 
to them. That group, in turn, needs its own support group, and so on.

Rather than a hierarchy, think of this model of change man-
agement as a series of concentric support circles. Each support circle 
is only as strong as the circle before it, so there must be continu-
ous measurement, communication, and feedback to make sure this 
structure stays strong. This model is the only way for an organization 
to continue its journey of improvement and achievement. If you 
want your company to be a market leader, you need to stay on the 
journey. If you want to stay on the journey, you need to be constantly 
enriching your human system’s ability to motivate, collaborate, and 
innovate. This can only be achieved in proactive, emergent cultures, 
which need constant support and nurturing. Keeping an entire or-
ganization aligned around your organization’s vision, mission, and 
values is no easy feat. But whichever company does this best and 
most effectively wins.
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Change Churn

When it comes to change, leaders must accept that adoption is a con-
stant two-steps-forward, one-step-back effort. It’s sort of like churn 
in a SaaS business. You have new subscribers each month, but there 
are those who opt out and bring down the net user-growth numbers. 
Make sense? There will always be naysayers during cultural trans-
formation. The pull to keep things as they have always been never 
fully disappears. There is always going to be what we call “change 
churn.” As the transformation gets further along, this will be less of 
a problem. But, in the beginning, when you only have a small group 
of change agents evangelizing for cultural transformation, the nay-
sayers can really weigh down progress. A strong support system can 
reduce change churn, but many leadership teams underestimate the 
scope of support required. Don’t reach for bandages—like mindless 
perks, beer, ping pong, and “rah-rah” events—none of which fosters 
real change.

The majority of CEOs I talk to—and I’ve talked to thousands—
proudly tell me they lead high-challenge work environments. But, 
when I ask them how they support the people trying to keep their 
head above water in that type of environment, most go silent. And 
still they wonder why their employees are struggling, calling in sick, 
or leaving the company. It’s a mystery to me that most leaders don’t 
see the correlation. When people aren’t properly supported, they 
can’t work at their highest level, and they can’t take on new things 
like cultural transformation. They’re just trying to survive. The only 
way a CEO can get to the heart of this problem is to gather people 
together regularly and ask, “What tools and resources do you need 
to manage ongoing change and growth effectively?” Give people a 
say in the process. This is empowering in and of itself. Let everyone 
play a role in solving problems and dismantling the roadblocks that 
stand in the way of positive change. Listen closely to their feedback. 
They know what they need to process and adapt to change in a 
high-challenge environment. The support they need can come in 
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many forms. It might be more training, better onboarding, added 
coaching, professional and personal development resources, out-
sourcing or insourcing to reassign certain tasks, technology develop-
ment to automate certain processes, or something else. It could even 
mean a reengineered work week that offers more time for creativity 
and restoration to lift spirits and open minds—both of which are 
required for innovation.

Be open to all of their ideas. Think about what’s possible and 
provide your people with whatever it takes to help them stay on the 
cultural transformation journey. It’s worth the time, money, and 
effort. The future of your company is at stake. If you can’t reach 
critical mass for your cultural transformation initiatives, the future 
looks bleak. If the majority of your people aren’t fully onboard with 
the new behaviors, attitudes, and ways of doing things, there will 
be a heavy drag on your organization’s forward momentum. This 
means that, when your leadership team introduces new strategies, 
they won’t gain traction quickly. They may even fall flat. As legend-
ary management consultant Peter Drucker once said, “Culture eats 
strategy for breakfast.” So true! Align your culture and watch your 
organization soar.
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Snuff Out VUCA

We are currently living in one of the most volatile, uncertain, com-
plex, and ambiguous times in human history. The world is moving 
faster than ever, and organizations that aren’t leading their markets 
are falling behind faster than ever. These rapid changes demand ex-
ceptional teamwork, innovation, and motivation. Any organization 
seeking to compete without all three of these superpowers built into 
the fabric of their company culture is at a huge competitive disadvan-
tage. The ability to respond to change rapidly has never been more 
important. Change is easier when a culture embraces it as part of 
the daily routine, which is not how most companies operate today.

The number-one reason change initiatives fail is because en-
trenched behaviors from the past aren’t snuffed out. These toxic pat-
terns can linger at the executive leadership level or lower-management 
levels. Either way, the VUCA slips back into daily business and un-
dermines change. This happens because there’s not a solid support 
system in place to nurture the virtuous cycle of creation, mainte-
nance, and destruction necessary to support the never-ending jour-
ney of growth in a high-performance culture.

I see this problem often. It’s disappointing to watch. I coached a 
CEO named Harry for about two years. In many ways, he was the 
model coachee—always on time, prepared, seemingly eager to move 
forward in his personal and professional development, and willing 
to try the tools I provided. Early on in our coaching engagement, he 
tried to bring various change efforts to his organization. Each was 
met with nitpicking, resistance, doubt, and reticence. Unfortunately, 
Harry hadn’t yet mastered the art and science of navigating his in-
ternal saboteurs. Not only did his company need support systems 
to sustain the change, but Harry also needed them as the CEO. He 
had a big blind spot around being liked by his people. As a result, he 
only took risks that wouldn’t ruffle too many feathers. All too often, 
this meant he backtracked when change initiatives became challeng-
ing—as they always do. It also meant that he left organizational time 
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bombs ticking all over the place. Additionally, Harry and his exec-
utive team’s adrenaline bias caused them to adopt quick solutions to 
important problems that needed deeper consideration. It was a toxic 
combination that was leading to big problems.

During our coaching sessions, I could actually see Harry’s ex-
pression change as he experienced “ah-ha” moments when we he 
discovered that his company’s resistance to change began and ended 
with him. He left our sessions with the best intentions, eager to do 
the right thing. But, without the proper framework and support sys-
tems in place on his executive team, those moments didn’t translate 
into behavioral changes in the work environment. Since nothing was 
changing at the root level, the ticking time bombs started exploding 
all over the place. People were confused by a lack of commitment 
and clear direction from their executive team. While the organi-
zation was on an all-time growth high, things began to fall apart, 
and long-time inventory problems got worse. A lack of process and 
systems around how sales were made was causing friction up and 
down the chain. Revenue was rising, yet the cost of doing business 
was accelerating faster. The departure of key talent meant histor-
ical knowledge was shrinking, and technology was used because 
people had to use it, which caused rampant company-wide waste. 
The company was burning through cash. It was only a matter of 
time before the damage would become irreversible. Harry knew the 
future wouldn’t be kind to the company if he didn’t muster up the 
grit and determination to make it happen.

He began to meditate and visualize himself as the leader who 
guides a company forward. Through rigorous self-development, ask-
ing for feedback, and practicing focusing his mind, he began to see 
where he was getting in his own way. He practiced conversations for 
action before he met with members of his executive team. He used 
breakdowns as an opportunity to build trust. He was well aware 
that he needed to slow down and devote a considerable amount of 
energy to creating a stronger foundation to support more sustainable 
change—including continuing to change his own behavior. Harry 
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is now well on his journey. Early on this new path, he pulled me 
aside and said, “I get it now. I cannot spend or outsource my way to 
effective, sustainable change; we all must walk through it, step by 
step. We need to have each other’s back and keep our commitments. 
I see it now—this is the long game”

Don’t fall into the trap Harry was in for so long. Give your-
self and your people the support they need. Like Harry’s com-
pany, many organizations that undertake transformative cultural 
change are starting from a less-than-optimal place. All too many 
companies operate from either too much management—the com-
mand-and-control approach—or too little leadership—decision by 
consensus—both of which can become mired in interpersonal en-
tanglement, leading to people being exasperated, exhausted, over-
whelmed, and frustrated.

Additionally, people bring all of their own baggage to work. It 
can be a toxic combination, but it’s the human condition—and the 
mounting chaos of modern life doesn’t lighten the load on people. 
Everyone is walking around with wounds and stress. No one can 
think through new ideas effectively when in such a state. Then, you 
and your leadership team march in and introduce a host of exciting 
new changes. You’re all pumped up. But, as you bring your message 
of hope and an exciting new future to the masses, you find you’re 
not preaching to the choir. In fact, people just shrug. They don’t have 
the energy for change. Don’t let this surprise you. It’s normal. The 
knee-jerk reaction from most employees will be that all this change 
is going to make their lives tougher for a while. Fears arise because 
change triggers every insecurity we have. Do I have what it takes to 
live up to the new behaviors? Is this for real? Will these changes actually 
stick? Is my boss really going to stop being so toxic? If I speak up, will I be 
labeled a troublemaker, as I have been in the past? Is my workday really 
going to get better? How long will this take? How much time am I going 
to have to devote to this? I’m already so busy. The leadership team must 
not underestimate the resistance they’ll encounter, especially in the 
beginning. People’s feelings and experiences with entrenched toxic 
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behaviors won’t just magically disappear. Relationships and people 
need time to heal. People’s moods around change all too often cause 
natural resistance. That’s why they need as much proactive support 
as can be provided—more even than the people they’re trying to 
help. When leading people to be their highest and best self at work 
and in life, Jeff Willmore, co-founder of the Autonomy Course, en-
courages his students to become master mood shifters and not fall 
prey to the thousands of mood derailers tugging for our resources 
and attention.

As I mentioned, for positive change to stick, you need engage-
ment from your people. Start with those early adopters—that crucial 
10 percent. If they feel that they can find fulfillment on your pay-
roll—that they have the opportunity to experience self-actualization 
in their role and as a result of working with your company—they 
will stay committed to the cause. They’ll bring their entire being 
to the effort and promote the change your organization needs. But 
this initial support won’t last, and they won’t stay on this important 
journey, if they aren’t appropriately supported—both as individuals 
and agents of change. Do not underestimate the scope or importance 
of that foundation.

No one can expect employees to simply wake up one day and 
say, “Hey, my boss said everything’s going to be different from here 
on out. I worked 60 hours last week and have a ton of extra work 
on my plate already, but count me in!” No one can expect everyone 
to embrace extreme ownership of a new way of being and doing 
things when they don’t yet fully believe in or understand the cultural 
transformation and are currently struggling in a less-than-optimal 
work environment. As we’ve already discussed, changing hearts and 
minds requires more than inspirational talks; it requires training, 
coaching, support, strong communication, feedback, and an envi-
ronment of trust. People must be heard, supported, and reminded 
of what’s important and where to focus their attention. With all the 
diversions and attention thieves (think VUCA again), this needs to 
become part of how the organization operates.
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If you want your key agents of change to stay on this important 
journey and get the most out of it, you need to include them in the 
shaping of thematic goals and measurements of success. This is the 
type of work we do in our compelling future workshops. We help 
teams align around the most important next steps to move the noble 
cause forward. Quite often, before a team is fully ready to engage 
in this type of workshop, they need to identify and manage their 
own preconceived notions and moods around learning, change ini-
tiatives, problem solving, and working on teams. Through years of 
trial and error, my organization has learned that the leadership team 
needs to experience deep alignment before formulating strategy. 
Without this step, all too often, we see an organization’s strategies 
fail. In these immersion experiences, these key players have the 
unique opportunity to inquire into who they are as leaders and create 
their leadership vision. Much of this journey is about self-awareness, 
self-discovery, and personal responsibility. They take a close look 
in the mirror so they can address their own baggage and examine 
the ingrained patterns and behaviors they bring to work each day. 
Often, they discover behaviors that are holding them back and 
causing friction in their work relationships. We help them learn to 
listen more deeply and communicate more authentically and empa-
thetically. We help them learn how to problem solve productively 
and without the childish emotions that are often triggered when 
opinions differ. Think of all the personal and interpersonal work 
you and your executive team have done to get to this point in your 
cultural transformation journey. In order to be capable of signifi-
cant change, your people need to do this work too. Deep alignment 
immersion experiences help people rebuild trust in one another by 
bringing them together in a transparent, compassionate, and safe 
environment where they can tell the truth about what’s not working 
in an empowering, respectful, and constructive way: “We don’t say 
how we’re really feeling on this team,” or “Why are we holding on 
to poor performers?” or “Why is it taking thirty hours to get these 
reports done?”
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When we don’t honestly articulate what’s not working in the 
enterprise, it leads to a culture of “cordial hypocrisy”—or, as Patrick 
Lencioni calls it, “artificial harmony.” Everyone politely nods in 
agreement at meetings only to leave and bash the whole plan. That 
type of toxic behavior isn’t going to take your company anywhere 
meaningful. You’ve got to eradicate cordial hypocrisy. People need 
to see and redirect their everyday patterns—worrying, complaining, 
blaming. They need to understand their impact on the whole and 
do the internal work to proactively shift their unproductive moods 
and behaviors so they stop creating discord and waste. Things have 
to get real before they can change. A cultural reset allows all the 
humans in your human system to build a new, stronger foundation 
to support true transformation.

Only when people trust each other and can work together ef-
fectively is it time to take your organization to the next level of 
transformation. Engaging people in a whole new possibility for the 
enterprise will be short lived if it happens on top of a pile of broken 
agreements, past upsets, and incompletions. Once the slate is clean, 
you can start building something new, better, and stronger. This is 
what changing a culture from the inside out looks like. In truth, 
it’s the only way to achieve significant, sustainable change. It takes 
considerable grit, determination, and time. 

To become a market leader, you and your organization must 
learn how to unleash the human spirit at work—to truly Ignite 
Culture! This is how deep alignment and emergent behaviors begin. 
In this type of high-challenge, high-support environment, each hu-
man being is free to fully contribute their unique talents for the suc-
cess of the whole. When the individuals in the human system move 
from divergent agendas and operating styles to congruent behaviors 
and a shared vision, teamwork thrives. People begin operating in 
their genius zone and align around the organization’s compelling, 
noble cause. The result is unrivaled innovation. 
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Key Takeaways

• To successfully transform an organization’s culture, about 
10 percent of its the people in the human system need to 
become agents of change.

• As change spreads to more people and teams throughout an 
organization, the change takes on a momentum of its own. 
And there must be a growing support system of people and 
high-level architecture to support the quickening pace of 
this change.

• A strong support system can reduce “change churn,” but 
many leadership teams underestimate the scope of support 
necessary to sustain ongoing cultural transformation.

• Changing hearts and minds requires more than inspirational 
talks; it requires training, coaching, support, strong commu-
nication, feedback, and an environment of trust. People must 
be heard, supported, and reminded of what’s important and 
where to focus their attention.

Brain Hack

Being aware and mindful of our senses activates our prefrontal 
cortex and helps us regulate stress and stay more present. If you 
find yourself scattered and not in the moment, try this drill to 
bring yourself back. Sit up straight with your feet flat on the 
ground. Start by naming four things that you can see. These can 
be anything from light, objects, people, or spaces. Next, name 
three things you physically feel. Do you feel your feet on the 
ground? Your back against the chair? Become aware of where 
your body is in space. After that, name two things that you can 
hear. Really listen to your surroundings and distinguish the 
sounds coming in. Lastly, label the emotion that you’re feeling 



Ignite Culture

173

in the present moment with as much description as you can. 
Notice how you feel. Are you more present? Repeat this exercise 
anytime and anywhere until you feel grounded, naming different 
things every time.

Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• Your leadership presence is needed now more than ever. 

What’s one core value you will intentionally demonstrate to 
ignite and align your team?

• How will using generative, future-based language change 
how you communicate to your leadership goals? 

• Are you ready to do the work to lead an emergent culture?
• What inner-critic message do you notice that needs 

surrendering?
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Chapter 13
Aligning the Collective 

Intelligence of a 
Human System

“Collective Intelligence (CI) is the capacity of human collectives
to engage in intellectual cooperation in order 

to create, innovate, and invent.”

P I E R R E  L E V Y

W
hen people make an intentional decision to leave behind 
hopelessness, fear, and frustration in order to bring their 
best selves to work each day, amazing things begin to hap-

pen. The collective positive effect is, as I’ve said before, larger than 
the sum of its parts. First, the group steps into a place of courage. 
They begin to trust in the possibility of a better future and show a 
willingness to confront negative behaviors that prevent them from 
realizing that future. Courage is a fragile state, yet, if the group is 
properly nurtured and supported, the human system enters an even 
higher level of effectiveness: engagement. In this phase, people focus 
more on their collective assets and strengths than their individual 
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limitations. People start behaving differently, more constructively and 
productively. They respect one another and listen more deeply. When 
people feel heard, they feel valued. When people feel valued, perfor-
mance and engagement improve dramatically. They enjoy their work 
and their colleagues. The positive energy becomes palpable, elevating 
productivity and encouraging ownership. At the two highest levels, 
innovation accelerates because people set aside their egos, personal 
agendas, and perceived restrictions to seek the most effective solution 
to the problem or goal. Then, finally, synchronicity is possible. People 
want to create positive experiences for everyone in the human system. 
They see possibility in every challenge and success.

We explored the seven levels of personal, group, and organiza-
tional effectiveness in Chapter 7 and will dive deeper into them again 
later in this section, but the immediate question is: what’s happening 
here? It sounds like a miraculous transformation. In truth, this is 
simply how effective, healthy human systems work when they are 
nurtured. As people master the skills necessary to move up through 
the seven levels, the organization’s power dynamic shifts dramatically. 
People move from “power-over (directive, dictatorial, dominating, 
controlling, and often oppressive)” and “power-against (win-lose, com-
petitive, conflictual, and often hostile)” to a place where collective in-
telligence is valued and aligned—“power-with (win-win, collaborative, 
integrative, and often synergic).” These terms were coined by James 
and Marguerite Craig in their book Synergic Power many decades ago. 
However, they came to be recognized and widely accepted concepts as 
the field of organizational psychology grew and spread from academic 
research to real-world management training and coaching. Michael 
F. Broom, Ph.D., cites these power structures in his book The Infinite 
Organization, which celebrates the positive use of power in human 
systems. As an executive coach, facilitator, consultant, educator, and 
author who studies the dynamics of power within human systems, 
Broom offers a path from personal to organizational power. And, con-
trary to the popular notion that power is held by a select few, Broom 
believes power is unlimited when you partner and learn from others.
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Broom’s philosophy of “infinite power” is one my organization 
embraces. When we run cultural alignment breakthrough programs 
with organizations, we see infinite power unfold in front of our eyes. 
Once people get a taste of what it’s like to work together at a higher 
and deeper level, they’re shocked when they reflect on the destructive 
entrenched behaviors that they had accepted as normal for so long. 
They now fully understand how these behaviors have derailed strat-
egies and disrupted productivity in the past. People often become 
very emotional as these light-bulb moments occur. We watch them 
hugging, crying, and apologizing to one another for poor behavior, 
acting out, letting their team members down, and more. It’s a clear-
ing of the slate, a brand-new beginning, a complete reset—and it’s 
always filled with hope and promise.

When leaders focus on their organization as a human system 
with infinite power, Broom explains that it’s critical to understand 
the importance of creating solutions that:

• Do not cause other problems
• Prevent the same problems from occurring again
• Support all parts of the larger system
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“When human systems work,” Broom states, “all other systems 
work better.” That’s a very important idea. It’s my experience that 
most leaders believe it’s the other way around, but it’s not. The hu-
man system is where the focus must be. All else flows from its overall 
health and effectiveness.

Characteristics of Human Systems

With the above in mind, Broom’s characteristics of human systems 
are worthy of your attention. This straightforward list makes it crys-
tal clear what is needed as you navigate the unknown and sometimes 
treacherous waters of cultural transformation. It’s a list you should 
keep close at hand. According to Broom:

1. Goal achievement is the primary purpose of any system. 
Clarity is paramount for effectiveness.

2. Alignment of system members is a primary strategy for goal 
achievement that, without alignment, tends to take the form 
of suppression of differences (conformity) or other win/lose 
power dynamics (power struggles, turf battles) rather than 
collaborative, win/win, synergetic dynamics.

3. Feedback loops regulate the behavior of systems and keep 
the system on target toward its goals. Performance data, re-
wards, penalties, and permissions are examples of feedback.

4. The effectiveness of human systems over time is propor-
tional to the quality of the relationships within the system. 
Trust and mutual understanding are indicators of high- 
quality relationships.

5. A problematic human system will mitigate the effectiveness 
of related human, mechanical, or electronic systems. Failure 
to frequently attend to the quality of a human system is 
costly in terms of effectiveness and efficiency.
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6. For a system to be doing what it’s doing, everyone in that 
system must be doing what they’re doing. Accordingly, re-
sponsibility is always mutual—everyone is to be credited, 
and everyone is to be blamed. Everyone impacts the system, 
and the system impacts everyone.

7. Any member of a system will consistently succeed (or fail) 
only with the support of the system.

8. The behavior of leaders (as collectively interpreted by fol-
lowers) has a significant impact on the behavior (collabora-
tion, competition, conformity, anarchy) that occurs within 
human systems.

9. The members of systems are diverse. Innovation is depen-
dent on the effective use of diversity. At the same time, the 
preponderance of problematic human systems stems from 
differences (diversity) being squashed into conformity or 
used for hostility and contention.

10. Human-system problems are often better dealt with through 
improving relationships (trust and mutual understanding) 
among the system’s members rather than removing/replac-
ing members. This requires being curious about what’s going 
on rather than judging those involved. After all, you too are 
a part of that system.

11. Managing change in human systems requires seeing our-
selves as part of the system, understanding our impact on 
the system at hand, and modifying our behavior as needed.

Authors Solomon and Flores reinforce the profound rule of trust 
in their book Building Trust:

Corporate seminars and workshops stress all sorts 
of skills and motivational attitudes. But what makes 
most companies falter—leaving aside market forces, 
bad products, and incompetent management—
is the lack of trust. Employees don’t trust their 
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supervisors or managers. They may not even trust 
one another. Mangers practice cordial hypocrisy as a 
matter of course, and consequently, even if they like 
one another, they do not trust one another (but of-
ten confuse the two). Top executives, at least among 
themselves, may play a subtler and rougher game. 
Nevertheless, the companies that function best are 
almost always those that have trust and harmony at 
the top, emanating through the organization.

Broom believes that small groups are the fundamental unit of 
human systems. They are where authentic trust is built. I agree. 
When Jeff Bezos was CEO of Amazon, he famously touted the ben-
efits of the “two pizza team.” In his opinion, if a team couldn’t be fed 
with two pizzas, it was too big. In a 2013 letter to shareholders, Bezos 
highlighted how having smaller, decentralized teams helped Amazon 
spur creativity and innovation: “This decentralized distribution of 
invention throughout the company—not limited to the company’s 
senior leaders—is the only way to get robust, high-throughput in-
novation.” When it comes to small groups, Bezos and Broom share 
similar beliefs. Broom says small groups work best when:

1. The members of the team are interdependent of one another 
for the successful accomplishment of its goals.

2. Membership is five to ten people who consistently and rou-
tinely help and support one another.

3. The leaders have a clear place to go and people willing 
to follow.

4. Team members believe their leaders genuinely care—i.e., 
genuinely express interest in, curiosity about, and apprecia-
tion of both the team and each of its members.

5. Power dynamics are such that members are willing to learn 
from their differences to create innovation and synergy and 
to avoid the waste of undue contention or suppression.
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6. Trust and the assumption of good intentions have been 
well developed through the effective management of human 
processes, such as dialogic communication, learning from 
differences, feedback, and conflict management.

7. Dialogic feedback that is team based and supportive is rou-
tinely used to keep the team and its individual members 
on course.

8. The team as a whole is rewarded (or penalized) for its suc-
cesses, and the team rewards (or penalizes) its individual 
members.

Small groups are the most effective way to ignite change quickly. 
If you can get a small team to work well together, you have a model 
to show others. That can be powerful. This is how we worked with a 
140-year-old manufacturing company based in Iowa. It was a three-
year engagement. The organization was in deep trouble and in serious 
need of an intervention. The us-versus-them mentality had taken the 
company’s dysfunction to new heights and manifested in lawsuits, 
increased safety violations, and hostile union negotiations. Things 
were unraveling fast. Downtime was increasing, sick leave was at an 
all-time high, and production numbers were the worst they had been 
in more than a decade. We were brought in by the executive team 
to turn their toxic culture around. After several months of working 
with multiple levels of personnel—from foremen and forklift drivers 
to executives and accounting clerks—a collective of 120 out of 400 
employees volunteered to become change agents. A small group of 
front-line supervisors committed to working together to tighten up 
how people were hired and onboarded. A small group from quality 
control stepped up to improve processes and reporting. There were 
small teams working on all sorts of important change—from help-
ing managers become better delegators to improving processes and 
inspiring people to work more collaboratively. In twelve months, 
there were thirty-six operational and HR initiatives and process im-
provements completed. Surveys about employee experience jumped 
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from 2.5 out of 5 points to 4.2. Change was happening, and it was 
across the company’s entire human system. People felt like they were 
part of something big and important as they started to create change 
together for the first time in many decades. During the time we were 
working with this company, profits also increased by eight points, 
significantly improving the bottom line.

Key Takeaways

• “When human systems work,” Michael F. Broom states, “all 
other systems work better.” If you want to facilitate lasting 
transformational change, work on your human systems.

• When people feel heard, they feel valued. When people feel 
valued, performance and engagement improve dramatically. 
They enjoy their work and their colleagues.

• As Amazon’s Jeff Bezos advises, smaller, decentralized teams 
help spur creativity and innovation: “This decentralized dis-
tribution of invention throughout the company—not lim-
ited to the company’s senior leaders—is the only way to get 
robust, high-throughput innovation.” Small groups are the 
most effective way to ignite change quickly.

Brain Hack

The cerebellum is the part of your brain that coordinates com-
plex movements and coordination and eliminates all unwanted 
movement, thoughts, and emotions. If you want to increase 
your response agility and decrease the number of unwanted re-
actions you have, try this drill to stimulate the cerebellum. Sit or 
stand straight up with your feet on the ground. Start with your 
non-dominant hand and rotate your wrist in a figure-8 pattern 
five times. Then rotate that same wrist five times going the 
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opposite direction. Do the same thing with your dominant hand, 
rotating it in a figure-8 pattern five times one way and five times 
the other. Doing this will upregulate your cerebellum and aid 
you in getting rid of unwanted thoughts, feelings, and reactions. 
The more times a day you do this, the better the results will be.

Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• What adjectives would you use to describe the human sys-

tem at your company?
• What is your company doing that strengthens the human 

systems’ ability to build trust and facilitate effective con-
versations for action and workflow that lead to effective, 
efficient, and successful outcomes?
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Chapter 14
The Transformative Energy 
of a Self-Actualized Culture

“Make sure everybody in the company has great opportunities,
has a meaningful impact and is contributing 

to the good of society.”

L A R R Y  P A G E

T
he Great Resignation signals that there are too many toxic cul-
tures populating corporate America. Employees feel scared, ig-
nored, overlooked, and undervalued. In such environments, 

people keep their heads down and just try to survive. It’s a terrible 
waste of human potential and one of the biggest reasons people are 
leaving their jobs. They are unfulfilled, unhappy, and often unhealthy 
as a result of all the stress and bad behavior they have to deal with at 
work. However, if the CEO and leadership team are committed to 
doing putting in the effort to turn things around, transformation is 
possible. People can go from merely surviving to abundantly thriving. 
When people feel safe, welcome, inspired, and valued in their jobs, 
they bring their hearts to work and contribute meaningfully.

So, what kind of experience are people having at your organization?
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Let’s look at the employee experience from the start—hiring 
and onboarding. The doorway to culture begins with hiring. Your 
company must be attracting and recruiting the right people—those 
aligned with your mission, vision, and values. Top employees look 
for meaningful work at purposeful companies. If the word on the 
street is that your company has a noble mission, clear values, and 
a healthy work environment where employees can thrive, then you 
probably have an advantage over many companies in your industry. 
Job seekers want to know that your culture is more than corporate 
speak. They want to see leadership walking the talk. Today, former 
employees can share their experiences at companies very publicly, so 
there’s a lot of information for job seekers to review to see if what you 
say about your culture in your recruiting materials is actually real or 
not. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: you can’t fake culture. 
You can’t half-ass it. Culture isn’t some initiative that can be handed 
over to human resources. The CEO, leadership team, HR, and your 
employees have to be “all in,” as Chester Elton writes in his book All 
In: How the Best Managers Create a Culture of Belief and Drive Big 
Results, co-authored by Adrian Gostick:

If your culture is clear, positive, and strong, then 
your people will buy into your ideas and cause and, 
most important, will believe what they do matters 
and that they can make a difference. That perva-
sive enthusiasm and energy will spread. . . . On 
the other hand, if your culture is dysfunctional—
chaotic, combative, or indifferent—employees will 
most likely spend more time thinking about why 
the people sitting next to them should be fired than 
getting fired up themselves.

If your people are fired up, your company will be well positioned 
to attract and hire more of the right people. If they’re not, it’s going 
to show up all over the internet, and your recruiting efforts will 
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be doomed. The right people will click away before you ever even 
discover they’re interested in your job listing. In today’s competi-
tive hiring market, this is a big problem. In my organization, we 
show leadership teams how to create an effective talent optimization 
strategy that infuses the organization’s culture into every step of the 
employee lifecycle. We’re big fans of Steven Cox’s approach and his 
eight-phase diversity-and-inclusion employee lifecycle but with a 
culture layer. Cox is a leading UK-based executive leadership coach 
and advisor. Here’s his approach with my twist:

1. Strategy. A company’s people deliver its strategy. Know 
what types of people and skills your company needs and 
where. It’s key to an effective people strategy. My twist: 
Infuse your people strategy with strong cultural elements 
that reflect your organization’s noble cause and core values. 
Build the “why” into this experience and connect to the 
hearts and heads of your people.

2. Attraction. Attracting the best people is about corporate 
reputation. Make sure the information potential candi-
dates hear and read about your company encourages the 
best people to apply. My twist: When your organization’s 
reputation is based on a noble cause and core values, it 
will attract candidates aligned with your self-actualized 
culture. Remember, candidates will need to understand 
how their role will provide a pathway to self-actualization. 
Every role needs a clear purpose that is aligned with the 
company’s mission, vision, and values. The intersection 
of meaningful work serving a noble cause combined with 
growth that aligns with personal goals and career am-
bitions is what attracts and retains the best people for a 
high-performance company.
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3. Recruitment. Your recruitment process must be free of bias 
and clearly signal your company’s interest in diverse candi-
dates. Set high expectations in this area for your recruiting 
managers and agencies. My twist: Recruit and hire diverse 
candidates. According to McKinsey, companies that focus 
on gender diversity on their executive teams were 21 percent 
more likely to experience above-average profitability, and 
companies focused on ethnic diversity saw a 33 percent like-
lihood of outperformance on margin. Diversity and inclu-
sion are important core organizational values that should be 
incorporated into the entire employee lifecycle. Create clear, 
straightforward hiring standards before you start recruiting 
and ensure each and every candidate is evaluated for their 
passion for the organization, desire to do the work required, 
capability in the desired role, affinity for and deep resonance 
with the organization’s noble cause, and behavioral align-
ment with its core values.

4. Onboarding. This is an opportunity for new employees 
to understand expectations, gain training and support, 
and learn about opportunities available to them. My twist: 
Onboarding is also an excellent time to articulate the com-
pany’s mission, vision, and values and demonstrate how 
they shape positive behavior and a healthy, productive cul-
ture for all employees. This is where the rubber hits the 
road. Showing new employees how the organization’s noble 
cause manifests in daily activities demonstrates integrity. 
The truth is employees typically look for other jobs up to 
six months after they start just in case the job they are in 
doesn’t live up to expectations. You need to show them why 
they should stop looking.

5. Growth and Development. Learning and training should 
always provide diversity and inclusion opportunities and 
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voices. My twist: Learning, development, and training 
should have strong cultural overtones that incorporate the 
company’s mission, vision, and values. Does the organization 
have the Liberating Structures in place to allow employees 
to resolve issues, communicate effectively, and be true con-
tributors so they can experience self-actualization in a group 
environment? An organization with a high-performance 
culture trains frequently on this and makes learning a core 
tenant of the employment experience.

6. Rewards and Recognition. All employees must be treated 
equitably. Benefits should be inclusive. My twist: Rewards, 
recognition, and benefits can’t be superficial. There’s too 
much of that in corporate America today. Instead, rewards, 
recognition, and benefits need to be meaningful and closely 
aligned with the company’s core values, noble cause, the-
matic goals, and success measures.

7. Promotion and Measurement. Work allocation and per-
formance management should be consistent and equitable. 
My twist: Performance and behaviors that align with the 
company’s core values must be rewarded and reinforced. 
Tangible ways to reinforce and reward core-value alignment 
include assigning new elevated opportunities to grow and 
stretch, acknowledgement for very specific actions and out-
comes, and consideration for promotion into management 
roles where transparency and organizational alignment are 
required. Performance and behaviors that aren’t aligned 
with the company’s core values should be continuously as-
sessed and addressed with cultural and behavioral training, 
coaching, mentoring, and immersive workshops.

8. Retaining. Talent of all types should want to stay with 
the company. The leadership team needs to act upon 
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feedback and promote workplace inclusion and diversity 
programs. My twist: If employees are able to thrive, grow, 
and self-actualize at work, employee turnover should be be-
low average. The loss of an employee should always present 
an opportunity to assess and strengthen the organization’s 
culture.

When the organization’s mission and values are integrated into 
every step of the employee experience, then alignment, achievement, 
and self-actualization take center stage. Even performance is mea-
sured and rewarded differently. If a team isn’t performing well, the 
question isn’t whether the manager running that team is good or 
not, or even whether he or she is hitting KPIs. Instead, the question 
becomes whether the manager believes in the organization’s mission, 
is fully committed to its vision, respects its core values, and is operat-
ing in alignment with the agreed-upon thematic goals, priorities, and 
areas of accountability. If there’s a mismatch in any of these areas, 
then the person shouldn’t stay—actually, they shouldn’t have been 
brought into the organization in the first place. Infusing culture into 
recruiting and onboarding is a proactive way to address this issue.

Onboarding and training on diverse communication styles, 
healthy and smart organizational culture, effective conflict reso-
lution, and proactive, collaborative problem solving, as well as the 
how-tos of operationalizing core values and subsequent behaviors 
on the job, are all hallmarks of high-performance organizations 
with strong cultures. The goal is to enrich the company’s human 
system with open, fluid communication and curiosity. When this is 
the norm in organizations, VUCA, which is a proven showstopper, 
no longer has the power to derail strategy. This is where training 
managers on the transformative power of Liberating Structures can 
be, well, quite liberating. These structures empower people to re-
place VUCA with clarity, continuity, ease, and flow. This changes 
everyone’s day-to-day work experience and interactions. This builds 
authentic trust. It opens a gateway to exceptional teamwork and 
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collaboration, unrivaled innovation, intrinsic motivation, authentic 
contribution, and self-actualization.

Simon’s VUCA Problem

“Magi, we’re doing it all!” As the leader of a fast-growing tech com-
pany on the West Coast, CEO Simon Hoffstatter was perplexed. 
He had hired me to help his company improve its talent retention 
and acquisition. “We offer great benefits, 10 percent higher pay 
than our competitors, unlimited time off, foosball, racquetball, and 
remote work. We even have Uber Eats bring lunch twice a week to 
the whole company!”

“I understand, Simon,” I said, nodding my head. “You’re doing 
a lot of things right. For goodness sakes, you’ve grown 75 percent 
three years in a row. That’s impressive. But I’m being told over and 
over by your people that the leadership team isn’t on the same page 
and that management doesn’t understand their pain points. There’s 
also a lot of VUCA here. You are . . .”

“Magi,” Simon interrupted, exasperation in his voice. “I’m ex-
hausted every day trying to resolve all the problems. The leadership 
team is trying to send the right message about the important work 
we’re doing here—our noble cause. But I feel like there’s a break-
down. People say they’ll get the job done, and they don’t, so then I 
have to step in. There aren’t enough hours in the day!”

“You’re right. There is a breakdown,” I told Simon. “You’re grow-
ing really fast, and everyone’s just trying to keep their head above 
water. You offer a lot of perks, but what you’re not offering is time 
for your employees. They’re stressed out, overwhelmed, under sup-
ported, and often confused about expectations and roles. What’s 
missing is a humanistic, affiliative, self-actualized culture where they 
can collaborate, solve their own problems, and thrive. That’s why 
they’re underperforming and leaving. And, unfortunately, word is 
spreading, so it’s becoming much more challenging for you to attract 
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the new talent that you need to grow your business. I encourage you 
to make this problem a top priority, Simon. Fixing it is central to 
your company’s ongoing success.”

Simon’s company was spending all its money on stuff to try to 
make people happy, but it wasn’t generating the results he wanted. 
What his people had been asking for was more time to get up to 
speed after being hired or asked to take on a new role. They wanted 
clearer and more consistent communication, one on ones with their 
managers to answer questions, and more training. Simon had an 
engagement issue. People were either quitting or not performing the 
way that the company needed them to perform in order to become 
a market leader. Additionally, his managers hadn’t been trained 
properly on how to lead, allocate work, or relate to people effectively 
in alignment with the company’s mission, vision, and values. They 
needed to learn how to build stronger relationships with their people 
and get rid of ingrained habits and routines so employees stopped 
feeling like cogs in the wheel.

Simon had an entangled, gridlocked culture that was prevent-
ing rapid implementation of the organization’s best strategies and 
most powerful ideas. It was also causing a talent problem. All of 
this was limiting growth and making it extremely challenging to 
keep pace with market changes. Simon just kept pushing people 
harder and harder to reach the next milestone, and people were just 
burned out. Yes, his company was growing fast, but he would need 
even faster growth to become the market leader. But entanglement 
and VUCA were causing gridlock and limiting the company’s 
potential.

Signs of Gridlock

Over the years, I’ve had the opportunity to work in many different 
types of cultures—some healthier than others. But I’ve developed 
a sort of sixth sense for gridlocked cultures. I can spot them almost 
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as soon as I start working with a company. Here are a few warning 
signs that you might have a gridlocked culture:

• New ideas cause a combination of infighting, side taking, 
nitpicking, and responsibility avoidance. Uninspired people 
are just working to survive, so, when a new idea is intro-
duced, they do the absolute minimum they need to do to 
keep their job.

• It takes a long time to make decisions and even longer to 
implement them—that’s if they’re even implemented at all.

• There are people in the organization who say yes to nearly 
everything but don’t follow through—at least not to the 
degree they committed.

• There are many rules within the organization that are selec-
tively enforced or often allowed to slide.

• There is almost no agreement on the company’s values. 
Everyone values different things.

• There isn’t a single, uniting noble cause that has been agreed 
upon, focused upon, or acted upon.

• People’s personal and positional agendas are often leading 
their decisions and actions.

• There’s an incredible amount of potential and talent within 
the organization that’s being wasted and underutilized.

• Many people are conforming and avoiding rather than en-
gaging and performing.

• Many people across the organization believe secrets are be-
ing kept from them. The paranoia is palpable.

If you’re seeing a few of these warning signs in your organiza-
tion, it’s time to make a change. A cultural intervention might be 
the best next step, or an open forum discussion group about the 
current state of the organizational culture might be another, or an-
other first step might be to be lean into data collection and roll out 
an ideal/actual culture survey highlighting what people are longing 
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for inside their workplace culture as compared to what they are cur-
rently experiencing. For some, this is a tough pill to swallow. The 
data is clear and honest and gives direct feedback on how well the 
executive leadership and management team are or aren’t walking the 
talk when it comes to a healthy culture. Without intervention, toxic 
behaviors and mindsets will eventually drag down or hold back your 
company—probably sooner than you think.

Keep the Covenant

If you want people to bring their hearts and minds to work so that 
they can fully contribute and enrich your company’s human system, 
then you, your leadership team, and your managers all must learn 
and employ more effective communication and interaction skills 
and build deeper trust at every level in the organization. That’s how 
you help your people and retain them. Only when these things are 
in place can you start giving rewards and recognition, because then 
they have some meaning.

If you want leaders and managers to tap into people’s highest 
level of intelligence, they need to learn to understand their people’s 
drivers, why they said yes to the job, and their vision for their career. 
These things must be explored in an atmosphere of trust and respect. 
Liberating Structures need to be put in place with plenty of regular 
training and role playing to show both veteran and new employees as 
well as managers how these structures work and how to use them ef-
fectively in the everyday work environment. This is how an organiza-
tion’s human system moves from routine to genius. This is when you 
can lean in and say to a team, “Partner with me to move this vision 
forward.” In this type of environment, people won’t just nod their 
heads in cordial hypocrisy; they’ll actually follow through on their 
promises and go above and beyond without being asked. They’ll get 
more done with less effort and fix systemic problems rather than ap-
ply bandages that eventually distract focus and cripple productivity.
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If you want this type of com-
mitment and drive, there’s a cove-
nant you can’t break: when people 
say yes to an organization for the 
right reason, you must honor that 
trust. You can’t deliver VUCA 
and gridlock; you must deliver 
on the promise made during 
the recruiting and onboarding 
process. You have to stay true to 
your culture journey and contin-
ually create, nurture, and protect 
the healthy, humanistic culture 
that’s allowing people to bring 
their highest selves to work and 
self-actualize there. That’s what 
they expected. That’s what you 
promised. Follow through, de-
liver—or else you will lose these 
good people. Either they check 
out or they leave. It doesn’t mat-
ter. You lose the genius and revert 
to the routine. And this means 
achieving your vision isn’t possi-
ble because you can’t do so with-
out the full commitment of your 
people. Only when VUCA is re-
placed by Liberating Structures, 
open communication, and au-
thentic trust can your culture be 
transformed. When the environ-
ment, architecture, and cause are 
in sync, that’s when your people 
and business thrive.

We Are Energy 

When Professor Albert Einstein 
shared his simple yet elegant equa-
tion E = mc2 (energy equals mass 
times the speed of light squared), 
it shook the very foundation of 
scientific thinking about the re-
lationship between matter and 
energy. Up until his equation was 
unveiled, matter and energy were 
seen as separate and unrelated. 
But, as physicist Dr. Michio Kaku 
explained in an interview with 
AwesomeStories.com, “Einstein 
was able to show that there is a 
symmetry between energy and 
matter. And think about it, matter 
is something we can touch. Our 
bodies are made out of matter. We 
can taste matter. We can smell it. 
But energy is much more nebu-
lous, much more diffuse. And the 
genius of Einstein was that he was 
able to show that they really are 
two aspects of the same thing.”

What Einstein really 
showed us is that we are energy. 
A single human being is a bundle 
of seven octillion atoms. It’s such 
a large number it’s hard for our 
brains to grasp. And inside every 
single one of those atoms is vast 
energy. Unfortunately, most of 
us only tap into a fraction of the 
internal energy at our disposal. 
Perhaps this is why only one 
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Be “Above the Line”

Business partners Ann Betz and 
Ursula Pottinga co-founded 
BEabove Leadership in 2003. 
Their mission is to provide per-
sonal, group, and organiza-
tional transformation through 
coaching, neuroscience, and 
their trademarked “7 Levels of 
Effectiveness.” I have undergone 
extensive training with these 
talented women, who teach or-
ganizations how to move from 
what they call “below the line” 
energy characterized by hope-
lessness, fear, and frustration to 
“above the line” energy, where a 
high-performing culture can be-
gin to emerge. When people trust 
that leadership’s commitment is 
long term and that a healthy new 
employee experience has become 
reliable and consistent, an “above 
the line” mindset begins to shape 
the behavior of the organization’s 
human system. People start to 
dwell first in a state of courage, 
then engagement, then innova-
tion, and sometimes achieve syn-
chronicity—also known as emer-
gence. Let’s take a closer look at 
each of these four levels:

percent of humanity ever expe-
riences self-actualization. That 
number could be much higher 
with focused effort. Imagine 
what we could achieve if we un-
leashed more of our individual 
and collective energy.

And remember that all 
of our internal energy is com-
pletely neutral. We can use it 
in the name of creation or de-
struction. Both are necessary for 
growth and evolution. One need 
only look at human history to see 
the implications of the choices 
we make in this regard. How 
we channel our energy—both 
individually and collectively—
depends on our thoughts and 
behaviors, which are driven by 
our hearts and minds. Successful 
leaders understand this truth.

To ignite and channel the 
energy of a human system toward 
alignment, self-actualization, 
and emergent behavior in the 
name of an organization’s values 
and noble cause, a leader must 
inspire, built trust with, and sup-
port the hearts and minds of the 
individuals in their human sys-
tem. This allows every individual 
to experience self-actualization. 
This is how transformative 
change happens and sustainable 
high performance and hyper-
growth are achieved.
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Level 4: Courage

When people find cour-
age, they are trusting 
in the possibility of a 
positive future—often 
despite current evidence 
that a positive future is 
not likely or predict-
able. They feel brave and 
resolute. They describe 
themselves as happy 
55 to 60 percent of the 
time, which is signifi-
cantly higher than re-
ported feelings of hap-
piness and productivity 
below the line. The brain 
stops succumbing to 
“amygdala hijacks” and 
starts to “tend and be-
friend” rather than fight 
or flight. This response, 
which is associated with 
a release of oxytocin, 
promotes seeking con-
nections as a response to 
stress. Connection with 
others also promotes the 
release of more oxytocin. 
Because courage is just 
above the line, it tends 
to be a somewhat un-
stable level. There is still 

But reaching our full po-
tential as individuals and orga-
nizations isn’t a destination; it’s 
a journey. It’s about overcoming 
our own limitations in order 
to help others overcome theirs. 
It’s about creating Liberating 
Structures that empower indi-
viduals to work through chal-
lenges together in a trusting, 
caring, and collaborative en-
vironment. All of this takes 
patience, courage, and deter-
mination. Sometimes, we must 
slow down in order to speed up. 
Take the time to get your own 
leadership house in order so that 
you can create an environment 
where others can self-actualize 
and align around something that 
offers purpose and meaning, a 
noble cause supported by strong 
values. This must be able to hap-
pen as a result of working for 
your organization, not despite 
it. As a leader, this is where you 
must focus all of your energy. 
This is the number-one priority 
of a CEO at a high-performance 
organization. Tap into the indi-
vidual and collective energy of 
the human system that is your 
organization and amazing things 
will happen. Ignite the human 
spirit at work from the inside 
out, one person at a time. That 
is the simple, elegant equation of 
success.
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susceptibility here to the lower-level reactions as 
well. In courage, people have the capacity to be 
physically aware of how hopeless, scary, or annoying 
life can be. The hallmark of this level is the phrase 
“feel the fear and do it anyway.” There is increasing 
awareness and willingness to be conscious of and 
present with these sensations. What does this mean 
for your organization? Well, you’re starting to tap 
into your human system’s potential. People are at 
least willing to take a chance and give things a 
try. In order to keep an organization’s energy above 
the line, every small victory and accomplishment 
needs to be celebrated. People need to know that 
their courageous acts are sought and appreciated. 
It is unfortunately all too common that an orga-
nization genuinely moves into a state of courage, 
addressing ineffective ways of doing business or 
communicating, only to have someone become 
frustrated, afraid, or hopeless and drag everyone 
else down. Thus, a good analogy for this level is 
keeping a beginning mountain climber on a short 
and supportive rope as they attempt a new move. 
For a leader, this isn’t about controlling things but 
rather providing very close and intentional support 
to the group or organization. This is the stage where 
the collective begins to believe in the possibility 
of a positive future—often despite evidence that 
a positive future is attainable. It is crucial in this 
stage that distrust is addressed and steps are taken 
to restore and rebuild trust. It is the team’s belief 
and trust in the leader and the cause that make this 
level so inspiring and powerful. This is what Steve 
Zaffron refers to as creating the future in chapter 
seven. Trust is key in the state of courage because 
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all people have is belief in the promise. Actions will 
be observed and interpreted, and, in the absence of 
communication, people make stuff up, so it’s in this 
level that frequent and even redundant communica-
tion is required to reinforce the truth.

Level 5: Engagement

Engagement is the desire to bring value, to be a 
contributor. There’s basic enjoyment of the work. 
People are focusing on assets and strengths rather 
than limitations and detriments. They feel more 
motivated and tolerant and rate themselves as 
happy, productive, and fulfilled 68 to 71 percent 
of the time. In this level, the brain’s hemispheres 
are becoming more integrated. People are further 
developing their ability to think about what they 
feel and feel about what they’re thinking. They’re 
becoming more capable of inhibiting below-the-line 
impulses from both their right (freedom) and left 
(structure) brain hemispheres. The above-the-line 
aspects of each hemisphere begin to be present, but 
people aren’t yet enjoying all the benefits of using 
both hemispheres in harmony. Checking in with 
the body to develop heightened awareness and dis-
cernment of bodily reactions is a highly effective 
strategy for this level. The physical experience of 
joy and delight as fullness in the heart and a general 
lightness manifest in positive behaviors and energy. 
People describe a sense of buoyancy and a spring 
in their step at this level. When an organization is 
truly in engagement, so much is possible. Meetings 
are productive, people help one another, and there 
is a sense of participation. People want to get ahead 
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but not at the expense of others. Working with an 
organization at this level is fun and creates what au-
thor Ken Blanchard calls “raving fans.” Everything 
of a positive nature works here, from strategic plan-
ning and team building to process improvement—
you name it. To move the organization or group to 
an even higher level means boldly and courageously 
addressing frustrations and an increase in focus on 
shared vision. An authentic commitment to seeking 
out and valuing all voices, encouraging mistakes for 
the sake of learning and growth, and a focus on the 
individual and the whole are keys to moving people 
to higher levels of happiness, joy, fulfillment, and 
collaboration, which, in turn, results in higher levels 
of organizational innovation.

Level 6: Innovation

When the majority of people in your organization 
start to set aside their egos, personal agendas, and 
perceived restrictions and explore possibilities from 
all angles, you’ve most likely entered the innovation 
level. Here people are questing for, seeking, and fo-
cusing on the most effective solution to the problem 
or goal. They feel objective and open to ideas and 
one another. Overall, they report feeling happy, pro-
ductive, and fulfilled 79 percent of the time. People 
exhibit an increased ability to engage the prefrontal 
cortex and calm down their limbic response. There 
is less of a gap between an automatic stress response 
and the ability to think and make thoughtful deci-
sions. The brain hemispheres are becoming progres-
sively more integrated, but the left is still somewhat 
more “in charge” than the right. Rationality and 
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reason prevail. At this level, people start becoming 
aware that their bodies are predominantly calm. 
They also start becoming more and more conscious 
of the fact that their bodily sensations aren’t good 
or bad, just simply informational. The ability to 
confront challenges from a physiologically calm and 
centered place is more and more possible. Although 
many organizations would like to think of them-
selves as at this level, few truly are. The process of 
letting go of ego (which is the hallmark of this level) 
must start from the top. If leaders are still driven to 
prove themselves, to win and get credit for success, 
this will stand in the way of true innovation. In 
an innovative organization, the parts and roles are 
solidly differentiated but also linked. An organiza-
tion or group that is truly at this level will have a 
flat or matrixed organizational chart, because work 
no longer looks like climbing the ladder. People 
are playing their appropriate role—one that fits 
their expertise, passion, and ability. Authentic trust 
is being built and continuously fortified. When 
breakdowns in trust occur, as they inevitably will, 
Liberating Structures are in place to dismantle the 
VUCA and rebuild trust. At this level, the CEO 
or president of the organization understands that 
they have a critical role to play in building trust 
every day, and so does everyone else. In this phase, 
people hold themselves responsible for the success of 
the venture, so top-down management isn’t needed 
and will often feel stifling. Any restrictions will kill 
creativity, risk taking, and innovation. If you want 
a culture and an energy of innovation, freedom and 
exploration are key and will always reap huge re-
wards when cultivated.



Margaret Graziano

202

Level 7: Synchronicity

Working from a true understanding that what is 
within creates what is outside is a hallmark of syn-
chronicity. The focus is on creating a positive expe-
rience for all and seeing the gifts and possibilities in 
everything. Synchronicity is the realm of “magical 
coincidence.” People feel love and experience a sense 
of harmony. In this level, people report being happy 
and fulfilled 89 to 100 percent of the time, which 
is amazing! At this level, the gap between stress re-
sponses and the ability to think and make thought-
ful decisions is less and less noticeable to oneself and 
others. The brain hemispheres are very integrated, 
and the right hemisphere has moved to the default 
“in charge” position. Focus on holistic thinking 
and interconnectedness prevails. The body is mostly 
calm and nonreactive. Everyone’s hearts feel full, 
and people are exquisitely aware of any changes in 
their energy. They are grounded and present—and 
have the ability to ground others. Organizations 
operating at this level are very rare, because the 
world we live in isn’t constructed for this. The struc-
tures that seem necessary for an organization of any 
size are often counterproductive to synchronicity. 
Even rules, contracts, and written agreements ar-
en’t needed because synchronicity is about trust 
and love. People experience joy and know nothing 
external is needed. You might ask how groups here 
get anything done—out of passion, joy, intuition, 
and the continuing exploration of what will bring 
joy. Energy moves, and everyone follows.
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The benefits of above-the-line culture can’t be overestimated. 
The higher up the levels of effectiveness an organization goes, the 
stronger their foundation for success. The concepts of each level may 
sound simple, but helping an entire organization break through to 
the next level isn’t an easy task. It takes a planned, coordinated effort 
and a big commitment of time and energy. That being said, each 
breakthrough brings positive change, which translates into more 
growth, more innovation, more collaboration, and higher perfor-
mance. Remember, a high-performance culture is a journey, not a 
destination . . . so buckle up and enjoy the ride.

Key Takeaways

• The doorway to culture begins with hiring. Your company 
must be attracting and recruiting the right people—those 
aligned with your mission, vision, and values. Top employees 
look for meaningful work at purposeful companies.

• Infuse your people strategy with strong cultural elements 
that reflect your organization’s noble cause and core values. 
Build the “why” into this experience and connect to the 
hearts and heads of your people.

• When the organization’s noble cause and values are inte-
grated into every step of the employee experience, alignment, 
achievement, and self-actualization take center stage. Even 
performance is measured and rewarded differently. If a team 
isn’t performing well, the question isn’t whether the manager 
running that team is good or not or hitting KPIs. Instead, 
the question becomes whether the manager believes in the 
organization’s mission, is fully committed to its vision, and 
is aligned with its core values and operating in alignment 
with the agreed-upon thematic goals, priorities, and area of 
accountability.
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• Entanglement and VUCA cause gridlock. This limits growth 
and makes it extremely challenging to keep pace with mar-
ketplace changes without completely burning out your orga-
nization. Watch for signs of VUCA and stop it in its tracks.

Brain Hack

Having a clear understanding of your role as a leader and 
what’s important to you will aid in your efforts to set appropri-
ate boundaries and create a “safe” environment for your brain. 
Having a clearly defined framework for the culture you want 
as well as a clear understanding of targets and goals help your 
brain (and everyone else’s) predict more accurate and consistent 
patterns, which will decrease cognitive scattering and make you 
less stressed and therefore more productive. At the end of every 
workday, set aside five minutes and commit to writing a few 
objectives for the next day. This way, when you wake up in the 
morning, you have clear goals and a set starting point. Your brain 
will know what to expect and be able to predict things more 
accurately, and your day will be significantly more productive.

Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• The doorway of culture begins at hiring. Are you leading this 

process, or is it leading you? What’s the impact on you as a 
leader and on leadership overall?

• What are you seeing as the signs of gridlock in your team or 
organization? What’s needed from you now?

• What level of effectiveness are you experiencing after this 
chapter? What are you avoiding? What are you embracing?
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Chapter 15
Nurturing Humanistic 

Organizations to Achieve 
at Warp Speed

“To embrace humanism is to embrace the concept that
caring for our fellow human beings is our highest calling.”

S E A N  F A I R C L O T H

I
t might seem counterintuitive, but, when you slow down, progress 
actually speeds up. It’s a truth I’ve seen play out over and over 
when organizations commit to doing the right things to ignite 

their culture one human spirit at a time. If your people are still re-
lying on an adrenaline bias to get things done at the speed of light, 
that means no one is steering the ship. There’s no roadmap, no plan. 
You might have needed that kind of adrenaline rush in your early 
days as a startup, but, soon after, it actually becomes a problem.

I once worked with a very creative CEO who was guiding his 
people through a major transition. He sent three hundred of his 
people to 10 small-group, deep alignment immersion retreats. I’ll 
never forget what he said to me afterwards: “Magi, if we just slow 
down and have a plan, we can get there faster.” The wisdom of his 
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words has always stuck with me. No one likes problems. Everyone 
just wants them to go away quickly, so we jump in without a plan. 
This never works. It’s always an inefficient use of our precious time. 
Yet, this is how the vast majority of companies work—reactively, 
not proactively. This CEO decided to take the necessary time, and 
the results were strong. His company experienced massive break-
throughs in performance. Communication flowed more smoothly. 
Production numbers were the highest they had been in a decade. 
Departments that had previously spent time arguing were now col-
laborating and solving long-term systemic issues as a team.

Throughout the pages of this book, I have encouraged you to 
prioritize the ongoing journey of personal and cultural transforma-
tion—to be intentional and mindful about the changes you want to 
see in your organization. To do this, you must consciously connect 
yourself and your people to the big picture—the organization’s noble 
cause, the why, the mission, vision, and values that will take you and 
your people where you want to go together. This means operating 
at your highest level and expecting your executive team to do the 
same. Nurturing your human system and the culture that supports 
it is where you need to be investing at least 25 percent of your time 
as a CEO. This is the essence of visionary, transformative leadership. 
As a reminder, this journey takes grit, determination, and time. Your 
people will need to be frequently reminded of where the organization 
is headed and why it matters. It is the leadership team’s responsibility 
to connect people to purpose and shape a self-actualizing culture.

Entrenched and habituated counterproductive behaviors, sys-
temic distrust, and entanglement between people and departments 
cause expensive reoccurring and systemic problems. If you slow 
down and plan for change, you’re doing the right thing. You see, 
when you take the time to clear out the VUCA and replace it 
with a compelling noble cause, concise and focused thematic goals, 
clear priorities, and smart, well-thought-out architecture utilizing 
Liberating Structures, you’re making room for a better culture and 
heightened performance. You’re getting rid of inefficiencies that cost 
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your organization time, energy, and money. These inefficiencies are 
holding back your people and hindering growth. When you create 
a stellar employee-experience strategy that focuses on your organiza-
tion’s values, diversity, and inclusion, you’re transforming your hiring 
and onboarding experience, you’re engaging and empowering your 
people so they can problem solve and collaborate independently, and 
in turn you’re developing and retaining your top talent. As the head 
of a company, is there anything more important than this? This is 
your job because this is what leads to high performance, innovation, 
and organizational achievement at warp speed. Slow down to speed 
up. Stop, listen, learn, and reset. This is the secret to success.

The foundation of high performance is a strong, healthy culture. 
The foundation of a strong, healthy culture is trust. As Russian 
playwright Anton Chekhov once famously said, “You must trust 
and believe in people or life becomes impossible.” Daily life at too 
many of America’s corporations has become impossible. Employees 
don’t trust their bosses, and bosses don’t trust them. It’s an untenable 
situation that causes complete gridlock. An Inc. magazine article 
by Lolly Daskal called “30 Quotes on Trust That Will Make You 
Think,” said it best: “Trust is built and maintained by many small 
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actions over time. Trust is not a matter of technique, tricks, or tools 
but of character. We are trusted because of our way of being, not 
because of our polished exteriors or our expertly crafted communica-
tions.” Trust can’t be built overnight. It takes time. It lives in authen-
tic conversations, shared daily experiences, and alinged with words.

Building trust is an ongoing, inside-out job. The first step is to 
learn to trust yourself. Self-awareness is key. Before trying to help 
others in your organization, master your own mindset. Be open to 
continuous self-discovery, personal growth, and change. Being an 
effective leader of a human system isn’t about regretting the past or 
worrying about the future. It’s about learning from your mistakes, 
bringing your highest self to work each day, being fully present, 
and planning for a future of healthy high performance and growth. 
Count on setbacks. They’re to be expected. But, if you’re doing the 
job right, you’re becoming a better human and leader every day. 
Remember, success isn’t a destination; it’s a journey.

Individual and organizational discipline are required for inten-
tional, sustainable cultural transformation. After individual disci-
pline is achieved, you can help your leadership team become better 
humans and leaders. All the individuals on this team are invited to 
do the same personal work you’ve done. People trust leaders who lead 
by example, and, since you’re walking your talk, you’ll earn their 
trust. As the members of your team learn to trust themselves, they’ll 
also learn to trust others. Lacking courage, some might leave. That’s 
okay. As CEO, you need a team that’s ready to roll up its sleeves. 
Working to continuously improve yourselves together, you and your 
leadership team can now craft a noble cause and strong organiza-
tional values. As a team, you’ll embody a courageous new way of 
thinking and being at work. From this position of strength, trust, 
and alignment, you and your leadership team can take your message 
of hope and growth to the whole of your organization. You are ready.

Toward the end of The Earned Life, Marshall Goldsmith thanks 
his friend and 100 Coaches member Carol Kauffman for teaching 
him a very important lesson:
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If I could only have on index card to carry with 
me for the rest of my life so I could look at it any 
time of day as a reminder of how I should behave to 
achieve an earned life, this would be the message I 
would write on it:

Am I being the person I want to be right now?

Do this once with an affirmative answer and you’ll 
discover that you have earned the moment. Do this 
habitually and continually and you will create a 
string of many earned moments, stretching from 
days into months into years, that add up to an 
earned life

Goldsmith closes his book, which I highly recommend to ev-
eryone, with this poignant idea: “In the end, an earned life doesn’t 
include a trophy ceremony or permit an extended victory lap. The 
reward of living an earned life is being engaged in the process of 
constantly earning such a life.”

Show your people what this looks like every day, and you will 
show them a better future. Support them on the journey. Shepherd 
them through the ups and downs. Connect with them as fellow 
humans. Inspire them through your words and actions. As everyone 
continues growing, the entire organization benefits. With focused ef-
fort, training, and practice, entrenched workplace behaviors and sys-
temic breakdowns are disentangled. Everyone begins self-actualizing 
as they contribute to the success of the whole human system with a 
shared noble cause and values. This makes all the difference.

“Trust each other again and again,” wrote David Armistead. 
“When the trust level gets high enough, people transcend apparent 
limits, discovering new and awesome abilities of which they were 
previously unaware.” This is when emergent behaviors appear, and 
it is exactly why slowing things down to build trust and eliminate 
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VUCA actually speeds things up. Trust is a catalyst that, at its 
highest level, ignites synchronicity and emergent behavior. This, in 
turn, unleashes exponential growth. Breakthroughs and high per-
formance become the norm. Exceptional organizations arise when 
everyone is working, growing, and thriving together, aligned around 
a noble purpose and shared values. Ignite your culture—one person 
at a time from the inside out—and watch in true awe as the expo-
nential energy of human potential unleashes its wonder.

Key Takeaways

• If you slow down and have a plan, you can achieve high 
performance more quickly.

• Take the time to transform yourself, your executive team, 
and your culture. Do the work that is required. The invest-
ment comes back tenfold.

• Trust is a catalyst that, at its highest level, ignites synchro-
nicity and emergent behavior, which, in turn, unleashes ex-
ponential human potential.

Brain Hack

Of all the brain hacks in this book, the most important is this 
one. Each day, write down three things you’re grateful for. 
Schedule this into your day. Commit to it. Studies prove that get-
ting into the habit of practicing gratitude can completely change 
your outlook on life. The more you strengthen the positive neural 
pathways in your brain, the more active they will become. The 
best way to get out of despair, hopelessness, fear, and frustration 
is to find something you’re grateful for—even if it’s just the coffee 
that you drink on your way to work or the sound your keyboard 
makes when you click it. The smallest things make the biggest 
difference.
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Powerful Questions

• What is resonating for you in this chapter?
• What are some recurring and/or systemic problems occur-

ring in your organization?
• What would be possible if these problems were solved?
• What are you grateful for?
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Conclusion

I
n September 2022, as I prepared to publish this book, Yvon 
Chouinard, the founder of Patagonia, made a big announce-
ment: He had decided to give away his company. David Gelles, 

who writes about the intersection of climate and the corporate 
world and has covered Patagonia for nearly a decade, reported the 
event in a September 14, 2022, article in the New York Times en-
titled “Billionaire No More: Patagonia Founder Gives Away the 
Company”:

A half century after founding the outdoor apparel 
maker Patagonia, Yvon Chouinard, the eccentric 
rock climber who became a reluctant billionaire 
with his unconventional spin on capitalism, has 
given the company away.

Rather than selling the company or taking it public, 
Mr. Chouinard, his wife and two adult children 
have transferred their ownership of Patagonia, val-
ued at about $3 billion, to a specially designed trust 
and a nonprofit organization. They were created to 
preserve the company’s independence and ensure 
that all of its profits—some $100 million a year—
are used to combat climate change and protect un-
developed land around the globe.
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The unusual move comes at a moment of growing 
scrutiny for billionaires and corporations, whose 
rhetoric about making the world a better place is 
often overshadowed by their contributions to the 
very problems they claim to want to solve. At the 
same time, Mr. Chouinard’s relinquishment of the 
family fortune is in keeping with his longstanding 
disregard for business norms, and his lifelong love 
for the environment.

. . . Patagonia will continue to operate as a private, 
for-profit corporation based in Ventura, Calif., sell-
ing more than $1 billion worth of jackets, hats and 
ski pants each year.

Chouinard told Gelles, “Now I could die tomorrow, and the 
company is going to continue doing the right thing for the next 50 
years, and I don’t have to be around.”

I was drinking my morning coffee as I read this article and 
thought to myself, Now THAT is living in alignment with your 
mission and values. Patagonia, which is one of the elite American 
companies to generate more than $1 billion in annual revenue, will 
now live on as a healthy human system fulfilling its noble cause and 
functioning in alignment with its strong corporate values. I would 
bet money that there will be no mass departures from the company. 
In fact, the employees are probably celebrating the news because they 
share Chouinard’s strong commitment to the environment. They 
also understand that the company must remain competitive and 
profitable in order to fulfill their founder’s plan to have Patagonia’s 
profits funneled into the fight against climate change. The organiza-
tion’s noble cause will undoubtedly unite them, as it has for decades, 
and inspire the members of this high-performance human system to 
focus their talent and energy on the goal of helping Patagonia deliver 
on this important promise.
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Companies that understand and value their people prioritize the 
continuous journey of personal and organizational improvement. 
The leaders of these high-performance companies are intentional 
in their efforts to ignite the human spirit at work and nurture the 
human system that is the life force of their company. They commit to 
their own personal growth, communicate clearly and authentically, 
honor their agreements, respect and trust their people, take owner-
ship, and help their people tackle inertia, resistance, and disconnec-
tion within their organization. They also unite everyone around their 
organization’s noble cause and values. All of this ongoing attention 
on organizational culture creates an environment where individuals 
can self-actualize in collaboration with others, which leads to emer-
gent behavior. Chouinard and Patagonia’s path is certainly not for 
every leader or company, but it clearly demonstrates the exponential, 
world-changing energy unlocked when people are allowed to thrive 
and contribute as part of a healthy emergent culture.
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