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•	PRAISE	FOR	•

THE	LEADER	HABIT

“In	 The	 Leader	 Habit,	 Martin	 Lanik	 distills	 the	 last	 twenty	 years	 of
psychological	research	into	an	engaging	read	and	a	fabulous	leadership	‘how
to’	 that’s	 peppered	with	 practical	 tips.	 Any	 aspiring	 leader	 or	 coach	would
benefit	from	making	this	book	their	new	reading	habit.”

—KATE	BRAVERY,
Global	Practices	Leader,	Talent	at	Mercer

“The	Leader	Habit	provides	a	clear	and	engaging	set	of	principles	anyone	can
use	 to	 increase	 their	 success	 at	 work	 and	 in	 life.	 It	 shows	 how	 to	 change
simple	 habits	 in	 a	 way	 that	 creates	 significant	 and	 lasting	 improvements.
Employees	will	appreciate	how	the	book	demystifies	what	it	takes	to	go	from
being	an	 individual	 contributor	 to	a	 leader.	Managers	will	value	 the	 simple,
focused	tips	for	improving	leadership	effectiveness	in	their	current	roles.	And
human	 resource	 experts	 will	 appreciate	 the	 book’s	 foundation	 on	 sound,
evidence-based	 practices.	 In	my	 book	Commonsense	 Talent	Management,	 I
discussed	 how	 the	 most	 powerful	 achievements	 are	 often	 the	 result	 of
consistently	 applying	 basic	 and	 easy-to-understand	 concepts.	 The	 Leader
Habit	exemplifies	this	principle–simple	is	powerful.”

—STEVEN	T.	HUNT,	Ph.D.
Senior	Vice	President	of	Human	Capital

Management	Research	for	SAP	SuccessFactors





MASTER	THE	SKILLS	YOU	NEED	TO	LEAD

IN	JUST	MINUTES	A	DAY

MARTIN	LANIK



To	everyone	who	thinks	reading	this	book	will	improve
your	leadership	skills.

It	will	.	.	.	if	you	put	it	into	practice.
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Prologue:	Laura’s	Story

Laura,	 an	 emergency	 room	 nurse	 at	 a	 hospital	 that	 hired	 me	 to	 provide
leadership	 training	 for	 its	 employees,	had	always	considered	herself	 to	be	 a
good	 leader.	As	 the	best	 nurse	 in	 the	ER,	 she	prided	herself	 on	 leading	her
patients	 to	 better	 health	 outcomes,	 and	 she	 frequently	 acted	 in	 an	 informal
leadership	capacity	for	her	peers.	She	believed	she	would	make	a	great	nurse
manager,	 certainly	 better	 than	 most	 of	 the	 military-style	 dictators	 she	 had
reported	 to	 so	 far	 in	 her	 career.	 But	 Laura	 kept	 getting	 passed	 over	 for
management	positions,	and	she	was	 frustrated	 that	no	one	seemed	 to	 regard
her	 as	 a	 leader.	Attending	 a	 leadership	development	program	 seemed	 like	 a
good	way	to	prove	that	she	was	ready	to	become	a	manager,	so	she	signed	up
for	my	session.	She	wasn’t	sure	how	much	she	would	actually	learn—it	was
corporate	 training,	 after	 all—but	 she	 thought	 the	credentials	would	help	her
finally	 get	 promoted.	 If	 not,	 she	 planned	 to	 quit	 nursing	 and	become	 a	 real
estate	agent.

What	Laura	didn’t	realize	was	that	she	had	come	to	resemble	the	military-
style	 dictators	 she	 loathed.	 Her	 colleagues	 saw	 her	 as	 argumentative,
sarcastic,	 always	pushing	her	own	agenda,	dismissive	of	others’	opinions,	 a
poor	listener,	emotionally	volatile,	and	difficult	to	manage—not	the	qualities
of	an	effective	leader,	to	say	the	least.

Laura	wasn’t	consciously	choosing	to	be	negative	or	difficult	to	work	with.
She	didn’t	show	up	for	her	shifts	 intending	 to	make	sarcastic	 remarks,	 fight
with	coworkers,	or	get	upset	and	aggressive	when	people	disagreed	with	her
—she	was	just	acting	that	way	without	thinking.	She	had	fallen	into	a	pattern
of	 negative	 behaviors	 that	 she	 repeated	 automatically.	 These	 behaviors	 had
become	so	ingrained	that	she	wasn’t	even	aware	of	how	she	was	perceived	by
her	peers	and	the	hospital’s	leaders.	Six	years	of	long	hours,	high	stress,	and	a
combative	 culture	 at	 work	 had	 turned	 Laura	 into	 a	 burned-out,	 negative
person—and	she	didn’t	even	realize	it.

Laura	 arrived	 for	 my	 leadership	 development	 program	 with	 the	 same
negative	attitude.	Years	of	experience	with	corporate	training	had	taught	her



to	keep	her	expectations	low.	She	was	skeptical	that	she	would	learn	anything
new	 or	 become	 better	 prepared	 for	 a	 management	 position,	 but	 she	 was
willing	to	sit	through	a	few	days	of	“soft-skills”	lectures	so	that	she	could	put
“Leadership	Development	Training”	on	her	résumé.

When	Laura	walked	into	the	first	session,	she	was	surprised	to	find	that	the
program	wasn’t	set	up	like	other	training	programs	she	had	attended.	Instead
of	presenting	a	series	of	lectures	and	workshops,	with	textbook-style	reading
materials	 thrown	 in	 for	 good	 measure,	 the	 program	 focused	 on	 building
positive	 leadership	 habits	 through	 simple,	 5-minute	 daily	 exercises.	 Still,
Laura’s	automatic	response	was	sarcasm:	“So	I’ll	become	a	better	manager	by
practicing	these	trivial	exercises	for	five	minutes	a	day?	Sure.	Whatever	you
say.”	It	seemed	too	simplistic	and	too	good	to	be	true,	but	she	decided	to	go
along	with	it.	“Okay,”	Laura	thought,	“let’s	jump	through	these	hoops	and	get
this	over	with.”	Little	did	she	know	that	she	was	about	to	change	her	life.

The	Change	Came	in	Two	Months

Laura	 began	 her	 leadership	 development	with	 a	 single	 exercise	 designed	 to
help	her	 learn	 to	ask	open-ended	questions:	After	realizing	 that	you	want	 to
ask	a	question,	 start	 it	with	 the	words	“what”	or	“how.”	All	she	had	 to	 do
was	 practice	 this	 behavior	 once	 per	 day.	 Being	 a	 competitive,	 driven
individual,	 she	 took	 on	 the	 challenge,	 but	 she	 quickly	 discovered	 that	 she
didn’t	 have	 time	 to	 stop	 and	 consciously	 think	 about	 asking	 open-ended
questions	during	her	hectic	workdays	 in	 the	emergency	room.	To	make	sure
she	didn’t	forget	to	practice	her	exercise,	Laura	wrote	a	reminder	on	her	hand
each	day	before	starting	her	shift:	“Ask	what/how	questions.”

The	 exercise	 felt	 awkward	 in	 the	 beginning,	 but	 every	 day,	 as	 Laura
practiced	 asking	 open-ended	 questions,	 she	 learned	 something	 new.	 She
noticed	for	the	first	time	how	diverse	the	opinions	of	her	colleagues	were,	and
she	 realized	 that	 she	 enjoyed	 hearing	 them.	 She	 also	 realized	 that	 her
colleagues	were	much	more	receptive	to	what	she	had	to	say	if	she	first	asked
about	their	perspective	before	giving	her	own	opinion.	She	began	developing
better	 relationships	 with	 everyone	 in	 the	 ER,	 even	 colleagues	 she	 had
struggled	 to	get	along	with	before.	With	every	repetition	of	 the	exercise	she
felt	 more	 confident,	 and	 she	 found	 that	 her	 skill	 at	 asking	 open-ended
questions	was	rapidly	improving.

After	 about	 two	months,	Laura	 realized	 that	 she	didn’t	 need	 to	write	 the
reminder	on	her	hand	anymore.	She	was	asking	good,	open-ended	questions



in	every	conversation.	In	fact,	she	often	caught	herself	doing	it	without	having
to	think	about	what	questions	to	ask.	The	skill	that	had	once	felt	awkward	and
difficult	 had	 become	 so	 natural	 and	 easy	 that	 it	 was	 now	 an	 automatic
behavior.	It	had	become	a	habit.

The	Usual	Holiday	Argument

Laura’s	new	habit	didn’t	 just	change	 the	way	she	behaved	at	 the	hospital;	 it
carried	over	into	every	part	of	her	life.

Each	year,	December	brought	more	than	snowstorms	and	Christmas	spirit
to	Laura	and	her	 two	sisters.	This	was	the	 time	of	year	 that	 the	 three	sisters
got	in	heated,	bitter	arguments	about	Christmas	gifts.	Their	annual	discussion
about	 how	much	 to	 spend	 on	 each	 other	 and	 their	 nieces	 and	 nephews	 had
become	an	unpleasant	holiday	 tradition	 that	 always	ended	 in	yelling,	name-
calling,	hurt	feelings,	crying,	and	regrets.	Every	year,	Laura,	who	didn’t	have
children	of	her	own	and	was	 fortunate	 to	have	a	higher	 income,	 insisted	on
buying	presents	for	everyone,	while	her	sisters	wanted	to	draw	one	name	for	a
gift	exchange.

This	 year,	 however,	 the	 sisters’	 conversation	 about	 gift-giving	 took	 an
unexpected	turn.	As	soon	as	the	topic	of	the	gift	exchange	came	up,	Laura’s
new	habit	took	over.	She	still	preferred	to	buy	gifts	for	everyone,	but	instead
of	immediately	shooting	down	her	sisters’	idea,	as	she	had	done	every	time	in
the	 past,	 she	 asked,	 “How	 come	 you	 want	 to	 draw	 names?”	 This	 simple
question	completely	changed	the	course	of	the	discussion.	For	the	first	time	in
years,	Laura	and	her	sisters	had	a	deep,	honest	conversation	about	what	each
of	 them	 wanted,	 and	 why.	 Instead	 of	 shouting	 over	 each	 other,	 they	 were
listening	to	each	other.	Because	of	Laura’s	question,	she	and	her	sisters	were
able	 to	 reach	 a	 gift-giving	 agreement	 that	 suited	 each	 of	 their	 needs.
Afterward,	 one	 of	 Laura’s	 sisters	 hugged	 her	 tight	 and	 said,	 “That	 was
different!”

Better	Habits,	More	Success

Over	 time,	 Laura’s	 new	 habit	 led	 to	 many	 new	 personal	 and	 professional
successes.	She	got	the	promotion	she	wanted.	She	overcame	her	burnout	and



began	 to	 love	 her	 profession	 again.	 She	 became	 the	 leader	 she	 had	 always
believed	 herself	 to	 be.	 She	 improved	 her	 relationships	with	 her	 colleagues,
friends,	and	family	members.	As	a	result,	she	is	happier	and	more	confident
today	than	ever	before.	All	because	of	a	5-minute	exercise.







CHAPTER	1

Leadership	Is	a	Series	of	Habits

People	with	strong	leadership	skills	succeed	in	business	and	life.	Whether	you
are	 coaching	 a	 junior	 baseball	 league,	 leading	 a	 church	 group,	 raising	 a
family,	 building	 a	 start-up,	managing	 a	 team	 in	 an	 established	 business,	 or
running	a	multibillion-dollar	global	company,	being	an	effective	leader	makes
it	easier	to	achieve	your	goals.

This	book	 is	 about	becoming	a	better	 leader	by	 forming	better	habits,	 as
Laura	did.	The	method	is	simple:	you	identify	a	leadership	skill	you	want	to
master,	 such	as	active	 listening,	 then	you	practice	 that	 skill	 through	a	 short,
focused	 exercise	 every	 day	 until	 it	 becomes	 a	 habit.	 I	 call	 this	 the	 Leader
Habit	Formula.

The	 Formula	 is	 different	 from	 other	 leadership	 development	 programs.
Instead	 of	 relying	 on	 theoretical	 knowledge	 and	 classroom-based	 learning,
which	 are	 the	 standard	 methods	 for	 most	 leadership	 training,	 and	 for
educational	 and	 self-improvement	 programs	 in	 general,	 the	 Formula	 is	 a
continuous	process	that	helps	you	develop	leadership	skills	through	deliberate
practice.	This	approach	is	based	on	scientific	observations	about	how	people
most	 effectively	 learn	 new	 skills	 and	 how	 powerfully	 habits	 affect	 our
behavior.	The	better	your	 leadership	habits,	 the	better	you	will	perform	as	a
leader—and	the	more	successful	you	will	be.

But	 before	 we	 can	 talk	 about	 the	 Formula	 in	 detail,	 we	 first	 have	 to
understand	what	habits	really	are.

What	Is	a	Habit?

Psychologists	 define	 a	 habit	 as	 an	automatic	behavior.	 That	means	 that	we
don’t	think	about	our	habits—they	seamlessly	happen	in	response	to	a	given
cue	with	 little	 or	 no	 conscious	 effort,	 and	 often	without	 us	 being	 aware	 of
them.1	Habits	make	 us	more	 efficient,	 save	 us	 precious	mental	 energy,	 and
allow	 us	 to	 focus	 on	 other	 things—like	 pondering	 the	 meaning	 of	 life	 or



fantasizing	about	our	next	beach	vacation.
People	 often	 think	 of	 habits	 as	 bad	 behaviors	 they	 must	 struggle	 to

eliminate.	For	instance,	you	may	wish	to	quit	smoking,	drink	less,	or	take	the
stairs	 instead	of	 the	elevator.	But	not	all	habits	are	bad.	 In	fact,	you	already
hold	 many	 positive	 habits	 that	 enhance	 the	 quality	 of	 your	 life—you	 can
walk,	read	this	book,	drive	a	car,	count	money,	read	a	balance	sheet,	book	a
flight	on	 the	 Internet,	 swim,	 ski,	 play	a	musical	 instrument;	you	understand
language	 and	 can	 have	 a	 conversation	with	 your	 colleagues	 and	 friends,	 to
name	just	a	few	common	habits.

Some	habits	you	acquired	through	deliberate	practice.	You	went	to	school
to	learn	how	to	read	and	count,	how	to	understand	financial	statements,	how
to	manage	projects.	Through	practice,	these	skills	became	automatic,	and	now
they	 are	 processed	 in	 your	 unconscious	 mind.	 Other	 habits	 you	 picked	 up
unintentionally—perhaps	your	parents	insisted	on	certain	daily	behaviors,	like
eating	 breakfast	 before	 leaving	 the	 house	 in	 the	 morning.	 You	 internalized
these	behaviors	as	habits,	too.	No	matter	how	you	acquired	your	habits,	they
literally	changed	your	brain.

Your	 brain	 consists	 of	 billions	 of	 cells	 called	 neurons.	 With	 every	 new
experience,	 these	 neurons	 create	 new	 connections	with	 other	 neurons.2	 It	 is
through	 these	 connections	 that	 neurons	 communicate	 as	 they	 share
information	 in	 the	 form	 of	 an	 electric	 impulse.	 Two	 neurons	 that	 are
connected	fire	 together—the	electric	 impulse	 that	started	 in	one	neuron	gets
carried	to	its	neighbor.	Your	brain	records	the	new	experience	as	a	circuit	of
particular	neurons	that	fire	together	in	the	same	pattern.	With	every	repetition
of	 the	 same	 experience,	 that	 particular	 neural	 circuit	 fires	 again	 and	 again,
making	 it	 stronger	 and	 more	 easily	 accessible	 among	 all	 other	 competing
memories	and	thoughts	your	brain	is	storing	and	processing.	The	stronger	the
neural	circuit	becomes,	the	more	automatically	it	is	retrieved	and	processed.

It	is	this	automaticity	 that	turns	behaviors	into	habits.	Automaticity	is	the
ability	 to	 perform	 a	 task	without	 having	 to	 focus	 on	 its	 every	 detail,	 and	 it
develops	with	practice.	You	know	you	have	 reached	automaticity	when	you
can	 do	 two	 tasks	 in	 parallel	 at	 the	 same	 time.	 Perhaps	 the	 best	 example	 of
automaticity	 is	 driving	 a	 car.	When	 you	 first	 started	 learning	 how	 to	 drive,
you	 had	 to	 focus	 on	 every	 detail	 of	 the	 task—the	 gas	 pedal,	 clutch,	 brake,
steering	wheel,	 rearview	mirror,	 lights,	 turning	 signals,	 and	 so	 on.	But	 now
that	driving	has	reached	automaticity,	you	don’t	consciously	think	about	these
details;	you	just	drive	effortlessly	and	you	can	listen	to	the	radio	or	carry	on	a
conversation	at	the	same	time.



No	One	Consciously	Chooses	to	Be	a	Bad	Leader

If	 you	 paid	 close	 attention	 to	 Laura’s	 story,	 you	 noticed	 that,	 before	 she
changed,	 Laura	wasn’t	 consciously	 choosing	 to	 be	 a	 negative,	 rude	 person.
She	didn’t	wake	up	each	morning	thinking	whom	she	could	pick	a	fight	with,
whose	 idea	 she	could	denigrate,	 or	which	 sarcastic	 remark	 she	could	make.
Laura	got	in	the	habit	of	acting	this	way	without	any	conscious	awareness	that
she	was	doing	it.	Once	the	bad	habits	set	in,	she	was	just	reacting	to	everyday
events	 with	 her	 repertoire	 of	 negative	 behaviors	 without	 thinking.
Automaticity	had	taken	over	her	interactions.

Laura’s	experience	is	a	common	one.	In	fact,	I	haven’t	met	a	single	person
in	my	entire	career	who	was	consciously	choosing	to	be	a	bad	leader.	When
leaders	 act	 badly,	 it’s	 usually	 out	 of	 a	 bad	 habit—something	 about	 the
situation	makes	them	unconsciously	slip	into	a	bad	behavior	without	realizing
it.

For	example,	imagine	that	you	walk	into	your	employee’s	office	to	ask	him
for	something	you	need.	His	office	door	is	open	but	he	is	in	the	middle	of	a
conversation	with	a	customer.	Your	employee	is	not	establishing	eye	contact,
a	 nonverbal	 sign	 letting	 you	 know	 that	 he	wants	 to	 finish	 the	 conversation
before	getting	 to	you.	Do	you	 rudely	 interrupt	 the	 conversation?	Or	do	you
politely	wait	until	your	employee	and	the	customer	are	finished?

Researchers	 at	 New	 York	 University	 posed	 a	 similar	 question.	 More
importantly,	 the	 researchers	 wanted	 to	 see	 if	 they	 could	 make	 people
automatically	slip	into	bad	habits	without	being	consciously	aware	they	were
doing	so.	Could	they	get	people	to	act	rudely	and	interrupt	the	conversation?
To	test	this,	the	researchers	designed	a	simple	experiment.	University	students
came	 into	 the	 laboratory	 thinking	 they	 would	 complete	 two	 short	 tests	 of
language	 ability.	 In	 the	 first	 test,	 students	 were	 given	 several	 lists	 of
scrambled	words	and	asked	to	put	each	word	scramble	into	a	grammatically
correct	sentence	as	quickly	as	they	could.	An	example	would	be:	“pizza—you
—like—do,”	 and	 the	 grammatically	 correct	 sentence	 would	 read:	 “Do	 you
like	pizza?”	After	students	completed	the	first	test,	they	were	told	to	find	the
researcher,	 who	 would	 give	 them	 instructions	 for	 the	 second	 test.	 The
researcher	 would	 be	 waiting	 in	 another	 room	 pretending	 to	 have	 a
conversation	with	a	colleague.	As	soon	as	the	student	walked	into	the	second
room,	 the	 researcher,	without	making	 eye	 contact	with	 the	 student,	 secretly
started	 a	 stopwatch	 to	 time	precisely	 how	 long	 it	would	 take	 the	 student	 to
interrupt	the	pretend	conversation.

Unknown	to	the	students,	the	first	language	ability	test	was	a	setup	to	see	if
they	 would	 automatically	 slip	 into	 bad	 habits.	 Some	 students	 completed	 a
sentence	 scramble	 test	 that	 contained	 negative	 words,	 like	 annoying,



aggressive,	blunt,	and	rude,	which	we’ll	call	 the	rude	group.	Other	students
completed	a	similar	sentence	scramble	test,	but	this	time	the	words	in	the	test
were	 positive,	 like	 respect,	 polite,	 and	 courteous;	 we’ll	 call	 this	 the	 polite
group.

Who	 was	 more	 likely	 to	 interrupt	 the	 researcher—students	 in	 the	 rude
group	or	the	polite	group?

If	 you	 guessed	 the	 rude	 group,	 you	 are	 correct.	 In	 fact,	 67	 percent	 of
students	in	the	rude	group	interrupted	the	conversation,	as	compared	to	only
16	percent	of	students	in	the	polite	group.	Although	students	in	the	rude	group
weren’t	aware	of	it,	their	brains	unconsciously	processed	the	meaning	of	the
negative	 words	 in	 the	 sentence	 scramble	 test,	 which	 in	 turn	 made	 them
automatically	slip	into	the	bad	habit	of	interrupting	others.3

A	 similar	 discovery	 was	 also	 made	 by	 researchers	 at	 the	 University	 of
Southern	California.	This	time	the	bad	habit	of	interest	was	speaking	loudly	in
a	quiet	setting.	What	would	it	take	for	students	to	slip	into	the	negative	habit
of	being	loud	in	a	quiet	research	laboratory?	It	turns	out	that	simply	seeing	a
picture	of	a	sports	stadium	did	the	trick.	For	students	who	frequented	sporting
events	 at	 a	 stadium,	 the	 picture	 triggered	 the	 habitual	 response	 of	 speaking
louder.4	They	didn’t	need	to	be	in	the	presence	of	typical	instigators	to	raise
their	voice,	such	as	an	argument,	or	to	overcome	obstructing	sound.

“The	Unbearable	Automaticity	of	Being”

The	two	research	studies	described	above	demonstrate	just	how	easy	it	is	for
us	 to	 slip	 into	bad	habits	without	 realizing	 it.	Although	 interrupting	another
person	and	speaking	loudly	in	a	quiet	place	are	 just	 two	common	examples,
every	 aspect	 of	 your	 personal	 and	 professional	 life	 has	 the	 potential	 to	 be
influenced	by	automatic,	habitual	patterns	of	behavior.	From	the	moment	you
wake	up	until	the	moment	you	fall	asleep,	you	carry	out	the	same,	consistent
routines.	And	many	 of	 your	 routines	 are	 completely	 automated—you	 don’t
even	 know	 you	 do	 them,	 or	 you	 might	 call	 them	 something	 esoteric	 like
intuition	or	a	sixth	sense.

Odds	are	that	you	follow	the	same	routine	every	morning	in	precisely	the
same	order.	It	probably	goes	something	like	this:	After	the	alarm	goes	off,	you
start	the	coffee	machine,	make	your	bed,	take	a	shower,	brush	your	teeth,	get
dressed,	 eat	 breakfast,	 get	 in	 your	 car,	 and	 drive	 to	 work	 taking	 the	 same
route.	Once	you	get	 to	work,	you	 take	 the	elevator	 to	 the	fourth	floor,	greet
the	receptionist,	walk	straight	to	your	office,	open	your	computer,	go	through



new	emails,	 review	your	 schedule,	get	another	cup	of	coffee,	 scroll	 through
your	 social	 media	 feeds,	 read	 the	 news,	 and	 answer	 a	 few	 emails	 before
heading	to	your	first	meeting.	You	have	probably	been	repeating	this	routine
five	days	a	week	for	the	past	ten	to	twenty	years	since	joining	the	workforce
—and	all	of	it	is	habit-driven	behavior.

I	 borrowed	 “The	Unbearable	Automaticity	 of	 Being”	 from	 the	 title	 of	 a
1999	article	published	in	American	Psychologist.	 In	this	eye-opening	article,
the	two	psychologists	laid	out	the	research	evidence	that	challenged	the	basic
assumption	 of	 modern	 psychology—that	 people	 consciously	 process	 and
analyze	information	around	them	and	use	it	to	make	deliberate	decisions	and
choices	 about	 their	 behavior.	 The	 research	 evidence	 showed,	 however,	 that
much	 of	 people’s	 everyday	 behavior	 is	 not	 a	 result	 of	 their	 conscious
decision-making	 or	 deliberate	 choice.5	 Your	 brain	 unconsciously	 processes
information	around	you	and,	in	many	cases,	automaticity	takes	over	and	you
respond	without	conscious	awareness.	 In	other	words,	you	are	a	creature	of
habit.

In	fact,	nearly	half	 (43	 to	47	percent)	of	your	everyday	behavior	at	work
and	 in	 life	 is	 habitual	 and	 processed	 automatically,	 without	 your	 conscious
awareness.6,	7	The	reason	for	this	is	the	limited	capacity	of	the	human	brain’s
conscious	processing	power.	A	person	can	be	aware	of	(consciously	process)
only	 about	 110	 bits	 of	 information	 per	 second.	Yet	 even	 the	 simplest	 daily
tasks	 demand	 a	 lot	 of	 mental	 power.	 For	 example,	 it	 takes	 sixty	 bits	 of
information	per	second	just	to	decode	speech	and	understand	the	meaning	of
the	words	on	this	page.8

Even	 the	 way	 you	 read	 the	 words	 on	 this	 page	 is	 a	 result	 of	 a	 well-
established	 habit.	 You	 are	 automatically	 reading	 from	 left	 to	 right,	 top	 to
bottom.	You	dno’t	 sonud	out	 idinvduial	 letrets,	but	 rtaehr	you	amuotatlicaly
exractt	 meniang	 from	 wrods.	 Notice	 how	 easily	 you	 read	 the	 previous
sentence,	 in	which	most	words	were	misspelled?	That’s	 because	 your	 brain
automatically	processes	 each	word	 as	 a	whole.	So	 long	 as	 the	 first	 and	 last
letters	are	in	the	correct	place,	your	brain	fills	in	the	rest.

When	you	reach	the	last	line	of	this	page,	your	brain	will	automatically	cue
up	 another	 habit—to	 turn	 the	 page.	 Do	 you	 know	 how	 many	 pages	 you
already	turned	since	picking	up	this	book?	Probably	not,	because	you	turned
them	 automatically,	 without	 conscious	 awareness.	 You	 most	 likely	 didn’t
think	to	yourself,	“I	am	on	the	last	 line	of	this	page.	In	about	two	seconds	I
will	 reach	with	my	 right	hand	 to	 the	 top	 right	 corner	of	 the	page,	place	my
thumb	and	index	finger	in	the	page,	give	it	a	gentle	squeeze	to	lift	the	page,
then	quickly	move	my	right	hand	underneath	 the	page,	push	 the	page	 to	 the
left,	catch	the	page	with	my	left	hand,	and	then	return	my	right	hand	back	to
hold	the	book.”



Since	you	are	 right	now	 focused	on	decoding	 the	meaning	of	words	and
sentences	 on	 this	 page,	 most	 of	 your	 conscious	 processing	 power	 is
consumed.	You	are	not	 aware,	 for	 instance,	 that	your	breathing	has	 slowed,
that	your	hand	is	getting	tired	from	holding	the	book,	or	that	the	chair	you	are
sitting	on	is	a	little	too	hard	to	be	comfortable.	But	your	brain	is	taking	in	all
this	information	and	analyzing	it	without	your	awareness,	and	it	adjusts	your
body	automatically.	Perhaps	you	lowered	your	hand	to	rest	it	on	your	leg,	or
you	switched	position	on	the	chair	 to	redistribute	your	weight.	Whether	you
consciously	 realize	 it	 or	 not,	 you	 are	 constantly	 responding	 to	 cues	 around
you	with	numerous	well-practiced	habitual	responses.

Automaticity	Is	Not	Only	Bearable,	It’s	Beneficial

Not	 long	 ago,	 I	 met	 an	 interesting	 gentleman	 at	 a	 dinner	 party	 in	 New
Orleans;	let’s	call	him	Scott.	Eight	years	ago,	Scott	was	one	of	twenty	people
invited	to	hear	a	pitch	from	an	up-and-coming	software	company.	The	pitch
meeting	 resembled	 an	 episode	 of	Shark	Tank	 or	Silicon	Valley—a	 bunch	 of
young	hotshots	passionately	describing	how	 their	disruptive	 technology	was
going	to	change	the	world,	in	this	case	the	world	of	Human	Resources	(HR).
“There	was	something	about	these	guys,”	Scott	recalled.	“Their	passion	was
contagious	and	spread	through	the	room	like	wildfire	until	it	hit	the	back	row
where	 I	was	sitting.	All	of	a	sudden,	 I	got	 this	overwhelming	feeling	 in	my
gut	that	I	had	to	join	them.”

At	 the	 time,	Scott	was	 employed	 in	 his	 father’s	HR	consulting	business,
which	had	five	full-time	employees,	a	few	contractors,	and	steadily	generated
about	 $2	 million	 in	 annual	 revenue.	 The	 firm	 offered	 mainly	 outsourcing
services	 of	 the	mundane	 parts	 of	 HR,	 like	 payroll	 and	 benefits,	 to	 a	 small
portfolio	of	midsized	companies.	Scott’s	father	had	built	a	solid	business,	and
Scott	had	 spent	his	 early	adult	years	preparing	 to	 take	over	when	his	 father
eventually	retired.

After	the	pitch	meeting,	Scott	became	convinced	that	the	software	he	had
just	seen	was	the	future	of	HR,	and	he	couldn’t	shake	the	feeling	that	he	and
his	father	needed	to	pivot	their	business	to	support	it.	It	was	a	huge	risk.	Few
people	had	even	heard	of	the	new	software,	and	only	a	handful	of	companies
were	using	it.	Plus	the	software	was	competing	in	a	mature	market	dominated
by	 two	behemoth	providers,	so	gaining	market	share	wouldn’t	be	easy.	And
yet,	Scott	convinced	his	father	to	get	on	board,	and	together	they	pivoted	their
small	 consulting	 business	 to	 piggyback	 onto	 this	 new	 software	 application.



Moving	forward,	their	business	would	only	offer	HR	outsourcing	services	that
directly	plugged	into	this	new	software.	Despite	the	risk,	Scott	was	certain	the
move	would	pay	off.

Scott’s	intuition	was	correct.	Today,	the	software	Scott	first	saw	eight	years
ago	is	a	well-known	player	in	the	HR	market.	The	once-small	start-up	is	now
a	fast-growing,	$1.5	billion	publicly	traded	company.	By	joining	forces	with
the	 company	 early	 on,	 Scott’s	 own	 business	 has	 grown	 to	 eight	 hundred
employees	and	$500	million	in	annual	revenue.	Was	it	the	luck	of	being	at	the
right	place	at	the	right	time?	Or	was	Scott’s	intuition	the	result	of	habit?

Scientific	 studies	 suggest	 that	 intuition	 is,	 in	 fact,	 nothing	 more	 than
internalized	expertise—another	form	of	automaticity	and	habit.	For	example,
it	 has	 been	 documented	 that	 expert	 nurses	 can	 recognize	 when	 a	 newborn
child	 is	 developing	 a	 life-threatening	 disease	 even	 before	 the	 child’s	 blood
tests	come	back	positive.	If	you	were	to	ask	these	nurses	how	they	knew	that
the	 baby	 was	 getting	 seriously	 ill,	 they	 wouldn’t	 be	 able	 to	 tell	 you
specifically;	 many	 would	 simply	 attribute	 it	 to	 intuition.	 However,	 when
researchers	 analyzed	 in	 detail	 what	 information	 the	 expert	 nurses	 paid
attention	to,	they	identified	several	cues	and	patterns	about	the	baby’s	medical
condition,	some	of	which	were	not	even	part	of	the	educational	curriculum	in
nursing.	In	fact,	some	of	the	medical	indicators	these	nurses	tuned	into	were
the	opposite	of	what	would	be	expected	in	sick	adults.9

Similar	to	these	nurses,	Scott	was	an	expert	in	his	field.	He	had	worked	in
his	 father’s	HR	 consulting	 firm	 for	 twelve	 years,	 and	 he	 knew	 the	 industry
inside	and	out.	When	he	saw	the	new	software	at	the	pitch	meeting,	his	brain
was	 processing	more	 information	 than	 he	 was	 aware	 of.	 And	when	 all	 the
right	cues	were	present,	Scott’s	brain	made	an	automatic	decision—he	needed
to	pivot	his	business	and	get	behind	this	software	start-up.

The	 realization	 that	 much	 of	 your	 behavior	 is	 habitual,	 automatic,	 and
occurs	without	your	conscious	awareness	is	not	easy	to	accept;	indeed,	it	may
seem	unbearable.	Although	you	might	initially	find	comfort	in	blaming	habits
for	your	bad	behaviors,	this	notion	also	raises	questions	about	the	meaning	of
life,	morality,	 and	personal	 responsibility.	The	 celebrated	Czech-born	writer
Milan	Kundera	explored	this	paradox	in	his	novel	The	Unbearable	Lightness
of	 Being,	 which	 inspired	 the	 title	 of	 the	 American	 Psychologist	 article	 I
mentioned	earlier.10	 I’ll	 leave	 it	 to	him	and	 the	philosophers	 to	contemplate
the	ontological	implications	of	habits	and	the	automaticity	of	human	behavior.

As	for	Scott	and	everyone	else,	habits	are	not	only	bearable	but	beneficial.
In	 fact,	 you	would	 struggle	 to	get	 anything	done	without	 them.	Most	 likely
you	wouldn’t	 even	get	out	of	 the	house	 in	 the	morning	 if	 you	 had	 to	make
fresh	decisions	about	every	aspect	of	your	daily	routine:	Should	you	have	drip
coffee,	 espresso,	 or	 cappuccino?	 Should	 you	make	 it	 at	 home	 or	 buy	 it	 on



your	 way	 to	 work?	 Should	 you	 brush	 your	 teeth	 before	 taking	 a	 shower?
Should	you	shower	or	take	a	bath?	Should	you	wash	your	hair	before	soaping
up	your	body?	What	 should	you	eat	 for	breakfast?	Bacon	and	eggs?	Cereal
with	milk?	Which	brand	of	 cereal?	Cup	of	 fruit?	You	get	 the	 idea—turning
the	elements	of	this	routine	into	habits	makes	your	life	much	easier,	and	more
efficient.

If	 the	 fact	 that	 habits	 drive	much	 of	 your	 daily	 behavior	 still	 gives	 you
pause,	 remember	 this:	 conscious	 thought	 requires	 effort	 and	 energy,	 both
limited	 resources.	 Your	 brain	 can	 only	 consciously	 process	 110	 bits	 of
information	 per	 second,	 which	 in	 the	 grand	 scheme	 of	 things	 isn’t	 much
bandwidth.	 If	 it	wasn’t	 for	automaticity	and	habits,	 that	110	bits	per	 second
would	 be	 all	 the	 information	 you	 could	 process,	 and	 your	 life	 would	most
likely	 resemble	 that	 of	 an	 animal	 driven	 by	 basic	 biological	 needs.	 Habits
save	you	mental	effort	and	allow	you	to	achieve	more	at	work	and	in	life.

Great	Leaders	Hold	Great	Habits

When	you	think	of	your	habits,	the	ones	that	most	readily	come	to	mind	are
usually	the	obvious	ones,	like	your	morning	routine.	But	remember	that	close
to	half	of	your	behavior	is	habitual,	if	not	more,	and	that	applies	to	your	work
as	much	as	 it	does	 to	what	you	do	before	you	arrive	at	 the	office.	How	you
start	your	workday,	conduct	meetings,	 respond	 to	emails,	answer	 the	phone,
and	 interact	with	 coworkers	 are	 all	 to	 some	degree	driven	by	habits—some
positive	and	others	negative.

If	you	want	a	promotion,	like	Laura,	or	to	make	the	right	strategic	decision
for	your	business,	 like	Scott,	you	need	 to	have	 the	right	habits.	But	how	do
you	 build	 those	 habits	 in	 the	 first	 place?	 Is	 it	 genetics?	 An	 MBA	 from	 a
prestigious	 business	 school?	 Attending	 a	 leadership	 development	 program?
Hiring	an	expensive	executive	coach?	Having	 the	 right	 set	of	work	and	 life
experiences?	Practicing	every	day?

Early	leadership	theorists	postulated	that	leaders	were	born.	These	theorists
were	 convinced	 that	 some	 people	 were	 genetically	 gifted	 with	 special
characteristics	that	made	them	more	likely	to	end	up	in	leadership	positions.
However,	 twin	 studies	 have	 disproved	 this	 notion.	 When	 researchers
examined	 the	 likelihood	 of	 fraternal	 and	 identical	 twins	 occupying	 a
leadership	 role,	 they	 found	 that	 genetic	 factors	 accounted	 for	 only	 30
percent.11	The	other	70	percent	was	not	genetic	but	learned.

If	leadership	is	mostly	learned,	then	it	stands	to	reason	that	people	who	end



up	in	leadership	roles	must	possess	certain	skills	that	others	don’t	have.	And
this	 is	 indeed	 the	 case:	 Decades	 of	 research	 studies	 have	 thoroughly
documented	the	skills	of	effective	leaders.	We	know	that	the	best	leaders	are
good	 at	 influencing	 others,	 they	 communicate	 clearly,	 they	 plan	 ahead	 and
think	strategically,	they	delegate	well—and	that’s	just	scratching	the	surface.

For	 example,	 researchers	 at	 Griffith	 University	 in	 Australia	 found	 that
among	the	fifty-six	luxury	hotels	they	studied,	managers	who	had	a	concrete
vision,	 appealed	 to	 employees’	 values,	 empowered	 employees	 to	 make
decisions,	 and	 coached	 and	 mentored	 them	 achieved	 better	 financial
performance	 than	 those	who	did	not.12	Similarly,	 in	a	 study	of	one	hundred
branch	 managers	 working	 at	 an	 industrial	 distribution	 company,	 managers
who	 went	 beyond	 their	 own	 self-interest,	 demonstrated	 confidence,
emphasized	 shared	 vision,	 motivated	 and	 inspired	 employees,	 encouraged
innovation	 and	 creativity,	 and	 coached	 and	 mentored	 individual	 employees
achieved	higher	 year-over-year	 sales	 and	profit	margins.13	 The	 literature	 on
the	subject	is	prolific.

In	my	own	research,	my	team	and	I	reviewed	the	prolific	literature	on	the
subject	 to	 see	 if	 we	 could	 identify	 which	 skills	 are	 most	 common	 among
effective	leaders.	After	long	hours	of	deliberation,	we	came	up	with	a	list	of
twenty-two	 core	 skills	 (see	 Figure	 1-1),	 which	 became	 the	 organizing
framework	 for	 the	 development	 of	 the	 Leader	 Habit	 Formula,	 as	 I	 will
describe	in	detail	in	the	next	chapter.

Figure	1-1:	Core	Leadership	Skills
GETTING	THINGS	DONE FOCUSING	ON	PEOPLE

Planning	&	Execution Persuasion	&	Influence
Manage	Priorities	•	Plan	and	Organize
Work	•	Delegate	Well	•	Create	Urgency

Influence	Others	•	Overcome	Individual
Resistance	•	Negotiate	Well

Solving	Problems	&	Making	Decisions Growing	People	&	Teams
Analyze	Information	•	Think	Through
Solutions	•	Make	Good	Decisions	•	Focus
on	Customers

Empower	Others	•	Mentor	and	Coach	•	Build
Team	Spirit

	 Interpersonal	Skills
Leading	Change
Sell	the	Vision	•	Innovate	•	Manage	Risk

Build	Relationships	•	Show	Caring	•	Listen
Actively	•	Communicate	Clearly	•	Speak	with
Charisma

At	this	point,	it	should	be	clear	that	the	question	at	the	heart	of	leadership
development	 isn’t,	 “Who	has	 the	ability	 to	be	a	great	 leader?”	but,	 “What’s



the	best	way	to	develop	great	leaders?”
If	you’ve	digested	the	key	message	in	this	chapter,	you	already	know	the

answer:	The	best	way	to	develop	great	leaders	is	to	help	people	internalize	the
twenty-two	 core	 leadership	 skills	 to	 the	 point	 of	 automaticity—in	 other
words,	to	turn	those	skills	into	habits.	How	do	we	do	this?

In	Figure	1-2,	you	can	see	how	people	build	leadership	skills.	Let’s	put	the
amount	of	practice	on	the	horizontal	(x)	axis	and	let’s	plot	automaticity	on	the
vertical	 (y)	axis.	With	no	practice	whatsoever,	you	would	be	 located	on	 the
left	of	the	graph.	With	each	day	you	practice,	you	would	move	slightly	to	the
right.	Remember	that	automaticity	is	the	degree	to	which	a	task	is	processed
without	you	having	 to	pay	close	 attention	 to	 its	 every	detail—the	degree	 to
which	 the	 task	happens	automatically,	without	your	conscious	awareness.	A
new	task	requires	practice	before	it	starts	to	become	automatic;	the	more	you
practice,	 the	 more	 automatic	 the	 task	 becomes—the	 higher	 the	 task’s
automaticity.

Figure	1-2:	How	People	Build	Skills

Any	 leadership	 skill	 starts	 as	 a	weakness;	 you	haven’t	 practiced	 the	 skill
and	so	you	have	to	pay	very	close	attention	to	it,	because	you	don’t	yet	know
how	to	do	it	well.	This	stage	takes	a	lot	of	effort	and	concentration,	and	you
will	make	many	mistakes	along	the	way.	Consider,	for	example,	learning	how
to	inspire	your	followers	with	a	vision.	There	are	multiple	parts	to	this	skill—
being	able	to	picture	the	arrival	point,	so	that	you	can	concretely	define	it	for
your	followers	(think	“man	on	the	moon”);	having	the	foresight	to	understand



where	 the	group	or	 company	 is	heading;	 and	understanding	your	 followers’
values	and	needs,	so	that	your	vision	will	appeal	to	them.

As	you	continue	to	practice	the	skill,	your	brain	will	start	to	automate	some
of	 the	basic	processes,	 like	 remembering	 the	 sequence	of	 tasks	 and	perhaps
becoming	better	at	a	particular	portion	of	the	sequence.	Maybe	you	will	find	a
way	to	read	your	followers	that	enables	you	to	quickly	understand	their	values
and	needs	without	much	concentration,	or	maybe	you	are	a	visual	person	who
can	easily	imagine	the	arrival	point.	As	your	brain	internalizes	the	processes
that	make	up	the	different	parts	of	the	skill,	the	skill	will	begin	to	seem	easier.
You	are	now	becoming	proficient.

The	more	 you	 continue	 to	 practice,	 especially	 the	 things	 you	 find	more
challenging,	the	closer	you	are	getting	to	mastery.	When	you	achieve	mastery,
you	are	now	good	at	the	skill,	you	can	do	it	confidently,	and	others	recognize
your	mastery.	But	even	though	you	have	mastered	the	skill,	performing	it	still
requires	concentration	and	effort,	because	automaticity	has	not	fully	formed—
the	 skill	 is	 not	 yet	 a	 habit.	 It	 takes	 practice	 beyond	 mastery,	 what
psychologists	refer	to	as	over-learning,	to	fully	form	a	habit.	If	you	persist	to
the	point	of	habit	with	the	skill	of	inspiring	followers	with	a	vision,	you	will
find	that	what	once	felt	difficult	and	unnatural	and	required	a	lot	of	effort	and
concentration	now	happens	effortlessly.

Where	Did	We	Go	Wrong	with	Leadership	Development?

Most	of	us	seem	to	intuitively	understand	the	connection	between	leadership
and	success,	because	collectively	we	invest	a	 lot	of	 time	and	money	in	self-
help	classes	and	books	intended	to	improve	our	leadership	skills.	In	2011,	the
self-help	 market	 in	 the	 United	 States	 was	 worth	 a	 whopping	 $10	 billion.
Although	 a	 significant	 portion	 of	 this	 money	 goes	 to	 health,	 fitness,	 and
weight-loss	programs,	 these	are	closely	 followed	by	 financial,	business,	and
personal	development	products.14

Likewise,	 businesses	 also	 invest	 heavily	 in	 leadership	 development.	 In
2012,	American	corporations	 spent	$13.6	billion	on	 leadership-development
programs,	 an	 increase	 of	 14	 percent	 over	 the	 year	 before.	 On	 average,
companies	 were	 willing	 to	 spend	 thousands	 of	 dollars	 on	 training	 and
resources	 for	 individual	 frontline	 and	midlevel	managers,	more	 than	$6,000
on	senior	executives,	and	upwards	of	$7,000	on	high-potential	employees.15

In	 fact,	 annual	 spending	 on	 leadership	 development	 has	 been	 steadily
increasing	since	1996.	But	there’s	a	problem:	All	this	investment	isn’t	making



us	better	leaders.	On	the	contrary,	there	is	a	negative	correlation	between	the
macroeconomic	amount	 spent	on	 leadership	development	and	our	collective
confidence	in	leadership.16	In	2015,	Brandon	Hall	Group	surveyed	more	than
five	 hundred	 organizations	 across	 thirty-four	 countries	 and	 thirty-one
industries,	 and	 what	 they	 found	 was	 alarming:	 Half	 of	 the	 respondents
reported	that	their	current	leaders	didn’t	have	the	requisite	skills	to	effectively
lead	 their	 organizations	 at	 that	 time.	 Moreover,	 71	 percent	 of	 the
organizations	said	their	leaders	were	not	prepared	to	lead	the	company	in	the
future.17

Clearly	there	is	a	global	leadership	problem,	despite	people’s	desire	to	be
better	 leaders,	and	despite	 the	ever-increasing	amount	of	money	being	spent
on	leadership	development.	Where	are	we	going	wrong?

As	we’ve	 already	 seen,	 the	problem	 isn’t	 a	 lack	of	 knowledge	 about	 the
nature	of	leadership;	conceptually,	the	skills	and	behaviors	of	great	leaders	are
well	 understood.	 It	 turns	 out	 the	 problem	 is	 with	 the	 way	 most	 people
approach	leadership	development.

“Read	a	Book	or	Take	a	Class”

If	you	want	to	learn	a	new	skill	or	get	better	at	something,	the	advice	you’re
most	 likely	 to	 get	 from	 friends,	 family,	 colleagues,	 and	mentors	 is	 “read	 a
book	 or	 take	 a	 class.”	 This	 is	 especially	 true	 in	 most	 corporations,	 where
Human	 Resources	 will	 point	 you	 to	 a	 corporate	 university	 catalogue	 filled
with	 online	 or	 in-person	 courses.	 In	 fact,	 training	 is	 the	 go-to	 solution	 for
most	personnel	development	in	the	business	world.	A	2017	LinkedIn	survey
found	that	78	percent	of	companies	use	mainly	instructor-led	classes	to	teach
what	 they	 consider	 the	 most	 important	 professional	 skills—leadership	 and
people	management.18

We	 regard	 books	 and	 classes	 as	 the	 ultimate	 way	 to	 learn	 because	 they
often	seem	to	be	the	easiest	solutions,	and	because	they’re	the	most	familiar.
We	spent	most	of	our	childhood	and	young	adulthood	learning	in	classrooms
and	 reading	 from	 textbooks,	 so	 it’s	only	natural	 that	we	continue	 to	 rely	on
them.	 But	 that’s	 actually	 the	 problem:	 It	 turns	 out	 that	 books	 and	 classes
aren’t	 the	best	way	 to	 learn	new	skills.	 In	 fact,	 research	 in	business	settings
shows	 that	 classroom-based	 training	 is	 usually	 not	 effective;	 estimates	 say
that	people	end	up	using	only	10	percent	of	what	they	learn	in	the	classroom
on	the	job.19



There	 are	 a	 number	 of	 reasons	 why	 traditional	 classroom	 and	 book-
learning	approaches	to	leadership	development	aren’t	effective.	One	is	simply
that	we	forget	most	of	what	we	read	about	or	are	taught	in	the	classroom.

In	the	early	days	of	psychology,	Hermann	Ebbinghaus,	a	German	scientist,
tested	 the	 capacity	 of	 human	memory	 by	 experimenting	 on	 himself.	He	 set
about	 learning	nonsense	words	 that	 followed	a	simple	pattern	of	consonant-
vowel-consonant,	such	as	“REH,”	but	had	no	meaning.	Since	the	words	were
meaningless,	he	could	not	associate	them	with	anything	already	stored	in	his
memory.	 He	 dedicated	 time	 to	 studying	 his	 nonsense	 words	 over	 and	 over
again,	 then	 tested	 his	 ability	 to	 remember	 them.	 In	 this	 way,	 he	 hoped	 to
measure	memory	in	its	purest	form.

Ebbinghaus	found	that	one	hour	after	studying	the	nonsense	words,	he	had
already	forgotten	35	percent	of	them.	After	one	day,	he	could	remember	only
half	of	the	words.	And	six	days	later,	he	had	forgotten	a	staggering	85	percent
of	 the	 nonsense	 words.	 This	 finding	 became	 known	 as	 Ebbinghaus’s
forgetting	curve.	20	A	similar	pattern	of	forgetting	has	also	been	found	among
people	who	studied	a	foreign	language,	so	it’s	not	just	nonsense	words	that	we
forget	so	rapidly.21

The	second	reason	why	traditional	leadership	development	is	ineffective	is
that,	during	training,	people	acquire	mainly	knowledge,	not	skills.	Knowledge
can	be	useful,	if	you	can	retain	it	and	recall	it	at	the	right	moments,	but	skills
are	what	make	us	better	at	actually	doing	things,	and	skills	are	only	developed
through	a	systematic	exercise	regime	known	as	deliberate	practice,	which	is
very	different	from	acquiring	conceptual	knowledge.

Perhaps	the	best	way	to	understand	the	difference	between	knowledge	and
skill	 is	 to	 look	 at	 music	 education.	 If	 you’ve	 ever	 learned	 how	 to	 play	 a
musical	 instrument,	 such	 as	 piano,	 you	 know	 that	 simply	 taking	 a	 music
theory	class	or	watching	a	YouTube	video	of	someone	else	playing	the	piano
won’t	make	you	a	concert	pianist.	To	learn	the	many	skills	that	are	necessary
to	play	the	piano,	you	have	to	sit	down	at	the	keyboard	yourself	and	practice
those	skills	.	.	.	a	lot.

Learning	 to	 be	 a	 leader	 works	 the	 same	 way.	 Like	 playing	 the	 piano,
leadership	 is	more	 about	 skills	 than	knowledge.	The	only	way	 to	 become	a
better	leader	is	to	improve	your	leadership	skills	through	deliberate,	sustained
practice—something	traditional	leadership	training	rarely	provides.

The	 last	 and	 perhaps	 most	 important	 reason	 why	 traditional	 leadership
training	 doesn’t	work	 is	 that	 it	 fails	 to	 take	 into	 account	 the	 overwhelming
influence	that	habits	have	on	human	behavior.	Most	leadership	training	rests
on	 the	 assumption	 that	 our	 daily	 behavior	 is	 rational,	 deliberate,	 and
consciously	 controlled—but,	 as	 we	 have	 seen,	 this	 assumption	 couldn’t	 be



further	 from	 the	 truth.	 We	 are	 creatures	 of	 habit,	 personally	 and
professionally,	and	no	amount	of	classroom	instruction	or	book	learning	alone
can	build	the	habits	that	will	make	us	better	leaders.

That’s	where	 the	Leader	Habit	 Formula	 comes	 in.	By	 turning	 leadership
skills	 into	 habits,	 we	 train	 ourselves	 to	 automatically	 respond	 to	 situations
with	effective	behaviors,	thus	becoming	more	effective	leaders.

This	book	is	a	guide	to	help	you	use	the	Leader	Habit	Formula	to	develop
your	leadership	skills	and	turn	them	into	habits.	In	the	next	chapter,	you	will
learn	how	habits	are	formed,	and	I	will	describe	the	Formula	in	detail,	as	well
as	 the	 research	 behind	 it.	 In	 Part	 II,	 you	 will	 learn	 how	 to	 sustain	 the
deliberate	practice	necessary	to	form	habits;	how	simple,	5-minute	exercises
can	become	full-blown	skills;	and	how	to	build	your	own	customized	Leader
Habit	workout	 using	 the	 Formula’s	 catalogue	 of	 leadership	 skills	 and	 daily
exercises,	which	is	included	in	Part	III.	Finally,	Part	IV	is	intended	for	those
responsible	 for	 helping	 other	 people	 develop	 leadership	 skills—parents,
teachers,	 coaches,	 consultants,	 executive	 and	 life	 coaches,	 corporate
managers,	 and	 human	 resources	 and	 organizational	 development
professionals.	It	provides	guidance	for	implementing	the	Formula	in	a	variety
of	 informal	one-on-one	 and	 team	contexts,	 and	 as	part	 of	 formal	 leadership
development	programs.





CHAPTER	2

The	Leader	Habit	Formula

Saturday,	 July	 6,	 2013,	 was	 an	 unusually	 clear	 morning	 at	 San	 Francisco
International	 Airport	 as	 Asiana	 Airlines	 Flight	 214	 prepared	 for	 final
approach	to	runway	28L.	With	no	clouds	or	fog	over	the	bay,	conditions	were
favorable	for	a	routine	landing.	In	the	passenger	cabin	the	seat	belt	sign	went
on,	 and	 everyone	 aboard	 felt	 a	 sense	 of	 relief	 that	 the	 eleven-hour	 flight
would	soon	be	over.

Lee	Yoon-hye,	 an	 eighteen-year	 veteran	with	 the	 airline,	was	 the	 flight’s
cabin	manager	 that	 day.	 As	 the	 Boeing	 777	 began	 its	 descent,	 she	 and	 the
other	 flight	 attendants	 performed	 their	 final	 walkthrough	 of	 the	 cabin,
collecting	used	cups	and	other	trash,	lifting	window	shades,	and	checking	that
passengers	had	fastened	their	seat	belts.	After	the	walkthrough	was	complete,
Lee	took	her	seat,	buckled	herself	in,	and	waited	for	touchdown.

What	 happened	 next	was	 anything	 but	 routine.	 The	 airliner	 came	 in	 too
low	and	crash-landed	when	its	main	landing	gear	and	tail	hit	a	seawall	at	the
end	of	the	runway.	The	landing	gear,	tail	section,	and	engines	were	ripped	off
during	 the	 crash.	 The	 main	 fuselage	 slid	 along	 the	 ground	 for	 2,400	 feet
before	 stopping.	 “It	was	not	 the	 landing	we	usually	do,”	Lee	 later	 said	 at	 a
press	conference.	“We	bumped	hard,	bumped	again,	leaned	to	both	sides	and
stopped.”1	Within	 a	minute,	 the	 wreckage	 caught	 fire	 and	 was	 engulfed	 in
dark	smoke.

As	soon	as	Lee	heard	“emergency	escape,”	her	brain	went	 into	autopilot.
There	was	no	time	to	think,	no	time	to	plan,	but	she	knew	exactly	what	to	do
next.	 “I	 wasn’t	 really	 thinking,	 but	 my	 body	 started	 carrying	 out	 the	 steps
needed	 for	 an	 evacuation,”	Lee	 said	 later	 to	 a	 reporter.	 “When	 there	was	 a
fire,	I	was	just	thinking	to	extinguish	it,	not	thinking	that	it’s	too	dangerous	or
‘What	am	I	going	to	do?’”

Lee’s	 actions	 in	 the	 aftermath	 of	 the	 crash	 were	 the	 result	 of	 years	 of
training.	She	was	able	 to	evacuate	passengers,	extinguish	fires,	and	help	 the
injured	 without	 consciously	 thinking	 about	 her	 actions	 because	 she	 had
practiced	these	emergency	procedures	countless	 times,	 to	 the	point	 that	 they
had	 become	 ingrained	 as	 habits.	When	 the	 emergency	 happened,	 the	 habits
formed	 by	 her	 training	 took	 over	 and	 she	 responded	 automatically	 to	 the



disaster’s	cues.
Clearly	Lee’s	training	was	effective.	Thanks	in	part	to	her	automatic,	habit-

driven	actions	that	day,	all	but	two	of	the	307	passengers	on	board	Flight	214
were	rescued	from	the	scene	of	the	crash.

Lee’s	emergency-escape	training	worked	because	it	was	designed	to	instill
habits—it	 focused	 on	 associating	 a	 specific	 cue	 (for	 example,	 fire)	 with	 a
specific	behavior	(extinguish	the	fire)	over	and	over	again	through	deliberate
practice	until	the	behavior	became	an	automatic	response	to	the	cue.	Once	this
happened—once	the	trained	behaviors	became	habits—Lee	could	respond	to
the	cues	of	an	emergency-escape	situation	without	conscious	effort.	It	didn’t
matter	 if	 she	 felt	 stressed	 or	 tired,	 or	 if	 she	 was	 in	 the	 middle	 of	 a	 life-
threatening	disaster;	it	didn’t	even	matter	if	she	was	thinking	about	something
else	 entirely.	 Whenever	 a	 cue	 presented	 itself,	 she	 would	 respond
automatically	with	the	specific	behavior	she	had	learned	to	pair	with	it,	such
as:	 fire	 (cue)—extinguish	 the	 fire	 (behavior).	 In	 the	chaos	 that	 followed	 the
crash	of	Flight	214,	Lee’s	trained	habits,	and	the	similar	habits	of	her	fellow
crew	members,	undoubtedly	saved	lives.

Lee	 Yoon-hye’s	 actions	 are	 an	 example	 of	 how	 powerful	 habits	 can	 be
when	we	train	ourselves	to	automatically	perform	the	right	actions	in	response
to	 particular	 cues.	 The	 principles	 of	 habit	 formation	 that	 prepared	 Lee	 to
respond	 to	 an	 emergency	 escape	 are	 universal.	 The	 Leader	 Habit	 Formula
takes	 these	 principles	 as	 a	 starting	 point	 and	 uses	 them	 to	make	 leadership
development	 simpler,	more	accessible,	 and	more	effective.	 (Remember	 that,
at	its	core,	leadership	is	nothing	more	than	a	set	of	habits.)	The	same	way	that
Lee	 acquired	 her	 emergency-escape	 habits,	 you	 can	 develop	 the	 habits	 that
will	make	you	a	better	leader—if	you	know	which	key	behaviors	to	focus	on.

But	first	you	need	to	understand	how	people	form	habits,	how	the	Leader
Habit	Formula	was	developed,	and	how	the	basics	of	the	Formula	work.

Habit	Formation

As	you	will	recall	from	Chapter	1,	a	habit,	whether	good	or	bad,	is	simply	an
automatic	response	to	a	cue.	We	all	have	habits,	and	most	aren’t	as	dramatic
as	 the	 ones	Lee	Yoon-hye	 learned	 in	 her	 emergency	 training.	 For	 example,
sitting	down	with	a	cup	of	coffee	may	cue	a	 smoker	 to	 light	up	a	cigarette.
Walking	 up	 to	 the	 bar	 may	 trigger	 an	 alcoholic	 to	 order	 a	 neat	 whiskey.
Driving	past	 a	Starbucks	may	prompt	a	 struggling	dieter	 to	 stop	 for	a	Venti
White	Chocolate	Crème	Frappuccino.	Once	developed,	habits	are	strong	and



hard	to	break,	as	many	recovering	smokers,	alcoholics,	and	struggling	dieters
would	attest.

All	 habits	 involve	 the	 pairing	 of	 a	 cue	 and	 a	 behavior:	 when	 the	 cue
presents	itself,	you	respond	with	the	behavior.	For	example,	let’s	say	that	you
just	moved	 to	a	new	house,	and	since	 the	move	you’ve	been	having	 trouble
finding	your	keys	because	you	always	put	them	in	a	different	place	when	you
come	in	the	door.	Frustrated,	you	decide	to	teach	yourself	to	always	put	your
keys	in	the	same	place.	So	today,	after	entering	your	new	house	(cue),	you	put
your	 keys	 on	 the	 kitchen	 counter	 (behavior).	 You	 repeat	 the	 same	 thing
tomorrow,	 and	 again	 the	 next	 day,	 and	 the	 day	 after	 that,	 and	 so	 on.
Eventually,	this	pairing—entering	your	new	house	and	placing	your	keys	on
the	 kitchen	 counter—becomes	 so	 ingrained	 that	 you	 perform	 the	 behavior
automatically	every	time	you	enter	the	house;	you	don’t	even	think	about	it.
You	have	rehearsed	the	same	behavior	in	response	to	the	same	cue	over	and
over	again,	until	it	has	turned	into	a	habit.	And	now	you	always	know	where
you	put	your	keys!

The	 intentional	 repetition	 in	 this	 example	 is	 important.	 Habits	 are	 most
effectively	formed	by	repeatedly	pairing	the	same	cue	with	the	same	behavior
through	deliberate	practice.	A	single	response	to	a	cue	won’t	turn	a	behavior
into	 a	 habit;	 it	 takes	 a	 lot	 of	 repetitions.	 This	 means	 that	 habit	 formation
requires	a	lot	of	initial	effort,	even	though	the	cue-behavior	pairing	that	drives
the	process	is	simple.

Think	back	to	when	you	first	got	in	the	habit	of	using	a	seat	belt.	How	long
did	 it	 take	 you	 to	 remember	 to	 always	 buckle	 up	 after	 getting	 in	 a	 car?
Initially,	it	probably	required	a	lot	of	mental	effort—you	probably	had	to	rely
on	 many	 reminders	 from	 parents	 and	 friends,	 or	 from	 the	 car’s	 seat-belt
warning	 chime,	 and	 it	 probably	 felt	 uncomfortable.	 But	 as	more	 deliberate
practice	 took	 place,	 the	 behavior	 became	 more	 comfortable	 and	 easier	 to
perform,	until	finally	 it	became	a	habit.	 It’s	 the	consistency	of	practice—the
same	cue	paired	with	the	same	behavior	over	and	over	again—that	results	in
the	formation	of	a	habit.2

In	scientific	terms,	we	call	the	state	where	a	behavior	occurs	automatically
in	response	to	a	cue	without	conscious	thought	automaticity.	When	a	behavior
achieves	 automaticity	 and	 becomes	 a	 habit,	 it	 is	 no	 longer	 deliberate	 or
consciously	 controlled.	The	 smoker	 lights	 up	 a	 cigarette	 automatically	 after
sitting	down	with	a	cup	of	coffee;	she	only	realizes	that	she’s	smoking	after
seeing	 the	 lit	 cigarette.	The	alcoholic	 asks	 for	 a	neat	whiskey	automatically
after	 hearing	 “What	 are	 you	 drinking?”;	 he	 doesn’t	 even	 think	 about	 other
beverages.	 The	 struggling	 dieter	 automatically	 heads	 for	 the	 drive-through
after	 seeing	 a	 Starbucks	 sign;	 she	 doesn’t	 consider	 the	 510	 calories	 in	 the
Venti	White	Chocolate	Crème	Frappuccino.	Lee	Yoon-hye	hears	“emergency



escape”	and	springs	into	action,	saving	lives;	she	doesn’t	stop	to	worry	about
what	caused	the	plane	to	crash	or	how	dangerous	the	situation	is.

Automaticity	kicks	in	after	you	practice	a	behavior	beyond	mastery—that
is,	 continuing	 to	 practice	 even	 after	 you	 think	 you	 can’t	 get	 any	 better.
Scientists	have	found	that	when	you	start	a	new	behavior,	your	brain	forms	a
mental	model	of	it.	As	you	practice	your	new	behavior,	your	brain	works	hard
to	update	 its	mental	model	 to	better	predict	patterns	of	 that	behavior	and	 to
overcome	obstacles	that	may	prevent	the	behavior	from	occurring.	Over	time,
and	with	enough	repetition,	your	brain	refines	 its	mental	model	 to	make	 the
behavior	more	efficient	by	cutting	out	unnecessary	processes	and	eliminating
energy	waste.	We	aren’t	consciously	aware	that	our	brain	is	doing	this,	but	the
results	can	be	measured	in	the	laboratory.	In	fact,	researchers	have	found	that
the	greatest	 energy	and	effort	 reductions	occur	during	practice	 that	 happens
after	 a	 skill	 has	 already	 been	mastered.3	 This	 period	 of	 deliberate	 practice
after	 mastery	 is	 referred	 to	 as	 over-learning.	 This	 is	 when	 automaticity
happens	and	habits	are	formed.

How	 does	 over-learning	 fit	 with	 our	 examples	 of	 the	 smoker	 and	 the
alcoholic?	 You	 might	 point	 out	 that	 people	 don’t	 deliberately	 practice
smoking	and	drinking	behaviors	in	order	to	form	these	habits,	and	you	would
be	right.	We	can	all	think	of	habits	we	have	formed	without	intending	to,	and
without	 deliberate	 practice.	 That’s	 because	 the	 repetition	 of	 a	 cue-behavior
pairing	is	only	part	of	the	story.	The	other	part	is	reward.

In	 1947,	 renowned	 American	 psychologist	 B.	 F.	 Skinner	 observed
something	 extraordinary.	 He	 had	 been	 doing	 experiments	 with	 pigeons	 for
several	 years	 and	 had	 succeeded	 in	 teaching	 them	 how	 to	 ask	 for	 food	 by
performing	various	 tasks.	 In	one	of	his	 simpler	experiments,	Skinner	 took	a
group	 of	 pigeons	 and	 placed	 each	 one	 in	 a	 separate	 cage	 fitted	 with	 an
automatic	 feeding	 machine.	 The	 pellet	 dispenser	 was	 set	 up	 to	 feed	 the
pigeons	for	a	few	minutes	each	day	at	predetermined,	regular	time	intervals.
For	example,	from	3:50	to	4:00	p.m.	each	day,	the	pigeon	would	receive	food
pellets	 exactly	 one	minute	 apart,	 and	 then	 the	 feeding	would	 stop	 until	 the
following	day.

As	 the	 experiment	 progressed,	 Skinner	 noticed	 that	 some	 of	 the	 pigeons
began	developing	bizarre	habits.	One	bird	would	start	turning	its	body	around
anti-clockwise	 three	 times	 in	anticipation	of	 food.	Another	one	would	move
its	head	side	to	side	resembling	a	swinging	pendulum.	There	were	many	other
examples	of	odd	behavior,	and	by	the	end	of	the	experiment,	three-quarters	of
the	birds	had	developed	strange	habits.	Skinner	realized	that	the	pigeons	had
developed	 these	 habits	 randomly:	 whatever	 behavior	 they	 happened	 to	 be
performing	 during	 the	 feeding	 time	 was	 rewarded	 by	 the	 food	 pellets.
Because	 of	 the	 reward,	 the	 pigeons	 learned	 to	 associate	 that	 particular



behavior	with	the	food	pellet,	and	so	they	repeated	the	behavior	over	and	over
again	in	anticipation	of	food,	until	that	behavior	turned	into	a	habit.4

Skinner’s	experiment	demonstrated	 that	a	 reward	 is	 the	 second	condition
necessary	 for	 habit	 formation.	 Simply	 put,	 behaviors	 that	 are	 repeatedly
rewarded	 turn	 into	 habits.	 This	 explains	 how	 people	 develop	 habitual
behaviors	related	to	smoking,	alcohol,	and	food.	The	pleasure	people	receive
from	 chemicals	 contained	 in	 cigarette	 smoke,	 alcohol,	 and	 fatty	 or	 sugary
foods	is	the	reward	that	drives	them	to	repeat	those	behaviors	again	and	again.
When	 the	 rewarded	behaviors	are	practiced	 in	 the	presence	of	 the	same	cue
enough	times,	the	full	habit	cycle	is	born:	cue–behavior–reward.

It	doesn’t	matter	whether	you	begin	the	habit	cycle	with	the	cue-behavior
pairing	 or	 the	 behavior-reward	 pairing.	The	 important	 thing	 to	 remember	 is
that	both	a	cue	and	a	reward	need	to	be	present	for	a	behavior	to	turn	into	a
habit.	On	the	one	hand,	you	can	start	by	deliberately	practicing	a	behavior	in
response	to	a	cue,	as	Lee	Yoon-hye	did	for	years	during	her	flight	attendant
training.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 if	 you	 derive	 satisfaction	 (reward)	 from
performing	 a	 behavior,	 the	 reward	will	motivate	 you	 to	 continue	 practicing
beyond	the	point	of	mastery.	Either	way,	once	you	reach	over-learning,	your
brain	 refines	 its	 mental	 model,	 automaticity	 kicks	 in,	 and	 now	 you	 have
formed	a	new	habit.

The	cue–behavior–reward	cycle	explains	how	habits	are	formed.	At	a	high
level,	 the	 process	 seems	 simple,	 but	 there	 are	 some	 details	 that	we	 need	 to
explore	 further.	 For	 example,	 you’ve	 probably	 noticed	 that	 some	 behaviors
easily	 turn	 into	 habits	 (smoking,	 drinking,	 eating	 unhealthy	 foods,	 to	 name
just	 a	 few),	 while	 others	 require	 more	 effort	 to	 establish	 (eating	 healthy,
exercising	 regularly).	 We	 know	 that	 the	 habit	 cycle	 is	 the	 same	 for	 all
behaviors,	 so	 what	 accounts	 for	 the	 differences	 in	 effort,	 and	 how	 can	 we
identify	 the	 characteristics	 that	 cause	 certain	 behaviors	 to	 become	 habits
faster	than	others?

Accelerating	Habit	Formation:	Simple,	Individual,	and
Consistent	Behaviors

An	 ultrasonic	 burst	 of	 sound	 pings	 the	 deep	 black	 waters	 of	 the	 Atlantic
Ocean.	You	soon	identify	the	source:	an	enemy	submarine	roughly	ten	miles
away.	Your	task?	Avoid	combat	and	bring	your	submarine	and	crew	intact	to	a
military	port	on	the	other	side	of	the	Atlantic	Ocean.	You	must	navigate	your
submarine	 through	 underwater	 obstacles,	 maintain	 speed,	 temperature,	 and



oxygen	levels,	ready	the	torpedoes,	monitor	the	sonar,	and	raise	the	shields.
Thankfully,	 this	 is	 just	 a	 computer	 game	 and	 you	 are	 a	 participant	 in	 an

experiment	 on	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 different	 training	methods.	 Crossing	 the
Atlantic	Ocean	in	a	submarine	is	a	very	complex	task,	for	which	you	received
training	earlier	that	day.	For	your	group,	the	researchers	broke	down	the	entire
transatlantic	journey	into	smaller	subtasks,	or	chunks,	and	you	only	practiced
one	 small	 chunk	 at	 a	 time.	Once	you	mastered	 that	 one	 small	 chunk	of	 the
trip,	you	moved	on	to	practicing	the	next	leg	of	the	long	journey.

Participants	 in	 the	 other	 research	 group	 were	 trained	 differently:	 They
didn’t	 break	 down	 the	 trip	 into	 smaller	 chunks.	 Instead,	 they	 practiced	 the
entire	transatlantic	voyage	from	beginning	to	end	as	a	single,	complex	task.

Which	 group	 learned	 faster?	 Your	 group	 did,	 because	 it	 focused	 on
practicing	one	small	chunk	at	a	time.	Those	who	practiced	the	entire	complex
task	took	longer	to	learn.5

The	 research	 findings	 are	 clear:	 Simple	 behaviors	 are	 more	 likely	 to
become	habits	than	complex	ones.6	This	doesn’t	mean	you	can’t	turn	complex
behaviors	into	habits;	it	means	you	will	have	more	success	if	you	first	break
down	 a	 complex	 behavior	 into	 smaller	 behaviors—a	 process	 psychologists
call	 chunking.	 You	 already	 have	 experience	 doing	 this.	 Think	 back	 to	 how
you	 learned	 to	 walk,	 play	 a	 musical	 instrument,	 or	 master	 a	 sport.	 Each
activity	involves	many	complex	behaviors	that	would	be	impossible	to	learn
all	at	once.	 Instead,	you	practiced	one	chunk	at	a	 time—you	 took	your	 first
step	as	a	baby,	you	learned	the	first	section	of	a	musical	piece,	you	learned	to
dribble	before	learning	to	shoot.	Only	after	you	mastered	one	chunk	did	you
move	on	to	practicing	the	next.

Another	characteristic	of	behaviors	that	turn	into	habits	faster	is	that	they
are	 individual.	 This	 means	 having	 only	 one	 behavior	 associated	 with	 a
particular	 cue.	 If	 you	 try	 to	 practice	 multiple	 behaviors	 in	 response	 to	 the
same	cue,	the	behaviors	will	compete	with	each	other	and	your	brain	will	not
know	 which	 to	 prioritize.	 This	 makes	 it	 harder	 for	 the	 brain	 to	 refine	 its
behavior	models,	 and	 can	prevent	 automaticity	 from	 taking	place.	Research
suggests	that	having	multiple	behaviors	in	direct	response	to	the	same	cue	can
actually	lessen	your	chances	that	any	one	behavior	will	become	a	habit.7	(This
is	another	reason	to	break	down	complex	skills	into	simple	chunks.	Chunking
makes	it	easier	 to	be	sure	that	you	are	pairing	each	simple	behavior	with	its
own	unique	cue.)

Finally,	 behaviors	 that	 are	 consistent	 become	 habits	 faster.	 This	 makes
sense	 if	 you	 remember	 that	 your	 brain	 is	 building	 and	 refining	 a	model	 for
each	behavior	that	you	practice.	A	behavior	that	is	always	the	same	is	easier
to	 model—and	 its	 model	 is	 easier	 to	 refine—than	 one	 that	 is	 always



performed	differently.	For	example,	let’s	say	that	you	want	to	become	better
at	empowering	others,	and	the	behavior	you	are	trying	to	turn	into	a	habit	is
asking	your	direct	reports	which	decisions	they	are	comfortable	making.	The
more	consistent	you	can	keep	 the	question	you	ask,	 the	 faster	 the	habit	will
form.	But	imagine	if	you	were	to	phrase	the	question	several	different	ways,
sometimes,	 “What	 decisions	 related	 to	 this	 assignment	 are	 you	 comfortable
making?”	 and	 other	 times,	 “How	 can	 we	 give	 you	 more	 control	 over	 the
project?”	The	more	variations	you	introduce,	the	more	work	your	brain	has	to
do	 to	 account	 for	 them.	 The	 result	 is	 that	 it	 will	 take	 a	 lot	 longer	 for	 the
behavior	to	achieve	automaticity.

The	 trifecta	 of	 simple,	 individual,	 and	 consistent	 is	 the	 key	 to
understanding	which	behaviors	have	the	highest	potential	to	quickly	become
habits.	It	was	also	my	inspiration	for	the	Leader	Habit	Formula.

As	 you	will	 recall,	 there	 are	 twenty-two	 core	 leadership	 skills,	 and	 each
one	 is	 complex	 and	 difficult	 to	 master.	 This	 is	 one	 of	 the	 reasons	 that
conventional	 approaches	 to	 leadership	 development	 have	 proven	 so
ineffective—trying	 to	 learn	 twenty-two	 complex	 skills	 all	 at	 once	 is	 like
rehearsing	 an	 entire	 transatlantic	 submarine	 voyage	 from	 start	 to	 finish.	 It
might	be	theoretically	possible	to	master	everything,	but	in	practice	it	almost
never	works.	 There	 are	 too	many	 behaviors	 competing	 for	 attention.	 In	 the
end,	few	of	them,	if	any,	stick.

But,	with	the	trifecta	in	mind,	I	realized	that	it	was	possible	to	break	down
the	 complex	 leadership	 skills	 into	 smaller	 micro-behaviors.	 Once	 I	 had
identified	 all	 the	micro-behaviors,	 I	 could	use	 them	as	 the	basis	 for	 simple,
focused	exercises	 that	anyone	could	easily	practice	on	a	daily	basis	 to	build
the	 habits	 that	would,	 over	 time,	 add	 up	 to	 improved	 leadership	 skills.	 The
idea	promised	a	new,	more	effective	approach	to	leadership	development—if
the	 complex	 skills	 could	 indeed	 be	 broken	 down	 into	 smaller	 micro-
behaviors.

Leadership	Skills,	Deconstructed

The	 agenda	 for	my	 research	 team	was	 set:	We	would	 study	 the	 twenty-two
most	common	leadership	skills	and	attempt	to	catalogue	the	micro-behaviors
that	make	 up	 each	 skill	 by	 observing	 and	 analyzing	 the	 behavior	 of	 almost
eight	hundred	leaders	from	around	the	world.	As	you	might	expect,	this	was
not	an	easy	task.

Our	 biggest	 challenge	 was	 finding	 a	 standardized	 situation	 that	 would



allow	us	to	observe	such	a	large	number	of	leaders	in	action.	By	standardized,
I	 mean	 a	 situation	 that	 was	 exactly	 the	 same	 for	 every	 leader—the	 same
company,	 the	 same	 job	 title,	 the	 same	 leadership	 scenarios	 encountered	 in
exactly	the	same	order.

Why	did	we	care	so	much	about	standardization?	Because	only	by	keeping
all	of	the	situational	details	constant	could	we	tease	out	the	differences	in	the
participants’	leadership	behaviors	and	make	meaningful	comparisons	between
effective	and	ineffective	leaders.

We	 decided	 to	 use	 a	 live	 leadership	 simulation	 for	 the	 standardized
scenario.	 We	 built	 a	 realistic,	 3-hours-in-the-life	 simulation	 that	 could	 be
delivered	virtually	and	included	live	role-plays	with	human	actors—think	of	it
as	 an	 elaborate	 Harvard	 Business	 School	 case	 study	 come	 to	 life.	 Before
participating	in	the	simulation,	the	participants	received	pre-work	documents
to	 study.	 They	 learned	 about	 their	 fictitious	 new	 organization	 and	 their
fictitious	 new	 job—the	 organizational	 chart,	 financial	 statements,	 strategic
plan,	 industry	 trends,	and	 the	 like.	The	simulation	started	with	a	 few	emails
waiting	for	them	to	address	and	a	schedule	with	meetings.	We	trained	actors
to	 play	 different	 roles,	 like	 an	 underperforming	 employee	 who	 needed
guidance,	 an	 obnoxious	 TV	 reporter,	 and	 the	 chief	 operating	 officer	 of	 the
company.	The	actors	connected	with	the	participants	via	webcam	and	engaged
them	in	short	role-plays.	In	between	the	role-plays,	participants	received	more
emails	that	presented	them	with	different	problems	to	solve.

We	 recorded	 every	 role-play	 interaction	 and	 every	 email	 exchange	 and
asked	 independent	 assessors	 to	 observe	 the	 leaders’	 behaviors	 in	 those
recordings.	Our	 assessors	 had	 at	 least	 a	master’s	 degree	 in	 psychology	or	 a
related	 field,	 and	 had	 completed	 extensive	 training	 on	 how	 to	 properly
observe	and	code	various	leadership	behaviors.	Each	participant	was	observed
by	at	least	three	independent	assessors,	and	we	averaged	the	assessors’	ratings
to	increase	objectivity.

Over	the	course	of	several	years,	my	research	team	collected	observations
of	795	leaders,	of	which	56	percent	were	men.	The	leaders	in	our	sample	held
senior	executive	(26	percent),	midlevel	leadership	(27	percent),	and	frontline
manager	(23	percent)	positions.	Their	average	age	was	forty	years,	and	they
had	 on	 average	 eight	 years	 of	 management	 experience.	 Most	 leaders
identified	 as	 Caucasian/White/European	 (48	 percent),	 30	 percent	 as
Latino/Hispanic,	 4	 percent	 as	 Asian/Pacific	 Islander,	 and	 2	 percent	 as
Black/African.	Forty-four	percent	were	located	in	North	America,	29	percent
in	 Europe	 or	 Africa,	 22	 percent	 in	 South	 America,	 and	 5	 percent	 in	 Asia-
Pacific.	Just	under	half	of	the	leaders	we	studied	held	a	postgraduate	degree
(49	percent),	and	an	additional	33	percent	held	an	undergraduate	degree.	They
worked	 in	 virtually	 every	 industry,	 including	 manufacturing	 (23	 percent),



health	 care	 (12	 percent),	 education	 services	 (10	 percent),	 construction	 (8
percent),	financial	services	(7	percent),	and	professional	services	(7	percent).

After	 compiling	 all	 assessor	 observations,	 we	 performed	 statistical
analyses	 of	 159	 different	 micro-behaviors.	 We	 examined	 how	 often	 each
micro-behavior	 occurred,	 whether	 it	 was	 categorized	 under	 the	 correct
leadership	skill	and	related	 to	 the	other	 relevant	micro-behaviors,	whether	 it
predicted	 successful	 performance	 of	 the	 leader,	 and	 whether	 our	 assessors
agreed	 on	 the	 micro-behavior’s	 effectiveness.	 Through	 these	 statistical
analyses,	 we	 eliminated	 eighty	 micro-behaviors	 that	 didn’t	 meet
predetermined	thresholds	for	all	of	these	criteria.	We	were	left	with	seventy-
nine	micro-behaviors	that	constitute	the	twenty-two	core	leadership	skills.

With	 our	 catalogue	 of	 micro-behaviors	 complete,	 the	 next	 step	 in
developing	 the	Leader	Habit	Formula	was	 to	create	simple	exercises	 for	 the
micro-behaviors	that	would	enable	anyone	to	easily	turn	them	into	habits.	The
habit	cycle	dictated	that	the	exercises	needed	to	pair	each	micro-behavior	with
both	a	cue	and	a	reward,	and	in	order	for	the	exercise	to	most	effectively	form
a	habit,	each	micro-behavior	would	have	to	be	paired	with	a	natural	cue.	This
meant	that	we	would	have	to	be	careful	in	selecting	our	cue-behavior	pairings.
Fortunately,	 research	 has	 identified	 the	 characteristics	 that	make	 some	 cues
better	than	others.

Effective	Behavioral	Cues

You’ve	probably	been	to	the	cinema	with	someone	that	digs	through	an	entire
bucket	of	popcorn	before	the	movie	is	over.	No	doubt	this	person	enjoys	the
taste,	 but	 chances	 are	 his	 or	 her	 popcorn-eating	 at	 the	 movies	 is	 more	 the
result	of	a	habit	 than	a	genuine	love	of	 the	salty	snack	food.	Have	you	seen
this	person	also	buy	popcorn	at	the	gas	station	or	eat	it	at	a	Christmas	party?
Probably	not.	The	fact	 is,	most	people	who	eat	popcorn	at	 the	movies	do	so
because	they	are	at	the	movies.

Researchers	 at	 Duke	 University	 designed	 an	 experiment	 to	 test	 whether
movie-goers	 ate	 popcorn	 at	 the	 theater	 because	 of	 a	 conscious	 desire	 for
popcorn	or	purely	out	of	habit.	They	reasoned	that	fresh	popcorn	tastes	much
better	than	seven-day-old,	stale	popcorn	(of	course	it	does).	If	participants	ate
the	 same	 amount	 of	 stale	 popcorn	 as	 fresh	 popcorn	when	 they	were	 at	 the
movie	theater,	then	they	must	be	eating	out	of	habit	and	not	because	the	stale
popcorn	 tastes	 good.	 The	 researchers	 invited	 two	 groups	 of	 students	 to
preview	trailers	for	upcoming	films	in	a	movie	theater.	One	group	was	served



fresh	popcorn,	and	the	other	group	received	the	seven-day-old,	stale	popcorn.
When	 the	 students	 left,	 the	 researchers	 weighed	 the	 remaining	 buckets	 of
popcorn	to	see	how	much	the	students	had	consumed.	The	results	showed	that
the	students	ate	the	same	amount	of	popcorn	regardless	of	whether	it	was	stale
or	 fresh.8	 Indeed,	moviegoers	eat	popcorn	out	of	habit,	not	because	 it	 tastes
good.

But	what	 if	you	changed	the	setting?	Would	students	still	eat	as	much	of
the	 bad-tasting,	 stale	 popcorn?	 The	 researchers	 changed	 the	 setting	 in	 a
follow-up	 experiment	 to	 a	 campus	 meeting	 room.	 Instead	 of	 previewing
trailers,	 the	students	viewed	music	videos.	Would	 this	different	environment
still	 trigger	 the	 habitual	 eaters	 to	 eat	 the	 stale	 popcorn?	 The	 answer	 is	 no.
Students	 ate	much	 less	 of	 the	 stale	 popcorn	 (similar	 to	 nonhabitual	 eaters)
when	the	setting	changed	from	a	movie	theater	to	a	campus	meeting	room.

A	movie	theater	is	itself	a	strong,	natural	cue	to	eat	popcorn.	The	darkened
room,	 the	 cinema	 seats,	 and	 the	 big	 screen	 all	 serve	 as	 organic	 triggers	 to
remind	 us	 to	 eat	 popcorn.	 These	 cues	 are	 naturally	 embedded	 in	 the
environment—they	 are	 present	 in	 the	 same	 context	 where	 the	 behavior
occurs.9

Contrast	this	with	an	artificial	cue,	such	as	a	reminder	that	you	create—for
example,	a	sticky	note	on	your	computer	or	an	alarm	on	your	phone.	When
people	want	to	remember	to	do	something,	they	usually	set	an	artificial	cue.
Artificial	 cues	 can	be	useful	 in	 the	beginning	of	habit	 formation,	when	you
might	 need	 reminders	 to	 help	 sustain	 your	 practice,	 but	 they	 don’t	work	 as
well	in	the	long	term.	This	fact	shouldn’t	come	as	a	surprise,	given	what	you
now	know	about	habits	being	automatic	behavioral	responses	to	specific	cues.
If	the	cue	paired	with	a	behavior	is	not	embedded	in	the	same	context	as	the
behavior	itself,	then	you	can’t	count	on	that	cue	to	trigger	the	behavior	at	the
right	 time	 and	 in	 the	 right	 circumstances.	What	 happens	when	 the	 artificial
cue	goes	away	(the	sticky	note	falls	off	your	computer,	you	forget	to	set	your
alarm)?	The	new	behavior	goes	away	with	it.	Therefore,	if	you	want	to	build	a
new	habit,	you	must	 look	for	a	naturally	occurring,	embedded	cue	 to	pair	 it
with.

Imagine	 for	a	second	 that	 I	asked	you	 to	go	 through	my	entire	book	and
underline	all	 references	 to	a	mammal	or	 an	object	 that	 can	be	moved.	Now
let’s	say	that	I	asked	your	friend	to	also	go	through	my	entire	book	but	instead
underline	 the	word	“she.”	Who	do	you	think	will	develop	 the	habit	 faster—
you	or	your	friend?	In	an	experiment	at	the	University	of	Tromso	in	Norway,
participants	were	asked	to	do	exactly	these	tasks.	One	group	underlined	every
occurrence	 of	 the	 word	 “she”	 in	 a	 body	 of	 text,	 while	 another	 group
underlined	every	instance	of	a	mammal	or	an	object	that	can	be	moved	in	the
same	 text.	 Not	 surprisingly,	 those	 who	 were	 underlining	 the	 specific	 word



“she”	developed	the	habit	faster	than	those	who	were	asked	to	look	for	every
possible	mammal	or	moveable	object.10

Cues	 that	 are	more	 difficult	 to	 spot	 do	 not	 lend	 themselves	 to	 automatic
behaviors	 and	 are	 less	 likely	 to	 form	 habits.	 The	 cue	 “she”	 was	 simple,
concrete,	 and	 obvious,	 while	 the	 cue	 “mammal	 or	 an	 object	 that	 can	 be
moved”	 was	 vague,	 abstract,	 and	 complex.	 Remember	 that	 your	 brain	 is
trying	to	streamline	its	mental	model	of	the	cue-behavior	pairing.	If	the	cue	is
complex	and	difficult	 to	spot,	 then	your	brain	has	to	work	harder	to	identify
many	variations	of	the	cue,	and	the	journey	to	automaticity	and	habit	will	take
longer.

Thankfully,	 Lester	 Farnsworth	 Wire,	 a	 police	 officer	 in	 Salt	 Lake	 City,
Utah,	must	have	known	that	good	cues	should	be	obvious	when	he	designed
the	first	electric	traffic	light	in	1912.11	The	colors	green	and	red	are	opposite
each	other	on	the	color	wheel,	which	makes	the	contrast	simple	and	obvious.
Just	 imagine	 how	 many	 more	 accidents	 would	 occur	 if	 Wire	 had	 chosen
orange	 to	mean	“go”	and	red	 to	mean	“stop.”	Because	 the	contrast	between
red	 and	 green	 lights	 is	 readily	 obvious,	 your	 brain	 can	 easily	 associate	 the
“go”	behavior	with	a	green	light	and	“brake”	behavior	with	a	red	light.

Similarly,	a	good	cue	must	be	unique—it	shouldn’t	be	already	associated
with	other	behaviors.12	This	 is	 just	another	way	of	expressing	the	 individual
characteristic	 described	 earlier,	 which	 stated	 that	 behaviors	 more	 quickly
become	habits	when	only	one	behavior	is	paired	with	a	given	cue.	So,	on	the
flip	side,	if	you’re	looking	for	a	cue	to	pair	with	a	new	behavior,	don’t	choose
one	that	is	already	paired	with	another	habit.	In	this	case,	you	can	actually	use
the	end	of	an	existing	habit	as	a	cue	to	the	new	behavior	(I	will	discuss	how
you	can	create	a	chain	of	behaviors	in	Chapter	4).

So	what	makes	a	good	cue?	A	good	cue	should	be	naturally	embedded	in
the	same	context	where	you	want	the	behavior	to	happen;	it	has	to	be	simple,
concrete,	 and	 obvious;	 and	 it	 has	 to	 be	 unique.	 Fortunately,	 there	 is	 one
particular	type	of	a	cue	that	meets	all	these	criteria	and	significantly	speeds	up
the	habit-building	process.	That	cue	 is	 the	end	of	a	 specific	event	or	 task.13
Here	are	some	examples:	after	you	start	your	computer	in	the	morning;	after
you	finish	breakfast;	after	you	finish	lunch;	after	you	finish	reading	an	email;
after	you	make	coffee;	after	you	pick	up	the	phone;	after	you	realize	that	you
need	 to	 make	 a	 decision;	 after	 you	 finish	 a	 meeting;	 after	 you	 greet	 a
colleague	.	.	.	you	get	the	idea.

The	Leader	Habit	Formula	is	grounded	in	event-based	cues.	When	creating
the	5-minute	exercises	for	the	leadership	micro-behaviors,	my	research	team
identified	 the	 tasks	 and	 events	 that	 tend	 to	naturally	precede	 each	behavior.
Choosing	 from	 these	 natural	 cues,	we	made	 sure	 each	 cue-behavior	 pairing



was	 unique	whenever	 possible.	An	 additional	 benefit	 of	 using	 only	 natural,
event-based	 cues	 for	 the	 pairings	 is	 that	 all	 the	 exercises	 share	 the	 same
format:	after	an	event	or	task	finishes,	you	do	the	micro-behavior.	It’s	simple
and	easy	to	remember.

Of	 course,	 even	 with	 the	 simple	 exercises	 and	 unique	 cues	 the	 Leader
Habit	 Formula	 provides,	 you	 know	 that	 the	 only	 way	 to	 turn	 your	 desired
leadership	 micro-behaviors	 into	 habits	 is	 through	 deliberate	 practice.	 So,
naturally,	you’re	wondering—how	much	practice	is	it	going	to	take?

Practice,	Practice,	Practice

“May	 all	 your	 troubles	 last	 as	 long	 as	 your	 New	 Year’s	 resolutions,”	 is
perhaps	my	favorite	Joey	Adams	quote.	We’ve	all	tried	to	start	a	new	habit	in
the	 beginning	 of	 the	 year,	 weight	 loss	 being	 one	 of	 the	 more	 popular
aspirations.	In	fact,	more	than	45	million	Americans	make	a	resolution	to	lose
weight	 every	 year.	 The	 result	 is	 over	 $60	 billion	 spent	 annually	 on	 gym
memberships,	 weight-loss	 books,	 and	 workout	 videos.14	 But	 few	 people
manage	 to	 turn	 their	 fitness	 and	 weight-loss	 resolutions	 into	 habits:	 on
average,	 by	 the	 second	 week	 of	 February,	 80	 percent	 of	 new	 gym
memberships	drop	off.15

There	are	many	reasons	why	most	New	Year’s	resolutions	fail;	one	is	that
people	just	don’t	practice	long	enough	for	a	habit	to	form.

Popular	claims	 say	 that	 it	 takes	 twenty-one	days	 to	develop	a	new	habit.
This	is	based	on	Dr.	Maxwell	Maltz’s	1960	claim	that	it	takes	“a	minimum	of
21	days”	for	people	to	adjust	to	a	change	from	surgery,	like	cosmetic	surgery
or	amputation.16	 However,	 getting	 used	 to	 your	 new	 look	 is	 quite	 different
from	developing	a	jogging	habit.

So	how	long	does	it	really	take	for	a	behavior	to	become	a	habit?
Research	 shows	 that	 the	 answer	 is	 over	 three	 times	what	 popular	 claims

suggest:	an	average	of	sixty-six	days.17	In	this	research	study,	college	students
chose	a	healthy	eating,	drinking,	or	exercise	behavior	they	wanted	to	turn	into
a	habit.	The	students	had	some	freedom	to	choose	their	behavior	as	long	as	it
wasn’t	something	they	already	did,	 it	was	simple	enough,	and	they	picked	a
salient	cue	to	trigger	the	behavior.	Some	examples	included	eating	a	piece	of
fruit	or	drinking	a	glass	of	water	with	 lunch.	Others	chose	to	run	for	fifteen
minutes	 before	 dinner.	 Each	 day,	 the	 students	 logged	 whether	 they	 had
performed	 the	 behavior	 and	 whether	 they	 had	 to	 think	 about	 doing	 the



behavior.	 It	 took	an	average	of	 sixty-six	days	 for	 the	students	 to	 start	doing
their	behavior	automatically	without	thinking	about	it,	and	that’s	the	number
of	days	I	recommend	as	the	minimum	practice	for	each	Leader	Habit	exercise.

It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	 the	 sixty-six-day	 time	 frame	 is	 an	 average.
Some	 people	 will	 form	 habits	 more	 quickly,	 while	 others	 take	 longer.
Similarly,	 some	 habits	will	 take	 longer	 to	 form	 than	 others,	 even	when	 the
behavior	is	simple,	individual,	and	consistent	and	paired	with	a	good	cue.	For
these	reasons	it	is	better	not	to	think	in	terms	of	a	set	time	frame,	but	in	terms
of	your	desired	behavior	reaching	automaticity.	When	this	happens,	the	habit
is	formed,	and	not	until	then.	It	could	take	just	a	few	days	or	forty-five	days,
or	exactly	sixty-six	days,	or	it	could	take	a	hundred	days.	The	exact	amount	of
time	 it	 takes	you	 to	 form	a	particular	habit	 is	not	 important,	 as	 long	as	you
actually	 form	 the	habit.	What	matters	 is	 that	you	understand	 the	habit	cycle
and	 set	 your	 expectations	 accordingly.	 The	 Leader	 Habit	 Formula
incorporates	the	sixty-six-day	average	as	a	baseline	to	guide	your	efforts	and
as	a	reminder	that	you	need	to	practice	a	lot,	and	for	a	lot	longer,	than	popular
beliefs	 about	 habit	 formation	 suggest.	 Remember	 that	 automaticity	 only
happens	 during	 over-learning—when	 you	 keep	 practicing	 after	 you	 have
already	mastered	 the	 new	 behavior.	 If	 you	 are	 unsure	 whether	 or	 not	 your
habit	is	fully	formed,	go	through	the	Automaticity	Checklist	in	Figure	2-1.

Figure	2-1.	Automaticity	Checklist

Here	is	a	way	to	check	whether	the	behavior	you	are	practicing	has	reached	automaticity:

Does	the	behavior	occur	consistently	each	time	the	cue	is	presented?
Do	you	engage	in	this	behavior	without	thinking	or	without	having	to	remind	yourself	to
do	it?
Have	you	realized	that	you	were	performing	the	behavior,	but	can’t	remember
deliberately	starting	it?
Does	the	behavior	occur	right	away	after	you	encounter	the	cue	(i.e.,	within	seconds)?
Have	you	been	practicing	this	behavior	in	response	to	the	same	cue	for	two	to	three
months?
Do	you	have	to	use	purposeful	effort	to	stop	the	behavior	after	being	cued?
Are	you	more	efficient	at	completing	the	behavior	today	than	when	you	started?

The	more	you	answer	“yes”	to	these	questions,	the	closer	you	are	to	forming	a	habit.	When
in	doubt,	keep	practicing.

Don’t	Forget	the	Reward



If	you	remember	the	story	about	the	bizarre	habits	developed	by	the	pigeons
in	the	Skinner	experiment	I	described	earlier,	then	you	have	probably	noticed
by	now	that	the	Leader	Habit	Formula	needs	one	last	element	to	be	complete:
the	reward.

As	Skinner’s	pigeons	demonstrated,	the	reward	is	a	crucial	component	of
the	habit	cycle.	If	the	reward	is	strong	enough,	it	will	form	a	habit	on	its	own.
For	 example,	 opiate	 drugs	 like	 heroin	 provide	 several	 strong	 rewards:	 they
lessen	pain	and	anxiety,	and	initially	produce	a	sudden	feeling	of	warmth	in
the	 lower	 abdomen	 that	 resembles	 orgasm.	During	 the	Vietnam	War,	 about
half	of	U.S.	 soldiers	 tried	opium	or	heroin,	 and	20	percent	of	 them	became
regular	 users.18	 The	 reward	 opiates	 delivered	 was	 strong	 enough	 for	 these
soldiers	to	form	a	habit.	Although	drugs	are	an	extreme	example,	you	would
be	correct	to	assume	that	some	types	of	rewards	are	stronger	than	others,	and
that	stronger	rewards	can	speed	up	the	formation	of	habits.	In	fact,	there	is	a
particular	type	of	reward	that	works	especially	well	with	leadership	habits,	as
you	will	see	in	a	moment.

Researchers	 used	 a	 clever	 experiment	 with	 LEGO	 figures	 to	 study	 how
people	 respond	 to	 different	 types	 of	 rewards.	 In	 this	 experiment,	 research
participants	 were	 divided	 into	 two	 groups	 and	 asked	 to	 assemble	 LEGO
figures	 for	 diminishing	 amounts	 of	 money.	 Participants	 received	 the	 most
money	for	their	first	assembled	LEGO	figure	and	were	paid	less	and	less	for
each	 subsequent	 figure	 thereafter.	 In	 group	 one,	 each	 time	 someone
completed	a	LEGO	figure,	 the	figure	would	be	securely	displayed	under	the
table.	 But	 in	 group	 two,	 each	 time	 someone	 finished	 a	 LEGO	 figure,	 the
researcher	would	immediately	disassemble	it	in	plain	view	of	the	participants.
Both	 groups	 were	 offered	 the	 same	 amount	 of	 money	 for	 each	 assembled
figure.	Which	group	didn’t	value	the	rewards	and	gave	up	first?

It	 probably	 comes	 as	 no	 surprise	 that	 the	 second	 group	 stopped	making
LEGO	figures	 long	before	 the	first	group,	despite	 the	fact	 that	 the	monetary
reward	was	 identical	 for	both	groups.	What	 the	experiment	highlights	 is	 the
importance	of	intrinsic	reward.19	Intrinsic	rewards	are	stronger	than	extrinsic
rewards	because	the	latter	quickly	lose	their	value	to	people.

Extrinsic	 rewards	are	 tangible,	physical	 things	 that	you	 receive	 for	doing
something—for	example,	a	prize	or	a	medal	or	a	certificate.	In	the	case	of	the
LEGO	 experiment,	 the	 extrinsic	 reward	 was	 the	 money	 the	 participants
received	for	each	figure	they	assembled.

An	 intrinsic	 reward	 is	 something	 intangible,	 like	 a	 feeling	 of	 personal
satisfaction	 or	 a	 sense	 of	 accomplishment.	 In	 the	 LEGO	 experiment,	 the
participants	whose	 figures	were	 put	 on	 display	 received	 an	 intrinsic	 reward
from	 having	 their	 work	 acknowledged.	 This	 intrinsic	 reward	 was	 more
powerful	 than	 the	 extrinsic	 reward	 (the	money),	 and	 it	motivated	 the	 group



that	 received	 it	 to	 work	 longer.	 For	 the	 second	 group,	 the	 extrinsic	 reward
alone	 was	 not	 enough	 to	 keep	 them	 motivated.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 these	 two
LEGO-building	 groups,	 and	 also	 in	 most	 other	 settings,	 people	 care	 more
about	intrinsic	rewards.20

Selecting	 the	 wrong	 type	 of	 reward	 is	 where	most	 habit-forming	 efforts
fail.	When	people	resolve	to	start	working	out	or	dieting,	they	tend	to	select
an	extrinsic	reward—they	pay	themselves	money,	go	on	a	vacation,	or	rely	on
praise	 and	 recognition	 from	 their	 friends.	 But	 as	 we	 saw	 in	 the	 LEGO
experiment,	those	extrinsic	rewards	quickly	lose	value	and	people	give	up.	In
contrast,	intrinsic	rewards	don’t	lose	their	value.	This	is	what	makes	intrinsic
rewards	so	effective	as	part	of	the	habit	cycle	and	why	they	are	incorporated
into	the	Leader	Habit	Formula.

The	key	 to	 intrinsic	reward	 is	 that	you	derive	satisfaction	from	doing	 the
behavior.	You	inherently	want	to	do	the	behavior	because	it	feels	gratifying	in
and	of	itself.	So	how	do	you	find	an	intrinsic	reward	to	pair	with	the	behavior
you	want	 to	 turn	 into	 a	 habit,	 especially	 in	 the	 context	 of	 building	 Leader
Habits?

When	 it	 comes	 to	 finding	 leadership	 behaviors	 that	 will	 be	 intrinsically
rewarding	 to	 you,	 you	 must	 start	 thinking	 of	 your	 everyday	 behaviors	 as
expressions	 of	 your	 personality.	 If	 you	 are	 an	 extrovert,	 it	 is	 intrinsically
rewarding	for	you	to	socialize	with	colleagues,	because	you	get	energy	from
people.	 But	 if	 you	 are	 an	 introvert,	 the	 opposite	 is	 true:	 social	 interactions
drain	 energy	 from	 you;	 for	 an	 introvert,	 there	 is	 no	 intrinsic	 reward	 in
communicating	with	others.	Your	personality	determines	which	behaviors	are
intrinsically	 rewarding	 for	 you	 because	 it	 is	 inherently	 satisfying	 to	 act	 in
ways	that	are	consistent	with	your	personality.

In	1977,	researchers	 tested	the	notion	that	people	would	experience	more
satisfaction	from	jobs	 that	allowed	 them	to	express	 their	personality.	With	a
personality	questionnaire,	they	measured	Navy	personnel	in	ten	different	jobs
on	how	ambitious	they	were.	The	ten	jobs	were	categorized	as	“challenging”
vs.	“non-challenging”	based	on	the	amount	of	formal	Navy	training	required
to	qualify	for	the	job.	Arguably,	the	more	challenging	the	job,	the	more	formal
training	 it	 required.	 Examples	 of	 the	 challenging	 jobs	 included	 radar
maintenance	 and	 parachute	 rigging;	 the	 non-challenging	 jobs	 included
unskilled	 maintenance	 and	 storekeeping.	 Researchers	 then	 assessed	 the
participants	to	determine	who	got	more	satisfaction	from	their	jobs:	ambitious
people	in	challenging	jobs,	or	ambitious	people	in	non-challenging	jobs.

The	results	of	the	experiment	confirmed	that	people	get	more	satisfaction
from	 work	 that	 allows	 them	 to	 express	 their	 personality.	 Ambitious	 Navy
personnel	 experienced	 less	 satisfaction	 in	 non-challenging	 jobs	 than	 when
they	 held	 challenging	 jobs.	 21	 The	 challenging	 jobs	 offered	 more	 variety,



opportunity	to	learn,	and	required	many	different	skills.	Ambitious	people	are
competitive	 and	motivated	 by	 achievement,	 and	 the	 challenging	 jobs	 spoke
directly	 to	 their	preferences.	Ambitious	participants	derived	 intrinsic	 reward
from	the	challenging	jobs	and	so	their	overall	satisfaction	with	their	jobs	was
also	higher.

Behaviors	 that	 are	 consistent	 with	 our	 personality	 are	 more	 likely	 to
become	habits	because	we	naturally	derive	satisfaction	from	doing	them.	This
is	 the	power	of	 intrinsic	 reward—the	 reward	 is	built	 into	 the	behavior.	 The
Leader	 Habit	 Formula	 is	 designed	 to	 help	 you	 take	 advantage	 of	 intrinsic
rewards:	 When	 you	 are	 deciding	 which	 micro-behaviors	 to	 develop	 into
habits,	 it	 is	best	 to	choose	 the	ones	 that	are	consistent	with	your	personality
(you	will	learn	how	to	do	this	in	Chapter	3).

Putting	It	All	Together

Habits	 are	 powerful.	 Once	 a	 behavior	 becomes	 a	 habit,	 it	 happens
automatically	in	response	to	its	cue,	without	any	conscious	thought.	The	goal
of	 the	 Leader	Habit	 Formula	 is	 to	 help	 you	 harness	 this	 power	 to	 improve
your	leadership	skills	through	a	process	that	is	effective,	efficient,	and	easy	to
sustain.	The	Formula	breaks	down	twenty-two	core	leadership	skills	into	their
constituent	micro-behaviors	and	provides	simple,	 focused	exercises	 for	each
micro-behavior	 (see	Part	 III	 for	 the	 complete	 catalogue	of	 leadership	 skills,
micro-behaviors,	 and	 Leader	 Habit	 exercises).	 These	 exercises	 can	 be
completed	 in	 just	 five	minutes	of	practice	 every	day,	 and	 they	 are	designed
specifically	 to	 trigger	habit	 formation.	Each	micro-behavior	has	been	paired
with	 a	 naturally	 occurring	 cue	 that	 is	 probably	 already	 part	 of	 your	 normal
workday,	and	the	Formula	uses	 intrinsic	reward	 to	complete	 the	habit	cycle.
After	 sixty-six	 days	 of	 deliberately	 practicing	 an	 exercise,	 you	 should	 find
that	the	micro-behavior	has	become	automatic—it	has	become	a	habit.	Then
you	choose	a	new	micro-behavior	 and	 repeat	 the	process.	The	more	Leader
Habits	 you	 build	 through	 this	 process,	 the	more	 your	 leadership	 skills	 will
improve.







CHAPTER	3

How	to	Sustain	Practice

To	outward	appearances,	Tristan	Pang	seems	like	an	ordinary	fifteen-year-old
boy	 from	 New	 Zealand.	 Like	 many	 of	 his	 friends,	 he	 goes	 to	 school	 and
enjoys	hobbies,	 such	as	playing	 the	piano	and	swimming	 for	 the	 local	club.
But	 while	 his	 peers	 are	 still	 attending	 high	 school,	 Tristan	 is	 studying	 at
Auckland	College.	 In	 fact,	 he	was	 reading	 fiction	 and	nonfiction	 as	well	 as
working	 on	 high-school-level	 mathematics	 at	 the	 age	 of	 two,	 and	 by	 age
eleven	 he	 had	 earned	 the	 highest	 grade	 possible	 on	 the	 Cambridge
International	 A	 Level	 examinations	 (equivalent	 to	 U.S.	 high	 school	 senior
year).	That	same	year,	Tristan	became	the	youngest	person	in	New	Zealand	to
deliver	a	TEDxYouth	talk.1

Tristan’s	 extraordinary	 educational	 achievements	 are	 the	 result	 of	 an
extraordinary	 amount	 of	 practice.	 While	 his	 peers	 followed	 the	 school
curriculum	from	year	to	year,	Tristan	pushed	himself	beyond	these	artificially
prescribed	boundaries	and	continued	to	study	independently.	In	mathematics,
he	picked	up	books	on	algebra,	geometry,	and	statistics	from	Year	1	to	Year
13	 (the	 equivalent	 of	 spanning	 the	 primary	 and	 secondary	 education
curriculum	 in	 the	 United	 States).	 Studying	 at	 home,	 he	 worked	 his	 way
through	all	 thirteen	books	on	 algebra	before	moving	on	 to	 the	next	 thirteen
books	on	geometry,	and	so	on.2

If	 you	 remember	 back	 to	 your	 childhood,	 you	 probably	wanted	 to	 avoid
studying	as	much	as	possible—and	you	certainly	didn’t	want	 to	 spend	your
free	 time	 studying	mathematics.	What	made	 Tristan	want	 to	 study	math	 so
much,	and	where	did	he	find	the	motivation?

Tristan	revealed	the	secret	behind	his	relentless	study	of	subjects	like	math,
physics,	and	chemistry	 in	his	TEDxYouth	talk	“Quest	 is	fun,	be	nosey.”	For
him,	these	subjects	are	not	dry	and	boring;	on	the	contrary,	Tristan	finds	them
fun	and	exciting.	In	fact,	the	more	difficult	the	subject,	the	more	satisfaction
he	got	out	of	mastering	it.	“It’s	my	passion	and	it’s	my	nature,	which	is	full	of
nosiness.	From	the	very	beginning,	I	had	passion	for	all	these	subjects	and	I
wanted	to	find	out	more.”	To	Tristan,	exploring	scientific	topics	is	“just	like
playing	puzzles;	it	is	challenging	and	fun	.	.	.	I	normally	work	hour	after	hour
without	realizing	the	time	flying	by	until	my	mom	asks	me	to	stop.”3



For	 Tristan	 and	 many	 other	 gifted	 children,	 practicing	 the	 subjects	 that
interest	them	comes	naturally	and	is	enjoyable.	Their	parents	and	teachers	are
not	forcing	them	to	practice,	and	these	children	are	also	not	forcing	practice
on	 themselves;	 they	derive	so	much	satisfaction	 from	the	practice	 itself	 that
they	simply	cannot	stop.

Getting	in	the	Flow

Psychologists	 refer	 to	 the	 state	 that	 Tristan	 experiences	 when	 practicing
mathematics	 or	 physics	 as	 flow,	 a	 term	 first	 popularized	 by	 Mihály
Csíkszentmihályi.4	 Flow,	 also	 commonly	 known	 as	 “being	 in	 the	 zone,”	 is
characterized	by	an	experience	of	being	so	deeply	involved	in	an	activity	you
find	 intrinsically	 rewarding	 that	 you	 lose	 track	 of	 everything	 else.	 All
distractions	 disappear;	 you	 don’t	 feel	 hunger,	 boredom,	 or	 stress;	 you	 don’t
notice	the	passage	of	time;	all	your	attention	is	focused	on	the	task	at	hand.	In
his	 2004	 TED	 talk	 “Flow,	 the	 Secret	 to	 Happiness,”	 Csíkszentmihályi
described	the	experience	as	a	state	of	intense	focus	that	leads	to	“ecstasy”	and
“clarity,”	in	which	“you	know	exactly	what	you	want	to	do	from	one	moment
to	 another.”5	 In	 a	 related	 example,	 documentary	 director	 Ondi	 Timoner
describes	 how	 she	 sometimes	 feels	 when	 editing	 her	 films:	 “It’s	 a
transcendent	feeling,	as	if	I	have	to	race	to	physically	manifest	the	ideas	and
connections	that	are	flowing	through	me.	I	become	a	conduit	as	puzzle	pieces
fly	into	place.”6

The	 concept	 of	 flow	 has	 appeared	 throughout	 human	 history	 and	 across
cultures.	 In	 Japanese	 martial	 arts,	 for	 example,	 the	 word	 for	 this	 type	 of
effortless	 vigilance	 is	 zanshin,	 which,	 literally	 translated,	 means	 “the	 mind
with	no	remainder.”7	Or	consider	this	vivid	description	from	the	4th-century
BC	Chinese	philosopher	Zhuangzi	in	his	account	of	a	butcher	at	work	cutting
up	an	ox:

At	every	touch	of	his	hand,	every	heave	of	his	shoulder,	every	move	of
his	 feet,	 every	 thrust	 of	 his	 knee—zip!	 zoop!	 He	 slithered	 the	 knife
along	with	 a	 zing,	 and	 all	 was	 in	 perfect	 rhythm,	 as	 though	 he	 were
performing	 the	 dance	 of	 the	 Mulberry	 Grove	 or	 keeping	 time	 to	 the
Jingshou	music.8

More	 recently,	 in	 what	 has	 become	 foundational	 work	 in	 the	 field	 of



positive	 psychology,	 Csíkszentmihályi	 and	 fellow	 researchers	 gathered
journal	 entries	 and	 interviews	 from	 people	who	 regularly	 experience	 flow.9
From	 these	 accounts,	 a	 consistent	 narrative	 emerged:	 In	 addition	 to	 being
unaware	of	distractions	and	the	passage	of	time,	people	reported	becoming	so
engrossed	 in	 their	 practice	 that	 the	 activity	 itself	 became	 effortless.	 People
who	 regularly	 experienced	 flow	 noted	 that	 it	 led	 them	 deeper	 into	 their
passion,	helped	them	become	more	skilled	and	knowledgeable	in	their	niche,
and	 ultimately	 led	 to	 greater	 success	 in	 their	 careers.	 The	 same	 experience
was	 reported	 by	 people	 with	 varied	 backgrounds	 and	 from	 many	 different
disciplines,	 from	motorcycle	gang	members	 to	 sheep	herders,	 revealing	 that
anyone	can	experience	flow	in	the	area	of	their	passion.

Remember	that	 last	part:	Anyone	can	experience	flow	in	the	area	of	 their
passion.	 Although	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 experience	 flow	 while	 performing
mundane	tasks,	such	as	washing	dishes	or	folding	laundry,	people	most	often
achieve	flow	while	pursuing	something	they	enjoy.	This	feeling	of	enjoyment
—an	intrinsic	reward—is	one	of	the	keys	to	achieving	flow.

I’m	 not	 suggesting	 that	 you	 need	 to	 achieve	 flow	 while	 doing	 your	 5-
minute	Leader	Habit	exercise	each	day,	although	 it	certainly	 is	possible	 that
you	could	reach	a	point	where	practicing	a	particular	leadership	skill	that	you
enjoy	does	trigger	a	state	of	flow.	If	you	get	to	that	point,	great;	if	not,	don’t
worry.	The	 important	 thing	 to	understand	 is	 that	 flow	is	an	extreme	form	of
focused	 and	 deliberate	 practice,	 that	 it	 is	 made	 possible	 by	 the	 power	 of
intrinsic	 rewards,	 and	 that	 you	 can	 harness	 that	 same	 power	 to	 help	 you
sustain	your	own	daily	practice.	Simply	put:	 If	 you	enjoy	doing	 something,
you’re	more	likely	to	keep	doing	it.	So,	if	you	want	to	be	successful	at	turning
leadership	 skills	 into	 habits,	 you	 need	 to	 pick	 skills	 that	 you	 will	 enjoy
practicing.	That	means	identifying	the	skills	that	align	with	the	behaviors	you
find	 intrinsically	 satisfying.	 And	 that	 means	 thinking	 of	 your	 behaviors	 as
expressions	of	your	personality.

It’s	Hard	to	Be	Someone	You’re	Not

In	 order	 to	 identify	 which	 leadership	 skills	 you	 will	 derive	 intrinsic
satisfaction	 from	 practicing,	 you	 must	 first	 understand	 the	 concept	 of
personality	traits.	At	the	heart	of	this	concept	is	the	age-old	question:	Do	you
act	the	same	way	in	every	situation,	or	do	you	change	your	behavior	based	on
the	environment	and	people	around	you?

Imagine	that	you	are	at	a	dinner	party	at	your	neighbors’	house.	They	are	a



lesbian	couple.	Sam	is	tall	and	muscular,	with	a	short	haircut.	She	is	dominant
not	 only	 in	 her	 appearance	 but	 also	 in	 her	 speech.	 She	 controls	 the
conversation,	 making	 it	 obvious	 which	 topics	 she	 wishes	 to	 discuss,	 and
confidently	 states	 her	 opinions.	 Her	 wife,	 Cindy,	 on	 the	 contrary,	 is	 slim,
blonde,	 sharply	 dressed,	 and	 outwardly	 feminine.	 Her	 demeanor	 is	 warm,
pleasant,	agreeable,	and	submissive.	Both	women	are	sitting	across	the	table
from	you,	 and	you	engage	 them	both	 in	 a	 casual	dinner	 conversation.	Does
your	 behavior	 change	 depending	 on	which	 one	 you	 are	 talking	 to?	Do	 you
become	 more	 submissive	 when	 talking	 to	 Sam	 and	 more	 dominant	 when
talking	to	Cindy?

Researchers	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Helsinki	 in	 Finland	 created	 a	 clever
experiment	based	on	a	similar	scenario	to	study	the	extent	to	which	people’s
behavior	remains	constant	 in	different	situations.	They	trained	four	actors	 to
play	very	different	roles:	one	acted	dominantly,	one	was	submissive,	another
warm,	and	the	last	one	argumentative.	The	four	actors	were	seated	in	separate
rooms	 equipped	 with	 a	 video	 camera.	 The	 researchers	 sent	 students	 from
room	to	room	to	discuss	a	random	topic	for	five	minutes,	so	that	every	student
interacted	 with	 each	 actor.	 The	 interactions	 were	 recorded,	 and	 researchers
later	 observed	 and	 scored	 the	 students’	 behaviors	 in	 the	 four	 different
situations.	Did	 the	 students	 become	more	dominant	 or	 submissive	based	on
which	actor	they	interacted	with?	Were	they	friendlier	toward	the	warm	actor
than	the	argumentative	one?

It	 turns	 out	 the	 students’	 behavior	 was	 largely	 consistent	 from	 one
conversation	 to	 the	 next,	 regardless	 of	which	 actor	 they	were	 talking	 to.	 In
fact,	42	percent	of	 their	behavior	 remained	consistent	and	only	4	percent	of
the	variation	in	their	behavior	was	attributed	to	the	different	situations.10	The
remaining	54	percent	of	the	students’	behavior	was	random—that	is	to	say,	it
was	 influenced	 by	 factors	 the	 researchers	 couldn’t	 systematically	 explain
within	the	context	of	their	experiment.	The	conclusion	we	can	draw	from	this
study	is	that	a	large	portion	of	people’s	behavior	is	consistent	from	situation
to	situation,	but	not	to	the	point	of	being	deterministic.	The	fact	that	over	half
of	 the	 observed	 behavior	 was	 random	 leaves	 plenty	 of	 room	 for	 conscious
processing	and	free	will.	Because	your	personality	influences	your	everyday
behavior,	 you	 tend	 to	 act	 consistently	 from	 situation	 to	 situation.	 These
consistent	 patterns	 of	 behavior	 are	 one	 source	 of	 intrinsic	 reward—it	 feels
good	to	do	things	that	feel	natural	to	us.

The	notion	that	a	significant	portion	of	our	behavior	remains	consistent	in
different	 situations	 and	 around	 different	 people	 is	 central	 to	 the	 concept	 of
personality	 traits.	 You	 can	 think	 of	 personality	 traits	 as	 stable	 patterns	 of
behavior	 that	 define	 who	 you	 are:	 Some	 people	 are	 introverted,	 others	 are
extroverted.	 Some	 are	 friendly,	 others	 argumentative.	 Some	 are	 organized,



others	scattered.	Personality	traits	are	genetically	predisposed	and	stay	largely
unchanged	 throughout	 our	 lives.	 Often	 we’re	 not	 aware	 of	 their	 powerful
influence	on	us	because,	 like	habits,	 the	patterns	of	behavior	 that	arise	from
our	personality	traits	are	unconscious.

When	we	act	according	to	our	personality	traits,	our	behavior	feels	natural
and	effortless.	We	can	behave	differently	if	we	choose	to—introverts	can	act
like	extroverts,	agreeable	people	can	start	arguments—but	going	against	our
traits	 requires	 conscious	 effort	 and	 is	 difficult	 to	 sustain	 as	 you’ll	 see
demonstrated	in	the	next	research	study.

At	 the	 University	 of	 Virginia,	 researchers	 studied	 what	 happens	 when
people	 act	 contrary	 to	 their	 personality	 traits.	 In	 this	 experiment,	 the
researchers	 assigned	 undergraduate	 students	 into	 two	 groups	 based	 on	 their
personality—expressive	and	inexpressive.	Those	in	the	expressive	group	had
traits	that	predisposed	them	to	act	in	an	animated,	vivid,	dramatic	way.	Those
in	 the	 inexpressive	 group	 were	 predisposed	 to	 unemotional,	 flat	 behavior.
These	students	were	asked	to	state	their	opinion	about	a	controversial	subject
on	video,	but	with	a	twist:	Expressive	students	were	asked	to	act	inhibited	and
inexpressive	 students	were	 asked	 to	 be	 animated.	A	 third	 group	 of	 students
watched	these	videos	and	rated	the	expressiveness	of	their	colleagues.

When	 the	 ratings	 were	 tallied	 up,	 the	 results	 showed	 that	 expressive
students	were	always	rated	as	more	animated	than	inexpressive	students,	even
when	trying	to	act	inhibited,	while	inexpressive	students	were	always	rated	as
more	inhibited	than	expressive	students,	even	when	trying	to	act	expressive.
The	students	assigning	the	ratings	weren’t	fooled	by	the	students	trying	to	act
against	their	natural	personality;	the	raters	always	saw	expressive	students	as
more	animated	than	inexpressive	students.	The	researchers	concluded	that	it	is
very	difficult	for	people	to	alter	their	behavior	from	their	natural	tendencies.11
And	even	if	we	do	manage	to	alter	our	behavior,	we	will	never	reach	the	level
of	someone	to	whom	that	behavior	comes	naturally.	In	other	words,	it’s	hard
to	be	someone	you’re	not!

Six	Personality	Traits

Once	 early	 psychologists	 discovered	 that	 people	 behave	 fairly	 consistently,
they	 realized	 that	 everyone	 must	 be	 able	 to	 see	 these	 personality	 traits	 in
themselves	and	others.	And	since	we	use	words	to	describe	what	we	see,	all
the	 common	 traits	 of	 people’s	 personality	 must	 be	 reflected	 in	 human
language.	 Hence,	 the	 search	 for	 personality	 traits	 began	 by	 reviewing	 the



English	 dictionary	 and	 picking	 out	 all	 the	 different	 words	 used	 to	 describe
people—friendly,	argumentative,	organized,	emotional,	and	so	on.12

As	 you	 can	 imagine,	 the	 English	 language	 has	 hundreds	 of	 words	 that
describe	 people.	 Such	 a	 long	 list	 of	 personality	 traits	 would	 be	 difficult	 to
manage,	 and	 even	 more	 difficult	 to	 apply	 in	 a	 useful	 way,	 so	 researchers
looked	for	ways	to	narrow	down	the	list	to	a	set	of	fundamental	attributes.	By
employing	a	statistical	 technique	called	 factor	analysis,	 they	discovered	 that
many	 of	 these	 words	 share	 meaning	 and	 are	 statistically	 related.	 Factor
analysis	 revealed	 six	 underlying	 traits:	 Curious,	 Organized,	 Caring,
Outgoing,	Ambitious,	and	Resilient.13	The	core	traits	are	easy	to	remember—
just	think	“cocoa	plus	R.”	Every	person	has	a	combination	of	these	six	traits,
and	 together	 they	 determine	 your	 natural	 behavioral	 tendencies,	 including
what	you	enjoy	doing	and	find	 intrinsically	 rewarding.	Before	you	read	any
further,	it’s	important	that	you	understand	where	you	fall	on	the	spectrum	of
each	 of	 these	 six	 traits.	 You	 can	 go	 through	 the	 exercise	 included	 here	 in
Figure	 3-1,	 or	 you	 can	 take	 the	 longer	 Leader	 Habit	 Quiz	 for	 free	 at
www.leaderhabit.com.	 (If	 you	 take	 the	 free	 Leader	 Habit	 Quiz	 online,	 you
will	 also	 receive	a	 ranking	of	 the	 top	 twenty-two	 leadership	 skills	based	on
how	they	align	with	your	personality.	This	ranking	will	help	you	select	which
skills	to	start	with	when	you	build	your	Leader	Habit	workout	plan	in	Chapter
5.)

Figure	3-1	What’s	Your	Personality?

Here	 are	 a	 series	 of	 phrases	 that	 describe	 people’s	 behaviors.	 Please	 indicate	 how
accurately	each	statement	describes	you	by	circling	a	number.	Describe	yourself	as	you
generally	are	now,	not	as	you	wish	to	be	in	the	future.	Describe	yourself	as	you	honestly
see	yourself—there	are	no	right	or	wrong	answers.	Please	read	each	statement	carefully
and	then	circle	the	appropriate	option	on	the	scale.

http://www.leaderhabit.com


The	middle	word	 in	each	phrase	 identifies	the	personality	 trait	 it	measures.	For	example,
“open-minded,	curious,	and	creative”	measures	the	trait	Curious.	If	you	circled	1	or	2,	you
are	 low	 on	 that	 trait,	 but	 if	 you	 circled	 4	 or	 5,	 you	 are	 high	 on	 the	 trait.	 Response	 of	 3
means	that	you	are	flexible	and	can	easily	fluctuate	between	high	and	low	behaviors.

As	you	look	at	your	personality	results,	note	that	you	scored	high	on	some
traits	 and	 low	 on	 others.	 This	 is	 normal	 and	 expected.	 Your	 unique
combination	 of	 traits	 is	 neither	 good	 nor	 bad—it’s	 just	 who	 you	 are.
Psychologists	 think	 of	 each	 trait	 as	 a	 continuum	 ranging	 from	 low	 to	 high.
The	 closer	 you	 are	 to	 the	 middle	 of	 the	 continuum,	 the	 more	 flexible	 you
generally	are	on	that	trait.	As	with	anything	in	life,	it’s	the	extremes	that	raise
red	 flags—when	 a	 person	 is	 too	 low	 or	 too	 high	 on	 the	 continuum	 for	 a
particular	trait,	it	may	result	in	negative	behaviors.

The	 main	 purpose	 of	 finding	 your	 personality	 traits	 is	 to	 help	 you
determine	which	leadership	skills	come	to	you	naturally	and	are	intrinsically
rewarding.	 Remember	 that	 intrinsic	 rewards	 are	 more	 effective	 at	 forming
habits	than	extrinsic	rewards,	because	intrinsic	rewards	don’t	lose	their	value
—it’s	always	satisfying	to	do	what	comes	naturally	to	us.	Furthermore,	skills
that	align	with	your	personality	traits	aren’t	just	intrinsically	rewarding,	they



also	require	less	effort	to	practice,	which,	as	you	will	see,	is	one	of	the	keys	to
making	 your	 practice	 sustainable.	 The	 point	 is	 to	 use	 the	 insight	 into	 your
personality	traits	to	pick	the	leadership	skills	that	you	will	enjoy	working	on,
so	that	you	can	more	easily	turn	them	into	habits.

In	 the	 following	pages,	 I	 describe	 the	 six	personality	 traits	 and	highlight
which	leadership	skills	these	traits	influence.	You	will	find	more	detail	about
the	 relationship	 between	 the	 six	 personality	 traits	 and	 the	 twenty-two
leadership	skills	in	Part	III.

Curious

Curious	leaders	are	strong	strategists	and	visionaries	who	promote	innovation
and	change.	They	enjoy	solving	complex	problems	and	strategizing	different
business	 scenarios.	Leaders	who	 score	 high	 on	Curious	 tend	 to	 be	 creative,
intellectual	 types.	 They	 spend	 time	 contemplating	 ideas	 and	 often	 notice
things	 that	 others	don’t.	 It	 is	 therefore	no	 surprise	 that,	 out	 of	 all	 the	 traits,
Curious	 had	 the	 strongest	 relationship	 with	 problem-solving	 skills	 in
research.14	 Leadership	 skills	 like	 Analyze	 Information	 and	 Think	 Through
Solutions	come	naturally	to	high	scorers.

Individuals	scoring	high	on	Curious	have	a	natural	propensity	to	be	good
at	 innovation	 and	 strategic	 thinking.	 In	 research,	 Curious	 showed	 strong
relationships	with	behaviors	like	offering	ideas	about	new	and	different	ways
of	doing	things,	discussing	new	ideas,	encouraging	thinking	along	new	lines,
experimenting	with	new	ways	of	doing	things,	and	seeing	possibilities	rather
than	problems.15	Hence,	leadership	skills	like	Innovate	come	naturally	to	high
scorers.

Leaders	who	score	too	high	on	Curious	come	off	as	abstract,	idealistic,	and
too	conceptual.	They	may	spend	most	of	their	time	contemplating	and	playing
with	their	ideas,	to	the	point	that	they	cannot	reach	a	decision.	They	may	also
struggle	to	make	their	ideas	practical.

Leaders	 who	 are	 low	 on	 Curious	 are	 more	 practical,	 concrete,	 linear
thinkers.	Although	they	may	be	seen	as	less	strategic,	they	tend	to	be	sensible
and	 pragmatic	 in	 their	 decision-making.	Hence,	 leadership	 skills	 like	Make
Good	Decisions	and	Manage	Priorities	come	naturally	to	low	scorers	because
they	don’t	spend	much	time	pondering	tangential	information	and	getting	lost
in	 their	 thoughts.	 Leaders	 who	 are	 too	 low	 on	 Curious	 tend	 to	 resist
innovation	and	are	reluctant	to	change	or	take	risks.



Organized

Organized	 leaders	 plan	well,	 follow	 rules,	 and	 deliver	 on	 time.	 They	 enjoy
creating	 structures	 and	 processes	 and	 are	 naturally	 driven	 to	 create
predictability	 in	 life.	 Compared	 to	 other	 traits,	 Organized	 has	 the	 strongest
relationship	with	leadership	skills	that	center	around	planning	and	organizing
work	for	self	and	others.16	High	scorers	are	methodical,	systematic,	diligent,
and	reliable.	They	have	plans	and	procedures	for	most	aspects	of	their	life	and
do	 their	 best	 to	 account	 for	 unforeseen	 setbacks	 ahead	 of	 time;	 their	 plans
often	go	off	without	a	hitch.	Leadership	skills	 like	Plan	and	Organize	Work
and	Manage	Priorities	come	naturally	to	leaders	scoring	high	on	Organized.

In	 addition	 to	 leadership	 skills	 like	 setting	 clear	 goals	 and	 planning
carefully,	 Organized	 also	 shows	 a	 strong	 relationship	 with	 analytical	 skills
like	 analyzing	 information	 and	 thinking	 things	 through	 before	 deciding.17
Organized	 leaders	 tend	 to	 be	more	 linear	 in	 their	 thinking	 and	 they	 tend	 to
follow	 a	 more	 systematic	 path	 in	 decision-making.	 As	 a	 result,	 leadership
skills	 like	 Think	 Through	 Solutions	 and	Make	Good	Decisions	 come	more
naturally	to	high	scorers.

Leaders	 that	 are	 too	 high	 on	 Organized	 may	 be	 rigid,	 controlling,
perfectionistic,	and	risk-averse.	They	can	miss	out	on	new	opportunities	that
diverge	from	their	plans	because	 they	are	 inflexible.	Sometimes	 they	adhere
strictly	 to	 a	 schedule	 or	 a	 process	 and	 react	 negatively	 when	minor	 issues
arise	or	things	do	not	go	as	planned.	If	you	experience	distress	when	obstacles
create	setbacks	to	your	plans,	you	may	be	too	high	on	Organized.

Leaders	 low	 on	 Organized	 are	 flexible	 and	 more	 tolerant	 of	 ambiguity.
Leadership	skills	like	Innovate	and	Delegate	Well	come	more	naturally	to	low
scorers,	 as	 these	 skills	 require	 more	 openness,	 tolerance	 of	 ambiguity,
flexibility,	and	abstract	thinking.	Leaders	who	are	too	low	on	Organized	may
become	disorganized,	unpredictable,	less	detail-oriented,	and	scattered.

Caring

Caring	 leaders	 value	 cooperation	 and	 getting	 along	 with	 their	 teams.	 They
intuitively	understand	others’	needs	and	readily	provide	support.	Leaders	who
score	high	on	Caring	are	perceptive,	supportive,	empathetic,	and	cooperative.



Compared	 to	 all	 other	 traits,	 Caring	 showed	 the	 strongest	 relationship	with
behaviors	related	to	consideration	of	others	in	research.	Similarly,	in	another
research	 study,	 Caring	 was	 strongly	 related	 to	 behaviors	 like	 being
considerate	 and	 showing	 regard	 for	 employees	 as	 people,	 showing
appreciation	for	their	work,	standing	up	for	employees,	and	listening	to	their
ideas	 and	 suggestions.18	 Leadership	 skills	 like	 Show	 Caring	 and	 Listen
Actively	come	naturally	to	high	scorers.

The	 leadership	 behaviors	 associated	 with	 leading	 teams	 tend	 to	 come
naturally	to	individuals	who	score	high	on	Caring.	In	a	study	of	126	managers
and	executives,	Caring	exhibited	the	strongest	relationship	with	empowering
others,	 supporting	 people,	 and	 participating	 in	 teamwork	 and	 activities.19
Because	 of	 their	 considerate,	 supportive	 nature,	 high	 scorers	 tend	 to	 be
naturally	good	at	 leadership	 skills	 like	Build	Team	Spirit,	Empower	Others,
and	Mentor	and	Coach.

Leaders	who	score	too	high	on	Caring	run	the	risk	of	being	“too	nice”	and
too	eager	to	please	others.	Their	desire	to	be	liked	may	negatively	affect	their
performance	 to	 the	 point	 that	 they	 are	 easily	 swayed	 and	 let	 others	 take
advantage	of	them.	They	may	actively	avoid	conflict	and	confrontations.

Leaders	 low	 on	 Caring	 are	 described	 as	 tolerant	 and	 accommodating.	 If
they	are	too	low	on	Caring,	they	become	less	cooperative,	overly	direct,	and
tough.	Sometimes	they	may	be	seen	as	insensitive	to	others’	feelings.

Outgoing

Outgoing	 leaders	 are	 charismatic,	 build	 rapport	 quickly,	 and	 communicate
well.	 They	 enjoy	 teamwork	 and	 networking.	 Leaders	 who	 score	 high	 on
Outgoing	are	charming,	talkative,	dynamic,	and	enthusiastic.	As	a	result,	they
tend	 to	 have	 a	 natural	 advantage	 in	 communication	 and	 influencing	 skills.
People	 generally	 like	 listening	 to	 such	 dynamic	 individuals	 and	 are	 more
likely	 to	 retain	what	 they	 say.	 Leadership	 skills	 like	 Speak	with	 Charisma,
Communicate	 Clearly,	 and	 Sell	 the	 Vision	 come	 naturally	 to	 high	 scorers
because	 of	 their	 natural	 drive	 to	 express	 excitement	 and	 compel	 others	 to
action.

Relationship-building	behaviors	come	naturally	to	Outgoing	leaders.	Their
charming	 style	 makes	 them	 good	 conversationalists,	 and	 they	 are	 able	 to
quickly	build	rapport	with	others.	In	research,	Outgoing	showed	the	strongest
relationship	with	having	an	open	and	honest	style	and	being	friendly,	which
further	 contributes	 to	 high	 scorers’	 ability	 to	 build	 strong	 relationships	with



people.20	The	leadership	skill	Build	Strategic	Relationships	is	a	natural	fit	for
high	scorers.

People	who	are	too	high	on	Outgoing	tend	to	be	overly	talkative	and	don’t
listen	to	others.	In	extreme	cases,	 they	may	come	off	as	brash,	self-centered
attention-seekers.

Leaders	who	score	low	on	Outgoing	are	generally	composed,	reserved,	and
good	 listeners.	 They	 tend	 to	 observe	 and	 listen	 because	 of	 their	 reserved
nature.	Hence,	leadership	skills	like	Listen	Actively	and	Negotiate	Well	come
to	them	naturally.

Individuals	 who	 score	 too	 low	 on	 Outgoing	 are	 often	 seen	 as	 distant,
withdrawn,	and	soft-spoken.	These	people	may	be	 impersonal	and	awkward
in	social	settings,	and	it	can	be	difficult	to	engage	them	in	conversation.

Ambitious

Ambitious	leaders	make	determined	decisions	and	set	stretch	goals	that	they
generally	 achieve.	 They	 are	 competitive	 and	 motivated	 by	 status.	 Leaders
high	 on	 Ambitious	 are	 driven	 to	 achieve	 goals	 and	 are	 often	 the	 boldest
person	in	the	room.	They	take	initiative	and	are	confident,	decisive,	energetic,
persuasive,	 and	 influential.	 This	 gives	 them	 a	 natural	 ability	 to	 influence
others	 and	 lead	 change.	 In	 research,	Ambitious	 showed	 strong	 relationships
with	 pushing	 for	 growth,	 giving	 thoughts	 and	 plans	 about	 the	 future,	 and
initiating	 new	 projects.21	 Leadership	 skills	 like	 Sell	 the	 Vision	 and	 Create
Urgency	come	naturally	to	high	scorers.

High	scorers	also	tend	to	have	the	drive	and	confidence	to	make	decisions
even	 if	 they	 lack	 all	 the	 necessary	 information,	 and	 they	 are	 not	 struck	 by
decision	 paralysis	 as	 often	 as	 lower	 scorers.	 Researchers	 have	 found	 that
Ambitious	 is	 strongly	 related	 to	 taking	 risks	 in	decisions	 and	making	quick
decisions	 when	 necessary.22	 Leadership	 skills	 like	 Make	 Good	 Decisions
come	naturally	to	high	scorers.

When	leaders	are	too	high	on	Ambitious,	they	may	be	seen	as	aggressive
and	overbearing.	 In	extreme	cases,	 this	elevated	ambition	may	 lead	 them	 to
make	reckless	decisions	that	are	too	risky	for	their	business.

Leaders	 who	 score	 low	 on	 Ambitious	 are	 laid-back,	 unhurried,	 and
reluctant	 to	 take	charge.	They	often	struggle	 to	create	a	sense	of	urgency.	 If
they’re	 too	 low,	 they	 are	 seen	 as	 passive,	 hesitant,	 and	 indecisive.	 These
leaders	may	often	struggle	with	decision	paralysis,	 feeling	 like	 they	need	 to



collect	more	information	before	they	can	make	a	decision.

Resilient

Resilient	leaders	persist	to	overcome	obstacles,	and	they	remain	positive	and
confident	 when	 facing	 challenges.	 They	 are	 predictable	 and	 manage	 their
emotions	well.	Leaders	who	score	high	on	Resilient	are	calm,	even-tempered,
and	cool	under	pressure.	In	research,	Resilient	was	more	strongly	related	than
any	other	trait	to	tolerance	of	stress,	pressure,	opposition,	disappointment,	and
uncertainty.23	Their	calm	demeanor	gives	high	scorers	a	natural	advantage	in
difficult	 situations,	 so	 leadership	 skills	 like	Overcome	 Individual	Resistance
will	come	naturally	to	them.	Similarly,	in	negotiation	situations,	high	scorers
are	able	to	keep	their	cool	and	thoughtfully	find	win-win	opportunities	under
pressure,	making	them	naturally	good	at	leadership	skills	like	Negotiate	Well.

When	 leaders	 are	 too	 high	 on	 Resilient,	 their	 demeanor	 is	 often
challenging	for	others	to	read,	and	as	a	result	they	can	be	seen	as	unemotional
and	difficult	to	connect	with.	In	some	cases,	these	leaders	are	overly	confident
to	 the	 point	 that	 they	 dismiss	 negative	 feedback	 and	 overlook	 the	 needs	 of
others.

Leaders	who	 score	 low	 on	Resilient	 tend	 to	 be	 sensitive	with	 frequently
shifting	 emotional	 states.	 They	 are	 impatient,	 moody,	 and	 easily	 frustrated.
Leaders	 who	 are	 too	 low	 on	 Resilient	 have	 a	 tendency	 to	 overreact	 to
setbacks,	 become	 easily	 stressed,	 nervous,	 and	 worried.	 They	 may	 be
perceived	as	volatile,	negative,	unpredictable,	and	lacking	self-confidence.

When	It	Comes	to	Practice,	Less	Is	Always	More

Now	 that	 you	have	 some	 insight	 into	your	 personality	 traits,	 you	 should	be
better	prepared	 to	 identify	which	 leadership	skills	you	will	 find	 intrinsically
rewarding.	This	will	be	 important	when	 it	 comes	 time	 to	build	your	Leader
Habit	workout	plan,	because	the	skills	that	align	with	your	personality	will	be
easier	to	practice.

As	I	mentioned	earlier,	your	ability	 to	sustain	 the	deliberate	practice	of	a
skill	 long	 enough	 to	 turn	 that	 skill	 into	 a	 habit	 is	 dependent	 on	 two	 things:
how	 rewarding	 you	 find	 the	 skill	 and	 how	much	 effort	 it	 takes	 for	 you	 to



practice	 it.	 A	 common	mistake	 is	 to	 assume	 that	 a	 high	 degree	 of	 intrinsic
reward	is	all	you	need.	This	assumption	overlooks	the	fact	that	even	the	most
intrinsically	 rewarding	 activity	 requires	motivation	 for	 us	 to	 follow	 through
on	it.	If	you	don’t	have	enough	motivation	to	do	something,	you	won’t	do	it,
no	matter	how	much	you	enjoy	it.

I	experienced	this	with	downhill	skiing	in	my	early	twenties.	I	love	skiing.
It	is	so	intrinsically	rewarding	to	me	that,	during	the	winter	months,	I	wake	up
before	dawn	on	 the	weekends	 to	head	up	 to	 the	mountains.	But	back	 in	my
college	days,	getting	up	early	Saturday	morning	to	go	skiing	was	sometimes
tough,	especially	after	having	a	few	drinks	(or	more	than	a	few)	with	friends
the	 night	 before.	 No	 matter	 how	 much	 I	 enjoyed	 skiing,	 the	 occasional
Saturday	 hangover	 would	 keep	me	 in	 bed	 late	 into	 the	morning,	 and	 there
were	a	 few	Saturdays	when	 I	never	 even	made	 it	 to	 the	 slopes.	Despite	my
love	for	the	sport,	my	motivation	was	just	too	low	on	those	days.

Motivation	isn’t	constant,	as	you	have	no	doubt	experienced,	and	it	is	often
difficult	to	predict	when	we	will	feel	motivated	and	when	we	won’t.	But	why?
Is	motivation	determined	by	the	activity	we	are	doing?	Do	we	lose	motivation
over	 time?	 Are	 some	 people	 constantly	 more	 motivated	 than	 others?
Researchers	at	the	University	of	Barcelona	set	out	to	answer	these	questions
by	studying	how	much	people’s	motivation	varied	throughout	the	day	and	day
over	day.

In	 their	 study,	 the	 researchers	 asked	 employed	 adults	 to	 carry	 Personal
Digital	Assistants	to	complete	a	quick	survey	six	times	per	day	for	twenty-one
days.	This	method	allowed	for	more	accurate	assessment	of	motivation	in	the
moment,	as	opposed	to	asking	the	participants	to	reflect	on	the	day	after	the
fact.	The	sample	was	diverse,	with	participants	holding	a	range	of	occupations
including	 postmen,	 sports	 team	 managers,	 HR	 directors,	 bank	 employees,
accountants,	 and	 farmers.	 Participants	 answered	 the	 same	 four	 questions	 on
each	 survey:	 What	 activity	 are	 you	 doing	 right	 now?	 How	 much	 does	 it
motivate	 you?	 How	 capable	 are	 you	 to	 do	 this	 activity?	 Is	 this	 activity
bringing	you	closer	to	your	personal	goal?

The	results	of	the	study	showed	that	people’s	motivation	fluctuates	quite	a
bit	every	day	and	from	day	to	day	regardless	of	the	type	of	activity	they	are
doing.24	 So	 it	 doesn’t	 matter	 how	 intrinsically	 rewarding	 the	 activity	 is—
during	some	moments	of	the	day,	your	motivation	is	high	and	other	times	it’s
low.	Similarly,	on	some	days	motivation	is	high,	and	on	other	days	it	is	low,
no	 matter	 how	 much	 you	 enjoy	 an	 activity	 or	 consciously	 want	 to	 do	 it.
Perhaps	 you	 feel	 tired,	 or	 hungry,	 or	 bored,	 and	 these	 states	 influence	 the
daily	fluctuation	in	your	motivation.

What	does	this	mean	when	it	comes	to	sustaining	practice	and	developing
leadership	 habits?	 Simply	 that	 you	 must	 plan	 for	 the	 days	 when	 your



motivation	is	at	its	lowest	level,	so	that	you	can	complete	your	practice	even
when	you	don’t	have	the	energy	to	do	anything	else.

It	turns	out	the	best	way	to	sustain	your	practice	(especially	on	those	days
when	 you	 feel	 tired	 and	 unmotivated)	 is	 to	minimize	 effort.	 Researchers	 at
Maastricht	 University	 in	 the	 Netherlands	 discovered	 this	 by	 studying	 how
students	 interacted	with	a	basic	computer	game,	called	the	Hurricane	Game.
In	 the	 Hurricane	 Game,	 players	 “catch”	 a	 fast-moving	 square	 that	 travels
across	 the	screen	and	appears	every	quarter	of	a	second	in	a	different	place.
Players	 stare	 at	 the	 screen	 waiting	 for	 the	 square	 to	 appear,	 and	 once	 the
square	 is	visible,	 they	must	click	on	 it	before	 it	disappears	again.	The	game
requires	a	great	deal	of	attention,	focus,	and	hand-eye	coordination.	It	has	six
levels	of	difficulty.	As	the	level	of	difficulty	increases,	the	square	gets	smaller
and	 harder	 to	 spot.	 It’s	 not	 the	 most	 exciting	 computer	 game,	 so	 the
researchers	 paid	 the	 students	 $0.25	 every	 time	 they	 successfully	 clicked	 on
the	 square.	Unknown	 to	 the	 students,	 the	 researchers	were	 interested	 in	 the
relationship	 between	 the	 difficulty	 level	 of	 the	 game	 and	 the	 motivation
required	to	complete	that	level.	In	other	words,	do	more	difficult	tasks	require
higher	levels	of	motivation	to	perform	than	easier	tasks?

As	 you	might	 suspect,	 the	 answer	 is	 “yes.”	Only	 29	 percent	 of	 students
attempted	 the	 game’s	 most	 difficult	 level,	 while	 99	 percent	 attempted	 the
easiest	level.25	When	the	game	was	too	difficult,	significantly	fewer	students
attempted	 it—they	 lacked	 the	motivation	 to	 try.	 Indeed,	 the	more	difficult	 a
task	 is,	 the	more	motivation	 it	 requires.	And	when	 the	 task	 is	 too	 difficult,
people	just	give	up	and	they	don’t	even	make	an	attempt,	just	as	the	majority
of	the	students	didn’t	attempt	the	Hurricane	Game’s	most	difficult	level.

This	 is	 why	 the	 Leader	 Habit	 Formula	 uses	 simple	 exercises	 to	 build
habits.	 By	 making	 the	 exercises	 as	 easy	 as	 possible	 and	 only	 practicing	 a
single	 exercise	 at	 a	 time,	 once	 per	 day,	 the	 effort	 required	 to	 sustain	 your
practice	 is	 low,	which	means	you	 should	be	 able	 to	 complete	 your	 exercise
even	on	 those	days	when	your	motivation	 is	at	 its	 all-time	 low.	The	Leader
Habit	Formula	increases	your	chances	of	practice	on	days	when	you	feel	tired,
stressed,	hungry,	or	generally	demotivated.

Just	Five	Minutes	a	Day

Remember	Tristan	Pang?	He	is	 the	child	prodigy	from	the	beginning	of	 this
chapter	who	couldn’t	stop	studying	mathematics	and	physics.	He	thoroughly
enjoyed	the	subjects	and	quickly	developed	expertise	in	them	to	the	point	that



he	by	far	surpassed	most	of	his	peers.	While	his	peers	are	still	in	high	school,
Tristan	 is	 already	 attending	 Auckland	 College.	 Outside	 of	 his	 love	 for
mathematics,	there	is	something	else	that	distinguishes	Tristan	from	his	peers
—when	it	comes	to	math	and	physics,	he	doesn’t	procrastinate.

As	you	may	know	 from	personal	 experience,	 procrastination	 is	 a	 serious
issue	 in	 academia;	 it	 affects	 between	 70–95	 percent	 of	 undergraduate
students.26	“I’ll	do	it	tomorrow”	is	a	common	attitude	most	of	us	experienced
at	one	point	or	another	when	it	came	to	homework.	But	procrastination	leads
to	 many	 negative	 outcomes,	 such	 as	 cramming	 the	 night	 before	 finals,
submitting	 late	 homework,	 test	 anxiety,	 and	 low	 GPA.	 So	 why	 do	 we
procrastinate?

At	 the	 University	 of	 Alberta,	 researchers	 wanted	 to	 understand	 why
undergraduate	 students	 procrastinate	 and	 what	 factors	 lead	 them	 to
deliberately	 avoid	 homework	 and	 assignments.	 By	 surveying	 261	 students,
they	 found	 that	 the	 strongest	 individual	 predictor	 of	 procrastination	 was
students’	belief	in	their	own	capability	to	do	their	schoolwork:	Students	who
didn’t	believe	that	 they	were	capable	of	 the	schoolwork	procrastinated	more
than	 those	 who	 believed	 they	 could	 do	 the	 work.27	 It’s	 the	 belief	 that	 you
cannot	do	 something	 that	 leads	you	 to	procrastinate.	 Indeed,	 it’s	 difficult	 to
feel	motivated	or	excited	to	do	something	that	you	don’t	think	you	are	good
at.

Everyone	 procrastinates	 to	 some	 degree.	 Outside	 of	 education,
procrastination	seems	to	be	especially	prevalent	 in	housecleaning,	at	 least	 in
my	experience.	How	many	times	have	you	actively	avoided	dusting,	loading
the	 dishwasher,	 doing	 laundry,	 or	 vacuuming?	 If	 you	 are	 like	 me,	 house-
cleaning	chores	are	where	procrastination	 rules.	 It’s	not	 that	we	believe	 that
we	are	incapable	of	doing	the	work—we	certainly	have	the	ability	to	clean	the
house.	 Instead	 our	 procrastination	 is	 fueled	 by	 another,	 related	 belief—that
completing	the	task	will	take	too	much	time.	Overwhelmed	by	the	thought	of
spending	 an	 entire	 Saturday	 doing	 chores,	 we	 think,	 “I’ll	 do	 it	 tomorrow.”
Then	 when	 tomorrow	 comes,	 we	 think	 up	 a	 long	 list	 of	 activities	 to	 do
instead.	Day	by	day,	 the	dust	and	clutter	 in	our	houses	accumulates	and	 the
task	 of	 cleaning	 it	 up	 gets	 bigger	 and	 requires	 more	 and	 more	 time,
encouraging	us	to	procrastinate	even	more.

At	 some	 point,	 you	 have	 to	 break	 the	 cycle	 and	 start	 cleaning	 or	 risk
becoming	a	hoarder.	But	how	do	you	do	it,	when	the	task	only	seems	to	get
more	 difficult	 the	 longer	 you	 procrastinate?	Based	 on	what	we	 know	 about
procrastination,	 the	change	has	 to	occur	 in	your	 thinking—you	have	 to	start
believing	 that	 housecleaning	 is	manageable	 and	won’t	 take	 too	much	 time.
You	have	to	make	the	task	seem	smaller	by	tricking	your	brain	into	seeing	it
differently.



In	their	book	Switch,	Chip	and	Dan	Heath	 introduced	the	world	 to	Marla
Cilley,	a	home-organizing	coach,	and	her	“5-Minute	Room	Rescue”	system.
Marla	devised	a	brilliant	strategy	to	break	the	house-cleaning-procrastination
cycle.	Here’s	how	 it	works:	You	pick	a	 room	of	your	house,	 set	a	 timer	 for
five	minutes,	 and	 get	 to	 work.	When	 the	 timer	 goes	 off,	 you	 stop.	 Simple
enough,	right?	No	matter	how	dirty	your	house	is,	you	can	find	the	motivation
to	clean	up	for	five	minutes.	And	sure	enough,	people	who	tried	this	method
stopped	procrastinating	and	actually	 spent	 five	minutes	cleaning.	Better	yet,
when	they	noticed	how	much	they	were	able	to	achieve	in	those	five	minutes,
they	 continued	 to	 clean	 longer.	 Pretty	 soon,	 their	 houses	 were	 spick-and-
span.28

In	the	Hurricane	Game	experiment,	when	people	thought	the	task	was	too
difficult,	 the	 majority	 gave	 up	 and	 didn’t	 even	 attempt	 it.	 In	 the	 case	 of
undergraduate	 students,	 those	 who	 didn’t	 believe	 that	 they	 were	 good	 at
schoolwork	procrastinated.	In	both	examples,	motivation	was	determined	by
people’s	 thoughts—what	 they	believed	about	 the	 task	 in	 front	of	 them.	This
insight	applies	to	sustaining	practice	and	building	Leader	Habits,	too.	In	order
to	 avoid	 the	 procrastination	 cycle,	 you	must	 believe	 (without	 tricking	 your
brain)	that	you	can	do	your	exercise	every	day,	no	matter	what.

When	writing	the	exercises	for	the	Leader	Habit	Formula,	my	team	and	I
were	 inspired	 by	 Marla’s	 5-Minute	 Room	 Rescue	 concept,	 and	 we
deliberately	set	out	to	create	exercises	that	would	take	five	minutes	or	less	to
complete,	 so	 that	busy,	working	adults	would	believe	 (correctly)	 they	 could
actually	do	them.

Easy	Does	It

Developing	 leadership	 skills	 and	 turning	 them	 into	 habits	 takes	 time	 and
sustained	 practice,	 but	 that	 doesn’t	mean	 the	 process	 has	 to	 be	 difficult.	 In
fact,	the	opposite	is	true:	The	secret	to	sustaining	your	practice	is	to	make	it	as
easy	as	possible—and	that’s	exactly	what	the	Leader	Habit	Formula	does.

The	easiest	way	to	sustain	practice	is	to	practice	things	that	are	intrinsically
rewarding	 to	you—think	of	Tristan	Pang	studying	hour	after	hour	 to	master
thirteen	 years	 of	 mathematics	 curricula	 by	 age	 eleven.	 The	 concepts	 were
often	difficult	 at	 first,	but	 learning	 them	was	 so	deeply	 satisfying	 to	Tristan
that	he	 entered	 a	 flow	 state	where	 the	 act	 of	 studying	 for	hours	on	 end	 felt
effortless	 and	 enjoyable.	 To	 understand	 which	 leadership	 skills	 are
intrinsically	rewarding	for	you,	look	to	your	personality	traits.	Behaviors	that



align	 with	 our	 personality	 are	 satisfying;	 it	 feels	 good	 to	 do	 what	 comes
naturally	to	us,	and	leadership	skills	are	no	exception.

Motivation	is	also	an	important	factor	in	sustaining	practice,	because	even
highly	rewarding	activities	require	us	to	be	motivated	to	do	them.	Remember
that	your	motivation	varies	 from	day	 to	day	and	hour	 to	hour,	 regardless	of
what	you’re	doing.	And	remember	that	the	motivation	required	to	complete	a
task	is	proportional	to	the	difficulty	of	the	task,	meaning	more	difficult	tasks
require	more	motivation,	and	if	a	task	is	too	difficult,	you	won’t	even	attempt
it.	 To	 keep	 the	 motivation	 threshold	 as	 low	 as	 possible,	 the	 Leader	 Habit
exercises	are	simple	and	focus	on	only	one	small	behavior	at	a	time.

The	Leader	Habit	exercises	aren’t	just	simple,	they’re	also	short.	No	matter
how	 busy	 you	 are,	 you	 can	 spare	 five	 minutes	 a	 day	 to	 practice	 a	 simple
exercise.	If	you	can	practice	a	simple	exercise	every	day,	you	can	develop	a
new	leadership	skill.	And	if	you	practice	that	skill	every	day	for	enough	days
in	a	row,	that	skill	will	become	a	habit.	It’s	that	easy.





CHAPTER	4

From	5-Minute	Exercise	to	Full-Blown	Skill

When	my	 neighbor	 Sabrina	 rescued	 a	 one-year-old	 golden	 retriever	 named
Max	from	the	dog	pound,	she	had	no	idea	what	she	was	getting	into.	Max	was
Sabrina’s	first	dog	since	she	had	moved	out	of	her	parent’s	house,	so	of	course
she	 spoiled	 the	 pup	 with	 all	 the	 toys	 you	 can	 imagine.	 Max’s	 precious
possessions	 included	 a	 rubber	 bone,	 squeaking	 chicken,	 cotton	 rope,	 plush
beaver,	rabbit,	tennis	ball,	and	more.	Max	thoroughly	enjoyed	all	his	toys,	but
Sabrina	 quickly	 discovered	 a	 problem:	Max	was	 a	messy	 roommate.	While
Sabrina	was	at	work,	Max	would	play	with	his	toys	and	scatter	them	all	over
the	house,	and	being	a	dog,	he	never	cleaned	up	after	himself.

Fed	 up	 with	 always	 having	 to	 pick	 up	Max’s	 toys,	 Sabrina	 decided	 she
would	teach	the	dog	to	clean	up	his	own	mess.	Sabrina	knew	Max	was	smart,
and	 she	 knew	 dogs	 could	 be	 trained	 to	 do	 a	 lot	 of	 surprising	 things,	 so	 it
didn’t	seem	unreasonable	to	expect	that	Max	could	learn	to	put	away	his	toys.

The	 first	 time	Sabrina	asked	Max	 to	“clean	up,”	she	 received	a	confused
stare.	Max	had	never	heard	 this	command	before,	 so	he	sat	down.	The	next
time	he	heard	“clean	up,”	Max	tried	barking—again,	not	the	response	Sabrina
wanted.	Max	was	eager	to	do	his	job,	but	he	had	no	idea	what	that	job	was.

Sabrina	 didn’t	 give	 up.	 She	 understood	 that	 cleaning	 up	 toys	 scattered
around	the	house	is	a	complex	skill	involving	many	steps.	To	“clean	up,”	Max
would	have	to	locate	a	specific	object	(one	of	his	toys,	as	opposed	to	one	of
Sabrina’s	shoes),	walk	to	it,	pick	it	up,	carry	it	 to	 the	bin,	and	drop	it	 in	 the
bin.	 Then	Max	would	 have	 to	 start	 all	 over	 again	with	 another	 toy,	 and	 he
would	have	to	repeat	the	process	until	all	of	the	toys	were	in	the	bin.	Sabrina
understood	this	wasn’t	something	Max	could	learn	by	simply	hearing	“clean
up”	over	and	over	again;	it	was	going	to	take	a	more	deliberate	approach.	She
did	 some	 research	 into	 how	 to	 train	 complex	 skills	 and	 found	 a	 YouTube
video	by	dog	trainer	Pamela	Johnson.1	Then	she	went	to	work	training	Max	to
clean	up	his	toys.

Max’s	 “clean-up”	 training	 regime	 consisted	 of	 five	 exercises,	 which
Sabrina	practiced	with	him	one	at	a	time	in	sequence.	The	first	exercise	taught
Max	a	simple	behavior—take	and	drop.	Sabrina	handed	Max	a	toy,	Max	took
it	 in	 his	mouth,	 and	 then	 Sabrina	waited	 until	Max	 dropped	 the	 toy	 on	 the



floor	or	in	her	hand.	With	every	correct	response,	Max	received	a	treat.	After
several	 repetitions,	 Max	 got	 the	 hang	 of	 it,	 and	 soon	 he	 was	 taking	 and
dropping	 the	 toys	 consistently	when	 asked.	That’s	when	Sabrina	 introduced
the	second	exercise—take	and	drop	into	the	bin.

For	the	second	exercise,	Max	would	practice	taking	and	dropping	his	toys
into	the	plastic	bin	where	he	was	supposed	to	keep	all	his	toys.	Sabrina	set	the
empty	bin	in	one	corner	of	the	room	and	led	Max	over	to	it.	Then	she	handed
Max	a	toy	and	asked	him	to	drop	it.	Since	the	bin	was	right	there,	it	was	easy
for	Max	to	drop	his	toy	into	the	bin.	To	make	sure	that	Max	understood	that
he	was	meant	to	drop	his	toy	into	the	bin,	Sabrina	also	placed	the	treat	into	the
bin.	Max	quickly	realized	that	there	would	be	a	treat	for	him	in	the	bin,	if	he
dropped	his	 toy	 there.	 It	wasn’t	 long	before	Max	was	consistently	dropping
his	toys	into	the	bin	and	it	was	time	to	move	on	to	the	third	exercise.

The	 third	exercise	 introduced	a	new	twist—now	Max	had	to	 take	 the	 toy
and	carry	it	across	the	room	to	the	bin.	With	the	bin	still	placed	in	the	same
corner,	Sabrina	stood	in	the	opposite	corner	of	the	room	and	handed	a	toy	to
Max.	 Sabrina	 then	 walked	 over	 to	 the	 bin	 and	 Max	 followed	 her.	 When
Sabrina	asked	him	to	drop	the	toy,	Max	anticipated	that	the	treat	would	be	in
the	bin.	And	so	Max	learned	to	carry	a	toy	across	the	room	and	drop	it	 into
the	bin.

In	 the	fourth	exercise,	Sabrina	placed	different	 toys	around	the	room	and
Max’s	task	was	to	pick	up	each	toy,	carry	it	across	the	room,	and	drop	it	into
the	bin.	Sabrina	would	stand	next	to	a	toy	and	ask	Max	to	pick	it	up	and	take
it	to	the	bin.	By	now	Max	knew	a	treat	awaited	him	in	the	bin,	so	he	eagerly
picked	up	each	toy	and	carried	it	across	the	room,	as	he	had	learned	to	do	in
the	previous	exercise.	Max	quickly	understood	that	he	was	meant	to	pick	up
all	the	different	toys	and	carry	them	to	the	bin.

Finally,	for	the	fifth	exercise,	Sabrina	introduced	the	command	“clean	up”
as	the	cue	for	Max’s	new	behavior.	In	almost	no	time,	Max	would	respond	to
the	cue	by	running	to	the	first	toy	he	saw,	picking	it	up,	and	carrying	it	to	the
bin.	Once	the	cue	was	set,	the	training	was	complete.	And	now	Max	cleans	up
his	toys	on	command.

Leadership	Skills	Are	Chains	of	Micro-Behaviors

Through	a	series	of	simple	exercises,	Sabrina	had	successfully	taught	Max	a
complex	 behavior	 that	would	 have	 been	 difficult,	 if	 not	 impossible,	 for	 the
dog	to	learn	otherwise.	The	technique	Sabrina	used	is	called	chaining,	and	by



now	you	should	recognize	it	as	a	key	part	of	the	Leader	Habit	Formula.	This
popular	and	effective	technique	is	used	in	Applied	Behavior	Analysis	to	teach
animals,	 children,	 and	 adults	 complex	 skills.	The	 principles	 of	 chaining	 are
simple	 and	 intuitive:	 first,	 break	 down	 the	 complex	 behavior	 into	 its
constituent	 micro-behaviors;	 then	 practice	 each	 micro-behavior	 separately;
and	finally	combine	the	micro-behaviors	together	to	form	the	complex	skill.2

Many	of	the	complex	skills	you	hold	today	you	acquired	through	chaining,
whether	you	realize	it	or	not.	If	you	ever	played	piano,	think	back	to	how	you
learned	 a	 new	 composition.	 First,	 you	 split	 the	 piece	 into	 smaller	 sections.
Then	 you	 practiced	 the	 right-hand	 and	 left-hand	 parts	 for	 the	 first	 section
separately.	Once	you	could	play	those	parts	separately,	you	put	them	together
and	practiced	until	you	could	play	the	first	section	with	both	hands.	Then	you
repeated	the	process	with	each	section	until	you	could	play	the	whole	piece.

Or	 think	 back	 to	 learning	 a	 sport,	 like	 tennis.	 You	 didn’t	 learn	 all	 the
strokes	at	once,	because	that	would	have	been	too	difficult.	So	you	practiced
your	forehand	first,	then	your	backhand,	then	you	learned	to	serve,	and	finally
you	worked	on	putting	all	the	strokes	together	in	a	game.

Even	assembling	IKEA	furniture	or	LEGO	toys	is	a	form	of	chaining:	You
follow	step-by-step	instructions	that	break	down	a	complex	assembly	process
into	a	sequence	of	simple	micro-behaviors.

Why	is	chaining	such	an	effective	technique?	Because,	as	we	learned	from
the	transatlantic	submarine	voyage	simulation	in	Chapter	2,	simple	behaviors
turn	into	habits	faster	than	complex	behaviors.	It’s	much	easier	to	learn	each
micro-behavior	 separately	 and	 then	 chain	 them	 together	 than	 it	 is	 to	 try	 to
learn	 the	 entire	 complex	 sequence	of	micro-behaviors	 at	 once.	Most	 people
intuitively	understand	this,	and	most	of	us	have	used	chaining	to	successfully
learn	 many	 complex	 skills;	 and	 yet	 the	 standard	 approach	 in	 leadership
development	programs	is	 to	expect	 trainees	to	immediately	acquire	complex
leadership	skills	all	at	once.

In	my	research	described	in	Chapter	2,	my	team	and	I	identified	the	micro-
behaviors	 that	make	up	 the	 twenty-two	most	 common	 leadership	 skills.	For
example,	 we	 found	 that	 leaders	 who	 Delegate	 Well	 practice	 the	 following
behaviors:	 (1)	 they	 delegate	 a	 project	 that	 fits	 the	 person’s	 skills;	 (2)	 they
consider	the	person’s	interests	when	delegating	a	task	or	project;	and	(3)	they
identify	 what	 is	 to	 be	 accomplished	 and	 let	 the	 person	 figure	 out	 how	 to
accomplish	 it.	 In	 order	 to	 develop	 the	 skill	 of	 delegating	 well,	 you	 must
master	all	of	these	behaviors	and	turn	them	into	habits.	Of	course,	you	could
try	 to	 practice	 them	 all	 at	 once,	 but	 that	 goes	 against	 everything	 we	 have
learned	 about	 the	ways	 that	 people	most	 effectively	 acquire	 new	 skills	 and
form	new	habits.	It	would	be	like	Sabrina	trying	to	teach	Max	all	the	steps	of
“clean	up”	at	 the	same	time,	or	 trying	to	 learn	a	Beethoven	piano	sonata	all



the	way	through	from	start	to	finish.
The	Leader	Habit	Formula	takes	advantage	of	the	power	of	chaining.	Each

micro-behavior	that	makes	up	a	leadership	skill	has	its	own	targeted	5-minute
exercise,	 and	 you	 practice	 each	 micro-behavior	 separately,	 using	 the
appropriate	 exercise,	 until	 it	 turns	 into	 a	 habit.	 Then	 you	move	 on	 to	 daily
practice	of	the	next	micro-behavior	and	so	on	until	all	the	targeted	behaviors
have	 become	 habits.	 In	 this	way	 you	 build	 a	 complex	 skill,	 like	 delegating
well,	as	a	chain	of	micro-behaviors.	The	short,	simple	exercises	enable	you	to
focus	 on	 one	 piece	 of	 the	 puzzle	 at	 a	 time,	 rather	 than	 trying	 to	 tackle	 the
much	more	difficult	task	of	learning	all	the	components	of	the	complex	skill
simultaneously.

While	chaining	is	simple	and	effective,	it	does	have	one	drawback:	It	is	a
linear	 process	 that	 assumes	 each	 micro-behavior	 must	 be	 practiced	 and
mastered	one	at	a	time,	and	all	the	micro-behaviors	of	a	particular	skill	must
be	 mastered	 before	 you	 can	 move	 on	 to	 the	 next	 skill.	 This	 limitation
wouldn’t	 be	 a	 concern	 if	 there	were	 only	 a	 few	 skills	 and	micro-behaviors
involved	 in	 becoming	 a	 better	 leader,	 but	 remember	 there	 are	 twenty-two
leadership	 skills	made	 up	 of	 seventy-nine	micro-behaviors,	 and	we	 need	 to
spend	 an	 average	 of	 sixty-six	 days	 practicing	 each	 micro-behavior.	 That
works	out	to	over	fourteen	years	of	practice	 to	 turn	every	 leadership	micro-
behavior	 into	a	habit.	Who	has	 that	much	 time?	Even	 if	you	were	 the	most
dedicated	and	motivated	person	in	the	world,	you	probably	wouldn’t	make	it
through	 all	 twenty-two	 skills.	 What	 we	 need	 is	 a	 shortcut,	 something	 that
accelerates	your	leadership	development.

Fortunately	 there	 is	 such	 a	 shortcut,	 as	 Charles	 Duhigg	 discusses	 in	 his
best-selling	book	The	Power	of	Habit.	This	 shortcut	 happens	when	 a	 single
habit	 triggers	 a	 chain	 reaction	 of	 behavioral	 change	 that	 transforms	 many
different	aspects	of	your	life.	Duhigg	calls	it	a	keystone	habit.3

The	Making	of	a	Keystone	Habit

When	I	first	met	John,	he	was	convinced	that	he	had	all	the	necessary	skills	to
step	 into	 an	 executive	 role	 right	 then	 and	 there.	He	 had	 been	 successful	 in
management	positions	for	several	years,	and	he	knew	the	ins	and	outs	of	his
organization	as	well	as	anyone.	A	promotion	to	the	C-suite	was	a	given	in	his
mind.	But	in	reality	the	situation	wasn’t	quite	that	simple.	John,	like	Laura	the
ER	nurse,	had	a	bad	habit	that	was	holding	him	back,	and	he	didn’t	realize	it.
He	would	 need	 to	make	 a	 drastic	 change	 if	 he	wanted	 to	 be	 an	 executive.



That’s	when	I	started	working	with	him.
John	was	described	to	me	by	his	colleagues	and	the	employees	he	managed

as	domineering	and	authoritarian,	 and	 I	quickly	 realized	why:	When	people
raised	 concerns	 to	 him	 about	 projects,	 initiatives,	 and	 assignments,	 John
always	downplayed	or	dismissed	 those	concerns.	Whether	 it	was	 in	one-on-
one	 conversations,	 in	meetings,	 or	 at	 home,	 John	didn’t	 seem	 to	 care	when
people	 weren’t	 on	 board	 with	 his	 plans.	 He	 expected	 everyone	 to	 trust	 his
judgment	and	do	as	he	said	because	he	was	in	charge.

As	a	result,	John’s	colleagues,	friends,	and	family	members	had	begun	to
resent	him	when	he	gave	orders.	Most	of	the	time	they	would	comply	with	his
requests,	but	 they	weren’t	 fully	engaged	because	 they	didn’t	 feel	 they	had	a
personal	stake	in	what	he	was	asking	them	to	do.

John’s	 authoritarian	 behavior	 was	 undermining	 many	 critical	 leadership
skills.	 He	 couldn’t	 effectively	 influence	 other	 people,	 overcome	 resistance,
negotiate,	 or	 coach	 and	 mentor	 them.	 If	 he	 didn’t	 drop	 this	 bad	 habit,	 he
would	never	become	an	effective	leader.

When	 I	 explained	 the	 concept	 of	 leadership	 development	 as	 a	 simple	 5-
minute	daily	exercise,	 John	was	 skeptical,	 as	Laura	 the	ER	nurse	had	been,
but	 he	 agreed	 to	 give	 it	 a	 try.	 After	 some	 deliberation,	 he	 settled	 on	 an
exercise	to	help	him	make	a	habit	of	asking	people	about	their	concerns:	After
someone	 expresses	 a	 concern	 or	 dissatisfaction,	 ask	 a	 targeted	 question	 to
better	 understand	 the	 person’s	 position	 by	 saying,	 “What	 makes	 you
concerned	about	this?”

At	first	the	exercise	was	uncomfortable	for	John.	His	habit	of	ignoring	or
dismissing	 others’	 concerns	was	 deeply	 ingrained,	 so	 he	 had	 to	 consciously
stop	 himself	 from	 doing	 it.	 But	 he	 found	 that	 he	 was	 able	 to	 sustain	 his
practice	 because	 the	 exercise	 itself	was	 so	 simple	 (ask	 a	 question),	 he	 only
had	to	remember	to	do	it	once	a	day,	and	it	didn’t	take	long	to	complete.	And
sure	enough,	after	about	two	months,	John	and	the	people	around	him	began
to	notice	a	change	in	his	behavior—he	was	acknowledging	people’s	concerns
and	 taking	 them	 seriously.	 The	 more	 he	 practiced	 his	 simple	 exercise,	 the
more	John	noticed	how	much	more	engaged	other	people	were	when	they	felt
their	concerns	were	being	heard.	He	started	encountering	less	resistance	to	his
plans	 and	 ideas;	 his	 employees	 were	 more	 engaged	 with	 their	 work	 and
showed	him	more	respect;	and	he	found	that	he	had	more	influence	among	his
fellow	 managers.	 Soon	 he	 was	 proactively	 asking	 people	 to	 share	 their
concerns,	rather	than	waiting	for	them	to	speak	up.	His	new	habit	was	formed.

The	 changes	 that	 resulted	 from	 John’s	 new	 habit	 didn’t	 stop	 there.	 The
simple	act	of	asking	other	people	about	their	concerns	caused	other	leadership
skills	 to	blossom—skills	he	hadn’t	yet	deliberately	practiced.	Within	a	year,
John	was	promoted	to	an	executive	position.	Soon	after	his	promotion,	John



had	 to	 give	 negative	 feedback	 to	 a	 new	 director	 in	 his	 group	who	was	 not
performing	well.	He	was	 anxious	 about	 the	 situation	because	 in	 the	past	 he
hadn’t	 handled	 giving	 negative	 feedback	well.	But	 John	 quickly	 discovered
that	it	didn’t	matter.	When	he	sat	down	with	the	underperforming	director,	his
new	 habit	 automatically	 took	 over:	 Instead	 of	 taking	 a	 stern,	 authoritarian
approach,	he	simply	stated	the	facts	and	then	asked	the	director	what	concerns
he	had	about	his	own	performance.

Before	he	knew	it,	John	was	engaging	the	director	in	an	effective	coaching
discussion.	 The	 director	 shared	 his	 experiences	 in	 his	 new	 job,	 his
understanding	of	his	shortcomings,	and	where	he	thought	he	could	improve—
and	best	 of	 all,	 he	 came	up	with	 good	 ideas	 about	 how	 to	 do	 his	 job	more
effectively.	John’s	new	habit	had	spread	beyond	the	skill	of	influencing	others
—he	was	now	also	getting	better	at	mentoring	and	coaching,	even	though	he
hadn’t	explicitly	practiced	this	skill.

For	John,	the	behavior	he	learned	from	the	“ask	about	concerns”	exercise
became	 his	 keystone	 habit.	 Once	 it	 took	 root,	 it	 spread	 and	 changed	 other
behaviors	that	improved	other	leadership	skills.	John	quickly	became	better	at
influencing	 people,	 overcoming	 resistance,	 negotiating,	 and	 coaching	 his
employees.	 These	 same	 skills	 also	 transformed	 his	 friendships	 and	 family
relationships.	All	because	a	single	5-minute	exercise	created	a	keystone	habit.

From	5-Minute	Exercise	to	Complete	Transformation

The	 Leader	 Habit	 Formula	 can	 help	 you	 learn	 any	 new	 leadership	 habit.
However,	the	Formula	is	most	effective	if	you	use	it	to	build	a	keystone	habit
first.	 If	 you	 can	 build	 a	 keystone	 habit,	 it	 will	 accelerate	 your	 leadership
development	 process.	 In	 order	 to	 identify	 which	 habits	 might	 be	 good
candidates	for	your	own	keystone	habit,	it	helps	to	understand	how	keystone
habits	trigger	such	dramatic	and	far-reaching	changes.

Psychologists	 have	 discovered	 the	 principles	 that	 explain	 how	 keystone
habits	 work.	 To	 begin	 with,	 remember	 the	 chronic	 procrastination	 of	 the
undergraduates	 who	 kept	 putting	 off	 homework	 and	 the	 reluctance	 of	 the
experiment	 participants	 who	 didn’t	 have	 the	 motivation	 to	 attempt	 the
Hurricane	Game’s	most	difficult	level.	The	reason	the	procrastinating	students
actively	avoided	homework	and	the	players	didn’t	attempt	 the	most	difficult
level	was	 that	 they	didn’t	believe	 in	 their	own	ability;	 they	didn’t	 think	 that
they	 would	 be	 good	 at	 the	 task	 they	 had	 been	 asked	 to	 complete.	 In
psychological	terms,	their	self-efficacy	was	low.	When	people’s	self-efficacy



is	low,	their	motivation	is	also	low	and	they	generally	avoid	the	activity	they
think	 they	 aren’t	 good	 enough	 to	 succeed	 at,	 either	 by	 procrastinating	 or
giving	up	entirely.4	In	order	to	increase	their	motivation,	people	have	to	start
believing	 that	 they	 can	 actually	 do	 the	 activity—their	 self-efficacy	 has	 to
increase.

Marla	 Cilley’s	 5-Minute	 Room	 Rescue	 technique	 got	 people	 to	 stop
procrastinating	and	clean	their	houses	because	it	does	just	that.	By	shrinking
chores	to	just	five	minutes	per	day,	people	come	to	believe	that	they	can	do	it
—after	 all,	 it’s	 just	 five	 minutes.	 More	 importantly,	 after	 they	 spend	 five
minutes	cleaning,	people	realize	how	much	they	are	able	to	accomplish	in	that
short	time,	and	their	confidence	in	their	ability	increases.5

Similarly,	 after	 just	 a	 few	 repetitions	 of	 his	 Leader	Habit	 exercise,	 John
realized	that	he	truly	was	capable	of	doing	it—he	could	ask	people	about	their
concerns	 and	 learn	 to	 hear	 and	 acknowledge	 those	 concerns.	 The	 5-minute
exercise	brought	him	a	“small	win”	every	single	day,	which	motivated	him	to
keep	practicing.	Soon	 the	 exercise	wasn’t	 just	 about	 asking	people	 to	 share
their	concerns;	it	became	an	exercise	in	building	his	self-efficacy.	Every	time
he	 practiced,	 John	 became	 more	 confident	 in	 his	 ability	 to	 get	 better	 at
influencing	 other	 people,	 which	 made	 it	 easier	 for	 him	 to	 change	 other
behaviors	as	well.

The	 simple	 “ask	 about	 concerns”	 exercise	 became	 John’s	 keystone	 habit
because	 he	 was	 practicing	 both	 the	 overt	 behavior—hearing	 and
acknowledging	 concerns—and	 also	 using	 his	 willpower.	 Every	 day,	 with
every	repetition	of	his	new	behavior,	his	willpower	grew	stronger.	Realizing
that	he	could	actually	do	 this	 increased	his	self-efficacy,	which	 in	 turn	gave
him	the	confidence	to	continue	developing	other	leadership	skills.	The	simple,
5-minute	exercise	had	started	an	avalanche	of	change.

But	 this	 type	 of	 change	 doesn’t	 happen	 on	 its	 own—there	 are	 several
conditions	necessary	for	a	habit	to	become	a	keystone	habit.

It	Matters	Where	You	Practice

In	1975,	researchers	at	the	University	of	Stirling	ran	one	of	the	more	famous
experiments	 in	 psychology.	 Near	 the	 port	 town	 of	 Oban	 in	 Scotland,	 they
played	 recordings	 of	 a	 list	 of	 words	 to	 scuba	 divers	 while	 the	 divers	 were
submerged	ten	feet	underwater.	The	divers	had	been	asked	beforehand	to	try
to	memorize	the	words	they	heard.	When	the	divers	surfaced	and	returned	to
the	beach,	the	researchers	tested	their	ability	to	recall	the	words	and	recorded



how	many	words	each	diver	remembered.
For	a	second	group	of	divers,	the	researchers	prepared	a	slightly	different

test.	After	 listening	 to	 the	 initial	 list	of	words	underwater,	 these	divers	were
asked	 to	 swim	 a	 short	 distance,	 dive	 twenty	 feet,	 and	 then	 return	 to	 the
original	 position	 before	 attempting	 to	 recall	 the	 words.	 The	 important
difference	 between	 the	 two	 scenarios	 is	 that	 the	 second	 group	 was	 tested
underwater	 rather	 than	on	 the	beach;	 they	were	asked	 to	 recall	 the	words	 in
the	same	environment	where	they	learned	them.

The	results	were	surprising—divers	recalled	more	words	underwater	than
on	 land.6	 Their	 ability	 to	 recall	 what	 they	 had	 learned	 was	 influenced	 by
where	 they	were	asked	to	remember	 it.	The	divers	remembered	more	words
when	they	were	located	in	the	same	environment	where	the	learning	occurred.
Once	on	land,	they	couldn’t	remember	as	much.

The	 explanation	 for	 this	 surprising	 effect	 can	 be	 traced	 back	 to
automaticity,	 the	 same	 psychological	 principle	 that	 is	 responsible	 for	 habit
formation.	 As	 you	 know,	 our	 brains	 automatically	 process	 information
without	 our	 conscious	 awareness,	 and	 it	 turns	 out	 that	 some	 of	 this
information	gets	unconsciously	stored	along	with	our	memories.	For	instance,
your	brain	is	now	automatically	analyzing	the	space	where	you	are	sitting	and
reading	 this	 book.	You	 don’t	 need	 to	 pay	 attention	 to	 this	 process	 for	 it	 to
happen;	 your	 brain	 is	 storing	 the	 information	 automatically,	 and	 you	 will
remember	tomorrow	where	you	read	this	chapter.

As	 part	 of	 your	 memory	 of	 this	 chapter,	 your	 brain	 is	 effortlessly
remembering	 the	 different	 cues	 about	 your	 environment.	 Is	 it	 dark	 or	 light,
warm	or	cold,	quiet	or	loud?	Are	you	alone	or	are	other	people	around	you?
What	 sounds	 are	 you	 hearing?	 What	 colors	 are	 you	 seeing?	 All	 of	 this
information	is	stored	as	part	of	your	memory	of	this	moment,	and	when	you
find	yourself	in	a	similar	environment,	all	these	cues	will	prompt	your	brain
to	surface	the	memory	to	your	conscious	awareness,	making	it	easier	to	recall.

This	 explains	why	 the	divers	 in	 the	experiment	 remembered	more	words
underwater—it	was	 the	 same	environment	where	 they	had	heard	 the	words.
When	they	were	back	on	dry	land,	all	the	environmental	cues	their	brains	had
unconsciously	 stored	 along	with	 the	memory	 of	 the	words	were	 gone,	 so	 it
was	more	difficult	for	them	to	remember	the	words.	This	phenomenon	came
to	 be	 known	 as	 context	 effect,	 and	 it	 is	 the	 reason	 why	 it’s	 so	 difficult	 to
remember	concepts	you	 learn	 in	 the	classroom	outside	of	 it.	Context	effects
are	also	a	nemesis	of	keystone	habits	because	they	can	limit	a	habit	to	being
triggered	only	in	one	particular	situation,	which	is	the	opposite	of	what	needs
to	happen.

For	a	habit	 to	become	your	keystone	habit,	 it	must	be	able	to	spread	into
many	domains	of	your	life;	that	means	it	can’t	be	limited	to	just	one	type	of



scenario	 or	 environment	 by	 context	 effects.	 For	 example,	 John’s	 habit	 of
asking	about	concerns	wouldn’t	have	been	transformative	if	he	had	used	it	in
staff	meetings	but	not	in	one-on-one	conversations,	or	if	it	had	only	changed
his	behavior	in	professional	settings	and	not	with	his	friends	and	family.

Context	 effects	 happen	 as	 part	 of	 natural	 processing	 of	 information,	 but
there	is	an	easy	way	to	overcome	them:	practice	your	5-minute	daily	exercise
in	many	different	environments.	Make	it	a	point	to	practice	in	your	office	and
at	home,	in	your	hotel	room	and	on	the	plane	while	traveling,	on	your	laptop
and	your	desktop,	 in	meetings	 and	 around	 the	dinner	 table,	with	 colleagues
and	friends	and	family	members	.	.	.	you	get	the	idea.	By	changing	where	and
with	 whom	 you	 practice	 your	 5-minute	 exercise,	 you	 are	 fighting	 context
effects	 and	 increasing	 the	 power	 of	 the	 behavior	 you	 are	 practicing	 to	 help
you	become	a	better	leader	all	around—and	you	are	increasing	the	chances	of
that	behavior	becoming	your	keystone	habit.

One	Good	Habit	Leads	to	Another

Before	automobile	manufacturers	began	installing	seat	belt	warning	chimes	in
most	 vehicles,	 pizza	 delivery	 drivers	 rarely	 buckled	 up.	Because	 they	were
racing	against	time	trying	to	satisfy	hungry	customers	and	constantly	jumping
in	and	out	of	their	vehicles,	wearing	a	seat	belt	wasn’t	the	drivers’	top	priority.
In	 fact,	 the	 business	 of	 fast	 pizza	 delivery	 gained	 a	 reputation	 for	 reckless
driving.	 The	 combination	 of	 low	 seat	 belt	 use	 and	 higher-risk	 driving
behaviors	posed	a	serious	health	threat	to	the	drivers	and	was	a	liability	to	the
businesses.

Behavior	 analysts	 at	 Virginia	 Polytechnic	 Institute	 designed	 an
intervention	 to	 increase	 the	 use	 of	 seat	 belts	 among	 pizza	 delivery	 drivers.
After	a	brief	discussion	with	the	drivers	about	the	benefits	of	wearing	a	seat
belt,	 they	 installed	 buckle-up	 reminder	 signs	 in	 two	 pizza	 stores.	 The	 signs
were	 meant	 to	 serve	 as	 cues	 in	 the	 habit-building	 process.	 After	 the
intervention,	 the	 researchers	 secretly	 observed	 the	 drivers	 from	 strategic
positions	with	a	clear	view	of	the	parking	lot	located	by	the	two	pizza	stores.

What	the	researchers	observed	was	remarkable.	Not	only	were	the	drivers
buckling	 up	more	 often	 after	 the	 intervention,	 but	 some	 even	 started	 using
turn	signals	more	frequently.7	Although	using	turn	signals	was	not	part	of	the
intervention,	and	no	 reminders	were	placed	 in	 the	pizza	stores	 to	encourage
drivers	 to	 use	 them,	 for	 some	 drivers	 the	 seat	 belt	 intervention	 led	 to	 other
safe	driving	behaviors.	How	did	this	happen?



The	answer	can	be	found	in	the	relationship	between	the	two	behaviors.	If
we	were	to	divide	all	driving	behaviors	into	two	groups,	one	representing	safe
driving	 behaviors	 and	 the	 other	 unsafe	 behaviors,	 wearing	 a	 seat	 belt	 and
using	turn	signals	would	both	be	in	the	safe	group.	Even	though	the	specific
actions	of	each	behavior	are	different,	conceptually	they	are	related.	Because
the	 two	 behaviors	 are	 related,	 it	 was	 possible	 for	 the	 trained	 behavior
(buckling	 up)	 to	 unconsciously	 influence	 the	 drivers	 to	 perform	 another
related	 behavior	 (using	 turn	 signals).	 Notice,	 for	 example,	 that	 the	 drivers
who	began	wearing	a	seat	belt	didn’t	all	of	a	sudden	also	start	eating	healthier
or	going	to	the	gym.	Those	health	behaviors	belong	to	a	different	conceptual
group,	so	developing	a	new	habit	of	seat	belt	use	won’t	affect	them	one	way
or	 the	other.	These	findings	provide	 insight	 into	another	 important	aspect	of
keystone	habits:	they	usually	spread	into	conceptually	related	behaviors,	and
not	outside	of	their	domain.

A	 few	 decades	 before	 the	 pizza	 delivery	 seat	 belt	 intervention,
psychologists	 at	 Stanford	 University	 discovered	 the	 psychological	 process
that	explains	how	one	habit	can	influence	another.	The	researchers,	posing	as
volunteers,	 went	 door	 to	 door	 in	 a	 residential	 neighborhood	 asking
homeowners	to	display	an	ugly,	very	large	sign	on	their	front	lawn	that	read,
“Drive	Carefully.”	 The	 request	was	 deliberately	 ridiculous,	 as	 the	 sign	was
large	 enough	 to	 obscure	 the	 house	 behind	 it,	 and	 so	 it	 should	 come	 as	 no
surprise	that	a	large	majority	of	homeowners	refused	to	display	the	sign.

There	 was,	 however,	 one	 group	 of	 homeowners	 that	 agreed	 to	 the
researchers’	 request	 and	 offered	 their	 front	 lawns	 for	 installation	 of	 the
massive	sign.	These	same	homeowners	had	been	visited	two	weeks	earlier	by
a	different	 researcher	 also	posing	as	 a	volunteer.	This	 researcher	 also	 asked
this	group	of	homeowners	to	display	a	safe-driving	sign,	but	the	request	was
very	 small—the	 sign	 was	 just	 three	 inches	 tall.	 Most	 homeowners	 in	 this
group	 agreed	 to	 display	 the	 tiny	 sign.	 They	 had	 no	 idea	 how	 much	 this
decision	would	 influence	 their	 future	 behavior,	 and	 they	 certainly	wouldn’t
have	 predicted	 that	 two	 weeks	 later	 they	 would	 agree	 to	 have	 a	 massive
billboard	installed	on	their	front	lawn.8

The	 reason	why	 homeowners	who	 agreed	 to	 display	 the	 small	 sign	 also
agreed	to	the	massive	billboard	is	that	their	small	initial	commitment	changed
how	 they	 viewed	 themselves—it	 changed	 their	 self-image.	 By	 agreeing	 to
display	 the	 small	 sign,	 they	 came	 to	 see	 themselves	 as	 advocates	 for	 safe
driving.	 Once	 this	 became	 part	 of	 how	 they	 saw	 themselves,	 it	 was	 only
natural	 for	 them	 to	 agree	 to	other	 signs	 that	were	 consistent	with	 their	 new
self-image.

Similarly,	 the	pizza	delivery	drivers	who	started	buckling	up	came	to	see
themselves	as	safer	drivers.	As	 their	 self-image	changed,	 their	other	driving



behaviors	changed	to	match	it.
Never	underestimate	the	power	of	a	behavior,	no	matter	how	small	it	might

seem.	When	you	start	practicing	one	of	the	5-minute	Leader	Habit	exercises,
your	new	behavior	can	become	a	keystone	habit	that	causes	you	to	change	a
whole	set	of	related	behaviors.	What	started	for	John	as	a	simple	exercise	in
asking	 about	 others’	 concerns	 also	 improved	 his	 other	 leadership	 skills.	 By
learning	 to	 hear	 and	 acknowledge	 concerns,	 he	 not	 only	 became	 better	 at
influencing	people,	but	he	also	improved	at	overcoming	resistance	to	change,
negotiating,	 and	mentoring	 and	 coaching.	He	 improved	 these	 skills	 because
they	are	conceptually	related	to	the	skill	he	was	practicing.	He	needed	to	be
able	 to	 hear	why	 someone	was	 reluctant	 to	make	 a	 change	before	 he	 could
overcome	 their	 resistance	 to	 it	 and	 convince	 the	 person	 to	 accept	 the	 new
course	of	action.	He	needed	to	give	his	employees	an	opportunity	to	express
their	concerns	and	reservations	before	he	could	effectively	coach	them.

John’s	 simple	 exercise	 also	 changed	 his	 self-image:	 By	 deliberately	 and
consistently	 practicing	 the	 behavior,	 he	 started	 to	 see	 himself	 as	 a	 better
“people	 leader.”	 This	 made	 it	 possible	 for	 his	 new	 habit	 to	 start	 the	 chain
reaction	that	spread	to	other	leadership	skills.	Day	by	day,	little	by	little,	his
keystone	habit	was	helping	him	to	change	a	whole	range	of	related	behaviors
to	match	his	new	self-image,	which	accelerated	his	leadership	development.

Two	Groups	of	Leadership	Skills

The	shortcut	to	rapid	leadership	development	is	finding	your	keystone	habit.
The	idea	that	one	new	habit	can	trigger	so	many	changes	may	seem	too	good
to	be	true,	but	remember	that	habits	have	the	power	to	influence	conceptually
related	behaviors.	As	we	saw	with	the	pizza	delivery	drivers,	an	intervention
designed	to	get	them	to	buckle	up	also	resulted	in	some	drivers	spontaneously
starting	 to	use	 their	 turn	 signals	more.	The	 important	 thing	 to	keep	 in	mind
when	 thinking	 about	 how	 keystone	 habits	 accelerate	 change	 is	 that	 other
desirable	behaviors	have	to	be	related	to	the	keystone	habit.

As	 part	 of	 my	 research	 study,	 my	 team	 and	 I	 tested	 the	 relationships
between	the	twenty-two	leadership	skills	to	identify	the	micro-behaviors	that
have	the	highest	chance	of	becoming	keystone	habits.	Remember	that	we	had
observed	 and	 analyzed	 the	 behavior	 of	 almost	 eight	 hundred	 leaders	 from
around	 the	 world	 and	 rated	 each	 leader	 on	 the	 many	 micro-behaviors	 that
make	up	 the	 twenty-two	 leadership	skills.	 In	our	statistical	analysis	of	 these
ratings,	we	found	that	some	skills	were	more	strongly	correlated	to	others.	A



strong	positive	correlation	between	two	skills	meant	that	 if	a	leader	had	one
skill,	she	was	also	more	likely	to	have	the	other	skill—a	necessary	condition
for	either	skill	to	become	a	keystone	habit.

Next	we	used	factor	analysis	to	examine	the	relationships	between	the	set
of	leadership	skills	as	a	whole	to	see	if	some	skills	were	more	closely	related
than	 others.	We	 found	 that	 the	 leadership	 skills	 clustered	 into	 two	 distinct
groups.	We	called	 the	 first	 group	getting	 things	done	 and	 the	 second	 group
focusing	on	people.

The	 distinction	 we	 identified	 between	 task-oriented	 and	 people-oriented
leadership	behaviors	 is	not	new.	In	fact,	 it	was	reported	as	early	as	1955	by
researchers	at	Ohio	State	University,	who	observed	that	some	leaders	focus	on
achieving	results,	while	other	leaders	are	more	concerned	about	their	people.
Task-oriented	 leaders	 tend	 to	 initiate	 structure	 for	 their	 team,	 plan	 and
organize	work,	delegate,	monitor	progress	of	employees,	and	push	to	get	the
job	done.	People-oriented	leaders	tend	to	focus	on	supporting	and	developing
their	employees,	showing	consideration,	and	motivating	them.9

Once	you	understand	 the	difference	between	 task-oriented	 leadership	and
people-oriented	 leadership,	 it’s	only	natural	 to	wonder	which	 style	 is	 better.
Can	you	get	more	done	by	focusing	on	the	results?	Or	is	it	more	effective	to
focus	on	the	people?	This	is	a	dilemma	most	leaders	will	face	at	one	point	or
another	 in	 their	 careers.	Many	people	 intuitively	 choose	 to	 be	 task-oriented
because	it	seems	obvious	that	you	should	stress	tasks	and	results	if	you	want
to	achieve	deadlines	and	goals.

It	 turns	 out	 the	 answer	 is	 not	 that	 straightforward.	 In	 a	 review	 of	 231
studies	 of	 leadership	 behaviors,	 researchers	 at	 the	 University	 of	 Central
Florida	found	that,	although	both	task-oriented	and	people-oriented	leadership
behaviors	 had	 a	 positive	 impact	 on	 team	 productivity,	 focusing	 on	 people
actually	resulted	in	slightly	higher	team	productivity	than	focusing	on	results.
The	 researchers	 also	 found	 that	 only	 people-oriented	 leadership	 behaviors
resulted	 in	 team	 learning;	 when	 leaders	 focused	 only	 on	 achieving	 results,
their	 teams	 didn’t	 learn.10	 To	 achieve	 the	 best	 results,	 leaders	 need	 both
groups	 of	 skills—effective	 leaders	 must	 get	 things	 done	while	 focusing	 on
people.

Your	Keystone	Habits

What	does	all	of	this	mean	for	your	keystone	habits?	First,	keep	in	mind	that	a
keystone	 habit	 is	 most	 likely	 to	 start	 a	 chain	 reaction	 of	 behavior	 changes



within	 the	 group	 of	 leadership	 skills	 where	 it	 conceptually	 belongs.	 For
example,	if	you	develop	a	task-oriented	skill	like	Manage	Priorities,	the	habit
will	 likely	 spread	 to	 related	 skills,	 such	 as	Plan	 and	Organize	Work,	Create
Urgency,	 Analyze	 Information,	 Make	 Good	 Decisions,	 or	 Delegate	 Well,
because	all	of	these	skills	focus	on	getting	things	done.	But	the	same	habit	is
unlikely	 to	 influence	 people-oriented	 behaviors	 like	 Listen	 Actively,	 Show
Caring,	or	Mentor	and	Coach.

Second,	remember	that	great	leaders	have	skills	that	belong	to	both	groups
—they	get	things	done	while	focusing	on	people.	Based	on	the	situation,	they
automatically	 respond	 with	 their	 habitual	 behaviors,	 sometimes	 providing
support	and	other	times	cracking	the	whip.	In	order	to	be	a	great	leader,	you,
too,	will	need	 to	develop	 skills	 in	both	getting	 things	done	 and	 focusing	on
people,	so	you	will	 likely	need	to	establish	at	least	two	keystone	habits,	one
that	 helps	 accelerate	 your	 development	 of	 skills	 in	 each	 group.	 I	 will	 talk
more	about	how	to	 identify	which	exercises	are	most	 likely	 to	become	your
keystone	habits	in	the	next	chapter,	when	I	discuss	in	detail	how	to	plan	your
Leader	Habit	workout.





CHAPTER	5

Starting	Your	Leader	Habit	Workout

Now	 that	 you	understand	 the	Leader	Habit	Formula,	 it’s	 time	 to	 build	 your
Leader	Habit	workout.

Notice	that	I	said	workout.	I	chose	that	word	to	remind	you	that	the	Leader
Habit	Formula	is	about	acquiring	and	strengthening	skills	through	deliberate
practice.	It’s	no	different	than	building	physical	strength	by	targeting	specific
muscle	groups:	 If	 you	want	 to	become	a	better	 leader,	 you	have	 to	practice
exercises	that	target	specific	leadership	skills.	Reading	this	book	and	learning
about	 skills	 and	 micro-behaviors	 isn’t	 enough.	 You	 have	 to	 put	 together	 a
workout	plan	that	will	help	you	develop	the	skills	you	need	to	lead,	and	you
have	to	do	the	workout	long	enough	for	your	new	skills	to	become	habits.

But	where	 to	begin?	There	are	 twenty-two	 leadership	 skills	 and	 seventy-
nine	 different	 exercises,	 each	 focused	 on	 a	 unique	micro-behavior.	With	 so
many	 options	 to	 choose	 from,	 selecting	 your	 first	 exercise	 can	 feel
overwhelming.	Don’t	worry.	The	key	to	successful	development	is	finding	the
overlap	between	the	skills	where	you	can	grow	and	those	that	come	naturally
to	you;	 that	 is	where	you	will	 find	 the	easiest	and	fastest	growth—and	your
keystone	habit.	This	chapter	will	help	you	identify	those	places	of	overlap,	so
that	you	can	get	your	Leader	Habit	workout	off	to	the	strongest	possible	start.

Choose	Your	First	Exercise	Wisely

Your	 first	 Leader	 Habit	 exercise	 is	 the	 most	 important,	 because	 it	 has	 the
power	to	make	or	break	your	entire	leadership	development	workout.	If	you
pick	 the	 right	 exercise,	 the	 behavior	 you	 practice	 will	 become	 a	 keystone
habit	 that	 triggers	 a	 cascade	 of	 positive	 changes	 to	 related	 behaviors	 and
increases	 your	 self-efficacy,	 making	 it	 easier	 to	 sustain	 your	 workout	 and
helping	you	to	build	other	skills	faster.	But	if	you	pick	the	wrong	exercise,	the
process	will	 feel	difficult	 instead	of	 easy,	you	will	 struggle	 to	practice	on	a
daily	 basis,	 and	 eventually	 you	 will	 give	 up.	 Giving	 up	 is	 the	 opposite	 of
successful	 leadership	 development,	 so	 let’s	 look	 at	 some	 ways	 you	 can



identify	 which	 exercises	 have	 the	 best	 potential	 to	 become	 your	 keystone
habit.

In	 my	 line	 of	 work,	 we	 spend	 a	 considerable	 amount	 of	 time	 assessing
clients	 to	 understand	what	 leadership	 habits	 they	 already	 have,	what	 comes
naturally	to	them,	and	what	micro-behaviors	are	most	likely	to	become	their
keystone	 habits.	 We	 place	 clients	 in	 simulated	 business	 scenarios	 in	 a
fictitious	 company,	 expose	 them	 to	 various	 cues,	 and	 observe	 how	 they
respond.	 For	 instance,	 clients	 are	 asked	 to	 create	 a	 vision	 and	 strategy
presentation	for	the	fictitious	company,	and	we	have	them	role-play	difficult
scenarios,	like	coaching	an	underperforming	employee	or	appeasing	an	angry
customer.	 We	 observe	 how	 clients	 interact	 with	 live,	 human	 actors	 over	 a
webcam	 and	 how	 they	 respond	 to	 urgent	 emails	 from	 their	 fictitious
coworkers.	 All	 of	 this	 data	 allows	 us	 to	 precisely	 measure	 their	 current
leadership	skills	and	identify	which	skills	need	more	practice.

In	these	simulations,	we	study	the	consistency	of	each	leadership	behavior
in	multiple	different	scenarios.	We	vary	the	cues	and	the	response	formats	to
measure	 if	 each	micro-behavior	 suffers	 from	 context	 effects,	 like	 the	 scuba
divers	 unable	 to	 remember	 on	 land	 what	 they	 had	 learned	 underwater.	 For
example,	a	leader	may	be	great	at	influencing	others	when	she	speaks	to	them
in	meetings,	but	she	struggles	to	exert	that	same	influence	in	email	messages.
In	such	cases,	where	a	behavior	is	present	but	not	yet	consistent,	the	behavior
in	 question	 is	 often	 a	 good	 candidate	 for	 the	 client’s	 first	 Leader	 Habit
exercise.	Starting	your	workout	by	practicing	something	that	you	already	do
in	one	context	is	much	easier	than	learning	a	totally	new	behavior.

When	considering	which	Leader	Habit	exercise	would	be	best	for	a	client
to	start	with,	we	also	study	how	the	client’s	personality	aligns	with	each	of	the
twenty-two	leadership	skills.	If	a	person	doesn’t	display	a	particular	skill,	we
look	at	the	relevant	personality	traits	to	understand	how	easy	it	will	be	for	her
to	practice	that	skill.	For	example,	if	a	client	is	not	communicating	clearly,	we
look	 at	 how	 she	 scored	 on	 the	 Organized	 trait	 to	 understand	 if	 the	 skill	 is
something	 she	 can	 easily	 develop.	 If	 the	 client	 is	 low	 on	 Organized,	 it’s
unlikely	 that	 she	 would	 succeed	 in	 practicing	 an	 exercise	 that	 targets	 the
micro-behavior	 of	 organizing	 a	 message	 around	 key	 points.	 This	 exercise
wouldn’t	 feel	 natural	 to	 the	 client	 and	 she	 wouldn’t	 derive	 much	 intrinsic
reward	 from	 it,	 which	 would	 make	 it	 difficult	 for	 her	 to	 keep	 practicing.
Instead	we	would	look	for	a	skill	that	is	aligned	with	the	client’s	personality
traits,	which	would	be	easier	and	more	satisfying	for	her	to	do.

Simulation-based	 assessments	 are	 an	 effective	 way	 to	 identify	 potential
keystone	 habits,	 but	 I	 know	 it’s	 not	 always	 possible	 to	 prepare	 for	 your
Leader	Habit	workout	this	way.	If	you	don’t	have	the	opportunity	to	complete
a	 simulation-based	 assessment,	 you	 can	 still	 be	 successful	 at	 choosing	 the



right	exercise	to	start	your	workout.

What	You’re	Good	at,	What	Comes	Naturally,	and	Where
You	Can	Grow

Without	a	simulation-based	assessment	 to	guide	you,	your	biggest	challenge
will	be	correctly	identifying	which	leadership	skills	you	need	to	practice.	This
challenge	arises	because	people	are	generally	unaware	of	their	true	strengths
and	 weaknesses.	 Remember	 how	 Laura	 and	 John	 didn’t	 realize	 their	 bad
habits?	 They	 both	 thought	 they	 were	 ready	 to	 take	 on	 more	 leadership
responsibility,	 but	 their	 coworkers	 and	 superiors	 didn’t	 see	 them	 as	 good
leaders	because	of	glaring	weaknesses	that	Laura	and	John	didn’t	recognize	in
themselves.

Researchers	at	 the	University	of	New	South	Wales	and	 the	University	of
Sydney	 studied	 just	 how	 much	 our	 own	 views	 of	 our	 strengths	 and
weaknesses	 differ	 from	 how	 our	 colleagues	 see	 us.	 The	 researchers	 asked
sixty-three	 team	 leaders	 at	 a	 large	 Australian	 service	 company	 to	 rate
themselves	 on	 eleven	 leadership	 skills,	 such	 as	 planning	 and	 organizing,
coaching	 people,	 making	 decisions,	 building	 relationships,	 and	 customer
focus.	Then	they	asked	other	people	working	with	these	team	leaders	to	also
rate	them	on	the	same	leadership	skills.	These	other	people	included	the	team
leaders’	bosses,	peers,	and	the	employees	they	supervised.

To	their	surprise,	the	researchers	found	no	relationship	between	a	person’s
self-assessment	and	how	other	people	 rated	 that	person’s	 leadership	skills—
the	 team	leaders	and	 their	colleagues	did	not	agree	on	 the	 leaders’	strengths
and	 weaknesses.1	 The	 findings	 of	 this	 research	 might	 seem	 discouraging,
especially	when	you	are	 trying	 to	build	your	Leader	Habit	workout	plan.	 If
it’s	difficult	to	accurately	assess	your	own	strengths	and	weaknesses,	how	do
you	know	which	skills	you	actually	need	to	develop,	and	how	can	you	hope	to
make	a	wise	choice	for	your	first	exercise?

You’re	going	to	ask	other	people	for	input.
This	is	a	two-step	process.	First,	complete	the	questionnaire	in	Figure	5-1.

The	questions	highlight	 the	differences	between	 the	 two	broad	categories	of
leadership	skills,	getting	things	done	and	focusing	on	people,	which	you	can
use	 as	 an	 initial	 filter	 to	 help	 you	 narrow	 down	 the	 choices	 for	 your	 first
Leader	 Habit	 exercise.	 Your	 answers	 to	 these	 questions	 should	 give	 you	 a
sense	 of	 whether	 you	 see	 yourself	 as	 being	 stronger	 on	 task-oriented	 or



people-oriented	leadership.	This	is	your	self-assessment	baseline.	It	might	be
correct,	or	it	might	not—you	can’t	be	sure	one	way	or	the	other	because	you
are	 not	 the	 best	 judge	 of	 your	 own	 skills.	 (That’s	 why	 this	 is	 a	 two-step
process.)

Figure	5-1	What’s	Your	Leadership	Style?

The	 questions	 below	 highlight	 the	 differences	 between	 the	 two	 broad	 categories	 of
leadership	skills,	getting	things	done	and	focusing	on	people.	Answers	to	these	questions
should	give	you	a	sense	of	whether	you	see	yourself	as	being	stronger	on	task-oriented	or
people-oriented	leadership.	Describe	yourself	as	you	generally	are	now,	not	as	you	wish	to
be	 in	 the	 future.	Describe	yourself	 as	 you	honestly	 see	yourself—there	are	no	 right	and
wrong	answers.

If	 you	have	 three	or	more	selections	 in	 the	 left	 column,	you	see	yourself	as	stronger	on
getting	things	done.	But	 if	 you	have	 three	or	more	sections	 in	 the	 right	column,	you	see
yourself	as	stronger	on	focusing	on	people.	This	is	your	self-assessment	baseline.	It	might
be	correct,	or	it	might	not—you	can’t	be	sure	one	way	or	the	other	because	you	are	not	the
best	judge	of	your	own	skills.	That’s	why	you	should	also	ask	at	least	two	people	that	know
you	well	and	whose	judgment	you	trust	to	answer	the	same	questions	about	you.

The	second	step	is	to	ask	at	least	two	people	that	know	you	well	and	whose
judgment	you	trust	to	answer	the	same	questions	about	you.	The	people	you
ask	 can	 be	 friends,	 coworkers,	 or	 family	 members,	 as	 long	 as	 they	 have
frequently	 observed	how	you	behave	 in	 the	 types	 of	 situations	 described	 in



the	questionnaire.	Conduct	these	informal	interviews	individually,	and	let	the
people	you	are	asking	know	in	advance	what	your	purpose	is;	you	need	to	be
sure	 they	 are	 comfortable	 giving	 you	 feedback.	 It	 helps	 to	 preface	 your
request	with	 a	 statement	 like,	 “I	want	 to	 improve	my	 leadership	 skills,	 and
I’m	wondering	if	I	can	ask	you	a	few	questions	about	how	you’ve	seen	me	act
in	different	situations.	Please	give	me	your	honest	feedback.”

During	the	informal	interviews,	pose	the	questions	and	then	write	down	the
answers	so	that	you	can	review	them	later.	Don’t	argue	with	what	you	hear	or
respond	in	any	way.	It	is	natural	to	get	emotional	when	we	receive	feedback
—especially	if	that	feedback	is	contrary	to	how	we	view	ourselves.	When	we
get	emotional,	we	can’t	 think	clearly.	So	it	 is	best	 to	focus	on	writing	down
the	feedback	during	the	interview,	then	looking	at	it	later,	once	your	emotions
have	passed	and	you	can	process	the	information	with	a	clear	head.

When	you	review	all	the	feedback	from	all	your	sources,	you	will	probably
see	a	consistent	pattern	in	the	responses	to	each	question,	favoring	either	task-
oriented	 leadership	 or	 people-oriented	 leadership.	 This	 is	 how	 other	 people
see	 your	 leadership	 style.	 If	 the	 feedback	 matches	 your	 self-assessment
baseline,	 great.	However,	 if	 the	 feedback	you	 received	 is	 at	 odds	with	your
baseline,	I	recommend	favoring	the	feedback	over	your	self-assessment.

Now	that	you	know	which	skill	category	you	tend	to	favor,	getting	things
done	or	 focusing	on	people,	 I’m	going	 to	make	a	 recommendation	 that	will
probably	seem	counterintuitive:	consider	starting	your	Leader	Habit	workout
with	an	exercise	from	the	opposite	skill	category.	Really.

If	you	 tend	 to	be	a	 taskmaster,	 then	you	are	most	 likely	stronger	 in	 task-
oriented	 leadership	 skills	 and	 you	 will	 have	 more	 opportunity	 for	 rapid
improvement	if	you	start	by	developing	people-oriented	skills,	so	long	as	the
skills	you	start	with	are	generally	compatible	with	your	personality.	The	same
is	true	in	reverse	for	people-focused	leaders.

As	you’re	 thinking	 about	 this,	 don’t	 overlook	 the	 caveat	 about	 picking	 a
skill	 that	 is	 compatible	with	 your	 personality.	Your	 first	 exercise	must	 be	 a
behavior	 that	 comes	 to	 you	 naturally,	 feels	 easy,	 and	 that	 you	 intrinsically
enjoy	doing,	 so	 it	needs	 to	align	with	your	personality	 traits.	 If	you	haven’t
done	so	already,	go	back	and	complete	the	exercise	in	Figure	3-1	in	Chapter	3
or	take	the	Leader	Habit	Quiz	at	www.leaderhabit.com	to	learn	how	you	score
on	 the	six	personality	 traits	used	by	 the	Leader	Habit	Formula.	 (If	you	 take
the	 free	 online	 quiz,	 you	will	 also	 receive	 a	 ranking	 of	 the	 top	 twenty-two
leadership	skills	based	on	how	they	align	with	your	personality.	This	can	be	a
valuable	 tool	 to	help	you	 identify	potential	 keystone	habits.)	Knowing	your
personality	 traits	 is	 essential	 to	 selecting	 the	 right	 exercise	 to	 start	 your
Leader	Habit	workout.

At	this	point,	you	should	have	a	good	idea	of	which	skill	category	you	tend
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to	be	stronger	in	(getting	things	done	or	focusing	on	people),	and	you	should
know	what	your	personality	traits	are.	If	you	follow	my	recommendation,	the
best	exercise	to	start	your	Leader	Habit	workout	with	is	one	that	comes	from
your	weaker	skill	category	and	aligns	with	your	personality	 traits.	So	if	you
are	 a	 taskmaster,	 you	would	 look	 for	 skills	 in	 focusing	 on	 people	 that	 also
match	your	personality.	To	assist	you	in	this,	the	catalogue	of	leadership	skills
and	 exercises	 in	 Part	 III	 describes	 the	 personality	 traits	 that	 influence	 each
leadership	 skill.	 It’s	 likely	 you	 will	 have	 several	 skills	 to	 choose	 from,
depending	on	your	traits.	Generally	speaking,	if	you	score	high	on	Caring	and
Outgoing,	you	will	probably	enjoy	working	on	leadership	skills	that	focus	on
people;	 if	 you	 score	 high	 on	 Organized	 and	 Ambitious,	 you	 will	 probably
enjoy	working	on	task-oriented	leadership	skills.

It	 is	 possible	 that	 your	 unique	 combination	 of	 personality	 traits	will	 run
counter	to	my	recommendation.	For	example,	you	might	be	a	taskmaster	who
scores	low	on	Caring	and	Outgoing,	meaning	that	people-oriented	skills	don’t
come	naturally	to	you.	My	recommendation	says	your	first	exercise	should	be
a	people-oriented	skill,	but	your	personality	traits	suggest	the	opposite.	This	is
not	 a	 problem.	 Remember	 that	 the	 most	 important	 thing	 about	 your	 first
Leader	Habit	 exercise	 is	 to	 choose	 one	 that	 is	 likely	 to	 become	 a	 keystone
habit.	This	means	you	must	enjoy	doing	it	and	it	must	build	your	self-efficacy
—you	need	to	get	those	early	wins	under	your	belt	that	make	you	believe	you
can	be	successful	using	the	Leader	Habit	Formula.	Starting	with	an	exercise
that	doesn’t	align	with	your	personality	will	be	difficult	because	it	won’t	feel
easy	 or	 natural,	 it	 won’t	 build	 your	 self-efficacy,	 and	 it	 probably	 won’t
become	a	keystone	habit.	So	if	my	recommendation	says	to	start	with	people-
oriented	 skills	 but	 those	 skills	 are	 at	 odds	with	 your	 personality,	 trust	 your
personality	and	start	your	workout	by	practicing	 task-oriented	skills	 instead.
Yes,	you’re	probably	already	strong	on	some	of	those	skills,	but	in	the	early
stages	of	your	development	it	is	more	important	to	establish	a	keystone	habit
and	build	your	self-efficacy	than	it	is	to	work	on	your	weaker	skill	category.
Once	 you	 achieve	 those	 early	 wins	 and	 have	 confidence	 in	 your	 ability	 to
grow,	you	can	switch	to	the	skills	that	feel	less	natural	and	require	more	effort
to	practice.

It’s	 time	 to	 choose	 your	 first	 Leader	 Habit	 exercise.	 Take	 some	 time	 to
look	through	the	appropriate	category	in	Part	III.	Find	the	skills	that	are	most
compatible	 with	 your	 personality	 traits	 and	 review	 the	 individual	 micro-
behaviors	and	exercises	for	each	of	them.	Ask	yourself	which	exercise	seems
like	 it	 will	 be	 the	 easiest	 to	 start	 doing.	Whichever	 one	 stands	 out	 to	 you,
write	 it	down	and	keep	 it	 close	at	hand.	This	 is	 the	exercise	 that	will	begin
your	leadership	development	workout.

If	you	have	 followed	all	my	 instructions	up	 to	 this	point	 and	you’re	 still



having	 trouble	 selecting	 your	 first	 exercise,	 don’t	 despair—sometimes	 even
with	 feedback	 it’s	 difficult	 to	 know	 exactly	 which	 leadership	 skill	 to	 start
with.	 Narrowing	 the	 skills	 by	 category	 still	 leaves	 you	 with	 dozens	 of
exercises	to	choose	from.	You	might	be	tempted	to	just	pick	a	skill	from	the
list	and	hope	for	the	best,	but	don’t	do	that—it’s	better	to	play	the	odds	than	to
guess	at	random.	Based	on	the	statistical	analyses	my	team	performed	on	the
complete	 set	 of	 leadership	 skills,	 we	 identified	 the	 top	 three	 skills	 in	 each
category	 that	 are	most	 strongly	 related	 to	 the	other	 skills	 in	 their	 respective
domains;	they	are	listed	in	Figure	5-2.	When	in	doubt,	start	with	one	of	these.

Figure	5-2	Most	Likely	Keystone	Habits
Getting	Things	Done Focusing	on	People

The	three	leadership	skills	that	are	most
strongly	related	to	all	other	task-oriented
behaviors	are:

The	three	leadership	skills	that	are	most
strongly	related	to	all	other	people-oriented
behaviors	are:

1. Create	Urgency 1. Influence	Others

2. Manage	Priorities 2. Overcome	Individual	Resistance

3. Plan	and	Organize	Work 3. Mentor	and	Coach

Avoid	the	Trap	of	Individual	Development	Plans

A	word	of	caution	as	you	prepare	for	your	Leader	Habit	workout:	Don’t	fall
into	the	trap	of	individual	development	plans.	Many	organizations	around	the
world	 use	 development	 plans	 to	 document	 their	 employees’	 development
goals	by	itemizing	the	skills	they	need	to	improve	and	the	learning	activities
they	should	undertake.	In	theory	this	is	an	honorable	effort,	but	in	practice,	at
most	organizations	development	plans	have	become	just	another	bureaucratic
exercise	that	consumes	time	and	effort	without	producing	the	desired	results.
In	 fact,	 researchers	 at	Maastricht	 University	 in	 the	 Netherlands	 found	 that,
among	2,271	employees,	 those	who	had	a	development	plan	 in	place	didn’t
plan	 to	 engage	 in	more	 learning	 activities	 than	 non-users,	 nor	 did	 they	 see
themselves	 as	 having	 stronger	 skills	 than	 non-users.2	 The	 only	 thing	 the
employees	with	development	plans	were	better	at	was	creating	development
plans.

There	are	many	reasons	why	development	plans	fail.	Two	in	particular	are



worth	 highlighting	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 Leader	 Habit	 Formula.	 First,
development	plans	are	often	too	big.	Spurred	by	the	“more	is	better”	fallacy,
employees	and	managers	cram	 too	many	 learning	activities	 into	 their	plans,
without	regard	for	how	much	time	those	activities	will	require.	The	individual
activities	seem	reasonable	in	isolation,	but	during	busy	workdays	it	is	hard	to
find	time	to	read	a	book,	take	a	class,	or	practice	a	complex	skill.	As	a	result,
employees	 struggle	 to	make	meaningful	 progress	 toward	 their	 development
goals	 and	 soon	 those	 goals	 begin	 to	 feel	 overwhelming	 or	 impossible	 to
achieve.	And	we	have	already	seen	what	happens	when	people	don’t	believe
that	they	can	do	something—they	procrastinate	or	give	up.

The	 second	 reason	 why	 individual	 development	 plans	 fail	 is	 one	 we’ve
already	 encountered;	 in	 fact,	 it’s	 the	 same	 reason	 why	 most	 training	 and
leadership	 development	 programs	 fail:	 They	 focus	 on	 acquisition	 of
knowledge	rather	 than	skills	and	habits.	As	soon	as	someone	says	“learning
activity,”	 we’re	 right	 back	 where	 we	 started	 with	 “read	 a	 book	 or	 take	 a
class.”	 The	 intentions	 are	 good,	 but,	 as	 we’ve	 already	 seen,	 the	 familiar
methods	and	 tools	of	knowledge-based	 instruction	simply	aren’t	effective	at
developing	 skills,	 which	 can	 only	 be	 done	 by	 practicing	 the	 behaviors	 that
make	up	the	skills	we	want	 to	 learn.	It	doesn’t	matter	how	many	books	you
read	 about	 music	 theory	 or	 how	many	 lectures	 you	 attend	 where	 someone
explains	 proper	 piano-playing	 technique	 with	 glossy	 handouts	 and	 a	 slick
PowerPoint	presentation—you	can’t	 learn	to	play	 the	piano	without	actually
playing	 the	 piano.	 Similarly,	 you	 can	 read	 all	 the	 books	 you	 want	 on
influence,	empowerment,	and	coaching,	but	unless	you	start	practicing	those
skills,	you	won’t	get	better	at	them.

If	you	want	your	leadership	development	workout	to	succeed,	don’t	waste
time	 creating	 a	 big,	 overwhelming	 development	 plan—just	 start	 practicing
your	 first	 Leader	Habit	 exercise.	After	 your	 self-efficacy	 increases	 and	 you
start	 to	believe	that	you	can	develop	your	 leadership	skills	despite	all	of	 the
inevitable	distractions	at	work	and	at	home,	then	you	can	think	about	putting
together	a	long-term	plan.	For	now,	focus	on	turning	your	first	exercise	into	a
keystone	habit,	and	the	rest	will	follow.

Understanding	the	Leader	Habit	Exercises

Before	you	start	your	workout,	it’s	helpful	to	have	a	bit	more	background	on
the	Leader	Habit	exercises.	You	already	know	that	the	exercises	are	simple	by
design,	and	no	exercise	should	take	more	than	five	minutes	to	complete.	The



basic	framework	for	each	exercise	is	always	the	same:	A	cue	is	paired	with	a
behavior	 that	you	do	 in	 response	 to	 the	cue.	The	exercises	vary	 in	 terms	of
when	you	perform	them	and	what	cue	they	are	paired	with.

There	are	three	different	types	of	exercises:	preparation	exercises,	just-in-
time	exercises,	and	reflection	exercises.	As	you	can	probably	guess	 from	the
names,	 each	 type	 is	 distinguished	 by	 when	 it	 occurs	 relative	 to	 a	 given
situation.
Preparation	exercises	are	behaviors	that	are	best	done	as	you	prepare	for	a

specific	 event,	 like	 a	 meeting	 or	 a	 presentation.	 For	 example,	 one	 of	 the
micro-behaviors	for	the	skill	Influence	Others	is	anticipating	how	others	will
react	 to	new	 ideas,	 plans,	 and	 initiatives.	Since	anticipation	 is	by	definition
something	 you	 do	 in	 advance,	 this	 micro-behavior	 is	 ideally	 suited	 to	 a
preparation	 exercise.	 For	 instance,	 before	 going	 into	 a	 meeting,	 you	 could
write	down	one	sentence	describing	how	you	think	the	person	you	are	about
to	meet	with	will	 react	 to	 the	 topic	you	plan	 to	discuss.	Notice	how	simple
and	 concrete	 the	 exercise	 is—it	 asks	 you	 to	 write	 something	 down	 and
specifies	exactly	what	to	write.

Preparation	 exercises	 work	 well	 when	 the	 micro-behavior	 is	 more
cognitive	 in	 nature—something	 that	 involves	 learning	 new	 patterns	 of
thinking.	In	the	previous	example,	the	behavior	was	anticipating	a	reaction	to
plans.	 To	make	 the	 process	 of	 anticipation	more	 concrete	 and	 specific,	 the
exercise	asks	you	to	write	down	one	sentence.	This	is	a	common	part	of	many
of	the	exercises	for	cognitive	tasks.	Writing	down	what	you	think	is	a	useful
way	 to	 organize	 your	 thoughts,	 and	 it	 creates	 a	 tangible	 outcome	 from	 an
abstract	process.
Just-in-time	exercises	are	practiced	at	the	moment	when	the	right	situation

presents	 itself.	 Just-in-time	 exercises	 almost	 always	 involve	 making
statements	 or	 asking	 questions	 during	 interactions	 with	 other	 people.	 For
example,	 to	 practice	 overcoming	 individual	 resistance,	 you	 could	 focus	 on
finding	 two	 areas	 of	 agreement	 and	 summarizing	 each	 one	 as	 soon	 as	 you
discover	it	by	saying,	“It	seems	to	me	that	we	agree	on	.	.	 .	Is	that	correct?”
Laura’s	 exercise	 of	 asking	 open-ended	 questions	 that	 start	 with	 the	 words
“what”	or	“how”	is	another	example	of	a	just-in-time	exercise.
Reflection	exercises	are	practiced	after	an	event	has	happened.	Similar	 to

preparation	exercises,	reflection	exercises	are	best	suited	for	cognitive	tasks.
For	 example,	 capitalizing	 on	 common	 interests	 and	 areas	 of	 agreement	 to
build	 rapport	 is	a	micro-behavior	 for	 the	skill	Build	Strategic	Relationships.
The	 exercise	 for	 this	 micro-behavior	 is	 practiced	 after	 a	 meeting	 or
conversation	 has	 concluded	 and	 involves	 reflecting	 on	 two	 things	 that	 you
have	 in	 common	 with	 the	 person,	 so	 that	 you	 can	 bring	 up	 those	 shared
similarities	in	the	next	interaction.	To	make	the	reflection	more	concrete,	you



are	asked	to	write	those	two	things	down.
As	 discussed	 in	 Chapter	 2,	 the	 Leader	 Habit	 exercises	 are	 paired	 with

natural	 cues—events	 that	 are	 embedded	 in	 the	 same	 context	 as	 the	 micro-
behaviors	you	are	practicing.	Natural	cues	are	better	than	artificial	cues—for
example,	a	sticky	note	on	your	computer	or	an	alarm	on	your	phone—because
natural	 cues	 are	 always	 present	 in	 the	 situations	where	 you	 are	 learning	 to
apply	your	new	behavior.	A	sticky	note	can	 fall	off	your	computer	and	you
can	forget	 to	set	your	alarm,	and	without	 these	cues	your	new	behavior	will
disappear.	But	what	if	your	cue	to	reflect	on	the	conversation	you’re	having	is
the	end	of	the	conversation	itself?	That	is	universal	to	all	conversations,	and
you	never	have	to	worry	about	“losing”	your	habit	because	its	cue	goes	away.

Fortunately,	 the	 world	 is	 full	 of	 natural	 cues.	 The	 best	 natural	 cue	 is
usually	 the	 end	 of	 a	 specific	 event	 or	 task.	 Recall	 one	 of	 the	 exercises	 for
Influence	 Others:	 Before	 going	 into	 a	 meeting,	 you	 could	 write	 down	 one
sentence	describing	how	you	think	the	person	you	are	about	to	meet	with	will
react	to	the	topic	you	plan	to	discuss.	This	exercise	has	a	natural	cue	built	into
it:	before	going	into	a	meeting.	But	the	built-in	cue	is	not	ideal	because	it	 is
difficult	 to	 translate	before	 into	 a	 specific	 time.	 If	 a	meeting	 starts	 at	 10:00
a.m.,	should	you	practice	your	exercise	five	minutes	before	the	meeting?	Ten
minutes	before?	An	hour	before?	Because	the	cue	is	vague,	it	will	be	difficult
to	 recognize	and	 remember.	We	need	 something	more	 specific,	preferably	a
cue	tied	to	the	end	of	an	event	that	is	related	to	the	situation	we	are	practicing
for—in	this	case,	an	action	that	is	usually	performed	right	before	going	into	a
meeting	and	has	a	clear,	concrete	end.	Is	there	such	an	action?	Yes.	Based	on
our	 observations,	 it	 turns	 out	 that	 most	 people	 check	 their	 calendar—they
look	up	the	name	of	the	person	they	are	meeting,	the	meeting	location,	or	the
conference	line	number.	So	a	better	natural	cue	for	this	exercise	is:	after	you
check	your	calendar	for	your	next	meeting—which	is	how	you	will	find	the
exercise	 written	 in	 Part	 III.	 (“After-the-event”	 cues	 are	 easier	 to	 pair	 with
reflection	 exercises	 because	 the	 reflection	 exercise	 itself	 happens	 after	 the
event.)

Some	 cues	 are	 cognitive	 in	 nature—they	 cannot	 be	 observed	 by	 anyone
else	and	happen	in	your	head	in	the	form	of	a	decision,	realization,	or	thought.
These	types	of	cues	are	good	triggers	for	some	of	the	just-in-time	exercises,
like	asking	for	agreement	on	next	steps	at	the	end	of	a	negotiation.	Identifying
a	natural	cue	for	this	exercise	involves	figuring	out	when	it	is	appropriate	to
do	this	behavior	during	a	discussion,	and	what	specific	event	or	task	naturally
precedes	 the	behavior.	 It	 turns	out	 that,	 for	many	 leaders,	what	 triggers	 this
behavior	is	the	realization	that	the	discussion	is	coming	to	an	end.	So	the	cue
itself	 would	 be:	 after	 you	 realize	 that	 the	 discussion	 is	 coming	 to	 an	 end.
Cognitive	 cues	 are	 most	 often	 used	 for	 just-in-time	 exercises,	 since	 these



exercises	must	be	practiced	during	specific	events.
When	 you	 begin	 practicing	 an	 exercise,	 the	 connection	 between	 the

behavior	and	the	cue	it	is	paired	with	will	most	likely	be	nonexistent.	This	is
normal.	Remember	that	you	are	creating	the	cue-behavior	bond	in	your	brain
through	 deliberate	 practice.	 Each	 time	 you	 complete	 an	 exercise,	 those
neurological	 connections	 are	 strengthened.	 With	 enough	 practice,	 you	 will
progress	with	that	behavior	from	weakness	to	proficiency	to	mastery	to	habit.

Track	Your	Practice

Now	that	you	have	settled	on	your	first	Leader	Habit	exercise,	all	you	have	to
do	 is	 practice	 it	 for	 five	minutes	 every	day	until	 it	 becomes	 a	 habit.	Recall
from	 Chapter	 2	 that	 it	 takes	 on	 average	 sixty-six	 days	 of	 practice	 for	 a
behavior	 to	 turn	 into	 a	 habit.3	 For	 best	 results,	 I	 recommend	 tracking	 your
progress,	because	it	has	been	shown	to	help	people	achieve	their	goals.

Perhaps	 you	 know	 someone	 who	 has	 become	 obsessed	 with	 their
pedometer	and	counting	their	steps	every	day.	The	premise	is	simple:	If	you
track	your	steps,	you	are	more	likely	to	lose	weight.	But	is	it	true?

Researchers	 at	 Unilever	 Corporate	 Research	 in	 the	 United	 Kingdom
designed	 an	 experiment	 to	 test	 this	 question.	 They	 randomly	 assigned
seventy-seven	 adults	 into	 two	 groups.	 Both	 groups	 received	 a	 wrist-worn
device	to	monitor	their	activity	level,	but	only	one	group	had	access	to	real-
time	tracking	in	the	form	of	a	smartphone	application.	After	nine	weeks,	the
researchers	 looked	at	how	much	physical	activity	each	group	 logged	during
the	period,	and	they	measured	changes	in	the	participants’	body	fat.

The	 group	 that	 had	 access	 to	 the	 smartphone	 application	 (and	 therefore
was	 able	 to	 track	 their	 progress)	 did	much	 better	 than	 the	 control	 group	 in
terms	 of	 both	 physical	 activity	 and	 change	 in	 body	 fat.	 On	 average,	 the
tracking	group	logged	two	hours	and	eighteen	minutes	more	physical	activity
than	the	control	group	(who	didn’t	have	access	to	the	phone	app	and	couldn’t
track	 their	 progress).	 Additionally,	 people	 in	 the	 tracking	 group	 lost	 more
weight	than	people	in	the	control	group—on	average	2	percent	of	their	body
fat.4

When	it	comes	to	your	Leader	Habit	exercises,	you	are	more	likely	to	keep
practicing	 if	 you	 record	 the	 days	 when	 you	 do	 it.	 There	 are	 many	 options
available	 for	 this	 kind	 of	 tracking.	 You	 can	 use	 your	 calendar	 (paper	 or
electronic)	to	mark	the	days	when	you	practiced.	You	can	set	a	recurring	task



on	your	smartphone	or	computer	for	the	next	sixty-six	days.	Or	you	can	enter
the	exercise	 into	a	habit-tracking	application	 like	Streaks	or	Habit	List.	The
method	you	choose	is	less	important	than	the	fact	that	you	are	tracking	your
progress.	Each	day	you	record	your	practice	is	another	small	victory	in	your
ongoing	 leadership	 development	 workout.	 These	 small	 victories	 compound
just	like	the	successes	that	come	from	completing	the	exercise	itself,	and	each
small	victory	further	 increases	your	self-efficacy,	making	 it	easier	 to	sustain
your	practice	over	time.

In	the	end,	practice	is	the	key.	If	you	bought	this	book	thinking	you	could
improve	your	leadership	skills	just	by	reading	it,	I’m	sorry	to	disappoint	you.
Reading	this	book	won’t	make	you	a	better	leader	unless	you	put	the	concepts
into	practice.	So	pick	your	first	Leader	Habit	exercise,	settle	on	a	process	to
track	your	progress,	and	find	five	minutes	today	to	start	practicing.	Applying
the	exercises	in	Part	III	to	your	everyday	work	and	personal	life	will	not	only
improve	 your	 leadership	 skills,	 but	 also	 teach	 you	 a	more	 effective	way	 to
change	your	life	and	become	the	person	you’ve	always	wanted	to	be—a	great
leader	holding	great	habits.





Here	you	will	 find	 the	Leader	Habit	catalogue	of	 the	core	 leadership
skills	 my	 team	 and	 I	 identified	 in	 our	 research	 and	 the	 5-minute
exercises	we	created	for	them.	This	catalogue	is	designed	to	be	used
as	a	reference	for	planning	and	executing	your	Leader	Habit	workout.
Each	skill	includes:

A	definition	of	the	skill	and	a	breakdown	of	its	specific	micro-
behaviors.

A	 brief	 description	 of	 why	 the	 skill	 is	 important	 for	 effective
leadership	 and	 how	 it	 influences	 your	 ability	 to	 achieve
common	business	goals	and	strategy.

A	 list	 of	 telltale	 signs	 that	 indicate	 you	 would	 benefit	 from
improving	the	skill.

A	description	of	the	personality	traits	aligned	with	the	skill,	to
help	identify	what	types	of	people	will	find	the	skill	intrinsically
rewarding.

The	5-minute	exercises	that	will	help	you	develop	the	skill	by
turning	its	micro-behaviors	into	habits.

For	guidance	choosing	your	 first	Leader	Habit	exercise,	refer	back
to	Chapter	5:	Starting	Your	Leader	Habit	Workout.





CHAPTER	6

Getting	Things	Done

Task-oriented	 leadership	 skills	 are	 about	 getting	 things	 done.	 Leaders	 with
these	skills	are	able	 to	effectively	keep	people	and	 teams	on	 track,	push	 for
high	performance,	and	help	achieve	organizational	goals.	They	tend	to	initiate
structure	 for	 their	 teams,	 plan	 and	 organize	 work,	 delegate	 well,	 monitor
progress,	 and	 ensure	 that	 people	 get	 the	 job	 done.	My	 research	 team	 and	 I
identified	eleven	task-oriented	leadership	skills,	which	are	grouped	into	three
categories	based	on	how	the	skills	are	conceptually	related	to	each	other.	The
three	task-oriented	categories	are:	Planning	&	Execution,	Solving	Problems	&
Making	Decisions,	and	Leading	Change.

Planning	&	Execution

Planning	&	Execution	 is	 a	 set	 of	 leadership	 skills	 that	 focus	on	proactively
identifying	what	needs	to	be	accomplished;	splitting	and	delegating	the	work
into	 projects,	 tasks,	 and	 assignments;	 and	 tracking	 and	 monitoring
performance	 over	 time.	 These	 are	 rudimentary	 management	 skills	 that
become	 especially	 important	 in	 leadership	 situations	 where	 you	 need	 to
implement	 a	 new	 strategy,	 align	 teams	 with	 an	 existing	 strategy,	 improve
products	 and	 services,	 increase	 accountability,	 implement	 new	 systems	 and
processes,	 and	 improve	 efficiency	 of	 operations.	 There	 are	 four	 leadership
skills	in	this	category:	Manage	Priorities,	Plan	and	Organize	Work,	Delegate
Well,	and	Create	Urgency.

SKILL:	Manage	Priorities

Managing	 priorities	 means	 identifying	 which	 tasks	 are	 most	 important	 and
allocating	 appropriate	 time	 to	 accomplish	 them.	 In	 our	 research,	 we



discovered	the	micro-behaviors	that	effective	leaders	do	when	they	prioritize:

1. Break	 down	 the	 larger	 project	 into	 smaller	 tasks	 and	 assignments
that	 are	 clear,	 concrete,	 and	 actionable,	 so	 that	 everyone	 knows
exactly	what	to	do.

2. Divide	the	tasks	into	more	and	less	critical	pursuits,	e.g.,	identifying
what	 needs	 to	 get	 done	 straightaway	 vs.	 what	 can	 wait	 until
tomorrow.

3. Look	at	each	task	and	assignment	and	estimate	how	long	it	will	take
to	 accomplish;	 the	 time	 estimates	 are	 realistic	 and	 comfortably
achievable.

4. Base	 priorities	 on	 a	 solid,	 logical	 rationale,	 so	 that	 everyone
understands	why	a	particular	task	is	more	important	than	others.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

You	may	feel	like	there	always	seems	to	be	more	work	to	be	done	than	hours
in	 the	day,	 and	 that’s	why	 it’s	 important	 to	prioritize	what	 is	more	 and	 less
critical	 to	 accomplish.	 Prioritizing	 enables	 you	 to	 focus	 your	 efforts	 on
completing	 the	 tasks	 and	projects	 that	matter	most.	Without	 clear	priorities,
you	will	struggle	to	get	anything	done	because	everything	will	seem	equally
important	 and	 you	 won’t	 know	 how	 to	 spend	 your	 time	 and	 energy	 most
effectively.	Similarly,	when	your	team	doesn’t	have	clear	priorities,	individual
members	 will	 struggle	 to	 coordinate	 their	 efforts	 effectively,	 they	 will	 feel
overwhelmed	by	all	 the	work	coming	their	way,	and	the	team	will	generally
lack	an	understanding	of	what	needs	to	be	accomplished.

At	 work,	 managing	 priorities	 well	 is	 crucial	 to	 implementing	 a	 new
strategy	 or	 aligning	 your	 team	with	 an	 existing	 strategy.	 Implementation	 of
any	strategy	involves	translating	the	abstract	strategy	into	concrete,	actionable
steps	for	people	and	teams	to	execute.	If	you	cannot	readily	break	down	the
strategy	into	smaller	tasks	or	cannot	prioritize	such	tasks,	you	will	struggle	to
bring	 your	 team’s	 activities	 and	 resources	 into	 line	 with	 the	 organization’s
planned	objectives.	The	same	is	true	for	situations	when	you	are	charged	with
improving	products	and	services,	as	such	initiatives	also	rely	on	your	ability
to	manage	priorities.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	feel	overwhelmed	with	too	many	competing	priorities.
If	you	think	that	every	task	is	equally	important.



If	you	can’t	manage	your	time	well	and	miss	deadlines	as	a	result.
If	you	cannot	say	“no”	to	people	and	often	take	on	too	much	work.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	you	score	high	on	Organized	and	low	on	Curious,	you	may	find	managing
priorities	 intrinsically	 rewarding.	 If	 you	 are	 highly	 organized,	 you	 are
probably	methodical,	systematic,	and	diligent;	you	enjoy	planning.	If	you	are
low	on	Curious,	 you	may	be	 a	more	 practical,	 concrete,	 linear	 thinker;	 you
tend	 to	 be	 sensible	 and	 pragmatic.	With	 this	 combination	 of	 traits,	 you	 are
likely	 to	 derive	 satisfaction	 from	 behaviors	 like	 breaking	 down	 the	 larger
project	 into	clear,	 concrete	 steps;	 identifying	smaller	 tasks	and	assignments;
deciding	which	tasks	are	more	critical	than	others;	and	estimating	how	long	a
task	would	take.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	manage	priorities.

Break	down	projects	into	tasks.
Although	you	probably	won’t	start	a	new	project	every	day,	you	can	get	in	the
habit	of	breaking	down	your	daily	 tasks	 into	smaller	action	 items	using	 this
exercise:	After	 picking	 a	 task	 from	 your	 to-do	 list,	write	 down	 two	or	 three
things	you	need	to	do	to	complete	the	task.	For	example,	if	one	of	your	tasks
today	is	to	create	a	presentation,	your	two	action	items	could	be	to	create	the
slides	and	then	write	the	speaker	notes.

Divide	your	tasks	into	more	and	less	critical	pursuits.
You	can	get	in	the	habit	of	doing	this	behavior	by	starting	your	workday	with
this	 simple	exercise:	After	 sitting	 down	at	 your	 desk	 to	 start	 your	workday,
write	down	the	two	or	three	most	important	tasks	you	must	complete	that	day.
Of	course,	you	should	work	on	these	tasks	before	anything	else.

Allocate	appropriate	time	for	completing	your	work.
This	micro-behavior	requires	you	to	make	an	accurate	estimate	of	how	much
time	 it	 will	 take	 you	 to	 complete	 a	 given	 task.	 Without	 accurate	 time
estimates,	it	is	difficult	to	plan	your	work	and	complete	it	on	schedule.	To	turn
this	behavior	 into	a	habit,	practice	 this	exercise:	After	adding	a	 task	 to	your



to-do	list,	write	down	your	estimate	of	how	long	it	will	take	you	to	complete
the	 task.	For	example,	you	might	estimate	 that	 it	will	 take	 thirty	minutes	 to
draft	an	email	informing	your	team	about	a	new	client	project.

Be	clear	why	something	is	a	priority.
When	prioritizing	projects	or	tasks,	make	your	rationale	for	the	decision	clear
to	 yourself	 and	others	 on	your	 team.	Use	 the	 following	 exercise	 to	 practice
this	micro-behavior	on	a	daily	basis:	After	describing	a	project	(in	an	email	or
a	 conversation),	 briefly	 explain	 why	 it	 is	 a	 priority	 by	 saying,	 “This	 is	 a
priority	because.	.	.	.”	For	example,	you	may	prioritize	a	project	because	it	is
for	your	largest	customer.

SKILL:	Plan	and	Organize	Work

Planning	 and	 organizing	 work	 means	 determining	 the	 resources	 needed	 to
accomplish	a	given	objective	and	planning	who	will	do	what	by	when.	In	our
research,	we	 discovered	 the	micro-behaviors	 that	 effective	 leaders	 do	when
they	plan	and	organize	work:

1. Create	 a	 master	 project	 plan	 that	 specifies	 who	 will	 do	 what	 by
when.

2. Identify	the	resources	that	will	be	needed	during	each	phase	of	the
plan,	be	they	people,	money,	or	materials.

3. Think	 creatively	 about	 how	 to	 use	 the	 available	 resources	 to	 stay
within	budget.

4. Put	in	place	systems	to	track	progress	of	individual	contributors	and
teams,	usually	in	the	form	of	metrics	and	periodic	check-ins.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

As	 a	 leader,	 flawlessly	 executing	 a	 project	 requires	 strong	 planning	 and
organizing	skills	on	your	part.	Having	a	clear	sense	of	who	will	do	what	and
the	 resources	 they	 will	 need	 to	 do	 their	 work	 is	 critical	 for	 your	 success.
Planning	and	organizing	well	enables	you	to	effectively	coordinate	the	efforts
of	multiple	people	and	helps	to	ensure	that	everyone	knows	what	is	expected
of	them.



At	work,	planning	and	organizing	skills	are	critical	 if	you	want	 to	create
accountability	 on	 your	 team	 and	 improve	 the	 efficiency	 of	 your	 company’s
operations.	 When	 you	 assign	 clear	 tasks	 and	 deadlines,	 you	 ensure	 that
employees	understand	the	scope	and	timelines	of	their	work.	When	you	track
employees’	progress	with	metrics	and	regular	check-ins,	you	instill	a	sense	of
personal	 responsibility	 in	 each	 employee.	 Similarly,	when	 you	 have	 a	 clear
plan,	you	can	better	coordinate	the	efforts	of	your	employees	and	teams,	and
so	 you	 cut	 out	 unnecessary	 productivity	 losses	 that	 result	 from	 faulty
coordination.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	scramble	to	get	your	work	done	at	the	very	last	minute.
If	you	tend	to	cram	the	night	before	a	big	meeting.
If	your	team	members	are	confused	about	what	to	do	and	they	don’t
complete	their	assignments	on	time.
If	your	team	lacks	accountability.
If	your	work	lacks	organization	and	clear	structure.
If	it	feels	like	you	never	have	the	resources	needed	to	achieve	your
goals.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	 you	 score	 high	 on	 Organized	 and	 high	 on	 Ambitious,	 you	 may	 find
planning	and	organizing	intrinsically	rewarding.	If	you	are	high	on	Organized,
you	 are	 probably	 methodical,	 systematic,	 and	 diligent.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on
Ambitious,	you	may	be	confident	and	decisive;	you	enjoy	putting	structures
in	place	and	taking	the	initiative	to	plan	for	the	future.	With	this	combination
of	 traits,	 you	 are	 likely	 to	 derive	 satisfaction	 from	 behaviors	 like	 putting	 a
project	 plan	 together,	 identifying	 the	 resources	 you	 will	 need,	 and	 putting
metrics	in	place	to	track	progress.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	plan	and	organize	work.

Create	a	project	plan.
Although	you	may	not	put	together	a	full	project	plan	every	day,	you	can	use



this	exercise	to	get	in	the	habit	of	identifying	tasks	and	setting	deadlines:	After
discussing	a	project	or	task	with	a	coworker,	identify	one	action	item	with	a
deadline	by	asking,	“What	 exactly	will	 you	do	and	when	will	 you	 complete
it?”	Write	 it	 down.	 For	 example,	 your	 coworker	 commits	 to	drafting	 a	new
product	brochure	by	September	20.

Identify	the	resources	you	need.
This	micro-behavior	 requires	 thinking	 about	who	 or	what	 you	will	 need	 to
complete	 a	 task.	 Use	 the	 following	 exercise	 to	 turn	 it	 into	 a	 habit:	 After
starting	a	task,	write	down	two	or	three	resources	(people,	money,	materials)
you	need	to	get	it	done.	For	example,	if	your	task	is	to	prepare	a	contract	for	a
new	 client,	 you	 need	 someone	 from	your	 legal	 team,	 the	 contract	 template,
and	your	computer.

Use	available	resources	creatively.
You	can	get	in	the	habit	of	thinking	creatively	about	using	the	resources	you
already	have	rather	than	wasting	money	on	resources	you	think	you	need	by
practicing	this	exercise:	After	you	realize	that	you	need	a	resource	you	don’t
currently	 have,	 ask	 yourself,	 “How	 can	 I	 use	 something	 I	 already	 have	 to
achieve	 the	 same	 outcome?”	 Write	 down	 your	 answer.	 For	 example,	 you
could	do	a	quick	Internet	search	to	learn	how	to	create	pivot	tables	in	Excel
rather	than	calling	your	IT	help	desk.

Track	progress	with	metrics.
Get	in	the	habit	of	 tracking	your	own	progress	by	practicing	this	exercise	at
the	end	of	your	workday:	After	finishing	your	last	task	of	the	day,	go	through
your	 to-do	 list	 and	 write	 down	 what	 percentage	 of	 each	 task	 you	 have
completed.	 For	 example,	 you	may	have	 completed	50	percent	 of	 your	 team
meeting’s	agenda	and	25	percent	of	your	department’s	budget.

SKILL:	Delegate	Well

Delegating	well	means	assigning	projects	that	have	a	clear	beginning	and	end
and	fit	with	the	skills	and	interests	of	the	person	to	whom	you	are	delegating.
In	our	 research,	we	discovered	 the	micro-behaviors	 that	effective	 leaders	do
when	they	delegate	well:



1. Think	 about	 the	 skill	 level	 of	 the	 person	 to	 whom	 the	 project	 is
being	delegated	to	determine	if	he	or	she	has	the	ability	to	complete
the	project	successfully.

2. Consider	 the	 person’s	 interest	 to	 ensure	 that	 he	 or	 she	will	 enjoy
working	on	the	project.

3. Identify	what	needs	to	be	accomplished	but	let	the	person	figure	out
how	to	accomplish	it.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

To	 be	 a	 successful	 leader,	 you	 must	 accept	 that	 you	 can’t	 do	 everything
yourself	and	learn	to	work	through	other	people	by	delegating	to	them.	When
you	 delegate	 well,	 you	 will	 enable	 your	 team	 to	 achieve	 its	 goals	 quicker,
produce	 better	 results,	 and	 accomplish	much	more	 than	 you	 ever	 could	 on
your	 own,	 no	matter	 how	 excellent	 and	 efficient	 you	might	 be.	 Your	 team
members	will	feel	ownership	of	their	projects	and	they	won’t	feel	like	you	are
micromanaging	them.

At	 work,	 if	 you	 don’t	 delegate	 well	 you	 will	 struggle	 to	 retain	 your
employees	and	keep	them	engaged,	and	your	team’s	productivity	will	suffer.
On	 one	 extreme,	 you	 may	 be	 hoarding	 all	 the	 projects	 for	 yourself	 and
creating	a	bottleneck	because	everyone	else	has	to	wait	for	your	input	while
you	get	overwhelmed	with	too	much	work.	On	the	other	extreme,	you	may	be
too	 eager	 to	 move	 projects	 off	 your	 plate	 and	 you	 end	 up	 overwhelming
employees	who	don’t	yet	have	 the	skills	 to	succeed	with	 the	work	you	give
them.	Leaders	that	micromanage	or	carelessly	assign	projects	to	unskilled	or
uninterested	 employees	 are	 difficult	 to	 work	 under.	 In	 these	 scenarios,
employees	tend	to	get	disengaged	and	quit.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	don’t	trust	others	to	perform	as	well	as	you	do.
If	you	are	overwhelmed	with	too	many	projects.
If	you	end	up	checking	every	deliverable	your	team	produces.
If	you	assign	projects	that	are	too	big	for	someone’s	skill	level	and
they	struggle.
If	you	assign	projects	to	people	who	don’t	really	want	them.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL



If	you	score	high	on	Caring	and	low	on	Organized,	you	may	find	delegating
intrinsically	 rewarding.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	 Caring,	 you	 are	 probably
perceptive,	 empathetic,	 and	 cooperative;	 you	 may	 enjoy	 empowering	 other
people	 and	 supporting	 their	 efforts.	 If	 you	 are	 low	 on	 Organized,	 you	 are
likely	 flexible	 and	more	 tolerant	 of	 ambiguity.	 (In	 contrast,	 people	who	 are
too	 high	 on	 Organized	 may	 be	 rigid,	 controlling,	 perfectionistic,	 and	 risk-
averse—characteristics	 that	 often	 result	 in	 micromanaging	 or	 refusing	 to
delegate	at	all.)	With	the	combination	of	high	Caring	and	low	Organized,	you
are	likely	to	derive	satisfaction	from	determining	whether	the	person	has	the
right	 skills	 to	 complete	 the	 project,	 considering	 the	 person’s	 interests	when
deciding	 to	 delegate,	 and	 letting	 the	 person	 figure	 out	 how	 to	 complete	 the
project.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	delegate	well.

Match	projects	to	skills.
If	the	person	to	whom	you	are	delegating	isn’t	skilled	enough	to	successfully
complete	the	project,	she	will	get	overwhelmed	and	fail.	If	 the	person	is	too
skilled,	 she	 will	 get	 bored	 and	 become	 disengaged.	 Effective	 delegation	 is
about	 striking	 the	 right	 balance	 between	 giving	 someone	 too	 much	 of	 a
challenge	and	not	 enough.	You	can	get	 in	 the	habit	 of	 assigning	projects	 to
people	 with	 the	 right	 skills	 by	 practicing	 this	 exercise:	 After	 deciding	 to
assign	a	project	 to	a	particular	person,	write	down	 the	 two	most	 important
skills	to	get	the	job	done	and	estimate	the	person’s	current	skill	level	in	those
areas	 on	 a	 1–5	 scale.	 For	 example,	 it	 takes	 planning	 and	 communication
skills	to	organize	a	marketing	event	and	the	person	might	be	a	3	on	planning
and	a	4	on	communication.

Match	projects	to	interests.
If	the	person	to	whom	you	are	delegating	isn’t	interested	in	the	project,	they
won’t	be	motivated	 to	 complete	 it.	To	get	 in	 the	habit	 of	 assigning	projects
that	people	want	to	do,	practice	this	exercise:	After	describing	a	project	you
wish	 to	 delegate,	 gauge	 the	 person’s	 level	 of	 interest	 by	 asking,	 “Does	 this
sound	like	something	you’d	be	interested	in?”	Write	down	the	response.	If	the
person	you	targeted	is	not	interested,	find	someone	else	who	might	be	a	better
fit.



Specify	“what,”	not	“how.”
This	 micro-behavior	 is	 the	 opposite	 of	 micromanagement.	 Practice	 this
exercise	 to	 get	 in	 the	 habit	 of	 letting	 others	 decide	 how	 they	 will	 do	 their
work:	After	deciding	to	delegate	a	project	to	a	particular	person,	assign	it	by
saying,	“I’d	 like	 you	 to	 figure	out	 how	 to.	 .	 .	 .	How	do	 you	 think	 you’ll	 do
that?”	Write	down	the	answer.	For	example,	you	could	say,	“I’d	like	you	to
figure	 out	 how	 to	 collect	 customer	 feedback.	 How	 do	 you	 think	 you’ll	 do
that?”	Make	sure	only	to	specify	the	end	goal—the	deliverable.

SKILL:	Create	Urgency

Creating	 urgency	 means	 setting	 bold	 and	 ambitious	 goals	 and	 building
pressure	on	the	team	to	accomplish	them.	In	our	research,	we	discovered	the
micro-behaviors	that	effective	leaders	do	when	they	create	urgency:

1. Set	 bold	 and	 audacious	 goals	 for	 self	 and	 others;	 these	 goals	 are
achievable	but	provide	a	comfortable	stretch	for	everyone.

2. Attach	 specific	 deadlines	 to	 projects	 and	 continuously	 stress	 the
importance	of	achieving	those	results.

3. Communicate	 the	 urgency	 of	 projects	 and	 tasks	 in	 speech	 and
emails	with	high-intensity	words	like	“critical”	and	“crucial.”

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

Creating	urgency	is	an	effective	way	to	push	individuals	and	teams	to	deliver
results.	Without	a	sense	of	urgency,	your	teammates	won’t	push	themselves	to
work	hard,	and	they	may	procrastinate	and	struggle	to	get	tasks	and	projects
done	 on	 time.	When	 people	 lack	 a	 sense	 of	 urgency,	 they	 are	 more	 easily
sidetracked	with	daily	distractions	and	can	end	up	wasting	time	on	tasks	that
are	unimportant.

At	 work,	 you	 need	 to	 create	 urgency	 when	 you	 want	 to	 build	 a	 high-
performance	culture	within	a	team	or	across	an	entire	organization.	A	sense	of
urgency	 increases	 productivity	 and	 aligns	 your	 employees	 around	 the	 same
ambitious	 goal.	 Your	 team	members	will	 develop	 their	 skills	 quicker	when
they	 are	 challenged	 to	 achieve	 bigger	 goals.	 Teams	 that	 feel	 a	 sense	 of
urgency	achieve	superior	business	results.



TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	your	teams	often	miss	deadlines.
If	your	employees	get	distracted	with	unimportant	details.
If	you	have	a	laid-back	attitude	about	getting	results.
If	you	are	afraid	to	set	bigger,	more	ambitious	goals.
If	your	employees	frequently	procrastinate.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	you	score	high	on	Ambitious,	 you	may	 find	creating	urgency	 intrinsically
rewarding.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	 Ambitious,	 you	 are	 likely	 driven	 to	 achieve
goals	 and	 are	 often	 the	 boldest	 person	 in	 the	 room.	You	may	 be	 confident,
decisive,	 energetic,	 persuasive,	 and	 influential.	 You	may	 enjoy	 pushing	 for
growth	and	initiating	new	projects.	With	this	personality	trait,	you	are	likely
to	 derive	 satisfaction	 from	 behaviors	 like	 setting	 bold	 and	 audacious	 goals,
setting	specific	deadlines,	and	using	high-intensity	words.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	contribute	to	your	ability	to	create	urgency.

Set	bold	goals.
If	you	shy	away	from	bold	goals,	get	in	the	habit	of	making	small	daily	goals
just	a	bit	more	ambitious	with	 this	exercise:	After	starting	your	computer	in
the	 morning,	 write	 down	 one	 goal	 for	 the	 day	 by	 noting,	 “Today	 I	 will
achieve.	 .	 .	 .”	 Then	 rewrite	 the	 goal	 to	 make	 it	 a	 bit	 more	 ambitious.	 For
example,	if	your	goal	today	is	to	answer	emails	within	three	hours	of	receipt,
you	could	make	it	a	bit	bolder	by	committing	to	answering	emails	within	two
hours	and	forty-five	minutes.	Then	set	a	different	goal	tomorrow.

Stress	the	importance	of	results.
People	 work	 harder	 to	meet	 deadlines	 when	 they	 believe	 the	 deadlines	 are
important.	 This	 exercise	 will	 help	 you	 get	 in	 the	 habit	 of	 creating	 urgency
around	 important	 deadlines:	 After	 discussing	 an	 important	 task	 and	 its
timeline,	 ask	 if	 it	 could	 be	 done	 sooner	 by	 saying,	 “This	 is	 crucial	 to	 our
success.	Could	you	get	it	done	sooner?”	Write	down	the	reaction.



Use	high-intensity	words.
You	 can	 gauge	 a	 person’s	 sense	 of	 urgency	 not	 only	 by	 their	 actions	 and
output	(how	much	they	get	done)	but	also	by	the	words	they	use	to	describe
what	 they	 are	 doing.	High-intensity	words	 like	 “imperative,”	 “critical,”	 and
“crucial”	 convey	 urgency	 and	 inspire	 it	 in	 others.	Get	 in	 the	 habit	 of	 using
high-intensity	words	with	this	exercise:	After	discussing	an	important	task	or
project,	 emphasize	 its	 urgency	 with	 high-intensity	 words;	 for	 example,	 by
saying,	“Getting	this	done	is	absolutely	critical!”	Write	down	the	phrase	you
used.

Solving	Problems	&	Making	Decisions

Solving	Problems	&	Making	Decisions	is	a	set	of	leadership	skills	that	focus
on	 resolving	 issues	 through	 critical	 thinking.	 These	 skills	 are	 especially
important	in	situations	where	you	need	to	improve	products	and	services	for
customers,	 implement	 new	 systems	 and	 processes,	 enhance	 efficiency	 of
operations,	 increase	 profitability,	 and	 combine	 or	 restructure	 business	 units.
There	are	four	leadership	skills	in	this	category:	Analyze	Information,	Think
Through	Solutions,	Make	Good	Decisions,	and	Focus	on	Customers.	The	first
three	 skills	 go	 together	 when	 solving	 a	 problem.	 First	 you	 have	 to	 fully
understand	 what	 the	 problem	 is	 by	 collecting	 and	 integrating	 the	 relevant
information	(Analyze	Information).	Once	you	have	a	good	understanding	of
the	problem,	you	brainstorm	multiple	 solutions,	 identify	 the	advantages	 and
disadvantages	of	each	brainstormed	solution,	and	set	the	criteria	you	will	use
to	 make	 the	 decision	 (Think	 Through	 Solutions).	 Then	 you	 make	 your
decision	by	picking	the	most	objective	solution	that	addresses	the	underlying
issue	and	is	based	on	actions	that	follow	logically	from	your	analysis	(Making
Good	Decisions).	The	last	skill	in	this	category	(Focus	on	Customers)	ensures
that	 you	 take	 your	 customers’	 needs	 into	 account	 as	 part	 of	 your	 problem-
solving	and	decision-making	processes.

SKILL:	Analyze	Information

Analyzing	 information	 means	 collecting	 and	 integrating	 multiple	 pieces	 of
data;	 researching	 a	 problem	 to	 understand	 it	 fully	 is	 the	 first	 step	 in	 an



effective	problem-solving	process.	In	our	research,	we	discovered	the	micro-
behaviors	that	effective	leaders	do	when	they	analyze	information:

1. Review	all	available	documents	 to	find	relevant	 information	about
the	problem.

2. Integrate	information	from	multiple	sources	to	gain	a	novel	insight,
usually	 by	 comparing	 and	 contrasting	 different	 data	 points	 and
sources	and	identifying	the	common	theme	that	unites	them.

3. Base	decisions	on	multiple	pieces	of	 information	and	directly	 cite
the	different	sources	of	evidence	in	support	of	the	decision.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

You	can	only	solve	a	problem	effectively	if	you	understand	its	root	cause,	and
you	 can	 only	 understand	 a	 problem’s	 root	 cause	 through	 research	 and
analysis.	 This	 means	 gathering	 data	 and	 taking	 the	 time	 to	 compare	 and
contrast	evidence	from	multiple	sources,	even	when	there	is	pressure	to	jump
to	 quick	 conclusions.	 Without	 a	 good	 analysis,	 you	 cannot	 understand	 an
issue	properly,	and	you	are	likely	to	end	up	solving	the	wrong	problem	or	just
addressing	superficial	symptoms.

At	 work,	 strong	 analytical	 leadership	 is	 required	 to	 implement	 new
systems	 and	 processes,	 improve	 efficiency	 of	 operations,	 or	 combine	 and
restructure	 business	 units.	 When	 designing	 new	 workflow	 processes,	 you
must	 first	 conduct	 an	 analysis	 (gather	 and	 evaluate	 information)	 to	 identify
the	 underlying	 problems,	 redundancies,	 and	 opportunities	 for	 improvement.
Similarly,	when	you	are	merging	operations	 into	 a	new	entity	or	 refocusing
operations	 on	 core	 business	 activities,	 you	 will	 also	 need	 to	 conduct	 an
analysis	of	workflows,	interdependencies,	and	overlaps	before	you	can	design
the	new	organizational	structure.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	make	quick	decisions	without	researching	the	problem.
If	you	jump	to	conclusions	based	on	limited	information.
If	 you	 have	 to	 go	 back	 often	 to	 solve	 the	 same	 problem	 all	 over
again.
If	you	find	yourself	solving	the	wrong	problem.
If	 you	 end	 up	 only	 patching	 up	 the	 surface	 symptoms	 and	 not
addressing	the	root	cause	of	the	problem.



PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	you	score	high	on	Curious	and	high	on	Ambitious,	you	may	find	analyzing
information	intrinsically	rewarding.	If	you	are	high	on	Curious,	you	tend	to	be
a	 creative,	 intellectual	 type;	 you	 enjoy	 contemplating	 ideas	 and	 solving
complex	problems.	If	you	are	high	on	Ambitious,	you	may	be	confident	and
decisive;	 you	 may	 have	 the	 drive	 and	 confidence	 to	 collect	 the	 necessary
information	and	know	when	to	stop.	With	this	combination	of	traits,	you	are
likely	to	derive	satisfaction	from	behaviors	like	finding	relevant	information
to	 the	 problem	 and	 integrating	 the	 different	 pieces	 of	 information	 to	 find
common	themes.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	contribute	to	your	ability	to	analyze	information.

Research	the	issue.
You	 can	 get	 in	 the	 habit	 of	 reviewing	 available	 documents	 to	 find	 relevant
information	 by	 double-checking	 decisions	 you	 make:	 After	 you	 make	 a
decision,	consult	one	additional	source	(search	the	Internet	or	ask	someone)
and	 write	 down	 in	 one	 sentence	 how	 the	 new	 information	 supports	 or
contradicts	 your	 decision.	 For	 example,	 after	 deciding	 to	 give	 a	 customer
discount,	you	may	find	out	from	your	colleague	that	the	same	customer	also
received	the	same	discount	last	week.	If	the	new	information	contradicts	your
decision,	go	back	and	research	the	problem	more.

Find	the	common	theme.
You	can	gain	 a	novel	 insight	 by	 comparing	 and	 contrasting	 the	 information
you	collected	during	your	research	and	finding	the	common	theme	that	unites
the	different	data	points.	Practice	this	exercise:	After	researching	a	problem,
organize	the	information	you	have	gathered	in	three	to	five	bullet	points	and
write	down	 the	common	 theme.	 For	 example,	 you	 could	 find	out	 that	 a	 few
employees	missed	a	deadline,	others	completed	 the	wrong	assignments,	 and
yet	 others	 got	 in	 a	 heated	 conflict;	 the	 common	 theme	 here	 is	 the	 lack	 of
coordination	on	the	team.

Base	decisions	on	multiple	sources.
Practice	this	behavior	by	referencing	the	different	sources	you	used	to	make
your	decision:	After	stating	your	opinion	(in	an	email	or	a	meeting),	give	two



pieces	 of	 evidence	 to	 support	 your	 position	 by	 saying,	 “I	 am	 basing	 this
on	 .	 .	 .	 and	 .	 .	 .	 .”	 For	 example,	 if	 you	 think	 that	 a	 meeting	 should	 be
rescheduled,	 you	 could	 be	 basing	 it	 on	 several	 key	 people	 telling	 you	 they
were	unable	to	attend	and	the	meeting	agenda	not	being	ready	on	time.

SKILL:	Think	Through	Solutions

Thinking	through	solutions	means	carefully	evaluating	multiple	solutions	to	a
problem	based	on	clear	criteria;	it	is	the	second	step	in	an	effective	problem-
solving	 process.	 While	 analyzing	 information	 focuses	 on	 gaining	 an
understating	of	 the	problem’s	 root	cause,	 thinking	 through	solutions	 focuses
on	 identifying	 and	 evaluating	 possible	 solutions	 to	 the	 problem.	 In	 our
research,	we	 discovered	 the	micro-behaviors	 that	 effective	 leaders	 do	when
they	think	through	solutions:

1. Brainstorm	multiple	solutions	to	the	problem,	not	just	one.
2. Identify	 advantages	 and	 disadvantages	 of	 solutions	 and	 critically

evaluate	their	feasibility.
3. Identify	 the	 criteria	 you	 will	 use	 to	 select	 the	 best	 solution	 by

clearly	stating	what	the	characteristics	of	the	ideal	solution	are	and
what	the	solution	needs	to	achieve.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

Solving	 complex	 problems	 requires	 time,	 and	 it’s	 unlikely	 that	 the	 first
solution	 that	 comes	 to	 mind	 is	 the	 right	 one.	 That’s	 why	 thinking	 through
solutions	 is	 such	 an	 important	 leadership	 skill.	As	 a	 leader,	 you	 face	many
problems	on	a	daily	basis,	and	it	can	be	difficult	to	devote	time	and	energy	to
finding	 the	 best	 solution	 to	 every	 problem,	 even	when	 you	 have	 done	 your
research.	This	skill	enables	you	to	consider	all	your	options	and	ensures	that
you	 don’t	 just	 settle	 on	 the	 first	 solution	 that	 comes	 to	 mind	 or	 make	 a
reactive	 decision	 out	 of	 frustration.	 Such	 reactive	 decision-making	 often
results	 in	 ineffective	 solutions	 that	only	address	 superficial	 issues	and	 leave
the	underlying	problems	unresolved.

At	work,	 thinking	 through	 solutions	 is	 important	 to	 the	 same	 leadership
challenges	as	 the	skill	Analyze	Information:	 implementing	new	systems	and
processes,	 improving	 efficiency	 of	 operations,	 and	 combining	 and



restructuring	business	units,	just	to	name	a	few.	After	conducting	a	thorough
analysis	 of	 a	 problem,	 you	 must	 generate	 many	 possible	 solutions	 and
evaluate	them	against	set	criteria	before	deciding	which	is	the	best	course	of
action;	you	cannot	just	go	with	the	first	solution	that	comes	to	mind.	You	have
many	options	on	how	to	redesign	workflow	processes	or	restructure	business
units,	 and	 each	 option	 has	 its	 advantages	 and	 limitations.	 As	 a	 leader,	 you
need	to	be	aware	of	your	options	and	their	shortcomings.	Having	a	clear	set	of
criteria	of	what	 constitutes	 the	 ideal	 solution	will	 ensure	 that	you	 select	 the
right	course	of	action	for	your	people	and	teams.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	 you	 get	 frustrated	 with	 problem-solving	 and	 just	 want	 the
problem	to	disappear.
If	 you	 don’t	 consider	 the	 advantages	 and	 limitations	 of	 your
decisions.
If	you	feel	the	pressure	to	decide	quickly.
If	you	usually	go	with	the	first	decision	you	can	think	of.
If	you	have	no	idea	about	what	the	ideal	solution	should	look	like.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	you	score	high	on	Organized,	high	on	Resilient,	and	high	on	Curious,	you
may	 find	 thinking	 through	 solutions	 intrinsically	 rewarding.	 If	 you	are	high
on	 Organized,	 you	 are	 probably	 methodical,	 systematic,	 and	 diligent;	 you
enjoy	thinking	through	before	deciding.	If	you	are	high	on	Resilient,	you	are
likely	 calm,	 even-tempered,	 and	 cool	 under	 pressure;	 you	 don’t	 get	 easily
frustrated	or	impatient	while	solving	problems	or	feel	the	pressure	to	make	a
rash	 decision.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	 Curious,	 you	 tend	 to	 be	 creative	 and
intellectual;	 you	 enjoy	 contemplating	 ideas	 and	 solving	 complex	 problems.
With	 this	 combination	 of	 traits,	 you	 are	 likely	 to	 derive	 satisfaction	 from
behaviors	 like	 brainstorming	 multiple	 solutions	 to	 the	 problem,	 thinking
through	 advantages	 and	 disadvantages,	 and	 identifying	 criteria	 to	 select	 the
best	solution.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	 following	 exercises	 will	 contribute	 to	 your	 ability	 to	 think	 through
solutions.



Brainstorm	multiple	solutions.
Make	 a	 habit	 of	 considering	 multiple	 solutions	 by	 practicing	 this	 exercise:
After	 proposing	 a	 course	 of	 action	 (in	 an	 email	 or	 a	 meeting),	 list	 two
alternatives	you	have	considered	by	saying,	“I	settled	on	.	.	.	after	considering
a	 few	 other	 options,	 such	 as	 .	 .	 .	 and	 .	 .	 .	 .”	Write	 down	 the	 sentence.	For
example,	 you	 may	 say,	 “I	 settled	 on	 weekly	 one-on-one	 check-ins	 after
considering	 several	 options,	 such	 as	 team	 meetings	 and	 group	 training
sessions.”

Identify	the	advantages	and	disadvantages	of	a	solution.
Make	 a	 habit	 of	 communicating	 to	 others	 that	 you	 have	 considered	 the
limitations	of	a	course	of	action,	not	just	how	it	addresses	the	problem	you	are
trying	to	solve:	After	proposing	an	idea	to	someone,	state	one	advantage	and
one	limitation	of	your	idea	by	saying,	“I	think	that	we	should	.	.	.	;	it	will	help
us	with	.	.	.	,	but	it	will	not	.	.	.	.”	Write	down	the	sentence.	For	example,	you
could	say,	“I	think	we	should	ask	our	employees	how	to	improve	our	product;
it	will	help	us	with	their	buy-in,	but	it	will	not	get	us	customer	feedback.”

Define	the	ideal	solution.
This	 micro-behavior	 requires	 having	 clear	 criteria	 for	 evaluating	 possible
solutions	 to	 a	 problem.	 You	 can	 define	 the	 ideal	 solution	 by	 listing	 its
different	 characteristics:	 After	 realizing	 that	 you	 have	 a	 problem	 to	 solve,
write	down	two	or	 three	bullet	points	of	what	 the	 ideal	solution	should	 look
like.	For	 example,	 “We	need	a	plan	 that	 is	 easy	 to	 implement,	 accessible	 to
everyone,	and	flexible	in	scope.”

SKILL:	Make	Good	Decisions

Making	 good	 decisions	 means	 understanding	 the	 underlying	 issues	 of	 the
problem	at	hand	and	selecting	a	 logical	action	that	balances	 the	needs	of	all
involved	parties;	it	is	the	final	step	in	an	effective	problemsolving	process.	In
our	 research,	 we	 discovered	 the	 micro-behaviors	 that	 effective	 leaders	 do
when	they	make	decisions:

1. Show	full	understanding	of	 the	problem	and	 the	 root	 cause	of	 the
problem.



2. Select	 an	 objective	 course	 of	 action	 that	meets	 the	 needs	 of	 each
party	involved	and	is	not	biased	against	any	person	or	group.

3. Take	an	action	that	follows	logically	from	the	gathered	information.
4. Avoid	 analysis	 paralysis	 by	 taking	 timely	 action	 even	 if	 not	 all

information	is	present.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

The	world	 is	 full	of	complexity	and	 there	 is	 rarely	a	perfect	solution	 to	any
problem,	but	 it	 is	 still	possible	 to	make	good	decisions.	This	skill	builds	on
Analyze	Information	and	Think	Through	Solutions.	Leaders	who	make	good
decisions	aren’t	impatient	or	reactive,	and	yet	they	don’t	overanalyze	or	delay
their	 decisions	 unnecessarily.	 They	 do	 their	 research	 and	 consider	 many
different	 options,	 and	 they	 don’t	 let	 complexity	 or	 the	 temptation	 to	 find	 a
perfect	 solution	 prevent	 them	 from	 taking	 action.	 By	 thinking	 through	 the
limitations	 of	 different	 possible	 solutions,	 they	 ensure	 that	 their	 decisions
balance	the	needs	of	the	different	parties	involved.	Good,	confident	decision-
making	leads	teams	in	the	right	direction	and	prevents	the	false	starts,	detours,
and	second-guessing	that	can	frustrate	your	followers	and	undermine	morale.

At	 work,	 making	 good	 decisions	 is	 important	 to	 the	 same	 leadership
challenges	 as	 the	 skills	Analyze	 Information	 and	Think	Through	Solutions:
implementing	new	systems	and	processes,	improving	efficiency	of	operations,
and	combining	and	restructuring	business	units,	just	to	name	a	few.	After	you
conduct	 a	 thorough	 analysis	 of	 the	 problem	 and	 generate	 and	 evaluate
multiple	different	solutions,	you	must	pull	the	trigger	and	actually	decide	on	a
course	of	action.	You	cannot	continue	to	collect	and	analyze	data	and	generate
possible	solutions	indefinitely.	You	need	to	pick	the	best	solution	in	a	timely
manner	 and	 run	with	 it.	 Similarly,	 you	 cannot	 keep	 changing	 your	mind—
once	 a	 decision	 is	 made,	 you	 need	 to	 implement	 it	 and	 move	 forward.
Otherwise,	you	end	up	wasting	time	and	resources.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	fear	making	the	wrong	decision.
If	you	feel	like	you	need	more	data	before	you	can	decide.
If	you	are	waiting	for	the	perfect	solution	to	emerge.
If	you	often	change	your	mind.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL



If	 you	 score	high	 on	 Ambitious,	 high	 on	Organized,	 high	 on	 Resilient,	 and
high	 on	 Curious,	 you	 may	 find	 making	 good	 decisions	 intrinsically
rewarding.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	 Ambitious,	 you	 are	 likely	 confident	 and
decisive;	 you	 are	 not	 struck	 by	 decision	 paralysis	 and	 are	 comfortable	with
taking	 risks	 in	 decisions.	 If	 you	 score	 high	 on	 Organized,	 you	 are	 likely
methodical,	 systematic,	 and	 diligent;	 you	 enjoy	 thinking	 through	 before
deciding.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	Resilient,	 you	 are	 likely	 calm,	 even-tempered,
and	cool	under	pressure;	you	don’t	get	easily	 frustrated	or	 impatient.	 If	you
are	 high	 on	 Curious,	 you	 tend	 to	 be	 creative	 and	 intellectual;	 you	 enjoy
contemplating	 ideas	 and	 solving	 complex	 problems.	 This	 is	 why	 you	 can
derive	 satisfaction	 from	 behaviors	 like	 discovering	 the	 underlying	 issues,
finding	 an	 objective	 decision	 that	 balances	 the	 needs	 of	 all	 parties,	 and
making	a	timely	decision	even	if	not	all	of	the	information	is	present.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	 following	 exercises	 will	 contribute	 to	 your	 ability	 to	 make	 good
decisions.

Show	that	you	understand	the	underlying	issues.
Most	 problems	 consist	 of	 several	 visible	 symptoms	 caused	 by	 a	 hidden
underlying	problem,	or	root	cause.	The	best	decisions	address	root	causes,	but
first	you	must	 identify	 these	causes	by	digging	deeper	 into	 the	nature	of	 the
problem	you	are	trying	to	solve.	Practice	this	exercise:	After	learning	about	a
problem,	 ask	 yourself,	 “What’s	 the	 root	 cause	 here?”	 Write	 down	 your
answer.	 For	 example,	 two	of	your	 employees	have	gotten	 into	 an	 argument
about	an	upcoming	deadline.	The	deadline	is	the	superficial	problem,	but	you
identify	that	the	root	cause	is	a	lack	of	trust	between	these	two	individuals.

Select	an	objective	course	of	action.
There	is	always	a	risk	that	a	decision	will	inadvertently	disadvantage	a	person
or	group	 involved	 in	a	situation.	Good	decisions	avoid	 this	 risk	by	ensuring
that	a	course	of	action	is	objective	and	fair	to	all	parties	involved.	Make	this	a
habit	 by	 practicing	 the	 following	 exercise:	 After	 deciding	 on	 a	 course	 of
action,	 ask	 yourself,	 “Who	 could	 this	 action	 negatively	 impact	 and	 what
would	 that	 impact	 be?”	Write	 down	 your	 answer.	 For	 example,	 you	 could
decide	 to	 implement	 a	 work-from-home	 policy	 for	 your	 team	 that	 could
negatively	 impact	 employees	 with	 small	 children,	 because	 those	 children
could	be	a	distraction.



Explain	your	rationale.
Once	you	have	completed	your	analysis	and	identified	your	solution,	it	is	time
to	act.	Show	everyone	 that	you	are	making	a	 logical	decision	by	explaining
your	 rationale	using	 this	 exercise:	After	 you	 recommend	a	course	of	action,
explain	your	rationale	behind	it	by	saying,	“We	should	do	.	.	.	because	.	.	.	.”
Write	it	down.	For	example,	you	could	recommend	delaying	a	product	release
by	 saying,	 “We	 should	 delay	 releasing	 the	 product	 because	 our	 initial	 tests
revealed	 many	 serious	 bugs.	 Releasing	 a	 buggy	 product	 could	 harm	 our
reputation	in	the	market.”

Take	timely	action	even	if	not	all	information	is	present.
Don’t	put	off	making	a	decision	so	you	can	collect	more	data	in	the	hope	of
finding	 the	 perfect	 solution.	 If	 you	 fear	 making	 a	 mistake	 or	 feel
uncomfortable	 making	 the	 big	 decision,	 think	 of	 it	 as	 making	 a	 series	 of
smaller	decisions	instead:	After	noticing	that	you	want	to	do	more	research	to
collect	 additional	 data,	 ask	 yourself,	 “What	 small	 decision	 can	 I	 make
today?”	Write	it	down.	For	example,	if	deciding	on	your	entire	annual	budget
feels	 overwhelming	 and	 you	 find	 yourself	 wanting	 to	 collect	 more
information	from	your	colleagues	instead	of	finalizing	the	budget,	you	could
think	 of	 it	 as	making	 a	 series	 of	 four	 smaller	 decisions,	 and	 today	 you	 can
decide	on	just	your	budget	for	the	first	quarter.

SKILL:	Focus	on	Customers

Focusing	 on	 customers	 means	 understanding	 your	 customers’	 needs	 and
bringing	those	needs	to	the	forefront	of	your	decision-making	process.	In	our
research,	we	 discovered	 the	micro-behaviors	 that	 effective	 leaders	 do	when
they	focus	on	customers:

1. Clearly	define	who	your	customers	are.
2. Seek	information	about	and	anticipate	your	customers’	current	and

future	 needs	 by	 explicitly	 asking	 questions	 to	 learn	 more	 about
those	 needs	 and	 stressing	 the	 importance	 of	 customer	 feedback	 in
oral	and	written	communication.

3. Base	 decisions	 on	 customer	 feedback	 by	 making	 decisions	 that
explicitly	 incorporate	 themes	 from	customer	 feedback	and	cite	 the
customer	feedback	as	rationale	for	the	decision.



4. Set	 high	 standards	 of	 customer	 service	 and	 clearly	 communicate
expectations	for	appropriate	behavior	toward	customers.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

As	a	leader,	you	will	often	be	called	upon	to	address	day-to-day	operational
issues	and	emergencies,	such	as	interpersonal	conflicts,	 lack	of	resources,	or
unreasonable	timelines.	Because	of	their	immediacy,	it	is	easy	for	these	types
of	issues	to	distract	you	from	your	organization’s	customers.	As	important	as
operational	issues	and	emergencies	are,	your	customers	are	more	so—they	are
the	reason	your	organization	exists	in	the	first	place.	To	be	an	effective	leader,
you	 must	 always	 remember	 who	 your	 decisions	 impact	 the	 most—your
customers—and	 give	 their	 needs	 ample	 consideration	 in	 your	 day-to-day
work.	After	all,	your	customer	should	come	first!

At	 work,	 focusing	 on	 customers	 will	 enable	 you	 to	 enhance	 your
company’s	customer	value	proposition,	increase	customer	satisfaction,	better
differentiate	 products	 and	 services	 from	 competitors,	 strengthen	 your
company’s	brand	and	reputation,	and	increase	customer	loyalty.	The	more	you
focus	 on	 your	 customers,	 the	 better	 you	 will	 understand	 who	 they	 are	 and
what	 their	 current	 needs	 are,	 and	 you	will	 be	 able	 to	 anticipate	 their	 future
needs.	 You	 will	 consider	 how	 your	 decisions	 impact	 your	 customers	 and
ensure	that	your	teams	provide	high	levels	of	customer	service.	Through	these
behaviors,	you	can	increase	the	benefits	customers	receive	by	purchasing	your
products	and	services,	and	you	can	improve	all	interactions	with	customers	at
the	time	of	sale	and	thereafter	to	exceed	customers’	expectations.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	THAT	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	don’t	think	of	the	customer	when	making	decisions.
If	you	are	unclear	who	your	customers	are.
If	your	customers	don’t	return	to	purchase	more.
If	you	think	that	you	already	know	what	your	customers	need	and
want.
If	 your	 customers	 are	 often	 dissatisfied	 with	 your	 product	 or
service.
If	you	don’t	think	about	your	customers	at	least	once	per	day.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL



If	you	score	high	on	Caring	and	high	on	Curious,	you	may	find	focusing	on
customers	 intrinsically	 rewarding.	 If	 you	are	high	on	Caring,	you	are	 likely
perceptive,	 supportive,	 and	 empathetic;	 you	 are	 good	 at	 reading	 people’s
needs	and	go	out	of	your	way	to	ensure	that	they	are	pleased.	If	you	are	high
on	Curious,	you	are	likely	a	strong	strategist	and	visionary;	you	enjoy	solving
complex	 problems	 and	 strategizing	 different	 business	 scenarios.	 With	 this
combination	of	traits,	you	are	likely	to	derive	satisfaction	from	behaviors	like
providing	high	 levels	of	customer	care,	 learning	about	what	your	customers
desire,	and	bringing	customer	feedback	into	your	decision-making.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	contribute	to	your	ability	to	focus	on	customers.

Define	your	customers.
Let	 everyone	 know	 how	 you	 define	 your	 customer	 base	 in	 concrete	 terms.
Make	 it	 a	 habit	 to	 regularly	 reference	 this	 definition	 during	 daily	meetings
and	 in	 email:	After	 discussing	 an	 internal	 operations	 problem,	 remind	 your
team	that	you’re	ultimately	solving	the	problem	for	your	customers	by	saying,
“This	 is	 ultimately	 a	 solution	 for	 [define	 the	 customer];	 they’re	 our	 top
priority.”	 For	 example,	 a	 school	 principal	 may	 say:	 “This	 is	 ultimately	 a
solution	for	the	parents	and	students	at	this	school;	they’re	our	top	priority.”

Study	the	needs	of	your	customers.
Learn	what	your	customers	want	now	and	anticipate	what	they’ll	want	in	the
future	 by	 practicing	 this	 exercise:	After	 finishing	 lunch,	 spend	 five	 minutes
researching	 customer	 demand	 trends	 by	 reading	 an	 industry	 report	 or	 a
customer	survey.	Write	down	one	thing	you	learned.	For	example,	you	might
learn	that	your	customers	now	take	shorter	vacations	that	only	last	a	few	days
rather	than	the	weeks-long	vacations	they	took	in	the	past.

Base	decisions	on	customer	feedback.
This	micro-behavior	 is	 about	 incorporating	 customer	 feedback	 directly	 into
your	 daily	 decision-making	 process:	 After	 realizing	 you	 need	 to	 make	 a
decision,	ask	yourself,	“What	customer	 feedback	can	 I	 incorporate	 into	 this
decision?”	Write	down	your	answer.	For	example,	if	you	must	decide	where
to	 outsource	 production	 and	 your	 customers	 have	 said	 that	 they	 appreciate
European	designs,	you	might	consider	moving	production	to	central	or	eastern
Europe	rather	than	China.



Expect	high	standards	of	customer	service.
Make	it	a	point	to	emphasize	what	you	consider	appropriate	behavior	toward
customers	 in	 everyday	 interactions	 by	 practicing	 this	 exercise:	 After
discussing	 the	 last	 agenda	 item	 in	 a	 meeting,	 reiterate	 how	 you	 expect
employees	 to	behave	 toward	customers	by	saying,	“I	expect	 that	you	 .	 .	 .	 .”
Write	it	down.	For	example,	a	manager	who	oversees	an	IT	help	desk	might
say,	“I	expect	 that	you	are	patient	with	 the	people	we	support,	 resolve	 their
issues	quickly,	and	make	them	feel	valued.”

Leading	Change

Leading	Change	is	a	set	of	leadership	skills	that	focus	on	instigating	change
and	 bringing	 everyone	 on	 board	 to	 make	 the	 change	 happen	 in	 the
organization.	 These	 skills	 are	 especially	 important	 in	 situations	 when	 you
need	 to	 boost	 innovation,	 build	 a	 culture	 of	 continuous	 improvement,
implement	 new	 organizational	 strategy,	 or	 refocus	 the	 organization	 on	 new
markets.	 There	 are	 three	 leadership	 skills	 in	 this	 category:	 Sell	 the	 Vision,
Innovate,	 and	Manage	 Risk.	 The	 last	 two	 skills	 are	 opposites	 on	 the	 same
spectrum—some	 leaders	 tend	 to	 be	 risk-averse,	 which	 prevents	 them	 from
innovating	at	all,	while	others	tend	to	innovate	recklessly,	which	exposes	their
organizations	to	unnecessary	risks.

SKILL:	Sell	the	Vision

Selling	the	vision	means	inspiring	others	with	your	organization’s	vision	and
convincing	 them	 to	 embrace	 it.	 In	 our	 research,	 we	 discovered	 the	 micro-
behaviors	that	effective	leaders	do	when	they	sell	the	vision:

1. Paint	 a	 vivid	 picture	 of	 the	 organization’s	 future	 state,	 so	 that	 the
audience	can	envision	the	arrival	point	(think	“man	on	the	moon”).

2. Communicate	specific	long-term	goals	that	span	three	to	five	years.
3. Make	 the	 vision	 relevant	 to	 your	 followers	 by	 appealing	 to	 their

personal	values	and	needs.



WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

Having	a	clear	sense	of	where	the	organization	is	going	motivates	people	 to
work	harder	and	gives	them	a	direction	so	they	understand	what’s	more	and
less	 critical.	 This	 is	 especially	 true	 when	 you	 are	 implementing	 change.
Change	 creates	 uncertainty	 and	 resistance.	People	 are	more	 likely	 to	 accept
change	 when	 you	 present	 a	 clear	 vision	 for	 the	 future	 that	 is	 vivid,
compelling,	easy	to	understand	and	remember,	and	personally	relevant.

At	 work,	 selling	 the	 vision	 is	 important	 to	 leadership	 challenges	 that
require	you	 to	establish	a	 strategic	direction,	 launch	a	 start-up	or	build	new
products	and	services,	or	implement	a	new	organizational	strategy.	You	must
have	clear	goals	and	vision	before	you	can	determine	the	long-term	direction
and	 scope	 of	 your	 organization.	 Similarly,	 if	 you’re	 launching	 a	 new
organization,	business	unit,	or	products	and	services,	 then	everyone	on	your
team	must	 have	 a	 solid	 understanding	of	 the	 new	direction	 before	 they	 can
make	it	a	reality.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	 you	 see	 strategic	 planning	 and	 visioning	 as	 an	 impractical	 and
useless	exercise.
If	 vision	 and	 long-term	 goals	 are	 just	 unfounded	 speculations	 to
you.
If	 you	 don’t	want	 to	 commit	 to	 any	 long-term	goals	 because	 you
fear	not	reaching	them.
If	 you	 can’t	 summarize	 the	 vision	 of	 your	 organization	 in	 one
sentence.
If	 your	 followers	 don’t	 understand	 how	 the	 organization’s	 goals
benefit	them	personally.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	you	score	high	on	Ambitious	and	high	on	Outgoing,	you	may	find	selling
the	 vision	 intrinsically	 rewarding.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	 Ambitious,	 you	 are
likely	 confident,	 energetic,	 persuasive,	 and	 influential;	 you	 enjoy	 initiating
new	projects,	pushing	for	growth,	and	providing	thoughts	and	plans	about	the
future.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	 Outgoing,	 you	 are	 likely	 charming,	 talkative,
dynamic,	and	enthusiastic;	you	like	to	express	excitement	and	compel	others
to	action.	With	this	combination	of	traits,	you	are	likely	to	derive	satisfaction
from	 behaviors	 like	 painting	 a	 picture	 of	 the	 organization’s	 future,	 setting



long-term	goals,	and	appealing	to	followers’	personal	values	and	needs.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	contribute	to	your	ability	to	sell	the	vision.

Paint	a	vivid	picture.
To	practice	 this	micro-behavior	on	a	daily	basis,	picture	 the	arrival	point	or
end	state	of	a	task	when	you	ask	people	to	do	something—what	visible	sign
would	tell	you	that	the	person	had	completed	the	task?	The	following	exercise
will	 help	 you	 turn	 this	 visualization	 technique	 into	 a	 habit:	 After	 asking
someone	 to	do	a	 task,	describe	 the	very	 first	 sign	you	would	need	 to	 see	 in
order	 to	 conclude	 that	 the	 task	 has	 been	 completed	 by	 saying,	 “When	 it’s
done,	it	will	look	like	.	.	.	.”	For	example,	if	I	asked	you	to	order	supplies,	I
would	know	that	you	did	it	after	seeing	a	fully	stocked	supply	cabinet.

Think	long	term	(three	to	five	years).
Generally	 speaking,	 organizational	 goals	 span	 three	 to	 five	 years.	 You
probably	won’t	create	multiyear	goals	every	day,	but	you	can	practice	 long-
term	 thinking	 by	 applying	 it	 to	 your	 everyday	 projects:	After	 discussing	 a
project	(in	an	email	or	a	meeting),	state	how	it	will	be	different	in	three	to	five
years	by	saying,	“In	three	to	five	years,	we	will	probably	.	.	.	.”	For	example,
when	 discussing	 plans	 for	 a	 new	website,	 you	 could	 say,	 “In	 three	 to	 five
years,	we	will	probably	have	all	customizations	 incorporated	 into	 the	online
buying	experience,	so	that	customers	can	purchase	fully	customized	products
without	ever	interacting	with	our	reps.”

Make	the	vision	personally	relevant.
This	 micro-behavior	 involves	 translating	 the	 vision	 into	 something	 that
followers	 personally	 value	 and	 want—something	 that	 is	 a	 clear	 benefit	 to
them.	Get	in	the	habit	of	making	projects,	tasks,	and	ideas	personally	relevant
for	people	by	practicing	 this	 exercise:	After	 pitching	a	new	project	 or	 idea,
highlight	 how	 it’s	 personally	 relevant	 for	 them	 by	 saying,	 “The	 personal
benefits	to	you	are	.	 .	 .	 .”	For	example,	after	asking	a	salesperson	to	write	a
blog	 for	 the	 company,	 you	 could	 say,	 “The	 personal	 benefits	 to	 you	 are
gaining	visibility	on	the	company	website	and	social	media	and	building	your
personal	brand	as	a	thought	leader.”



SKILL:	Innovate

Innovating	means	proposing	creative	solutions	to	important	problems.	In	our
research,	we	 discovered	 the	micro-behaviors	 that	 effective	 leaders	 do	when
they	innovate:

1. Think	“outside	 the	box”	by	 taking	a	holistic	approach	 to	combine
seemingly	unrelated	ideas;	see	the	connections	between	information
that	others	don’t	see.

2. Brainstorm	creative	solutions	to	problems;	the	solutions	are	novel,
unique,	and	unexpected.

3. Celebrate	 and	 encourage	 experimentation	 and	 calculated	 risk-
taking;	inspire	others	to	try	something	new.

4. Focus	 innovative	 efforts	 on	 problems	 that	 are	 meaningful	 and
pressing	rather	than	innovating	for	the	sake	of	innovation.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

There	 is	 always	 room	 for	 improvement,	 whether	 that	 means	 better	 serving
your	 customers,	 building	 a	 better	 product,	 or	 better	 coordinating	 efforts	 on
your	 team.	 That’s	 what	 innovation	 is:	 doing	 things	 better.	 Leaders	 who
innovate	 well	 give	 their	 organizations	 a	 competitive	 advantage	 by	 creating
products	 and	 services	 that	 stand	 apart	 from	 the	 competition.	 Furthermore,
they	 foster	 innovation	 in	 others	 by	 supporting	 creative	 ideas,	 thinking
strategically,	and	challenging	the	status	quo.

At	 work,	 your	 innovative	 leadership	 will	 support	 a	 culture	 of
experimentation	 and	 continuous	 improvement	 and	 inspire	 your	 teams	 to	 be
more	creative.	You	will	create	and	maintain	a	competitive	advantage	for	your
company	by	encouraging	advancements	in	products	and	services	and	day-to-
day	business	operation.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	don’t	want	things	to	change.
If	you	only	see	the	risks	in	doing	things	differently.
If	 you	 ask,	 “What’s	 wrong	 with	 how	 we	 do	 things	 now?”	 when
confronted	with	change.



If	you	always	solve	problems	in	the	same	way.
If	 you	 can’t	 picture	 what	 a	 creative	 solution	 to	 a	 problem	would
look	like.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	you	score	high	on	Curious	and	low	on	Organized,	you	may	find	innovating
intrinsically	rewarding.	If	you	are	high	on	Curious,	you	tend	to	be	a	creative
type	 and	 you	 enjoy	 offering	 suggestions	 about	 new	 and	 different	 ways	 of
doing	 things,	 discussing	 new	 ideas,	 encouraging	 others	 to	 think	 along	 new
lines,	and	experimenting	with	new	approaches.	If	you	are	low	on	Organized,
you	are	likely	flexible	and	more	tolerant	of	ambiguity,	which	are	prerequisites
to	creativity.	(In	contrast,	people	who	are	high	on	Organized	tend	to	be	risk-
averse,	 rigidly	 adherent	 to	 the	 status	 quo,	 and	 resistant	 to	 change,	 qualities
that	 make	 innovation	 difficult	 for	 them.)	With	 the	 combination	 of	 high	 on
Curious	 and	 low	 on	 Organized,	 you	 are	 likely	 to	 derive	 satisfaction	 from
behaviors	 like	 brainstorming	 creative	 solutions	 or	 encouraging	 others	 to
experiment	with	new	approaches.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	contribute	to	your	ability	to	innovate.

Combine	seemingly	unrelated	ideas.
Creative	insight	usually	comes	when	you	discover	the	commonality	between
two	things	that	at	first	appear	to	be	unrelated.	To	get	in	the	habit	of	thinking
outside	 the	 box,	 practice	 this	 exercise:	After	 you	 or	 someone	 else	 uses	 the
word	 “but”	 when	 describing	 two	 opposite	 ideas,	 ask,	 “How	 are	 these	 two
things	connected?”	Write	down	the	answer.	For	example,	someone	could	say,
“Most	customers	 love	our	product,	but	 there	are	some	who	hate	 it,”	and	 the
connection	between	 the	 two	apparent	 opposites	 is	 that	 all	 customers	have	 a
strong	emotional	reaction	to	your	product.

Brainstorming	creative	solutions.
In	 the	 context	 of	 this	 exercise,	 creativity	 means	 solving	 a	 problem	 in	 an
unconventional	way—in	other	words,	 not	 using	 the	 established	process	 that
most	 people	 utilize.	 On	 a	 daily	 basis	 you	 could	 practice	 brainstorming
creative	solutions	by	imagining	that	you	had	an	unlimited	budget	for	solving
problems:	After	learning	about	a	problem,	ask	yourself,	“How	would	I	solve



this	problem	if	I	had	all	the	money	in	the	world?”	Write	down	one	idea.	For
example,	you	could	 realize	 that	 to	 serve	your	 customers	better,	you	need	 to
create	a	new	prototype	team	that	will	test	and	document	new	solutions	before
rolling	them	out	to	all	your	clients.

Celebrate	experimentation.
You	can	get	 in	 the	habit	of	 inspiring	others	 to	 try	a	new	approach	and	learn
from	 it.	 Practice	 this	 exercise:	 After	 someone	 proposes	 a	 new	 idea,	 ask,
“What	would	 it	 take	 to	 try	 this?”	Write	down	 the	answer.	After	hearing	 the
details,	you	may	decide	to	pilot-test	the	new	idea.

Focus	creative	efforts	on	meaningful	problems.
Creative	thinking	is	wasted	effort	if	it	doesn’t	produce	solutions	to	important
problems.	This	exercise	will	help	you	get	in	the	habit	of	focusing	innovation
on	things	that	matter:	After	coming	up	with	a	new	idea,	ask	yourself,	“How	is
this	 addressing	 our	most	 important	 problem?”	Write	 down	 the	 answer.	 For
example,	 you	may	 propose	 to	 rent	 out	 a	 portion	 of	 an	 office	 building	 your
company	 owns,	 and	 the	 additional	 income	 could	 address	 your	 company’s
problem	 of	 seasonal	 cash	 flow	 inconsistency	 by	 providing	 a	 new	 source	 of
stable	revenue.

SKILL:	Manage	Risk

Managing	 risk	 means	 anticipating	 threats	 from	multiple	 areas	 and	 creating
contingency	plans	to	address	them.	In	our	research,	we	discovered	the	micro-
behaviors	that	effective	leaders	do	when	they	manage	risk:

1. Anticipate	 threats	 from	 multiple	 areas;	 brainstorm	 different
scenarios	of	things	going	wrong.

2. Include	pilot-testing	and	feedback	loops	as	part	of	 innovation;	 test
new	 ideas	 before	 implementing	 them	 and	 create	 ways	 to	monitor
the	progress	of	implementations.

3. Develop	 contingency	 plans	 to	 handle	 errors	 and	 failures;	 always
have	a	Plan	B	ready	to	go.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP



It	 is	 possible	 to	 have	 too	 much	 of	 a	 good	 thing—even	 innovation	 and
ambition.	 Constantly	 pursuing	 new	 solutions	 and	 big	 goals	 can	 lead	 to
reckless	 decisions	 that	 increase	 risk.	 The	 possible	 consequences	 of
recklessness	 and	 excessive	 risk	 include	 decreased	 customer	 satisfaction	 and
brand	 loyalty,	 financial	 losses,	 and	 harm	 to	 your	 reputation.	Managing	 risk
responsibly	 is	 therefore	 crucial	 to	 your	 success.	 Innovators	 can	 sometimes
become	“addicted”	 to	 change	 and	novelty,	 rushing	 to	 implement	 every	new
and	 shiny	 fad	 without	 considering	 its	 long-term	 risk	 to	 the	 organization.
Others	 may	 be	 too	 aggressive	 in	 their	 pursuit	 of	 success	 and	 set	 overly
ambitious	 goals	 that	 are	 far	 removed	 from	 reality	 and	 simply	 cannot	 be
achieved.

At	work,	managing	risk	 is	especially	 important	with	your	entrepreneurial
endeavors	like	launching	a	start-up	(a	new	organization	or	division),	building
new	 products	 and	 services,	 or	 entering	 new	 markets.	 There	 is	 a	 fine	 line
between	 entrepreneurial	 risk-taking	 and	 recklessness.	 Some	 business
opportunities	 you	 encounter	 are	 riskier	 than	 others,	 and	 you	must	 have	 the
skill	to	anticipate	and	effectively	manage	such	risks.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	want	to	change	things	around	just	for	the	sake	of	change.
If	new	and	shiny	things	excite	you	and	you	must	have	them.
If	your	goals	are	really	big	and	bold	but	seldom	achievable.
If	you	don’t	pilot-test	your	ideas	and	go	straight	to	implementation.
If	you	don’t	believe	in	having	a	Plan	B.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	 you	 score	 high	 on	 Organized	 and	 low	 on	 Ambitious,	 you	 may	 find
managing	risk	intrinsically	rewarding.	If	you	are	high	on	Organized,	you	are
likely	 conservative,	 reliable,	 dependable,	 and	 diligent	 (but	 if	 you	 are	 very
high	 on	Organized,	 you	may	 tend	 toward	 risk-aversion).	 If	 you	 are	 low	 on
Ambitious,	you	are	 likely	 laid-back,	unhurried,	and	reluctant	 to	 take	charge.
With	 this	 combination	 of	 personality	 traits,	 you	 are	 probably	 not	 prone	 to
risky	 decisions,	 and	 so	 you	 are	 likely	 to	 derive	 satisfaction	 from	 behaviors
like	anticipating	risks,	pilot-testing	ideas,	and	developing	contingency	plans.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES



The	following	exercises	will	contribute	to	your	ability	to	manage	risk.

Anticipate	threats	from	multiple	areas.
Risks	 can	 come	 from	 anywhere—internal	 operations,	 changes	 in	 customer
demand,	innovations	in	the	supply	chain,	disruptive	technologies,	and	shifts	in
the	global	economy,	just	to	name	a	few.	Practice	this	exercise	on	a	daily	basis
to	get	in	the	habit	of	anticipating	them:	After	making	a	decision,	ask	yourself,
“What	changes	in	operations,	customers,	or	the	economy	could	pose	a	threat
to	 my	 decision?”	Write	 down	 your	 answer.	 For	 example,	 if	 you	 decide	 to
invest	in	expanding	the	parking	lots	for	your	retail	stores,	increases	in	global
fuel	prices	could	pose	a	threat	to	your	decision	because	not	as	many	of	your
customers	would	drive	to	your	stores.

Pilot-test	your	ideas.
Before	you	decide	to	implement	any	new	idea,	pilot-test	it	to	understand	how
it	will	work	 in	practice:	After	coming	up	with	an	 idea,	 identify	one	 low-risk
way	to	pilot-test	its	viability.	Write	down	your	idea.	For	example,	if	you	come
up	 with	 an	 idea	 to	 enhance	 your	 product,	 create	 a	 mock-up	 of	 it	 first	 and
present	it	to	a	few	trusted	customers	before	making	a	large	investment.

Have	a	Plan	B.
Get	in	the	habit	of	developing	contingency	plans	to	handle	errors	and	failures
by	practicing	this	exercise:	After	coming	up	with	a	solution	to	a	problem,	ask
yourself,	“What	will	I	do	if	my	solution	doesn’t	work?”	Write	down	your	Plan
B.	For	example,	 if	you	plan	 to	host	an	online	videoconference,	your	Plan	B
might	be	a	backup	telephone	bridge	in	case	someone	loses	Internet	access.





CHAPTER	7

Focusing	on	People

People-oriented	 leadership	 skills	 are	 about	 keeping	 others	 engaged,
motivated,	and	satisfied.	Leaders	with	these	skills	support	their	followers	by
building	and	maintaining	relationships.	They	tend	to	be	charismatic	and	have
strong	interpersonal	skills	that	help	them	to	effectively	motivate	and	influence
people,	 and	 they	 actively	 help	 others	 grow	 and	 develop.	My	 research	 team
and	 I	 identified	 eleven	 people-oriented	 leadership	 skills,	which	 are	 grouped
into	three	categories:	Persuasion	&	Influence,	Growing	People	&	Teams,	and
Interpersonal	Skills.

Persuasion	&	Influence

Persuasion	 &	 Influence	 is	 a	 category	 of	 leadership	 skills	 that	 focus	 on
motivating	 people	 to	 achieve	 organizational	 goals.	 As	 a	 leader,	 you	 work
through	others,	and	that	means	you	need	the	skills	to	persuade	and	influence
them	to	get	the	work	done.	These	leadership	skills	are	especially	important	in
situations	 when	 you	 need	 to	 achieve	 goals	 like	 aligning	 teams	 with
organizational	 strategy;	 combining	 or	 restructuring	 business	 units;	 and
building	 strategic	 alliances	with	 suppliers,	 vendors,	 and	 partners.	 There	 are
three	 leadership	 skills	 in	 this	 category:	 Influence	 Others,	 Overcome
Individual	Resistance,	and	Negotiate	Well.

SKILL:	Influence	Others

Influencing	 others	 means	 affecting	 others’	 thinking	 and	 behavior	 by
uncovering	 concerns	 and	 presenting	 convincing	 arguments.	 In	 our	 research,
we	 discovered	 the	 micro-behaviors	 that	 effective	 leaders	 do	 when	 they
influence	others:



1. Anticipate	how	others	will	react	to	new	ideas,	plans,	and	initiatives.
2. Ask	targeted	questions	to	explore	people’s	concerns.
3. Skillfully	 guide	 the	 discussion	 away	 from	 surface	 issues	 to

underlying	concerns	 to	ensure	 that	you	are	addressing	root	causes,
not	just	symptoms.

4. Uncover	 hidden	 requests	 so	 you	 can	 accurately	 and	 fully	 address
people’s	needs.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

Contrary	to	popular	belief,	most	formal	leadership	positions	come	with	only	a
limited	amount	of	 influence.	Sure,	you	can	 take	 an	authoritarian	 stance	 and
order	 people	 around	 and	 in	 general	 it	 will	 result	 in	 compliance,	 but
compliance	 is	not	 commitment.	People	will	perform	 the	 tasks	you	 tell	 them
to,	but	you	won’t	get	 their	best	 efforts.	As	a	 leader,	your	 job	 is	 to	motivate
people	to	want	to	do	their	tasks	because	they	believe	that	what	you	are	asking
them	to	do	is	 the	right	course	of	action.	Therefore	 it	 is	 important	for	you	to
anticipate	how	people	will	 react	 to	new	plans,	 ideas,	and	 initiatives;	 to	hear
and	 understand	 their	 concerns;	 and	 to	 address	 those	 concerns	 effectively.
When	 people	 feel	 they	 are	 being	 heard,	 and	 when	 they	 know	 you	 have
considered	their	points	of	view,	they	are	more	likely	to	get	on	board	with	what
you	 are	 asking.	 To	 get	 things	 done,	 you	 must	 achieve	 more	 than	 mere
compliance.	You	must	get	people	to	believe	in	your	ideas	and	initiatives	and
commit	to	making	them	happen.

At	work,	getting	your	followers	on	board	is	crucial	to	aligning	teams	with
organizational	 strategy,	 implementing	 new	 systems	 and	 processes,	 and
combining	 and	 restructuring	 business	 units.	 If	 you	 cannot	 effectively	 use
influence	 tactics,	 you	 will	 struggle	 to	 lead	 these	 types	 of	 change	 efforts
specifically,	and	in	general	you	will	find	it	difficult	to	motivate	people	to	do
what	needs	to	be	done.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	struggle	to	motivate	people	to	do	what	needs	to	be	done.
If	you	expect	people	to	complete	tasks	just	because	you	tell	them	to
do	so.
If	you	are	surprised	by	people’s	negative	reaction	to	your	plans.
If	people	resist	the	changes	you	are	trying	to	make.
If	you	cannot	convince	people	that	your	way	is	the	right	way.



PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	 you	 score	 high	 on	 Ambitious	 and	 high	 on	 Resilient,	 you	 may	 find
influencing	others	intrinsically	rewarding.	If	you	are	high	on	Ambitious,	you
are	probably	confident	and	persuasive;	you	enjoy	influencing	other	people.	If
you	 are	 high	 on	Resilient,	 you	 are	 probably	 calm,	 even-tempered,	 and	 cool
under	 pressure;	 you	 don’t	 get	 impatient	 and	 easily	 frustrated.	 With	 this
combination	of	traits,	you	are	likely	to	derive	satisfaction	from	behaviors	like
anticipating	 people’s	 reactions	 to	 plans,	 exploring	 others’	 concerns,	 and
presenting	solid	arguments.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	influence	others.

Anticipate	reactions.
People	 don’t	 always	 react	 to	 new	 ideas	 positively,	 especially	 if	 those	 ideas
have	 a	 direct	 impact	 on	 their	 work	 and	 personal	 lives.	 You	 can	 prepare	 a
better	influence	strategy	if	you	anticipate	how	people	will	react.	Practice	this
exercise	 to	make	 a	 habit	 of	 it:	After	 checking	 your	 calendar	 for	 your	 next
meeting,	write	 down	one	 sentence	describing	how	you	 think	 the	person	 you
are	 about	 to	 meet	 with	 will	 react	 to	 the	 topic	 you	 plan	 to	 discuss.	 For
example,	if	you	plan	to	discuss	an	idea	for	the	new	company	logo,	you	could
write	down,	“I	think	Suzy	will	like	the	colors	but	she	may	not	like	the	shape.”

Ask	about	concerns.
People	are	more	likely	to	get	on	board	with	new	ideas	and	new	ways	of	doing
things	 when	 they	 feel	 their	 concerns	 are	 being	 heard.	 Use	 this	 exercise	 to
practice	 asking	 questions	 that	 target	 people’s	 concerns:	 After	 someone
expresses	a	concern	or	dissatisfaction	(in	an	email	or	meeting),	ask	a	targeted
question	 to	better	understand	 the	person’s	position	by	 saying,	“What	makes
you	 concerned	 about	 this?”	 For	 example,	 if	 someone	 on	 your	 team	 is
unhappy	 about	 the	 online	meeting	 software	 your	 company	 uses,	 you	 could
better	understand	her	concerns	by	asking,	“What	makes	you	concerned	about
the	software	we	use?”

Guide	the	discussion	toward	root	causes.
Oftentimes	 people’s	 concerns	 come	 from	 their	 misunderstanding	 of	 the
problem	they	face.	You	can	get	in	the	habit	of	helping	people	identify	the	root



cause	of	their	concerns	by	practicing	this	exercise:	After	someone	describes	a
problem	to	you,	acknowledge	the	problem	and	ask	about	the	underlying	issue
by	saying,	“I	understand	that	.	.	.	is	a	problem,	but	I	wonder	if	it	could	be	a
symptom	of	a	different	underlying	issue	we	should	discuss.”	For	example,	if
someone	 complains	 about	 his	 coworker	 being	 unreliable	 and	 missing
deadlines,	 the	 underlying	 issue	 could	 be	 that	 the	 person	 missing	 deadlines
took	on	too	many	tasks	and	is	overwhelmed.

Uncover	and	address	the	hidden	request.
When	 people	 complain	 about	 something,	 there	 is	 usually	 a	 request	 hidden
within	the	complaint.	If	you	uncover	what	the	hidden	need	is,	you	can	meet	it
with	 a	 solid,	 logical	 solution.	 Practice	 this	 exercise:	After	 hearing	 someone
complain,	 ask	what	 his	 or	 her	 hidden	 request	 is	 by	 saying,	 “Thank	 you	 for
voicing	your	concerns.	What	 is	 it	 that	you	are	requesting?”	For	example,	 if
customers	 complain	 about	 being	 charged	 late	 fees,	 they	 are	 probably
requesting	that	you	waive	those	fees.

SKILL:	Overcome	Individual	Resistance

Overcoming	 individual	 resistance	 means	 eliminating	 people’s	 reluctance	 to
change	by	addressing	their	fears	and	objections	and	convincing	them	to	take
action.	 In	 our	 research,	 we	 discovered	 the	 micro-behaviors	 that	 effective
leaders	do	when	they	overcome	resistance:

1. Explicitly	address	people’s	fears	and	reluctance	by	acknowledging
their	negative	emotions	and	helping	them	to	name	those	emotions.

2. Sell	people	on	the	benefits	of	change	by	highlighting	how	they	will
personally	benefit	from	the	change.

3. Facilitate	 the	 discussion	 to	 mutual	 agreement;	 periodically	 check
the	understanding	of	 all	 parties	 involved	 and	 summarize	what	 has
been	agreed	on	so	far	during	the	discussion.

4. Convince	people	to	take	action	by	highlighting	shared	goals.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

Change	is	never	easy.	People	tend	to	avoid	it	whenever	they	can	and	resist	it
when	 they	can’t.	Any	of	your	 requests	 that	people	do	 things	differently	has



the	potential	 to	be	met	with	resistance,	either	passive	or	active.	As	a	 leader,
you	 need	 to	 understand	 where	 the	 resistance	 is	 coming	 from,	 address	 any
strong	 emotions	head-on,	 and	 focus	on	 finding	 common	ground.	Resistance
usually	comes	from	a	place	of	fear	and	uncertainty.	The	resistant	individual	is
not	 trying	 to	 be	 difficult	 or	 make	 your	 day	miserable;	 he	 or	 she	 is	 simply
scared	of	the	unknown	and	needs	reassurance	that	you	are	on	his	or	her	side.

At	 work,	 you	 must	 be	 skilled	 at	 overcoming	 resistance	 in	 order	 to
effectively	 align	 teams	 with	 organizational	 strategy,	 increase	 customer
satisfaction,	and	implement	new	systems	and	processes.	If	you	don’t	address
sources	of	resistance	early	on	and	show	people	that	you’re	on	their	side,	their
negativity	can	spread.	What	started	as	a	single	resistant	 individual	can	grow
into	 an	 entire	 resistance	movement	 in	 the	 organization	 and	 undermine	 your
ability	to	achieve	organizational	goals.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	people	openly	resist	your	plans	and	ideas.
If	 you	 are	 not	 aware	 of	 or	 sympathetic	 to	 people’s	 fears	 and
insecurities.
If	 you	 cannot	 readily	 articulate	 how	 someone’s	 life	will	 be	 better
after	the	change.
If	it	seems	like	you	cannot	come	to	an	agreement	with	a	particular
person.
If	you	cannot	convince	someone	to	act	differently.
If	you	cannot	identify	what	you	have	in	common	with	the	resistant
person.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	you	score	high	on	Ambitious,	high	on	Outgoing,	and	high	on	Resilient,	you
may	find	overcoming	individual	resistance	intrinsically	rewarding.	If	you	are
high	 on	 Ambitious,	 you	 are	 probably	 confident	 and	 persuasive;	 you	 enjoy
influencing	 other	 people.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	 Outgoing,	 you	 are	 probably
charming,	 talkative,	 and	 enthusiastic;	 you	 build	 rapport	 quickly.	 If	 you	 are
high	 on	 Resilient,	 you	 are	 probably	 calm,	 even-tempered,	 and	 cool	 under
pressure;	you	don’t	get	impatient	and	easily	frustrated.	With	this	combination
of	 traits,	you	are	 likely	 to	derive	satisfaction	from	behaviors	 like	addressing
people’s	fears,	selling	them	on	the	benefits	of	change,	reaching	an	agreement,
and	convincing	people	to	take	action.



5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	 following	 exercises	 will	 improve	 your	 ability	 to	 overcome	 individual
resistance.

Address	fears.
Resistance	 usually	 comes	 from	 strong	 negative	 emotions,	 such	 as	 when
people	 feel	 threatened	 by	 change	 or	 fearful	 of	 it.	 Acknowledging	 these
negative	 emotions	 and	 helping	 people	 to	 name	 them	 is	 an	 effective	way	 to
overcome	 resistance.	 Get	 in	 the	 habit	 of	 asking	 about	 people’s	 fears	 and
reluctance	using	this	exercise:	After	noticing	even	the	slightest	resistance,	ask
a	question	to	learn	about	the	person’s	concerns	by	saying,	“Can	you	tell	me
what	 about	 this	may	 not	 feel	 right	 to	 you?”	 For	 example,	 a	 colleague	may
show	slight	resistance	in	the	form	of	an	“I	agree	with	you,	but	.	.	.”	statement,
and	 you	 could	 ask,	 “Can	 you	 tell	 me	 what	 about	 this	 doesn’t	 feel	 right	 to
you?”

Highlight	benefits	of	change.
On	 the	 rational	 level,	 resistance	may	 also	 come	 from	misunderstanding	 the
change	or	 from	a	 lack	of	awareness	of	 its	benefits.	You	can	practice	selling
individuals	on	 the	benefits	of	change	using	 this	exercise:	After	 identifying	a
procedure	 that	 you	 need	 to	 change,	 ask	 yourself,	 “How	will	 people	 benefit
from	changing	this	workflow?”	Write	it	down	in	one	sentence.	For	example,
the	 benefit	 of	 streamlining	 your	 quality	 assurance	 process	 would	 be	 that
employees	 have	 fewer	 checklists	 to	 fill	 out,	 resulting	 in	 less	 required
overtime.

Find	two	areas	of	agreement.
This	 micro-behavior	 requires	 making	 a	 conscious	 effort	 to	 periodically
summarize	areas	of	agreement	during	a	discussion,	which	demonstrates	to	the
other	person	 that	 you	 are	on	his	 side,	 not	 his	 enemy.	Practice	 this	 exercise:
After	 starting	 a	 conversation,	 focus	 on	 finding	 two	 areas	 of	 agreement.
Summarize	 each	one	as	 soon	as	 you	discover	 it	 by	 saying,	“It	 seems	 to	me
that	we	agree	on	.	.	.	;	is	that	correct?”	For	example,	you	could	agree	that	you
are	 both	 committed	 to	 addressing	 the	 issue	 under	 discussion,	 and	 you	 both
want	to	reach	a	mutually	agreeable	solution	to	the	problem.

Identify	and	highlight	shared	goals.
It	is	easier	to	overcome	resistance	if	you	can	convince	people	that	an	action	is



linked	with	their	goals.	Use	this	exercise	to	practice	identifying	shared	goals:
After	finishing	a	meeting,	write	down	one	goal	that	you	share	with	the	other
people	 involved	 in	 the	meeting.	 For	 example,	 your	 shared	 goal	 could	 be	 to
have	a	smooth	product	launch,	or	to	satisfy	your	customers.

SKILL:	Negotiate	Well

Negotiating	well	means	engaging	in	bargaining	discussions	that	achieve	win-
win	 agreements.	 In	 our	 research,	 we	 discovered	 the	 micro-behaviors	 that
effective	leaders	do	when	they	negotiate:

1. Communicate	your	 intention	 to	 find	a	win-win	 solution	and	 focus
on	understanding	the	other	party’s	main	concerns.

2. Engage	 in	 collaborative	 problem-solving;	 deliberately	 incorporate
goals,	ideas,	and	information	from	both	parties	into	the	discussion.

3. Explain	 how	 the	 preferred	 solution	 adds	 value	 and	 describe	 its
positive	impact.

4. Specify	next	steps	and	explicitly	ask	for	agreement	on	those	steps.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

As	a	leader,	you	are	probably	involved	in	negotiations	on	a	daily	basis,	even	if
you	don’t	realize	it:	Any	time	you	attempt	to	reach	an	agreement	with	another
party	through	dialogue,	you	are	negotiating.	Sometimes	your	negotiations	are
formal,	 like	 negotiating	 a	 contract	 with	 a	 client	 or	 a	 new	 company	 policy.
Other	times,	your	negotiations	are	informal,	such	as	resolving	a	conflict	with
a	 team	 or	 a	 coworker.	 Regardless,	 all	 negotiations	 are	 interpersonal
interactions,	 which	 means	 they	 are	 fundamentally	 about	 relationships.
Depending	on	how	you	handle	the	situation,	a	negotiation	can	either	harm	the
underlying	relationship	or	strengthen	it.	If	you	negotiate	well	and	achieve	an
outcome	 that	 benefits	 both	 parties,	 you	 will	 build	 trust	 and	 improve	 your
relationship	 with	 the	 other	 party.	 But	 if	 you	 push	 to	 come	 out	 of	 the
negotiation	 as	 the	 winner	 at	 the	 other	 party’s	 expense,	 you	 will	 harm	 the
relationship.

Although	 negotiation	 skills	 are	 important	 for	 every	 leader,	 they	 are
especially	 important	 when	 your	 goal	 is	 to	 build	 strategic	 alliances	 with
suppliers,	vendors,	or	partners.	You	need	strong	negotiating	skills	to	establish



mutually	 beneficial	 relationships	 with	 other	 firms	 and	 entities	 to	 pursue
common	business	goals.	Similarly,	 strong	negotiation	skills	are	 important	 in
merger	 and	 acquisition	 deals	 when	 your	 goal	 is	 to	 expand	 the	 business
through	merged	operations	and	new	entities.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	see	negotiations	as	a	game	and	you	feel	like	you	have	to	win
even	if	others	lose.
If	you	walk	away	from	negotiations	 feeling	 like	you	got	 the	short
end	of	the	stick.
If	you	get	afraid	during	negotiating	that	you	may	lose	too	much	and
you	just	give	in.
If	 you	 are	 uncomfortable	 taking	 a	 tough	 stance	 to	 defend	 your
position.
If	negotiations	stress	you	out	and	you	actively	avoid	them.
If	you	spend	more	time	talking	than	listening	during	negotiations.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	you	score	high	on	Ambitious,	low	on	Outgoing,	and	high	on	Resilient,	you
may	 find	 negotiating	 intrinsically	 rewarding.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	Ambitious,
you	 are	 probably	 confident,	 decisive,	 energetic,	 persuasive,	 and	 influential;
you	 enjoy	 negotiating.	 If	 you	 are	 low	 on	 Outgoing,	 you	 are	 probably
composed	 and	 reserved;	 you	 enjoy	 listening	 to	 people.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on
Resilient,	 you	 are	 probably	 calm,	 even-tempered,	 and	 cool	 under	 pressure;
you	don’t	get	impatient	and	easily	frustrated.	With	this	combination	of	traits,
you	 are	 likely	 to	 derive	 satisfaction	 from	 behaviors	 like	 finding	 a	 win-win
solution,	collaboratively	solving	problems,	and	reaching	an	agreement	on	next
steps.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	negotiate	well.

Shoot	for	a	win-win	solution.
You	 can	 establish	 a	 positive	 tone	 for	 your	 negotiations	 by	 explicitly
communicating	 up	 front	 your	 intention	 to	 find	 a	win-win	 solution.	 Practice



this	 exercise:	 After	 realizing	 that	 a	 discussion	 has	 transitioned	 into
negotiation,	state	that	you	want	to	find	a	win-win	solution	and	ask	about	the
other	party’s	main	concerns	by	 saying,	“It’s	 important	 to	me	 that	we	 find	a
solution	we	are	both	happy	with.	Help	me	understand—what	are	your	main
concerns?”

Solve	problems	together.
People	are	more	 likely	 to	come	to	agreement	 in	negotiations	when	they	feel
they	are	working	together	to	solve	a	problem.	Practice	changing	negotiations
into	 collaborative	 problem-solving	 discussions	 using	 this	 exercise:	 After
hearing	someone	voice	an	idea,	incorporate	the	idea	into	the	discussion	as	an
opportunity	 for	 collaborative	 problem-solving	by	 saying,	“How	can	we	 can
use	your	idea	to	[summarize	the	idea]	as	we	solve	this	problem	together	and
find	our	ideal	solution?”	For	example,	you	could	incorporate	the	other	party’s
idea	 to	 sell	 branded	 products	 into	 your	 negotiation	 about	 the	 company’s
marketing	strategy.

Highlight	the	benefits	of	your	preferred	solution.
By	definition,	win-win	negotiations	result	in	benefits	for	both	parties.	Practice
explaining	how	your	preferred	solution	creates	a	win-win	scenario	using	this
exercise:	After	 looking	 at	 your	 calendar	 and	 anticipating	 that	 a	 particular
meeting	will	 involve	negotiation,	write	down	 in	one	sentence	your	preferred
solution	and	what	benefits	it	brings	to	both	parties.	For	example,	if	forming	a
strategic	 partnership	 with	 a	 reseller	 is	 your	 preferred	 solution,	 the	 benefits
would	come	from	access	to	new	customer	groups	who	can	generate	additional
revenues	for	both	you	and	the	reseller	while	reducing	the	cost	of	sale,	as	you
and	the	reseller	would	be	splitting	those	costs.

Ask	for	agreement	on	next	steps.
Negotiations	can’t	lead	to	the	desired	outcomes	unless	both	parties	understand
the	 next	 steps	 and	 agree	 upon	 them.	Make	 it	 a	 habit	 to	 seek	 confirmation
before	leaving	a	discussion	by	practicing	this	exercise:	After	realizing	that	the
discussion	is	coming	to	an	end,	state	your	understanding	of	the	next	steps	and
ask	for	agreement	by	saying,	“I	understand	our	next	steps	to	be.	.	.	.	Do	you
agree?”



Growing	People	&	Teams

Growing	 People	 &	 Teams	 is	 a	 category	 of	 leadership	 skills	 that	 focus	 on
empowering	and	developing	people	to	become	better	at	their	jobs	and	to	grow
in	their	personal	and	professional	lives.	As	a	leader,	you	must	ensure	that	your
followers	grow	 their	 skills	 and	 stay	engaged	with	 their	work,	 and	you	must
retain	your	top	performers.	These	leadership	skills	are	especially	important	in
situations	when	you	need	to	increase	the	performance	of	individuals	or	teams;
improve	employee	satisfaction,	engagement,	and	retention;	and	build	a	culture
of	 excellence.	 There	 are	 three	 leadership	 skills	 in	 this	 category:	 Empower
Others,	Mentor	and	Coach,	and	Build	Team	Spirit.

SKILL:	Empower	Others

Empowering	 others	 means	 giving	 them	 decision-making	 authority	 and
providing	 support	 without	 removing	 responsibility.	 In	 our	 research,	 we
discovered	the	micro-behaviors	that	effective	leaders	do	when	they	empower
others:

1. Allocate	an	appropriate	level	of	decision-making	authority	such	that
others	don’t	 feel	overwhelmed	by	 responsibility	at	one	extreme	or
micromanaged	at	the	other.

2. Provide	 support	 without	 removing	 responsibility—let	 others	 own
the	issues	they	are	responsible	for,	and	provide	support	by	acting	as
a	consultant	to	them.

3. Set	 check-in	 points	 and	 corresponding	 milestones	 to	 monitor
progress.

4. Coach	 others	 through	 barriers	 and	 roadblocks	 to	 help	 them
overcome	challenges.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

To	achieve	better	results,	you	need	A-players	on	your	team,	and	your	job	as	a
leader	is	to	help	your	people	develop	into	A-players.	People	grow	when	they
are	 empowered	 to	 do	 so—when	 they	 own	 their	 decisions,	 feel	 personally
responsible	 for	outcomes,	 and	directly	 experience	 the	consequences	of	 their
actions.	But	if	you	don’t	empower	others	to	make	decisions,	then	you	run	the



risk	of	 creating	a	 team	of	helpless	 individuals	who	 simply	do	what	you	 tell
them	but	don’t	have	the	confidence	or	ability	to	think	and	act	independently
—plus	you	will	become	the	decision-making	bottleneck	of	your	team.

At	 work,	 empowering	 others	 will	 help	 you	 to	 boost	 innovation	 on	 your
team,	 increase	 employee	 retention	 and	 engagement,	 and	 build	 a	 high-
performance	 culture.	 Effective	 leaders	 improve	 products,	 services,	 and
operations	by	creating	space	for	creativity,	which	means	giving	people	room
to	 experiment	 with	 ideas	 and	 appropriate	 freedom	 to	 make	 decisions	 for
themselves.	When	employees	are	empowered,	they	feel	a	positive	connection
with	 their	 team	 and	 the	 organization	 as	 a	whole,	 and	 they	 achieve	 superior
results.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	have	a	difficult	time	letting	other	people	make	decisions.
If	you	feel	like	your	input	is	needed	for	others	to	make	the	“correct”
decision.
If	you	like	to	solve	problems	for	other	people.
If	 you	 are	 convinced	 that	 your	 advice	 is	 a	gift	 from	which	others
can	learn.
If	you	think	that	providing	support	is	telling	people	what	to	do.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	you	score	high	on	Caring	and	low	on	Organized,	you	may	find	empowering
others	 intrinsically	 rewarding.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	Caring,	 you	 are	 probably
perceptive,	supportive,	and	empathetic;	you	enjoy	standing	up	for	employees
and	 listening	 to	 their	 ideas.	 If	 you	 are	 low	 on	 Organized,	 you	 are	 likely
flexible	 and	 more	 tolerant	 of	 ambiguity.	 (In	 contrast,	 if	 you	 are	 high	 on
Organized,	you	may	be	micromanaging	others	because	of	 rigid,	 controlling,
and	perfectionistic	 tendencies.)	With	the	combination	of	high	on	Caring	and
low	 on	Organized,	 you	 are	 likely	 to	 derive	 satisfaction	 from	 behaviors	 like
sharing	 decision-making	 authority	 with	 others,	 providing	 support	 without
removing	responsibility,	or	coaching	people	through	roadblocks	and	barriers.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	empower	others.



Empower	others	by	sharing	decision-making	authority.
When	you	delegate,	you	only	assign	tasks	or	projects	to	others,	but	when	you
give	people	the	decision-making	power	that	goes	along	with	those	tasks	and
projects,	you	empower	them.	Use	this	exercise	to	get	 in	the	habit	of	sharing
decision-making	 authority:	 After	 assigning	 a	 project	 or	 task	 to	 a	 team
member,	 start	 a	 brief	 conversation	 on	 decision-making	 authority	 by	 saying,
“What	 decisions	 related	 to	 this	 assignment	 are	 you	 comfortable	 making?”
For	 example,	 you	 could	 clarify	 that	 the	 person	 is	 comfortable	 making
decisions	about	travel	purchases	under	$2,000	in	value.

Provide	support	without	removing	responsibility.
To	 truly	 empower	 others,	 you	must	 allow	 them	 to	 come	 up	with	 their	 own
solutions	 to	 the	 issues	 they	are	 responsible	 for.	However,	 this	doesn’t	mean
you	 should	 have	 a	 “sink	 or	 swim”	 mentality.	 Instead,	 use	 this	 exercise	 to
practice	 providing	 support	 to	 others	 without	 removing	 responsibility:	After
someone	expresses	a	concern	or	frustration,	acknowledge	it	and	ask	how	you
can	help	by	saying,	“I	understand	that	you	feel	concerned	about.	.	.	.	How	can
I	help?”

Agree	on	the	next	check-in	point.
Effective	 leaders	monitor	progress	without	micromanaging.	You	accomplish
this	 by	 giving	 people	 the	 freedom	 to	 run	with	 their	 projects	 as	 they	 see	 fit
while	 establishing	 regular	 check-in	 points	 and	milestones	 to	 ensure	 that	 the
projects	are	on	the	right	track.	Practice	the	following	exercise	to	make	this	a
habit:	After	discussing	the	details	of	someone’s	assignment,	agree	on	the	next
check-in	 point	 by	 asking,	 “When	 should	we	 check	 in	 on	 your	 progress	 and
what	 deliverables	 should	we	 expect	 to	 review	 at	 that	 point?”	 For	 example,
you	could	agree	to	check	in	after	two	weeks	and	review	the	first	draft	of	the
presentation	slides.

Coach	through	roadblocks.
Coaching	people	 through	 roadblocks	doesn’t	mean	giving	advice	or	 solving
their	problems	for	them;	it	means	helping	them	to	find	their	own	solutions	to
the	challenges	they	face.	Use	this	exercise	to	practice	asking	questions	instead
of	 telling	 people	 how	 to	 solve	 their	 problems:	After	 someone	 comes	 to	 you
with	a	problem	or	issue,	ask	questions	instead	of	offering	solutions	and	advice
by	saying,	“What	makes	this	a	problem	and	what	have	you	already	tried?”



SKILL:	Mentor	and	Coach

Mentoring	and	coaching	means	actively	developing	others	through	feedback,
challenging	 assignments,	 reflection,	 and	 suggestions.	 In	 our	 research,	 we
discovered	 the	micro-behaviors	 that	 effective	 leaders	 do	when	 they	mentor
and	coach:

1. Provide	timely,	behavior-focused	feedback	that	addresses	actions	as
opposed	 to	 characteristics	 (e.g.,	 “you	 haven’t	 been	 completing
reports	on	time”	vs.	“you	are	lazy	with	your	reports”).

2. Support	people’s	development	with	specific,	useful	suggestions	for
how	 to	 improve	 (e.g.,	 brainstorm	 alternatives	 to	 a	 problem
behavior).

3. Collaborate	with	people	on	drafting	their	development	plans	rather
than	dictating	what	they	need	to	improve	and	how	they	need	to	do
it.

4. Facilitate	 reflection	 to	 help	 people	 cognitively	 process	 their
experiences	and	enhance	their	learning.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

People	don’t	develop	skills	by	taking	a	class	or	reading	a	book.	It’s	your	job
as	 their	 leader	 to	 actively	 help	 them	 develop	 them	 through	 feedback,
challenging	assignments,	suggestions,	and	reflection.	If	you	don’t	invest	your
time	 and	 energy	 into	 developing	 the	 people	 on	 your	 team,	 they	 will	 stop
learning,	 stagnate,	 and	 become	 disengaged,	 and	 their	 performance	 will
eventually	decline.

At	 work,	 mentoring	 and	 coaching	 will	 help	 you	 to	 improve	 customer
service,	 improve	 the	 performance	 and	 engagement	 of	 your	 team	members,
and	 build	 a	 culture	 of	 continuous	 improvement.	 Don’t	 allow	 yourself	 to
become	so	focused	on	getting	 things	done	 that	you	overlook	the	 importance
of	helping	your	people	grow,	 and	don’t	 focus	your	 coaching	and	mentoring
efforts	 only	 on	 the	 lowest	 performers	 at	 the	 expense	 of	 everyone	 else.	 By
using	 feedback,	 suggestions,	 and	 reflections	 to	 help	 all	 your	 employees
develop	 their	 skills,	you	will	prepare	your	entire	 team	 to	be	 ready	 to	 tackle
whatever	challenges	arise.



TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	don’t	see	employee	development	as	part	of	your	job.
If	 your	 development	 recommendation	 is	 “read	 a	 book	 or	 take	 a
class.”
If	you	struggle	to	balance	getting	things	done	with	helping	people
to	grow.
If	you	focus	only	on	coaching	low	performers.
If	 you	 think	 that	 coaching	 is	 telling	 people	 how	 to	 do	 their	 jobs
better.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	 you	 score	 high	 on	 Caring,	 you	 may	 find	 mentoring	 and	 coaching
intrinsically	 rewarding.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	 Caring,	 you	 are	 probably
perceptive	and	empathetic;	you	enjoy	supporting	people.	With	this	 trait,	you
are	likely	to	derive	satisfaction	from	behaviors	like	providing	feedback,	useful
developmental	suggestions,	and	facilitating	reflection.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	mentor	and	coach.

Provide	immediate	feedback.
Timely,	behavior-focused	feedback	is	the	best	way	to	help	people	understand
what	they	are	doing	well	and	where	they	need	to	improve.	Get	in	the	habit	of
providing	feedback	immediately	using	this	exercise:	After	noticing	a	mistake
in	 someone’s	 work	 or	 an	 incorrect	 behavior,	 high-w	 light	 it	 right	 away	 by
saying,	 “When	 [situation],	 you	 did	 [action],	 which	 resulted	 in	 [outcome].”
For	 example,	 “When	 you	 filled	 out	 your	 timesheet,	 you	missed	 the	 second
page,	which	will	delay	our	ability	to	pay	you	on	time.”

Offer	specific	developmental	suggestions.
This	micro-behavior	 involves	brainstorming	specific	behaviors	a	person	can
try	to	improve	a	skill	or	correct	a	problem	behavior,	other	than	reading	books
or	taking	classes:	After	discussing	an	area	of	improvement	with	someone,	turn
the	focus	of	the	discussion	to	identifying	a	specific	development	suggestion	by
saying,	 “Why	 don’t	 we	 try	 an	 experiment—what	 is	 a	 new	 and	 different



approach	you	could	try?”	For	example,	you	could	offer	some	exercises	from
this	book	as	new	development	ideas.

Collaborate	on	development.
Effective	coaching	and	mentoring	is	a	collaboration,	a	dialogue	between	two
equals	who	jointly	work	together	to	help	one	person	grow.	Use	this	exercise
to	make	a	habit	of	turning	ordinary	meetings	into	collaborative	development
dialogues	and	learning	opportunities:	After	finishing	with	the	initial	small	talk
during	a	meeting,	ask	what	the	person	wants	to	learn	today	by	saying,	“What
is	your	learning	goal	for	the	day?”	For	example,	someone	may	want	to	learn
how	to	use	a	particular	formula	in	Excel	today.

Facilitate	reflection.
People	 learn	 by	 experimenting	 and	 then	 reflecting	 on	 their	 experience	 to
discover	 what	 worked	 well	 and	 what	 needs	 changing.	 Use	 this	 exercise	 to
practice	 helping	 others	 reflect	 on	 and	 learn	 from	 their	 experiences:	 After
someone	 describes	 a	 recent	 experience,	 help	 them	 reflect	 on	 it	 by	 saying,
“Why	do	you	think	it	happened	this	way?	What	did	you	learn	from	it?”

SKILL:	Build	Team	Spirit

Building	 team	 spirit	 means	 creating	 a	 sense	 of	 cohesion	 on	 your	 team	 by
linking	 its	 mission	 to	 organizational	 strategy	 and	 helping	 it	 accomplish	 its
goals.	 In	 our	 research,	 we	 discovered	 the	 micro-behaviors	 that	 effective
leaders	do	when	they	build	team	spirit:

1. Advocate	 for	 team	 cohesion—explicitly	 state	 the	 importance	 of
team	cohesion	and	its	benefits	for	the	team.

2. Establish	 daily	 team-building	 activities	 to	 strengthen	 cohesion—
find	 everyday	 activities	 that	 help	 build	 relationships	 among
teammates	and	make	them	feel	more	connected	to	the	team.

3. Suggest	procedures	and	policies	to	accomplish	team	goals—clarify
the	team	goals	and	suggest	how	to	achieve	them	more	efficiently.

4. Link	 individual	 assignments	 to	 the	 team’s	 mission—explain	 how
individual	 assignments	 fit	 into	 the	 larger	 goals	 of	 the	 team	 and
organization.



WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

In	 any	 organization,	 people	 are	 interdependent—each	 person’s	 work
influences	 the	 work	 of	 many	 others.	 If	 individual	 team	 members	 don’t
coordinate	 their	 efforts,	 overall	 productivity	 suffers.	 As	 a	 leader,	 you	must
ensure	that	your	team	is	operating	as	a	cohesive	unit.

At	work,	creating	team	cohesion	is	an	important	part	of	building	a	culture
of	continuous	improvement,	increasing	employee	performance	and	retention,
and	 combining	 or	 restructuring	 business	 units.	 Continuous	 improvement	 is
partly	 dependent	 on	 the	better	 coordination	of	 individual	 efforts	 that	 results
from	greater	team	cohesion.	Cohesive	teams	are	more	productive	and	deliver
higher-quality	work	because	they	develop	stronger	norms	around	performance
standards,	 and	 all	 team	members	 are	 expected	 to	 adhere	 to	 those	 standards.
Similarly,	 people	 feel	 a	 stronger	 emotional	 connection	 to	 cohesive	 teams,
which	makes	them	more	likely	to	stay.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	only	focus	on	managing	individuals	and	their	projects.
If	you	hold	fewer	than	two	team	meetings	in	a	month.
If	you	don’t	set	team	goals.
If	you	don’t	understand	how	one	person’s	work	relates	to	someone
else’s.
If	you	don’t	see	your	direct	reports	as	a	team.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	you	score	high	on	Caring,	you	may	 find	building	 team	spirit	 intrinsically
rewarding.	If	you	are	high	on	Caring,	you	are	probably	perceptive,	supportive,
empathetic,	and	cooperative;	you	enjoy	participating	in	teamwork.	Because	of
your	considerate,	supportive	nature,	you	are	likely	to	derive	satisfaction	from
behaviors	 like	 advocating	 for	 team	 cohesion,	 establishing	 team-building
activities,	making	procedural	 suggestions,	 and	 linking	 the	 team’s	mission	 to
the	bigger	organizational	strategy.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	build	team	spirit.



Advocate	for	cohesion.
Teams	 are	 more	 effective	 when	 the	 individual	 members	 coordinate	 their
efforts	 and	 share	 a	 common	 sense	 of	 purpose	 or	 unity.	 Practice	 explicitly
discussing	the	importance	of	the	team	acting	as	one	and	how	that	benefits	the
team	using	this	exercise:	After	reviewing	the	agenda	or	discussion	points	for	a
team	meeting,	 emphasize	 the	 importance	of	 team	cohesion	by	 saying,	“It	 is
very	 important	 that	we	act	as	one;	 it	will	help	us	better	achieve	our	shared
goals.”

Establish	daily	team-building	activities.
Most	people	 think	of	 team-building	activities	as	being	 things	you	do	offsite
and	 after	 hours,	 such	 as	meeting	 for	 happy	hour	or	 going	bowling,	 but	 you
can	 also	 facilitate	 stronger	 cohesion	 by	 creating	 connections	 between	 team
members	 and	 others	 in	 the	 organization	 on	 a	 daily	 basis:	 After	 greeting
someone	 (in	an	email	or	 in	person),	 connect	 them	with	another	person	 that
could	help	 them	or	whom	they	would	 just	enjoy	meeting	by	saying,	“I	 think
you	would	really	enjoy	meeting	 .	 .	 .	because	 .	 .	 .	 .”	For	example,	you	could
connect	people	who	have	worked	on	similar	projects	or	share	similar	hobbies.

Discuss	a	procedural	improvement.
Remember	that	people’s	work	is	always	interdependent	and	there	are	always
opportunities	 for	 people	 to	 better	 coordinate	 their	 efforts.	 Practice	 this
exercise	 to	get	 in	 the	habit	of	discussing	procedural	 improvements	 that	will
help	 your	 team	 members	 better	 coordinate	 their	 efforts	 and	 increase	 the
team’s	 efficiency:	 After	 discussing	 a	 task	 with	 someone,	 find	 a	 small
procedural	improvement	by	asking,	“Who	do	you	depend	on	to	get	your	work
done,	 and	 how	 can	 you	 better	 coordinate	 efforts	 with	 this	 person?”	 For
example,	a	colleague	in	accounting	provides	you	with	monthly	statements	of
product	usage,	but	you	need	updates	on	a	weekly	basis	to	better	manage	your
accounts.

Link	individual	assignments	with	your	team’s	purpose.
Practice	helping	people	to	connect	the	dots	between	their	own	work	and	the
goals	of	 the	 team	and	organization	using	this	exercise:	After	reviewing	what
someone	is	working	on,	highlight	how	that	project	or	task	supports	the	team’s
mission	by	saying,	“Your	work	on	.	.	.	is	very	important	for	our	team’s	mission
to	 .	 .	 .	 .”	 For	 example,	 “Your	 work	 on	 the	 social	 media	 campaign	 is	 very
important	for	our	team’s	mission	to	reduce	smoking	in	young	adults.”



Interpersonal	Skills

Interpersonal	 Skills	 is	 a	 category	 of	 leadership	 skills	 that	 focus	 on	 building
relationships	 and	 communicating	 with	 people.	 As	 a	 leader,	 you	 work	 with
people	 on	 a	 daily	 basis,	 so	 you	 need	 to	 quickly	 develop	 strong	 working
relationships.	 You	 also	 need	 to	 be	 able	 to	 listen	 to	 people’s	 concerns	 and
communicate	 clearly	 so	 that	 everyone	 understands	 what	 to	 do.	 These
leadership	 skills	 are	 important	 to	 accomplishing	 almost	 any	 goal	 in	 any
situation.	 There	 are	 five	 leadership	 skills	 in	 this	 category:	 Build	 Strategic
Relationships,	 Show	 Caring,	 Listen	 Actively,	 Communicate	 Clearly,	 and
Speak	with	Charisma.

SKILL:	Build	Strategic	Relationships

Building	 strategic	 relationships	means	quickly	establishing	 rapport	with	key
people	and	proactively	strengthening	those	relationships.	In	our	research,	we
discovered	 the	 micro-behaviors	 that	 effective	 leaders	 do	 when	 they	 build
relationships:

1. Identify	 which	 relationships	 should	 be	 initiated	 or	 improved	 and
prioritize	which	 relationships	are	more	and	 less	critical	 to	develop
first.

2. Offer	and	provide	support	to	key	people	(e.g.,	volunteer	additional
assistance	and	suggestions).

3. Capitalize	 on	 common	 interests	 and	 areas	 of	 agreement	 to	 build
rapport	(e.g.,	highlight	similar	goals).

4. Create	win-win	opportunities	for	both	parties.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

The	nature	of	your	work	relationships	will	determine	your	ability	to	get	things
done.	 If	 you	 have	 poor	 relationships	with	 your	 followers	 or	 others	 in	 your
organization,	 it	 may	 result	 in	 conflicts	 and	 low	 trust,	 and	 ultimately
undermine	performance.	On	 the	one	hand,	 if	you	are	 too	direct	or	 tough	on
people,	 it	will	be	difficult	 for	you	 to	motivate	 them	and	keep	 them	engaged



with	 their	work	 and	 the	 organization.	 They	may	 get	 offended	 and	 begin	 to
resent	 you	 and	 their	 work.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 if	 you	 are	 withdrawn,	 soft-
spoken,	and	generally	awkward	 in	social	 settings,	you	will	 struggle	 to	build
rapport	with	people.	Either	way,	it	is	difficult	to	be	an	effective	leader	without
building	strong	relationships.

At	 work,	 relationship-building	 skills	 also	 enable	 you	 to	 create	 strategic
alliances	 with	 suppliers,	 vendors,	 and	 other	 partners	 outside	 your
organization.	Establishing	mutually	beneficial	 relationships	with	other	 firms
is	critical	to	successfully	pursuing	common	business	goals.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	are	shy,	soft-spoken,	and	withdrawn.
If	you	feel	awkward	in	social	settings.
If	you	just	care	about	getting	the	work	done	and	relationships	with
people	are	unimportant	to	you.
If	you	pride	yourself	on	being	direct	with	people	and	telling	it	like
it	is.
If	you	get	 impatient	with	 small	 talk	and	 just	want	 to	dive	straight
into	the	agenda.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	 you	 score	high	 on	Outgoing	 and	 high	 on	Caring,	 you	may	 find	building
relationships	 intrinsically	 rewarding.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	 Outgoing,
relationship-building	 behaviors	 may	 come	 to	 you	 naturally.	 Your	 charming
style	probably	makes	you	a	good	conversationalist,	and	you	are	likely	able	to
quickly	build	rapport	with	others.	You	are	probably	friendly	and	have	an	open
and	 honest	 style,	 which	 further	 contributes	 to	 your	 ability	 to	 build	 strong
relationships	 with	 people.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	 Caring,	 you	 are	 probably
perceptive,	supportive,	empathetic,	and	cooperative.	You	may	be	considerate
and	show	regard	for	employees	as	people,	show	appreciation	for	their	work,
and	stand	up	for	employees.	With	this	combination	of	traits,	you	are	likely	to
derive	satisfaction	from	building	strategic	relationships.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	build	relationships.



Initiate	relationships.
Effective	 leaders	 don’t	wait	 for	 other	 people	 to	 seek	 them	out;	 they	 initiate
and	 build	 relationships	 proactively.	 Use	 this	 exercise	 to	 practice	 initiating
contact	and	developing	relationships:	After	sitting	down	at	your	desk	to	start
your	workday,	write	 down	 the	 name	 of	 one	 person	with	whom	 you	 need	 to
initiate	contact	or	strengthen	your	relationship	and	reach	out	with	an	email	or
a	phone	call.

Offer	and	provide	support.
Helping	 others	 is	 an	 effective	 way	 to	 create	 and	 strengthen	 relationships.
Practice	 this	 exercise	 to	 make	 it	 a	 habit:	 After	 hearing	 someone	 voice	 a
request,	immediately	offer	to	help	by	saying,	“I’d	be	happy	to	assist	you	with
that.	What	would	be	most	helpful	 for	you?”	For	example,	you	could	send	a
relevant	article	or	make	an	introduction	to	an	expert	in	that	area.

Find	common	interests.
Rapport	comes	from	similar	goals	and	interests.	To	build	rapport	with	others,
find	out	what	you	have	in	common;	there	are	probably	more	things	than	you
realize.	 Use	 this	 exercise	 to	 practice	 identifying	 common	 interests,	 values,
hobbies,	 opinions,	 and	 experiences	 with	 other	 people:	 After	 meeting	 with
someone,	write	down	two	things	that	you	have	in	common.	Refer	back	to	one
of	these	similarities	in	your	next	email	or	in-person	interaction.	For	example,
you	could	both	enjoy	football	or	come	from	the	same	state.

Create	win-win	opportunities.
Win-win	 opportunities	 strengthen	 relationships.	 Practice	 highlighting	 how	 a
proposed	 solution	 will	 benefit	 both	 parties	 using	 this	 exercise:	 After
discussing	an	action	item,	state	one	benefit	each	party	would	enjoy	by	saying,
“I	see	this	as	a	win-win	solution	for	both	of	us.	You	will	benefit	by	.	.	.	and	I
will	benefit	by	 .	 .	 .	 .”	For	example,	an	expatriate	assignment	would	provide
valuable	 international	experience	 for	your	 trusted	employee,	and	you	would
be	 confident	 knowing	 you	 have	 a	 skilled	 person	 whom	 you	 can	 count	 on
leading	operations	in	that	region.

SKILL:	Show	Caring



Showing	caring	means	demonstrating	genuine	concern	for	others’	well-being.
In	our	 research,	we	discovered	 the	micro-behaviors	 that	effective	 leaders	do
when	they	show	caring:

1. Communicate	with	others	in	a	polite	and	respectful	manner—never
rude,	arrogant,	or	aggressive.

2. Explicitly	 use	 words	 and	 phrases	 that	 communicate	 caring,	 e.g.,
“Your	satisfaction	matters	a	great	deal	to	me.”

3. Use	language	that	expresses	your	appreciation	of	others	and	values
their	contributions,	e.g.,	“I	value	your	input	on	this	issue.”

4. Directly	 address	 the	 emotion	 a	 person	 is	 feeling	 by	 naming	 the
emotion	and	acknowledging	that	you	see	it,	either	in	discussion	or
in	writing.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

Showing	 that	you	care	about	other	people	goes	a	 long	way	 toward	building
trust	and	strong	relationships	with	them.	If	your	followers	know	that	you	care
about	them,	they	will	reciprocate	and	care	about	you.	This	creates	a	culture	of
mutual	 respect,	 loyalty,	 and	 dedication,	 and	 inspires	 people	 to	 put	 in	 extra
effort	to	achieve	ambitious	goals	and	meet	important	deadlines.

At	work,	showing	people	that	you	care	for	them	will	enable	you	to	increase
employee	satisfaction,	engagement,	and	retention.	Caring	is	at	the	heart	of	the
positive	connection	employees	feel	toward	the	company,	and	it	increases	their
desire	to	work	hard	and	remain.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	 you	 see	 work	 life	 and	 personal	 life	 as	 completely	 separate
spheres	and	you	know	nothing	about	your	followers’	personal	lives.
If	 you	 are	 too	 busy	 with	 your	 work	 to	 care	 about	 someone’s
personal	problems.
If	you	can’t	read	emotions	and	don’t	know	when	someone	is	happy
or	frustrated.
If	someone	described	you	as	rude	and	arrogant	in	the	past.
If	you	take	a	long	time	to	warm	up	to	people.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL



If	 you	 score	 high	 on	 Caring,	 you	 may	 find	 showing	 caring	 intrinsically
rewarding.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	 Caring,	 you	 are	 probably	 perceptive	 and
empathetic;	 you	 enjoy	 supporting	 people.	With	 this	 trait,	 you	 are	 likely	 to
derive	 satisfaction	 from	 behaviors	 like	 communicating	 in	 a	 polite	 and
respectful	 manner,	 making	 others	 feel	 valued	 and	 appreciated,	 and	 letting
people	know	that	you	understand	their	emotions.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	show	caring.

Be	polite	and	respectful.
You	are	probably	polite	and	respectful	most	of	the	time,	except	when	you	are
stressed	or	irritated.	Practice	this	exercise	to	make	a	habit	of	remaining	polite
and	 respectful	 even	 under	 pressure:	 After	 noticing	 even	 the	 slightest
frustration	or	irritation,	say,	“Thank	you	for	bringing	this	to	my	attention.	Let
me	have	a	think	and	come	back	to	you	later.”

Use	caring	phrases.
The	 language	 we	 use	 is	 a	 reflection	 of	 our	 attitudes	 and	 beliefs,	 and	 vice
versa.	The	more	caring	language	you	use,	the	more	attuned	you	will	be	to	the
well-being	 of	 others.	 Practice	 saying	 at	 least	 one	 caring	 phrase	 a	 day	 using
this	 exercise:	After	 hearing	 someone	 voice	 a	 concern,	 say	 a	 caring	 phrase,
such	as,	“It’s	important	to	me	that	we	resolve	your	concerns.	I	want	to	make
sure	that	your	needs	are	met.”

Make	others	feel	valued	and	appreciated.
We	 all	 want	 to	 feel	 valued	 and	 appreciated	 for	 who	 we	 are	 and	 what	 we
contribute.	Practice	 telling	at	 least	one	person	a	day	either	 in	an	email	or	 in
person	 that	 you	 value	 and	 appreciate	 something	 about	 them	 using	 this
exercise:	After	realizing	that	the	discussion	or	email	is	coming	to	an	end,	say,
“I	want	you	 to	know	that	 I	value/appreciate	 .	 .	 .	 .”	For	example,	you	could
say	 that	 you	 value	 the	 person’s	 input	 on	 the	 issue,	 or	 appreciate	 their	 hard
work.

Name	that	emotion.
Acknowledging	and	naming	emotions	 is	 a	powerful	way	 to	 let	others	know
that	you	are	attentive	 to	 them	and	 that	you	care	about	 their	well-being.	Use



this	 exercise	 to	practice	directly	addressing	 the	emotion	a	person	 is	 feeling:
After	someone	expresses	an	emotion,	either	in	person	or	in	an	email,	have	a
quick	discussion	or	send	a	reply	to	understand	why	they’re	feeling	that	way	by
saying,	“You	seemed	[emotion],	and	I	wonder	if	you’d	like	to	talk	about	it.”
For	example,	your	colleague	could	be	happy	because	his	child	passed	a	tough
math	exam,	or	he	could	be	sad	because	his	father	is	seriously	ill.

SKILL:	Listen	Actively

Listening	 actively	 means	 hearing	 and	 comprehending	 another	 by	 asking
insightful	 questions	 and	 checking	 your	 own	understanding.	 In	 our	 research,
we	discovered	the	micro-behaviors	that	effective	leaders	do	when	they	listen
actively:

1. Ask	 open-ended	 rather	 than	 close-ended	 questions.	 Start	 open-
ended	questions	with	what,	how,	or	why.

2. Restate,	 summarize,	 and	 clarify	 what	 you	 hear	 during
conversations.

3. Ask	 probing	 questions	 to	 achieve	 deeper	 insight	 and	 identify	 the
root	cause	of	problems.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

Listening	 is	 a	 core	 leadership	 skill.	 You	 can’t	 understand	 the	 problems	 on
your	team	and	accurately	resolve	them	if	you	don’t	listen	to	what	people	have
to	 say.	 No	matter	 your	 intellect,	 you	 don’t	 have	 all	 the	 answers.	 To	 be	 an
effective	 leader,	 you	need	 to	 consult	with	others	 and	 learn	 from	 them—and
you	can	only	do	that	with	strong	listening	skills.	If	you	cut	people	off,	finish
their	 sentences,	 or	 think	 about	 what	 you’ll	 say	 next	 while	 someone	 is
speaking,	you	are	not	listening	to	them	and	so	you	won’t	get	the	answers	you
need	to	solve	important	team	and	organizational	problems.

At	work,	actively	listening	will	help	you	to	increase	employee	satisfaction,
engagement,	 and	 performance.	 If	 you	 listen	 to	 people,	 you	 communicate	 to
them	 that	 you	 care	 about	 their	 input	 and	 ideas	 and	 you	 take	 them	 into
consideration	 when	 making	 decisions.	 Not	 only	 does	 this	 additional	 input
enhance	 the	 quality	 of	 your	 decision,	 but	 by	 actively	 listening	 to	 your
employees,	you	make	them	feel	more	appreciated	and	engaged.



TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	don’t	remember	what	was	discussed	in	a	meeting.
If	you	frequently	ask	people	 to	repeat	what	 they	said	because	you
missed	the	point.
If	you	interrupt	people	or	finish	their	sentences.
If	 you	 think	 about	 what	 you’ll	 say	 next	 when	 someone	 else	 is
speaking.
If	you	spend	most	of	the	time	talking.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	 you	 score	 low	 on	Outgoing	 and	 high	 on	Caring,	 you	may	 find	 listening
intrinsically	 rewarding.	 If	 you	 are	 low	 on	 Outgoing,	 you	 are	 probably
composed	and	reserved;	you	enjoy	listening.	(In	contrast,	if	you	are	very	high
on	Outgoing,	you	are	probably	overly	talkative	and	don’t	listen	to	others.)	If
you	 are	 high	 on	 Caring,	 you	 are	 probably	 perceptive	 and	 empathetic;	 you
enjoy	 getting	 along	 with	 people	 and	 getting	 to	 know	 them.	 With	 the
combination	of	low	on	Outgoing	and	high	on	Caring,	you	are	likely	to	derive
satisfaction	 from	 behaviors	 like	 asking	 open-ended	 questions,	 restating	 and
summarizing	what	 the	 other	 person	 said,	 and	 asking	 questions	 to	 stimulate
deeper	insight.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	listen	actively.

Ask	open-ended	questions.
Open-ended	questions	encourage	people	to	talk	more	and	create	opportunities
for	genuine	conversation	because	 they	require	more	 than	a	simple	yes-or-no
answer.	 Use	 this	 exercise	 to	 make	 a	 habit	 of	 starting	 your	 questions	 with
“what”	or	“how”:	After	realizing	that	you	want	to	ask	a	question,	start	it	with
the	 words	 “what”	 or	 “how.”	 For	 example,	 you	 could	 ask,	 “What	 is	 your
position	on	 this?	What	else	matters	 to	you?	How	is	 this	different	 from	your
expectations?”

Restate	and	summarize.
Restating	and	summarizing	what	other	people	say	to	you	lets	them	know	that



you	are	listening	and	provides	an	opportunity	to	check	your	understanding	of
what	you	heard.	Use	this	exercise	to	make	it	a	habit:	After	someone	explains
an	idea	or	experience	they’ve	had,	restate	and	summarize	what	they	said	by
saying,	“What	I	heard	you	say	is	.	.	.	.”

Ask	probing	questions.
Good	probing	questions,	especially	when	they	explore	people’s	assumptions,
stimulate	deeper	processing	of	information,	promote	critical	thinking,	and	can
help	identify	the	root	causes	of	problems.	Use	this	exercise	to	make	a	habit	of
asking	 about	 people’s	 underlying	 assumptions:	 After	 hearing	 someone
complain	about	something,	ask,	“What	assumptions	are	you	making	when	you
say	 .	 .	 .	?”	For	example,	you	may	complain	 that	someone	cut	your	meeting
short	because	you	are	assuming	that	the	person	is	a	jerk,	but	it	could	be	that
he	is	responding	to	a	work	emergency.

SKILL:	Communicate	Clearly

Communicating	clearly	means	composing	a	focused,	well-organized	message
that	consists	of	a	 few	key	points.	 In	our	 research,	we	discovered	 the	micro-
behaviors	that	effective	leaders	do	when	they	communicate	clearly:

1. Include	 only	 relevant	 thoughts	 and	 information	 in	 the	 message;
omit	irrelevant	or	unnecessary	information.

2. Use	 a	 clear	 structure	 and	 organize	 the	message	 around	 a	 few	key
points.

3. Respond	 with	 a	 short	 and	 pointed	 message,	 rather	 than
overwhelming	the	audience	with	data.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP

Communicating	clearly	is	a	core	leadership	skill.	Your	followers	look	to	you
for	 direction	 and	 priorities.	 If	 they	 can’t	 understand	what	 you	 are	 trying	 to
communicate	 to	 them,	 they	 won’t	 know	 what	 to	 do,	 and	 your	 team’s
performance	will	suffer	as	a	result.	Every	other	 leadership	skill	described	 in
this	book	becomes	more	effective	when	paired	with	clear	communication.

At	work,	 communicating	 clearly	 is	 important	 to	 achieving	most	 business
goals.	 One	 area	 where	 this	 skill	 is	 especially	 valuable	 is	 in	 trying	 to



differentiate	your	products	and	services	from	the	competition.	Distinguishing
products	 and	 services	 from	competing	offerings	 is	 one	 of	 the	most	 difficult
tasks	 that	modern	business	 leaders	 face,	because	most	markets	are	saturated
and	customers	have	many	options	 to	choose	from.	Your	customers	can	only
understand	 why	 your	 product	 is	 better	 if	 you	 clearly	 communicate	 those
differences	in	a	short,	pointed,	easy-to-remember	message.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	are	uncomfortable	with	public	speaking.
If	you	are	a	“fly	by	the	seat	of	your	pants”	type	of	person.
If	you	prepare	your	presentations	at	the	very	last	minute	and	don’t
rehearse	them.
If	you	don’t	give	your	audience	two	or	three	key	takeaways.
If	people	comment	on	how	much	you	like	to	talk.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	you	 score	high	on	Ambitious,	 high	on	Outgoing,	 and	high	on	Organized,
you	may	find	communicating	clearly	intrinsically	rewarding.	If	you	are	high
on	Ambitious,	you	are	probably	confident	and	energetic.	 If	you	are	high	on
Outgoing,	 you	 are	 probably	 charming,	 talkative,	 dynamic,	 and	 enthusiastic;
you	enjoy	interacting	with	other	people.	If	you	are	high	on	Organized,	you	are
probably	 methodical,	 systematic,	 and	 diligent;	 you	 enjoy	 organizing	 your
ideas.	With	 this	 combination	 of	 traits,	 you	 are	 likely	 to	 derive	 satisfaction
from	 behaviors	 like	 including	 only	 relevant	 thoughts	 in	 your	messages	 and
organizing	the	message	around	key	points.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	communicate	clearly.

Include	only	relevant	thoughts	and	information.
Keep	 your	 messages	 focused	 by	 including	 only	 relevant	 thoughts	 and
information.	Use	this	exercise	to	make	a	habit	of	cutting	unnecessary	words:
After	you	finish	writing	an	email,	reread	it	and	cut	out	as	many	unnecessary
words	as	you	can.	Can	you	even	delete	an	entire	sentence?



Organize	the	message	around	key	points.
The	 structure	 of	 your	message	 is	 as	 important	 as	 the	words	 you	 choose.	A
message	 organized	 around	 a	 few	key	 points	 is	more	 effective	 than	 one	 that
delivers	 the	 same	 information	without	a	clear	 structure.	Use	 this	exercise	 to
make	a	habit	of	creating	an	outline	before	you	start	writing	a	new	document
(an	 email,	 memo,	 presentation,	 etc.):	After	 opening	 a	 new	 word-processing
document,	create	a	quick	outline	of	the	three	main	points	that	you	want	your
reader/audience	to	take	away	from	your	message.

Respond	with	a	short	and	pointed	message.
It	 is	 easy	 to	 overwhelm	 people	 with	 complicated	 messages	 and	 too	 much
information.	 Even	 when	 dealing	 with	 complex	 issues,	 it	 is	 usually	 best	 to
keep	individual	messages	focused	on	a	single,	clear	goal.	Use	this	exercise	to
practice	having	only	one	clear	goal	in	mind	when	responding	to	other	people:
After	you	 finish	reading	an	email,	ask	yourself,	“What	 is	my	ultimate	goal?
What	do	 I	want	 the	person	 to	do	differently?”	Write	 it	 down,	 then	compose
your	reply	based	on	that	one	goal.	For	example,	your	ultimate	goal	could	be
to	appease	 the	concerned	customer,	and	so	you	would	want	 the	customer	 to
feel	comforted	by	your	response.

SKILL:	Speak	with	Charisma

Speaking	 with	 charisma	 means	 communicating	 with	 energy	 and	 passion,
often	 using	 stories,	 similes,	 and	 metaphors	 to	 make	 your	 message	 more
powerful	and	memorable.	In	our	research,	we	discovered	the	micro-behaviors
that	effective	leaders	do	when	they	speak	with	charisma:

1. Communicate	with	energy,	excitement,	and	passion	throughout	the
message	or	presentation.

2. Ask	people	 to	 imagine	 a	 different	 future	 and	use	vivid,	 engaging,
and	 high-impact	 words	 like	 assert,	 emerge,	 enhance,	 escalate,
manifest,	proclaim,	strengthen,	unveil,	and	so	on.

3. Use	stories,	similes,	and	metaphors	to	convey	ideas.

WHY	THE	SKILL	IS	IMPORTANT	FOR	LEADERSHIP



Passion	and	energy	are	contagious.	Speaking	with	charisma	will	help	you	to
inspire	and	excite	your	followers	and	call	them	to	action.	But	if	your	speaking
style	is	flat	and	unengaging,	people	will	stop	paying	attention,	and	they	won’t
remember	what	you	said.	Perhaps	you	are	shy	or	get	nervous	when	presenting
to	 a	 large	 audience.	 Perhaps	 you	 are	 not	 passionate	 about	 the	 topic	 or	 you
don’t	 care	 about	 the	 company’s	 vision.	 Or	 perhaps	 you	 often	 feel	 stressed,
exhausted,	 and	 overwhelmed,	 and	 you	 come	 across	 to	 others	 as	 having	 no
energy.

At	work,	speaking	with	charisma	will	help	you	to	connect	with	your	team
members,	 keep	 them	 focused	 and	 engaged,	 and	 inspire	 them	 to	 complete
projects	 on	 time.	 If	 you	 appear	 disengaged	 and	 unenthusiastic,	 you	 cannot
expect	 anyone	 else	 to	 be	 excited	 about	 the	 team’s	work	 and	 the	 company’s
direction.

TELLTALE	SIGNS	YOU	NEED	TO	IMPROVE	THIS	SKILL

If	you	have	a	flat	affect	or	are	not	a	dynamic	individual.
If	you	are	shy	and	get	nervous	when	speaking	to	other	people.
If	you	have	a	hard	time	showing	your	passion.
If	you	are	often	tired	and	lack	energy	during	interactions.

PERSONALITY	TRAITS	ALIGNED	WITH	THIS	SKILL

If	you	score	high	on	Ambitious	and	high	on	Outgoing,	you	may	find	speaking
with	charisma	intrinsically	rewarding.	If	you	are	high	on	Ambitious,	you	are
probably	 confident	 and	 energetic.	 If	 you	 are	 high	 on	 Outgoing,	 you	 are
probably	 charming,	 talkative,	 dynamic,	 and	 enthusiastic;	 you	 enjoy
interacting	with	other	people.	With	this	combination	of	traits,	you	are	likely	to
derive	 satisfaction	 from	 behaviors	 like	 communicating	 with	 passion	 and
energy,	 using	 vivid	 and	 impactful	 words,	 and	 using	 stories	 and	 similes	 to
convey	ideas.

5-MINUTE	LEADER	HABIT	EXERCISES

The	following	exercises	will	improve	your	ability	to	speak	with	charisma.

Show	your	excitement.
We	 naturally	 respond	 with	 interest	 when	 other	 people	 are	 passionate,
energetic,	 or	 excited.	Getting	 in	 the	 habit	 of	 showing	 your	 excitement	 on	 a



daily	 basis	 will	 help	 you	 to	 be	 more	 charismatic	 and	 engaging.	 Use	 this
exercise	to	practice:	After	greeting	someone,	start	the	small	talk	with	a	story,
quote,	information,	or	statistic	you	feel	passionate	about	by	saying,	“I	found
this	very	interesting	story	.	.	 .	 .”	For	example,	you	could	say	that	you	found
out	 that	 65	 percent	 of	 iPhone	 users	 say	 that	 they	 cannot	 live	 without	 their
device.

Ask	people	to	imagine.
To	create	a	vivid	experience	for	other	people,	practice	asking	them	to	imagine
a	different	future	using	this	exercise:	After	discussing	an	issue,	ask	the	person
to	 imagine	 a	 different	 outcome	 by	 saying,	 “Imagine	 how	 different	 things
would	be	if	.	.	.	.”	For	example,	you	ask	the	person	to	imagine	how	different
things	would	be	if	their	problem	suddenly	went	away.

Use	similes	and	metaphors.
Similes	 and	 metaphors	 make	 descriptions	 more	 vivid	 and	 engaging	 for

your	 audience.	 You	 can	 practice	 thinking	 of	 similes	 to	 convey	 your	 ideas
using	 this	 exercise:	 After	 stating	 your	 idea,	 quickly	 think	 about	 what	 it
reminds	you	of	by	saying,	“It	is	like	.	.	.”	For	example,	you	might	describe	a
new	smartphone	app	for	dental	hygiene	as	being	“like	a	Fitbit	that	helps	you
track	how	often	you	brush	and	floss	your	teeth.”







CHAPTER	8

Motivating	Change

In	 the	 first	 three	 parts	 of	 this	 book,	 you	 learned	 how	 the	 Leader	 Habit
Formula	works	and	how	to	use	it	to	become	a	better	leader.	Part	IV	is	meant
for	 those	who	want	 to	help	other	 people	develop	 leadership	 skills.	Whether
you	are	a	parent,	a	teacher,	an	athletic	coach,	a	corporate	manager,	a	Human
Resources	 or	 Organizational	 Development	 professional,	 a	 leadership
consultant,	 an	 executive	 coach	 or	 life	 coach,	 or	 someone	 in	 any	 number	 of
other	 mentoring	 roles,	 the	 following	 chapters	 provide	 guidance	 for
implementing	the	Formula	 in	a	variety	of	 leadership	development	scenarios,
from	one-on-one	and	team	contexts	to	formal	programs.	But	before	you	learn
how	 to	 use	 the	 Formula	 as	 a	 coaching	 and	 mentoring	 tool,	 you	 need	 to
understand	where	people	find	the	motivation	to	change	their	behavior	 in	 the
first	place.

Habits	Start	and	End	with	Motivation

As	 a	 mentor	 or	 coach,	 you	 understand	 that	 it	 takes	 hard	 work	 and
perseverance	 for	 people	 to	 learn	 new	 skills	 and	 behaviors.	 You	 also	 know
that,	as	with	any	change,	 the	difference	between	success	and	failure	when	it
comes	 to	 personal	 development	 is	 often	 a	 matter	 of	 motivation.	 If	 people
aren’t	genuinely	motivated	to	change,	then	they	won’t	be	motivated	to	put	in
the	 effort	 necessary	 to	make	 the	 change	 happen.	This	 is	 as	 true	 of	 learning
leadership	 skills	 as	 it	 is	 of	 eliminating	 bad	 habits	 like	 drinking	 too	 much
alcohol.	 So	 it	 should	 come	 as	 no	 surprise	 that	 the	Leader	Habit	 Formula	 is
only	effective	if	people	are	motivated	to	practice	the	daily	exercises	until	they
become	habits.

But	 here’s	 the	 problem:	Most	 people	 enter	 leadership	 development	 with
baggage	from	previous	self-help	or	professional	development	sessions.	They
have	 been	 through	 countless	 hours	 of	 classroom	 training,	 they	 have	 tried
every	new	management	fad,	and	they	have	been	disappointed	by	the	results.
It’s	 hard	 for	 people	 to	 be	motivated	 for	 yet	more	 training	when	 they’re	 not



convinced	it	will	make	a	difference	in	their	lives.	It’s	also	hard	for	people	to
admit	that	they	need	to	improve	their	skills.	Many	of	us	are	like	Laura	the	ER
nurse,	 unaware	 of	 our	 weaknesses	 and	 certain	 that	 we’re	 already	 effective
leaders.

Your	challenge	as	a	mentor	or	coach	is	to	help	people	find	the	motivation
to	change,	and	 to	build	new	habits	and	develop	new	skills	 through	 focused,
consistent	 practice.	 As	 you	 probably	 know,	 this	 is	 easier	 said	 than	 done—
human	beings	can	be	incredibly	resistant	to	change—but	it	is	possible.	Once
people	are	motivated,	they	can	accomplish	almost	anything.

The	Story	of	Ruth

Perhaps	the	most	impressive	of	all	habit	changes	is	when	a	person	overcomes
an	 addiction.	William	 R.	Miller,	 who	 dedicated	 his	 career	 to	 studying	 bad
habits	 and	 behavior	 change,	 described	 addiction	 as	 fundamentally	 a
motivational	 problem—an	 addict	 persists	 in	 his	 or	 her	 addiction	 behavior
despite	many	negative	consequences,	defying	common	sense.1

To	 show	 just	 how	 this	works,	 I’ll	 share	Ruth’s	 story.	 She	was	 thirty-one
when	she	woke	up	one	Monday	morning	in	the	hospital,	recovering	from	an
accidental	 overdose.	 She	 had	 spent	 Sunday	 drinking	 wine	 alone	 and	 self-
medicating	with	anti-anxiety	pills.	The	alcohol	and	pills	had	been	an	attempt
to	 calm	 her	 nerves.	 The	 night	 before,	 Saturday,	 Ruth	 had	 been	 drunk	 at	 a
networking	event	when	she	made	a	gruesome	joke	in	front	of	her	clients	and
coworkers.	 It	 was	 a	 dirty	 joke	 so	 explicit	 that	 everyone	 in	 the	 group
immediately	 turned	 bright	 red.	 Everyone	 felt	 so	 uncomfortable	 that,	 if	 they
could,	 they	 would	 have	 all	 just	 pretended	 that	 those	 words	 had	 never	 left
Ruth’s	mouth.	But	Ruth	said	those	words	and	there	was	no	denying	that	Ruth
was	drunk	at	a	work	function.

After	the	incident,	her	colleagues	and	clients	had	spent	the	rest	of	the	night
avoiding	Ruth,	 and	within	 hours	 she	was	 feeling	miserable	 about	what	 she
had	said.	It	wasn’t	the	first	time	alcohol	had	caused	regrets—in	fact,	drunken,
unfiltered,	and	inappropriate	comments	with	friends	and	family	members	had
become	 something	 of	 a	 regular	 occurrence	 for	 her	 over	 the	 years—but	 this
time	was	 worse	 than	 usual	 because	 it	 happened	 at	 a	 business	 function.	 By
Sunday	morning,	Ruth	 found	herself	 consumed	by	 feelings	of	 self-loathing,
shame,	and	guilt.	Still	hung	over,	she	decided	a	glass	of	wine	and	a	pill	would
make	 her	 feel	 better.	 They	 didn’t.	 The	 more	 she	 thought	 about	 what	 had
happened,	 the	 more	 unpleasant	 memories	 of	 other	 alcohol-fueled	 mistakes



came	to	mind,	and	the	worse	she	felt.	So	she	kept	drinking	and	taking	pills.
This	went	on	 throughout	 the	day,	until	 she	blacked	out	and	ended	up	 in	 the
emergency	room.

It	 probably	 won’t	 surprise	 you	 to	 learn	 that	 Ruth	 is	 an	 alcoholic.	What
might	 surprise	 you,	 however,	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 Ruth	 didn’t	 see	 herself	 as	 an
alcoholic	until	she	woke	up	in	the	hospital	after	her	overdose.

It	 wasn’t	 that	 Ruth	 had	 never	 considered	 the	 possibility	 she	 was	 an
alcoholic.	 In	 fact,	 she	had	 first	wondered	 if	 she	might	have	a	problem	with
alcohol	 years	 earlier,	when	 she	was	 twenty-six	 and	woke	up	 in	 a	 stranger’s
house	with	no	memory	of	where	she	was	or	how	she	got	there.	Shaken	by	the
feeling	 that	 she	 was	 out	 of	 control,	 she	 went	 to	 a	 meeting	 of	 Alcoholics
Anonymous	that	day	and	decided	to	quit	drinking.	After	three	months	without
so	much	as	a	drop	of	alcohol,	she	thought,	“If	I	can	go	this	long,	I’m	not	an
alcoholic.”	 She	 bought	 herself	 a	 nice	 bottle	 of	 wine	 to	 celebrate,	 drank	 it
alone	that	night,	and	slipped	right	back	into	her	bad	habits	without	realizing
she	was	in	denial.

This	 became	 Ruth’s	 pattern	 of	 behavior:	 She	 would	 drink	 heavily	 for	 a
while,	 then	give	up	alcohol	completely	for	a	 few	months	 to	 reassure	herself
that	 she	 didn’t	 have	 a	 problem,	 then	 start	 drinking	 again.	 She	 repeated	 the
pattern	for	years,	firmly	in	denial	until	the	shock	of	her	overdose	forced	her	to
confront	the	reality	of	her	situation.	The	overdose	was	Ruth’s	“rock	bottom”;
after	waking	 up	 in	 the	 hospital,	 she	 could	 no	 longer	 deny	 her	 addiction	 or
rationalize	 her	 self-destructive	 behavior.	 She	 finally	 admitted	 to	 herself	 that
she	was	an	alcoholic,	and	the	only	way	she	could	fix	her	life	was	to	change
her	habit	and	stop	drinking	for	good.

A	 few	days	 after	 her	 overdose,	Ruth	 started	 therapy,	 rejoined	Alcoholics
Anonymous,	and	hired	a	personal	trainer;	she	hasn’t	had	a	drink	since.	Today
she	 is	 an	 award-winning	 interior	 designer.	 Her	 work	 has	 been	 featured	 in
prominent	home	magazines,	and	she	runs	her	own	firm	designing	residential
and	 commercial	 spaces	 around	 the	United	States,	 including	New	York,	 San
Francisco,	Chicago,	Seattle,	 and	Denver.	Changing	her	 life	wasn’t	 easy,	 but
she	succeeded	because	of	the	motivation	she	found	when	she	hit	rock	bottom.

Self-Image,	Internal	Tension,	and	Transformative	Insights

Hitting	rock	bottom	is	often	described	by	those	who	experience	it	as	a	“wake-
up	 call”	 that	 causes	 them	 to	 make	 difficult	 changes	 in	 their	 lives.	 For
alcoholics	and	drug	addicts,	researchers	have	found	that	hitting	rock	bottom	is



one	 of	 the	 top	 predictors	 of	 whether	 a	 person	 will	 seek	 and	 complete
treatment	 to	 get	 sober.2	 The	 motivation	 that	 comes	 from	 the	 experience	 is
powerful,	as	Ruth	and	many	others	can	attest.	It	is	also	widely	misunderstood.

According	to	popular	belief,	hitting	rock	bottom	helps	people	to	recognize
the	 negative	 consequences	 of	 their	 behavior,	 and	 it	 is	 their	 desire	 to	 avoid
these	negative	consequences	 in	 the	 future	 that	motivates	 them	 to	change.	 In
Ruth’s	case,	the	assumption	would	be	that	it	was	the	fear	of	death	that	caused
her	 to	 give	 up	 drinking.	 This	 interpretation	 is	 wrong,	 however.	 Ruth’s
overdose	motivated	her	to	get	sober	not	because	it	made	her	understand	that
her	drinking	was	damaging	her	relationships	and	putting	her	 life	at	 risk,	but
because	 it	 caused	 her	 to	 reevaluate	 her	 self-image	 and	 realize	 that	 her
behavior	was	not	consistent	with	who	she	thought	she	was.	Until	waking	up
in	the	hospital,	she	saw	herself	as	a	successful,	ambitious,	young	professional
woman	who	made	smart	decisions	and	was	in	control	of	her	life.	Through	the
power	of	denial,	she	had	always	been	able	to	convince	herself	that	her	habit	of
regularly	 drinking	 too	 much	 didn’t	 contradict	 her	 self-image.	 But	 drinking
alone	 and	 self-medicating	 with	 pills	 until	 she	 had	 to	 be	 rushed	 to	 the
emergency	room?	That	was	not	how	she	pictured	her	life.	For	the	first	time,
she	 was	 able	 to	 see	 past	 her	 denial	 and	 admit	 to	 herself	 that	 she	 was	 an
alcoholic.	 Only	 then	 was	 she	 motivated	 to	 seek	 therapy	 and	 change	 her
behavior.

Hitting	rock	bottom	is	an	emotional,	often	negative,	and	highly	subjective
experience—what	constitutes	hitting	bottom	for	one	person	won’t	be	the	same
for	 someone	 else.	 Despite	 this	 subjectivity,	 all	 such	 experiences	 share	 two
things	 in	 common:	 They	 force	 a	 reevaluation	 of	 a	 person’s	 self-image,	 and
they	produce	a	 transformational	 insight	 that	 results	 from	the	realization	 that
the	person’s	behavior	is	in	conflict	with	his	or	her	self-image.

To	 understand	 how	 transformational	 insights	 come	 about,	 researchers	 at
the	University	of	Memphis	studied	people	who	had	made	dramatic	changes	in
their	 lives.	 The	 researchers	 found	 that	 transformational	 insights	 are	 usually
produced	 in	 response	 to	 experiences	 that	 people	 interpret	 as	 painful	 or
uncertain.	For	example,	one	participant	 in	 the	 study	decided	 to	abandon	 the
culture	of	her	home	country	and	 redefined	her	 self-image	after	 an	upsetting
visit	to	her	homeland.	Another	participant	realized	that	he	needed	to	learn	to
rely	on	himself	after	experiencing	poverty	and	not	being	able	to	find	food	for
three	days.3

For	 the	people	 in	 this	study,	as	 for	Ruth,	 the	 transformative	 insight	came
when	an	unexpected	situation	made	them	question	their	self-image	and	realize
that	 the	 assumptions	 they	 held	 about	 themselves	 were	 incorrect.	 The
experience	was	 so	 distressing	 that	 it	 shook	 their	 internal	 beliefs	 about	who
they	 were	 as	 people.	 They	 couldn’t	 easily	 ignore	 or	 dismiss	 what	 had



happened—there	was	no	more	room	for	denial—and	they	couldn’t	rationalize
the	experience	or	explain	it	away.	The	only	choice	was	to	do	something	about
it.

Confronting	 a	 negative	 reality,	 as	Ruth	 did,	 creates	 internal	 tension.	The
internal	tension	Ruth	experienced	forced	her	to	think	honestly	about	her	past
behaviors,	contrast	 those	behaviors	with	how	she	pictured	her	 life	 (her	 self-
image),	and	explore	what	the	conflict	between	the	reality	of	her	behavior	and
her	self-image	meant	 for	her	most	deeply	held	beliefs.	Working	 through	 the
strong	emotions	and	confusion	caused	by	this	conflict	ultimately	led	Ruth	to	a
better	understanding	of	herself	and	triggered	her	transformational	insight	(I’m
an	alcoholic;	 I	need	 to	change	my	 life	and	get	 sober).	This	new	knowledge
created	the	motivation	Ruth	needed	to	give	up	alcohol	and	change	her	habits
so	that	her	behavior	would	be	consistent	with	her	self-image.

When	 coaching	 or	 mentoring	 others,	 you	 can	 only	 be	 successful	 if	 the
people	you	are	working	with	are	motivated	to	change.	You	might	be	tempted
to	try	to	motivate	them	with	negative	consequences,	like	the	threat	of	losing	a
job.	 Resist	 this	 temptation.	 It	 is	 counterproductive	 and	 will	 only	 create
resistance,	 as	 I	 will	 discuss	 later	 in	 this	 chapter.	 Instead,	 focus	 on	 helping
people	achieve	transformative	insights,	which	create	a	genuine	motivation	to
change.

The	Unskilled	Are	Clueless

Transformative	insights	rarely	come	easily,	but	for	some	people	they	are	more
difficult	 to	 achieve	 than	 you	 might	 expect.	 Let’s	 do	 a	 quick	 experiment:
Compared	 to	 other	 drivers	 in	 your	 state,	 are	 you	 better	 than	 average?	 The
same	as	average?	Or	worse	than	average?

If	 you’re	 like	 most	 people,	 you	 believe	 you	 are	 a	 better-than-average
driver.	In	fact,	when	researchers	at	the	University	of	Oregon	posed	the	same
question	in	a	survey,	93	percent	of	people	rated	their	driving	ability	as	better
than	 average.4	 This	 finding	 defies	 mathematical	 possibility—93	 percent	 of
people	 cannot,	 by	definition,	 be	better-than-average	drivers.	Average	 in	 this
admittedly	oversimplified	context	means	the	middle	point	of	a	distribution	of
all	drivers,	so	one-half	of	drivers	would	be	worse	than	average	and	the	other
half	would	be	better.	But	that	is	not	how	people	view	themselves.	No	matter
the	activity,	people	always	think	that	they	are	better	than	average.

This	should	come	as	no	surprise.	As	you	will	recall	from	Chapter	5,	people
are	 generally	 bad	 at	 self-assessment;	 they	 have	 a	 tendency	 to	 grossly



overestimate	 their	 ability	 and	 inflate	 their	 self-image.	What	 might	 surprise
you,	however,	is	that	the	effect	is	most	pronounced	for	the	lowest	performers.
People	who	are	the	worst	at	a	task	have	the	most	unrealistic	self-image—they
think	they	are	much	better	than	they	actually	are.

A	simple	experiment	with	college	students	demonstrated	this	effect.	Right
after	 finishing	 an	 in-class	 exam	 and	 before	 seeing	 their	 results,	 researchers
asked	 the	students	 to	estimate	how	many	questions	 they	answered	correctly.
As	 would	 be	 expected	 based	 on	 people’s	 tendency	 to	 overestimate	 their
ability,	on	average,	the	students	thought	that	they	knew	the	course	material	22
percent	 better	 than	 their	 performance	 on	 the	 test	 indicated.	 Then	 the
researchers	split	the	students	into	quartiles	based	on	their	actual	scores	on	the
exam.	When	 the	 researchers	 studied	 the	 estimates	 of	 the	 bottom	quartile	 of
students	 (the	 worst	 performers),	 they	 found	 something	 truly	 worrying:	 The
lowest	 performers	 overestimated	 their	 own	 abilities	 dramatically	more	 than
any	 other	 group.	 On	 average,	 students	 receiving	 the	 lowest	 scores	 on	 the
exam	thought	they	knew	the	course	content	better	than	they	actually	did	by	a
staggering	 48	 percent—more	 than	 double	 the	 overestimation	 of	 all	 students
combined.5

Why	is	it	that	the	worst	performers	are	the	ones	who	think	they	are	much
better	 than	 they	actually	are,	more	 so	 than	everybody	else?	For	one,	people
who	don’t	have	a	skill	also	lack	the	ability	to	accurately	assess	how	far	they
are	from	mastery—they	don’t	know	what	they	don’t	know.	When	people	are
first	 learning	 a	 skill,	 they	 make	 mistakes.	 This	 is	 natural,	 and	 with	 proper
feedback,	 the	 knowledge	 that	 we	 are	 making	 mistakes	 is	 what	 helps	 us	 to
improve	 our	 performance.	 But	 those	 who	 completely	 lack	 the	 skill	 don’t
benefit	from	this	learning	cycle	because	they	can’t	even	recognize	when	they
are	making	mistakes.	 If	 you	don’t	know	 that	you	are	making	mistakes,	 it	 is
only	natural	that	you	will	tend	to	overestimate	your	abilities	even	more	than
you	would	otherwise.

Ignorance	 becomes	 a	 double	 curse	 for	 the	 unskilled.	 They	 make	 many
mistakes	because	they	don’t	have	the	skills	they	need,	and	their	lack	of	skill
makes	it	impossible	to	recognize	when	they	make	mistakes.	Unaware	of	their
deficiencies	 and	 their	mistakes,	 they	 don’t	 know	 that	 they	 need	 to	 improve
their	skills,	so	they	go	through	life	clueless,	thinking	that	they	are	much	better
performers	than	they	actually	are.

Remember	how	Laura	the	ER	nurse	was	surprised	that	she	was	not	being
promoted	into	management?	Or	how	John	didn’t	know	that	others	saw	him	as
authoritarian	 and	 indifferent	 to	 their	 concerns?	 Both	 individuals	 lacked
critical	 leadership	 skills,	 yet	 they	 thought	 that	 they	were	 ready	 to	 step	 into
more	 prominent	 leadership	 roles	 because	 they	 both	 didn’t	 know	what	 they
didn’t	 know.	 Laura	 didn’t	 know	 that	 she	 was	 a	 poor	 listener	 whom	 her



colleagues	 saw	 as	 argumentative,	 sarcastic,	 and	 difficult	 to	 work	 with.
Because	she	lacked	active	listening	skills,	she	didn’t	know	what	it	meant	to	be
a	good	listener,	and	she	didn’t	know	how	far	her	behavior	was	from	that	ideal.
Similarly,	John	couldn’t	tell	that	people	resented	his	leadership	style	and	were
disengaged	from	their	work.	Unaware	of	his	mistakes,	he	interpreted	others’
compliance	as	commitment.

The	 unskilled	 are,	 indeed,	 clueless.	 They	 don’t	 know	 what	 they	 don’t
know,	 and	 they	 don’t	 even	 realize	 when	 they	 make	 mistakes.	 In	 order	 to
improve	their	skills,	they	must	first	experience	a	transformational	insight	that
helps	them	to	realize	their	lack	of	skill	and	motivates	them	to	put	in	the	effort
necessary	 to	 change	 their	 behavior.	 And	 yet	 the	 methods	 of	 training	 and
instruction	 that	 underlie	 traditional	 leadership	 development	 programs	 rarely
produce	transformational	insights	for	anyone,	unskilled	or	otherwise.	Why	is
that?

Because	we	have	been	taught	that	giving	critical	feedback	is	the	best	way
to	get	people	to	change,	when	in	fact	nothing	could	be	further	from	the	truth.

Critical	Feedback	Won’t	Produce	Transformative	Insights

In	Aesop’s	fable	of	The	Fox	and	the	Grapes,	one	day	a	thirsty	fox	came	upon
a	bunch	of	grapes	hanging	from	a	vine.	The	grapes	were	just	the	thing	the	fox
needed	 to	 satisfy	 his	 thirst,	 but	 they	 were	 high	 above	 the	 ground.	 The	 fox
jumped	 for	 the	 grapes	 and	missed.	He	 tried	 again,	 this	 time	with	 a	 running
start,	but	still	the	grapes	were	too	high.	Upset	that	he	couldn’t	reach	them,	the
fox	 turned	 his	 nose	 up	 at	 the	 grapes	 and	 thought,	 “They	 must	 be	 sour
anyway.”

Aesop’s	 fable	memorably	 illustrates	 the	human	proclivity	 for	denial:	 like
the	 fox,	 people	 tend	 to	 explain	 away	 their	 failures	 and	 shortcomings	 rather
than	admitting	them.	It’s	a	universal	tendency,	as	common	today	as	it	was	in
ancient	Greece,	especially	when	it	comes	to	critical	feedback.

Imagine	 that	 you	 visit	 your	 doctor	 for	 your	 annual	 physical	 exam.	 The
nurse	takes	your	temperature	and	blood	pressure	and	gives	you	a	set	of	health-
related	questionnaires	 to	fill	out.	Then	the	physician	comes	 to	 the	room	and
proceeds	 to	 inform	 you	 about	 a	 newly	 discovered	medical	 condition	 called
“TAA	 deficiency,”	 in	 which	 the	 body	 fails	 to	 produce	 an	 enzyme	 called
thioamine	acetylase.	Although	you	might	not	have	any	symptoms	now,	your
doctor	explains	that	this	condition	can	lead	to	serious	health	problems	later	in
life.	She	offers	you	the	option	to	take	a	simple	saliva	test	that	was	developed



just	six	months	ago.	You	agree.	So	you	spit	a	bit	of	saliva	 into	a	cup,	dip	a
strip	of	colorless	paper	into	the	cup,	and	wait	for	the	strip	to	turn	dark	green.
Your	 doctor	 explained	 that	 the	 test	 paper	 reacts	 to	 the	 presence	 of	 TAA	 in
saliva	by	changing	color.	But	 if	your	saliva	doesn’t	contain	TAA	(when	you
have	 the	 deficiency),	 the	 test	 paper	 will	 stay	 unchanged.	 You	 wait	 a	 few
seconds	and	 take	a	 look.	The	paper	hasn’t	changed	color.	You	give	 it	a	 few
more	seconds.	Still	nothing.	Questions	start	 to	 race	 through	your	mind.	 Is	 it
really	possible	 that	you	have	TAA	deficiency?	How	serious	 is	 the	condition
anyway?	Is	the	saliva	test	even	accurate?

As	 you	 have	 probably	 guessed,	 TAA	 deficiency	 isn’t	 a	 real	 medical
condition.	It	was	made	up	by	researchers	at	Kent	State	University	as	part	of	a
clever	 psychological	 experiment	 to	 test	 how	 people	 respond	 to	 negative
feedback.	Using	a	similar	scenario	to	the	one	I	described	above,	some	college
students	were	 told	 they	had	TAA	deficiency	after	 the	 test	paper	 (which	was
just	 a	 regular	 strip	 of	 construction	 paper)	 failed	 to	 turn	 green	 upon	 contact
with	their	saliva;	other	students	were	told	that	an	unchanged	test	paper	meant
that	 they	were	 healthy	 and	 didn’t	 have	 the	 condition.	 The	 researchers	were
interested	in	measuring	students’	reactions	to	the	unfavorable	diagnosis.	They
asked	 all	 participants	 to	 rate	 how	 serious	 they	 saw	 the	 disease	 and	 how
accurate	they	believed	the	saliva	test	to	be.

Just	 as	Aesop’s	 fox	 convinced	 himself	 that	 the	 grapes	 he	 couldn’t	 reach
must	 be	 sour,	 the	 students	 deceived	 into	 thinking	 they	 had	TAA	deficiency
responded	with	 denial.	They	viewed	 the	 condition	 as	 less	 serious	 and	more
common	 than	did	 the	“healthy”	 students	 in	 the	control	group.	The	deceived
students	 also	 viewed	 the	 saliva	 test	 as	 less	 accurate	 than	 did	 the	 healthy
students.	 When	 asked	 to	 think	 of	 recent	 irregularities	 in	 their	 lives,	 the
students	who	were	told	they	had	TAA	deficiency	wrote	down	more	examples
than	did	students	in	the	healthy	group.6	Faced	with	unfavorable	information,
the	 deceived	 students	 did	 their	 best	 to	 explain	 it	 away	 with	 alternative
explanations	for	their	positive	test	results.

Why	were	 these	 students	 so	 dismissive	 of	 the	 test	 result?	Why	 couldn’t
they	just	accept	the	diagnosis?	Because	it	contradicted	their	self-image.	Most
people	think	of	themselves	as	being	healthy;	it’s	part	of	who	they	are.	When
the	 students	 were	 confronted	 with	 information	 about	 their	 health	 that
contradicted	their	self-image,	it	created	the	same	kind	of	internal	tension	that
Ruth	 experienced	 after	 her	 overdose,	 and	 without	 realizing	 it	 they
immediately	started	looking	for	ways	to	eliminate	that	tension.

People	describe	internal	tension	in	different	ways—they	might	call	it	stress
or	anxiety,	or	say	their	head	is	spinning,	or	they	might	feel	fearful	or	guilty	or
ashamed,	or	they	might	experience	some	other	negative	emotion	or	sensation.
Regardless	of	how	it	 is	described,	 internal	 tension	 is	uncomfortable	because



we	generally	like	to	act	in	ways	that	are	consistent	with	our	self-image.	Think
back	to	the	pizza	delivery	drivers	and	homeowners	you	read	about	in	Chapter
4.	Once	the	delivery	drivers	began	to	think	of	themselves	as	safe	drivers,	they
started	not	only	buckling	up	but	also	using	their	turn	signals,	because	both	of
those	 behaviors	 are	what	 safe	 drivers	 do.7	 Similarly,	 once	 the	 homeowners
started	thinking	of	themselves	as	supporters	of	safe	driving,	they	were	willing
to	have	a	massive	billboard	installed	in	their	front	yard,	because	they	saw	it	as
something	that	advocates	of	safe	driving	would	do.8

The	 important	 thing	 to	 remember	 is	 that	 people	 feel	 most	 comfortable
when	 their	 behavior	 matches	 their	 definition	 of	 who	 they	 are—it’s	 a	 good
strategy	 to	 avoid	 internal	 tension.	 But	 when	 people	 do	 something	 that
contradicts	 their	 self-image,	 they	 feel	 the	 pain	 of	 the	 inconsistency	 and	 do
their	best	to	escape	it.

When	 people	 experience	 internal	 tension	 from	 something	 that	 is
inconsistent	with	 their	self-image,	 there	are	only	 three	 things	 they	can	do	 to
get	their	mind	back	into	balance:	(1)	they	can	dismiss,	ignore,	or	explain	away
the	behavior	as	an	exception;	(2)	they	can	change	their	behavior;	or	(3)	they
can	change	their	self-image.

Of	course,	Option	1,	denial,	is	the	easiest,	and	we	all	have	a	lot	of	practice
with	it.	The	struggling	dieter	thinks,	“I	did	so	well	yesterday	that	I	can	cheat
today	 and	 have	 the	 cookie.”	 The	 recovering	 alcoholic	 thinks,	 “I	went	 three
months	 without	 drinking,	 so	 I	 must	 not	 be	 addicted.”	 The	 naïve	 employee
thinks,	 “My	 boss	 doesn’t	 like	 me,	 and	 that’s	 why	 she	 is	 giving	 me	 this
negative	 performance	 review.”	 Options	 2	 and	 3	 are	 much	 more	 difficult
because	changing	your	behavior	and	changing	your	self-image	both	require	a
lot	 of	 time	 and	 effort.	 In	 contrast,	 denial	 is	 a	 quick	way	 to	 resolve	 internal
tension,	and	it’s	almost	effortless.	No	wonder	it’s	the	most	popular	choice	for
dealing	with	 information	 that	 contradicts	 how	we	 see	 ourselves—especially
critical	feedback.

At	Arizona	State	University,	 researchers	asked	working	MBA	students	 to
rate	 themselves	 on	 a	 set	 of	 twenty-six	 leadership	 skills	 and	 also	 to	 give	 a
similar	questionnaire	to	their	boss.	After	seeing	the	feedback	from	their	boss,
the	 students	were	 surveyed	 on	 how	accurate	 they	 considered	 that	 feedback.
Given	 people’s	 tendency	 to	 overestimate	 their	 own	 ability,	 the	 higher	 the
ratings	 the	 students	 received	 from	 their	boss,	 the	more	 the	 students	 saw	 the
feedback	as	accurate.	Better	feedback	aligned	more	closely	with	the	students’
inflated	 perceptions	 of	 their	 own	 abilities,	 and	 thus	 to	 their	 self-image,
making	them	more	likely	to	accept	the	feedback.

But	what	 happened	when	 the	 feedback	was	 critical	 and	 contradicted	 the
students’	 self-image?	 To	 study	 that	 question,	 the	 researchers	 subtracted	 the
ratings	 received	 from	 the	 students’	 boss	 from	 the	 students’	 self-assessed



ratings.	 For	 example,	 if	 a	 student	 rated	 himself	 “5”	 on	 a	 skill	 but	 his	 boss
rated	him	“3,”	the	difference	would	be	5	–	3	=	2.	The	larger	this	“discrepancy
number,”	 the	 more	 the	 feedback	 from	 one’s	 boss	 differed	 from	 one’s	 self-
image.	After	analyzing	the	data,	the	researchers	found	a	negative	correlation
between	 the	 students’	 discrepancy	 number	 and	 their	 perceptions	 of	 the
accuracy	of	the	feedback	they	had	received.	In	other	words,	when	bosses	gave
students	 lower	ratings	than	the	students	gave	themselves,	 the	students	didn’t
believe	 that	 the	 feedback	was	 accurate.	Moreover,	 the	 bigger	 the	 difference
between	 the	 students’	 self-rating	 and	 the	 rating	 from	 their	 boss,	 the	 less
accurate	the	boss’s	critical	feedback	was	perceived	to	be	by	the	students.9

The	 conclusion	we	 can	 draw	 from	 the	Arizona	 State	University	 study	 is
simple,	 and	 probably	 won’t	 come	 as	 a	 surprise	 if	 you’ve	 ever	 given	 or
received	criticism:	The	further	away	critical	feedback	is	from	our	self-image,
the	more	likely	we	are	to	dismiss	or	rationalize	it.

This	 poses	 a	 special	 problem	 for	 the	 unskilled,	 the	 worst	 performers.
Remember,	it’s	the	lowest	performers	who	overestimate	their	skills	the	most
and	 whose	 self-image	 is	 furthest	 from	 reality.	 When	 they	 receive	 critical
feedback,	the	criticism	seems	to	them	completely	inaccurate	because	it	 is	so
different	from	how	they	see	themselves.	In	 their	minds,	 it	 isn’t	possible	 that
they’re	 not	 high	 performers	 (remember	 that	 they’re	 ignorant	 of	 their
mistakes),	 so	 they	 go	 straight	 to	 Option	 1,	 denial:	 “He	 is	 biased	 against
me.	.	.	.	He	doesn’t	really	know	me.	.	.	.	He	doesn’t	like	me.	.	.	.	This	is	the
first	 time	 I	am	hearing	 this,	 so	 it	 can’t	be	 true.	 .	 .	 .	 I	was	 just	having	a	bad
day	 .	 .	 .	 .”	 The	 list	 of	 rationalizations	 is	 probably	 infinite,	 and	 trying	 to
counter	 them	 is	 futile	 because	 you	 will	 only	 create	 more	 denial	 and	 more
resistance.	And	as	long	as	someone	is	in	denial,	the	end	result	will	always	be
the	 same:	 The	 person	won’t	 achieve	 a	 transformative	 insight	 and	won’t	 be
motivated	to	change.

Our	mistaken	belief	that	critical	feedback	motivates	people	to	change	is	the
same	as	our	misunderstanding	of	what	makes	hitting	bottom	a	transformative
life	experience—it	all	stems	from	the	incorrect	notion	that	people	change	their
behavior	in	order	to	avoid	negative	consequences.	The	standard	approach	of
giving	 critical	 feedback	 and	 directly	 or	 indirectly	 telling	 people	 “change	 or
else”	 is	 an	 attempt	 to	 create	 the	 negative	 consequences	 we	 assume	 will
motivate	them	to	change.	But	as	you’ve	seen,	this	approach	is	almost	sure	to
backfire,	especially	for	the	people	who	most	need	to	develop	their	skills	and
form	 new	 habits.	 The	 critical	 feedback	 that	 people	 receive	 is	 usually
inconsistent	 with	 their	 self-image,	 more	 so	 for	 the	 worst	 performers,	 and
people	respond	to	the	internal	tension	of	this	inconsistency	by	dismissing	the
criticism	 as	 inaccurate,	 no	 matter	 how	 objectively	 sound	 the	 feedback	 is.
Frustrated	 by	 such	 denial,	 we	 usually	 resort	 to	 giving	 advice	 or	 coercing



people	 into	 training,	 neither	 of	 which	 fosters	 motivation	 to	 change.	 Our
advice	 gets	 ignored,	 people	 sit	 through	 training	 that	 does	 little	 to	 improve
their	skills,	and	 the	cycle	of	 futility	 repeats.	But	 there	must	be	another	way,
something	 that	 you	 can	 do	 as	 a	 coach	 or	 mentor	 to	 help	 others	 gain	 the
transformational	insights	they	need	to	change.

Thankfully	there	is,	and	it	starts	with	keeping	your	criticism	and	advice	to
yourself.

Keep	Your	Advice	to	Yourself

Before	 the	 1980s,	 the	 standard	 approach	 to	 addiction	 treatment	 resembled
how	 most	 leadership	 development	 programs	 are	 run	 today—change	 was
imposed	 on	 people,	 treatment	 consisted	 of	 often	 coercive	 solutions	 full	 of
expert	advice,	and	denial	and	poor	motivation	were	seen	as	problems	on	the
side	of	the	patient.

Then	in	the	early	1980s,	clinical	psychologist	William	R.	Miller	looked	at
patient	 resistance	 in	 a	 new	 light,	 and	 his	 insights	 changed	 the	 course	 of
addiction	 treatment.	 Rather	 than	 seeing	 resistance	 and	 low	 motivation	 as
problems	 that	were	 the	patient’s	 fault,	Miller	 started	 to	 view	 it	 as	 problems
caused	 by	 the	 therapist.	Miller	 knew	 that	 therapists	 didn’t	 intend	 to	 create
resistance	 and	 low	 motivation	 in	 their	 patients,	 but	 he	 realized	 they	 were
doing	 so	nonetheless	 through	 the	 coercive	 and	 confrontational	methods	 that
were	 the	 accepted	 standard	 of	 care.	 To	 change	 this	 counterproductive
dynamic,	 he	 developed	 a	 new	 therapeutic	 technique	 called	 motivational
interviewing.10

Motivational	 interviewing	 is	 based	 on	 the	 principle	 that	 motivation	 to
change	must	come	 from	within	 a	 person;	 it	 cannot	 be	 imposed	by	 someone
else,	 and	 no	 one	 can	 be	 coerced	 to	 change.	You	might	 think	 this	 approach
diminishes	the	role	of	the	therapist—all	she	can	do	is	bide	her	time	and	wait
until	the	patient	has	a	transformative	insight—but	that	is	not	the	case.	Instead,
the	 therapist	guides	her	patient	 to	 the	crucial	 insight	by	actively	developing
the	internal	tension	between	the	patient’s	self-image	and	his	behavior.	In	this
way,	the	therapist	helps	the	patient	find	the	internal	motivation	to	change.

To	better	understand	the	difference	between	motivational	interviewing	and
the	confrontational	approach	that	most	people	are	familiar	with,	let’s	return	to
Laura	the	ER	nurse	and	imagine	how	my	coaching	discussion	with	her	would
have	 unfolded	 if	 I	 tried	 to	 use	 critical	 feedback	 and	 advice	 to	 get	 her	 to
change	her	behavior:



Me:	 Laura,	 I	 have	 some	 important	 feedback	 to	 share	with	 you.	 Your
colleagues	told	me	that	you	are	argumentative	with	them	and	you	don’t
listen	to	what	they	say.	Let	me	give	you	some	advice:	People	don’t	like
to	work	for	managers	who	are	argumentative	and	poor	listeners.	If	you
want	a	promotion,	you	should	work	on	your	listening	skills.
Laura:	Who	told	you	that?
Me:	Your	colleagues	in	the	ER.
Laura:	 I	know	who	you	 talked	 to.	There	are	a	few	people	 in	my	unit
that	don’t	like	me.	That’s	why	they	told	you	that.
Me:	 It	was	more	 than	 just	 a	 few	 of	 your	 colleagues	who	 shared	 that
feedback	with	me.
Laura:	Okay,	but	 I	probably	 just	had	a	bad	day	 then.	My	 job	 is	very
stressful.
Me:	 I	 understand	 that	your	 job	 is	 stressful	 and	 that	you	might	have	a
bad	day	here	and	there,	but	this	behavior	is	straining	your	relationships
at	work	and	preventing	you	from	getting	promoted.
Laura:	 I	don’t	believe	 that.	 I	 am	not	argumentative	and	 I	 listen	well.
This	 is	 the	 first	 time	 I	 am	 hearing	 this	 feedback.	 If	 I	 were
argumentative,	other	people	would	have	told	me	before	now.

Notice	 how	 quickly	 the	 conversation	 turned	 into	 an	 argument	 about	 the
validity	of	the	critical	feedback	I	was	presenting.	As	soon	as	I	confronted	her
with	criticism,	Laura	immediately	gave	me	reasons	why	the	feedback	wasn’t
accurate.	 Each	 of	 my	 rebuttals	 was	 met	 with	 another	 rationalization	 from
Laura,	and	each	round	of	argument-counterargument	only	made	Laura	more
resistant	to	the	critical	feedback	and	my	insistence	that	she	needed	to	change
her	behavior.

This	 is	 usually	 how	 the	 script	 plays	 out	 when	 we	 attempt	 to	 change
someone	 else’s	 behavior	 through	 critical	 feedback	or	 advice.	We	end	up	on
opposite	sides	of	an	argument	with	the	person	we	are	trying	to	help,	and	in	the
process	we	make	them	less	motivated	to	change	and	more	entrenched	in	their
denial	by	prompting	them	to	come	up	with	more	arguments	against	change.

The	 reason	 why	 critical	 feedback	 and	 advice	 don’t	 create	 motivation	 to
change	should	be	clear	to	you	by	now:	They	directly	contradict	our	self-image
and	 cause	 people	 to	 respond	with	 denial	 and	 rationalization.	 Accepting	 the
feedback	would	create	uncomfortable	internal	tension	because	we	would	have
to	admit	that	our	behavior	is	not	consistent	with	our	self-image	and	we	would
have	to	admit	that	we	need	to	do	something	about	it.	It	is	much	easier	to	just
dismiss	the	feedback	as	an	exception	or	argue	why	the	advice	wouldn’t	work.



Now	 let’s	 see	 how	 motivational	 interviewing	 would	 have	 changed	 my
conversation	with	Laura:

Me:	Laura,	I	understand	that	you	want	to	move	into	a	management	role.
Is	that	correct?
Laura:	Yes,	that’s	what	I	see	as	the	next	step	in	my	career.
Me:	That	is	a	wonderful	goal.	What	is	it	about	the	position	that	interests
you?
Laura:	I’ve	had	so	many	bad	managers	in	my	career	that	I	think	I	can
do	a	much	better	job.	Plus	I’ve	always	seen	myself	as	a	leader	helping
my	patients	and	my	coworkers.
Me:	You’ve	had	some	experiences	reporting	to	bad	managers.
Laura:	Yes,	most	of	them	acted	like	dictators,	ordering	people	around
and	not	really	listening	to	their	employees.	And	when	someone	would
speak	up,	they	got	defensive	and	argumentative.
Me:	 These	 bad	managers	would	 just	 give	 you	 orders	 and	 they	 didn’t
listen	to	what	you	had	to	say.	And	at	times	they	got	argumentative.
Laura:	Yes,	exactly.	I	think	I	can	do	better	than	that.
Me:	That’s	 great.	Every	 organization	 could	 use	more	 good	managers.
Which	of	your	strengths	do	you	see	helping	you	to	be	a	good	manager?
Laura:	 I	 am	 very	 open	 and	 approachable.	 I	 think	 it’s	 important	 for
people	 to	 feel	 comfortable	 around	 their	 manager	 and	 be	 able	 to	 talk
openly	about	everything.
Me:	You	value	being	open	and	approachable	and	see	it	as	an	important
characteristic	of	you	being	a	good	manager.
Laura:	 Yes,	 that’s	 right.	 It	 makes	 such	 a	 big	 difference	 when	 your
manager	listens	to	what	you	have	to	say.
Me:	 Absolutely,	 it	 makes	 employees	 feel	 heard	 and	 appreciated.
Listening	 is	 such	 an	 important	 skill	 to	 have	 as	 a	 manager.	 Do	 you
always	make	it	a	point	to	listen	to	your	patients	and	colleagues?
Laura:	 Yes.	 Well	 .	 .	 .	 sometimes	 when	 I	 get	 stressed	 or	 work	 gets
hectic,	I	can	be	short	with	them.
Me:	 What	 do	 you	 mean	 when	 you	 say	 that	 you	 can	 be	 “short	 with
them”?
Laura:	 Sometimes	 I	 don’t	 have	 the	 time	 to	 listen,	 so	 I	 just	 tell	 them
what	to	do.
Me:	When	 you	 get	 stressed,	 or	 when	 work	 gets	 too	 busy,	 you	 don’t
listen	as	much.



Laura:	Yes,	you	can	say	that.
Me:	 How	 often	 does	 that	 happen?	 How	 often	 do	 you	 get	 stressed	 at
work?
Laura:	Pretty	regularly.	I	work	in	the	ER,	so	there	is	always	a	lot	going
on.
Me:	And	when	you	get	stressed,	you	tend	to	be	short	with	people.
Laura:	Yes,	that’s	correct.	Now	that	I	think	about	it,	I	am	stressed	a	lot.
So	I	am	probably	not	as	good	of	a	listener	as	I	thought.	Wow.

Notice	how	differently	 the	 second	example	went.	When	 I	 refrained	 from
giving	Laura	 critical	 feedback	 or	 advice,	 I	 didn’t	 trigger	 her	 resistance.	We
didn’t	 get	 into	 an	 argument	 because	 I	 wasn’t	 contradicting	 her	 self-image.
Instead,	 I	 provided	 affirmations	 such	 as,	 “That	 is	 a	 wonderful	 goal,”
summarized	 what	 she	 told	 me,	 and	 asked	 her	 questions	 to	 guide	 the
conversation.	 Through	 this	 nonthreatening	 process,	 I	 gently	 helped	 her	 to
develop	 the	 internal	 tension	 between	 her	 self-image	 of	 being	 an	 open	 and
approachable	person	and	her	behavior	of	being	short	with	people.	By	giving
her	the	space	to	explore	this	inconsistency	on	her	own,	I	enabled	her	to	come
to	the	realization	that	she	wasn’t	as	good	of	a	listener	as	she	had	thought.	It
was	 a	 positive	 experience	 rather	 than	 a	 fight,	 and	 Laura’s	 transformative
insight	 emerged	 from	 her	 own	 words,	 not	 mine.	 This	 is	 how	 motivational
interviewing	can	help	people	find	their	motivation	to	change.

Motivational	 interviewing	works	 in	 almost	 any	 situation.	 In	 a	 review	 of
seventy-two	scientific	studies	that	compared	the	effectiveness	of	motivational
interviewing	 and	 giving	 advice,	 motivational	 interviewing	 was	 found	 to
produce	 better	 results	 in	 about	 80	 percent	 of	 the	 studies.	 Motivational
interviewing	was	more	 effective	 than	giving	 advice	 for	weight	 loss,	 fitness,
diabetes,	 asthma,	 and	 alcohol	 consumption.	 Moreover,	 even	 a	 short
motivational	 interviewing	 interaction	 that	 lasted	 only	 fifteen	 minutes
produced	an	effect	in	64	percent	of	the	studies.11

Usually	 when	 coaches	 and	 mentors	 first	 learn	 about	 motivational
interviewing,	they	see	it	as	a	tool	to	try	when	the	stakes	aren’t	too	high,	and
they	 continue	 to	 rely	 on	 critical	 feedback	 and	 advice	 in	more	 serious	 cases
where	the	stakes	are	high	and	the	need	for	change	is	urgent.	Don’t	make	this
mistake.	 If	you	want	 to	help	 someone	change,	keep	your	advice	 to	yourself
and	accept	that	their	motivation	to	change	has	to	come	from	within.	If	you	try
to	 impose	 it	 through	 critical	 feedback	 or	 advice	 or	 other	 confrontational
methods,	 you	 will	 most	 likely	 start	 a	 counterproductive	 argument,	 produce
resistance,	 and	 ultimately	 lower	 the	 person’s	 motivation—critical	 feedback
and	advice	usually	end	up	inspiring	people	to	come	up	with	more	reasons	why



they	shouldn’t	change.	Instead,	use	motivational	interviewing	as	a	supportive,
non-confrontational	way	to	help	others	develop	the	internal	 tension	that	will
lead	them	to	their	transformational	insight.

Developing	Internal	Tension

At	 the	 height	 of	 the	 HIV/AIDS	 epidemic,	 psychologists	 rushed	 to	 devise
interventions	that	would	reduce	the	spread	of	the	virus	among	sexually	active
adults	 through	 the	 use	 of	 condoms.	 Many	 government	 and	 health
organizations	were	 giving	 advice	 on	 condom	use	 in	 the	 form	of	 pamphlets,
lectures,	and	educational	videos,	but	by	now	psychologists	knew	that	advice
alone	wasn’t	going	 to	produce	 the	desired	behavior	change.	They	needed	 to
find	ways	to	develop	people’s	internal	tension.

One	 such	 intervention	 pioneered	 during	 this	 era	 is	 called	 hypocrisy
induction.	Its	premise	is	simple:	You	can	develop	internal	tension	in	people	in
two	steps.	First	you	ask	people	to	argue	in	favor	of	the	desired	behavior—in
this	case,	using	condoms	to	prevent	 the	spread	of	HIV/AIDS.	Then	you	ask
them	 to	 describe	 situations	 in	 their	 recent	 past	 when	 they	 should	 have
followed	 this	 behavior	 but	 didn’t,	 e.g.,	 they	 didn’t	 use	 condoms	 to	 protect
against	HIV/AIDS.	And	 just	 like	 that,	 the	 internal	 tension	 is	developed	and
the	seed	of	change	has	been	planted.

In	 this	 particular	 experiment,	 college	 students	 at	 the	 University	 of
California	at	Santa	Cruz	believed	that	 they	were	helping	with	an	HIV/AIDS
prevention	campaign.	Specifically,	they	were	asked	to	read	information	about
the	virus	and	use	 it	 to	produce	 short	 speeches	 that	would	be	 shown	 to	high
school	students.	They	recorded	their	speeches	on	video	and	then	were	asked
to	 describe	 situations	 in	 their	 recent	 past	 when	 they	 didn’t	 use	 condoms.
Afterwards,	 the	 researchers	 administered	 questionnaires	 asking	 about
frequency	 of	 condom	 use	 in	 the	 past	 and	 intentions	 to	 use	 condoms	 in	 the
future.

The	 researchers	 found	 that	 students	 who	 underwent	 hypocrisy	 induction
intended	 to	use	condoms	more	 in	 the	 future.	Furthermore,	when	 researchers
followed	up	with	 the	study’s	participants	 three	months	 later,	 they	found	that
students	in	the	hypocrisy	induction	group	actually	were	using	condoms	more
frequently	 than	 students	 who	 only	 received	 information	 about	 HIV/AIDS
prevention.12	In	a	later	study,	the	researchers	offered	students	the	opportunity
to	purchase	condoms	immediately	after	they	underwent	hypocrisy	induction,
and	over	80	percent	of	these	students	bought	condoms;	for	comparison,	only



30–50	 percent	 of	 participants	 in	 other	 conditions	 purchased	 condoms.13
Hypocrisy	induction	produced	the	motivation	these	students	needed	to	change
their	behavior.

The	hypocrisy	induction	technique	works	because	it	develops	the	internal
tension	people	experience	when	their	behavior	is	inconsistent	with	their	self-
image.	The	first	step	of	the	technique	works	to	strengthen	one’s	self-image	by
prompting	the	individual	to	argue	in	favor	of	something	that	is	generally	seen
as	desirable,	such	as	safe	driving,	using	condoms,	or	listening	to	employees.
The	same	way	critical	feedback	and	advice	stimulate	people	to	come	up	with
arguments	against	the	change,	asking	people	to	argue	for	something	positive
stimulates	them	to	come	up	with	their	own	arguments	in	favor	of	the	change.	I
used	this	technique	in	my	second	discussion	with	Laura	when	I	asked	her	to
articulate	what	it	means	to	be	a	good	manager	and	how	her	strengths	would
help	her	to	be	a	good	manager.	In	her	responses	to	my	questions,	Laura	was
making	the	case	for	why	good	managers	need	to	listen	to	their	employees.	By
coming	 up	 with	 her	 own	 arguments,	 she	 solidified	 her	 opinion	 that	 active
listening	is	an	important	leadership	skill	and	connected	it	to	her	self-image	as
someone	who	wanted	to	be	a	good	manager.

The	 second	 step	 of	 hypocrisy	 induction	 is	 trickier,	 because	 if	 you	 don’t
approach	 the	 subject	of	 the	person’s	own	behavior	carefully,	you	can	create
resistance	and	quickly	spiral	down	to	exactly	the	kind	of	futile	argument	you
are	 trying	 to	 avoid.	With	Laura,	 I	 initiated	 the	 subject	 by	 asking	 an	always
question:	 “Do	 you	 always	 make	 it	 a	 point	 to	 listen	 to	 your	 patients	 and
colleagues?”	 Always	 and	 never	 questions	 are	 useful	 because	 they	 are	 so
definitive—it’s	 unlikely	 that	 people	 always	 or	 never	 do	 something.	 Asking
these	types	of	questions	is	a	nonthreatening	way	to	get	people	to	reveal	their
exceptions.

You	can	also	introduce	the	second	step	of	hypocrisy	induction	by	framing
it	 as	 an	 exploration	 into	 something	 you	 are	 curious	 about.	 For	 example,	 I
could	have	said:	“I	am	curious	to	understand	more	about	how	people	make	it
a	point	to	listen	to	others.	Perhaps	it	would	be	easier	if	we	explored	this	from
the	opposite	side.	Tell	me	about	situations	when	you	listened	to	someone	less
than	you	thought	you	should	have.”

Yet	another	way	to	introduce	the	second	step	is	by	asking	the	person	about
the	 positive	 attributes	 of	 a	 behavior.	 For	 example:	 “What’s	 good	 about
listening	to	your	patients	and	coworkers?”	After	you	explore	the	positive	side
of	 the	 behavior,	 then	 you	 turn	 the	 focus	 to	 the	 “not	 so	 good”	 things.	 For
example:	 “What’s	 not	 so	 good	 about	 listening	 to	 your	 patients	 and
coworkers?”	 If	 you	 pay	 close	 attention,	 you	 can	 identify	 where	 someone’s
internal	tension	may	lie	and	you	go	from	there.	Laura	might	have	responded,
“Listening	 to	 other	 people	 takes	 too	 much	 time	 when	 I’m	 busy	 or	 in	 the



middle	of	a	crisis,”	and	 this	would	have	moved	the	conversation	 toward	 the
same	conclusion.

Be	Patient

People	must	find	their	own	motivation	to	change.	Everyone	does	this	in	his	or
her	 own	 time.	 For	 some	 people,	 it	 happens	 quickly;	 for	 others,	 the	 crucial
transformative	insight	takes	longer	to	emerge.

Waiting	for	an	individual	 to	find	his	or	her	motivation	can	be	frustrating,
and	 you	 might	 feel	 pressure	 to	 speed	 things	 up	 by	 resorting	 to	 critical
feedback,	 advice,	 and	 coercion.	 Don’t	 give	 in	 to	 this	 temptation—
confrontational	 methods	 will	 only	 backfire	 and	 cause	 the	 person	 you	 are
trying	to	help	to	become	more	resistant	to	change.	This	is	the	opposite	of	what
you	 want.	 Remember	 that	 your	 most	 important	 task	 as	 a	 coach	 or	 mentor
helping	 others	 change	 their	 behavior	 is	 to	 avoid	 creating	 resistance.
Motivational	 interviewing	is	an	effective	way	to	do	 this,	but	don’t	expect	 to
be	an	expert	at	it	right	away.	The	technique	is	a	set	of	complex	skills	that	will
take	time	for	you	to	master	and	turn	into	habits.	In	the	meantime,	you	don’t
have	to	be	an	expert	at	motivational	interviewing	to	avoid	creating	resistance.
When	working	with	someone	who	needs	to	improve	his	or	her	skills,	focus	on
listening	 and	 summarizing	 what	 the	 person	 tells	 you	 during	 your	 coaching
conversations.	Don’t	get	into	arguments	about	what	he	or	she	is	doing	wrong
or	 why	 change	 is	 important.	 Instead,	 be	 patient	 and	 affirm	 the	 person’s
thinking.	 If	 appropriate,	 plant	 a	 seed	 of	 change	 by	 developing	 his	 or	 her
internal	 tension.	When	 the	person	 is	 ready	 to	change,	he	or	she	will	 let	you
know.	That’s	your	cue	to	begin	coaching	Leader	Habits.





CHAPTER	9

Coaching	Leader	Habits

Whether	you	realize	it	or	not,	coaching	is	part	of	your	everyday	life.	Any	time
you	 help	 other	 people	 change	 their	 behavior,	 whether	 it’s	 your	 formal
profession	 or	 you	 are	 a	 parent	 helping	 your	 kids	 build	 skills,	 you	 are
essentially	acting	as	a	coach.	You	don’t	need	a	doctorate	in	psychology	or	a
certificate	 from	a	coaching	 institute	 to	do	 this.	 If	you	care	about	 the	person
you	are	coaching	and	want	to	see	him	or	her	succeed,	then	you’ve	met	all	the
prerequisites	 that	matter.	Perhaps	 the	 learner	 is	an	employee	struggling	with
negotiation	 skills	 or	 a	 friend	who	doesn’t	 listen	well.	Perhaps	 the	 learner	 is
your	son,	who	doesn’t	know	how	to	plan	his	school	project.	Or	perhaps	 the
learner	 is	 a	member	 of	 your	 church	 congregation,	who	 can’t	 seem	 to	 build
strong	relationships	with	other	people.	Whatever	the	situation,	helping	others
to	succeed	at	learning	new	skills	and	behaviors	is	easier	than	you	might	think.
You	don’t	need	to	schedule	formal	coaching	sessions	every	other	week.	You
don’t	need	to	create	rules	and	structure	or	formally	redefine	your	role	as	the
person’s	coach.	All	you	need	to	do	is	pay	attention	to	what	support	the	person
needs	and	then	say	the	right	thing	at	the	right	time.

If	that	sounds	too	simple,	go	back	and	read	Chapter	8	again.	Don’t	fall	into
the	 trap	of	 thinking	 that	 it’s	up	 to	you	 to	motivate	others	 to	change.	People
have	to	come	to	their	own	insights	about	the	need	for	change,	and	they	have
to	find	their	own	motivation	to	make	change	happen.	If	you	try	to	force	those
things,	you	will	only	create	resistance—you	can’t	coerce	people	to	learn	new
skills	or	change	their	behavior.	All	you	can	do	is	to	support	them	through	their
own	 development	 journey.	 This	 is	 as	 true	 of	 leadership	 development	 as
anything	else.

In	 this	 chapter,	 I	 outline	 how	 to	 apply	 the	 Leader	 Habit	 Formula	 to
coaching	 and	 mentoring	 situations.	 This	 chapter	 is	 not	 meant	 to	 be	 a
comprehensive	 coaching	 guide	 for	 professional	 coaches	 and	 career
counselors,	 as	 there	 are	many	 books	 devoted	 to	 that	 topic	 already;	 instead,
think	of	it	as	a	primer	to	aid	your	everyday	efforts	as	you	help	others	develop
more	effective	leadership	habits.	Most	people	think	of	leadership	coaching	as
a	structured	process	similar	 to	 therapy—you	have	 regularly	scheduled	hour-
long	sessions	once	per	month	or	every	two	weeks.	For	professional	coaches,
this	 model	 works	 well.	 But	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 us,	 coaching	 doesn’t	 need	 a



particular	structure	or	a	predefined	process.	We	can	think	of	coaching	as	a	set
of	 informal	 interactions:	When	you	spend	 the	 first	 ten	minutes	of	your	one-
on-one	with	an	employee	 reflecting	on	his	 recent	work	assignment,	you	are
coaching.	When	you	encourage	your	daughter	during	dinner	to	continue	with
softball	 practice,	 you	 are	 coaching.	 When	 you	 talk	 to	 your	 congregation
member	after	church	about	building	stronger	relationships,	you	are	coaching.
When	 you	 talk	 to	 your	 friend	 about	 how	 she	 could	 listen	 better,	 you	 are
coaching.	In	everyday	interactions,	you	have	the	power	to	impact	someone’s
change	efforts	and	make	them	more	successful	in	building	leadership	skills.

In	order	to	say	the	right	thing	at	the	right	time,	of	course,	you	first	need	to
know	what	 to	say,	and	you	need	 to	understand	when	 to	say	 it.	That	 is	what
this	chapter	is	about.	I	will	outline	the	journey	people	usually	undergo	when
applying	 the	Leader	Habit	Formula,	highlight	how	 to	 identify	where	people
are	on	 their	 journeys,	and	explain	what	 type	of	 support	 they	need	along	 the
way	 and	 how	 you	 can	 provide	 that	 support.	 None	 of	 this	 requires	 you	 to
schedule	 formal	 coaching	 sessions.	 In	 most	 cases,	 it	 is	 best	 to	 keep	 your
informal	 coaching	 interactions	 brief—a	 ten-minute	 phone	 call,	 a	 check-in
during	 lunch,	 or	 a	 few	words	 in	 passing	 are	 usually	 sufficient.	 If	 you	 are	 a
manager	 embracing	 the	 Formula,	 you	 could	 integrate	 coaching	 discussions
into	 your	 regular	 one-on-one	 meetings	 with	 your	 employees.	 If	 you	 are	 a
parent	using	 the	Formula	 to	 teach	your	kids	new	skills,	you	can	deliver	 the
coaching	 over	 family	 dinner.	 And	 if	 you	 are	 using	 the	 Formula	 to	 help	 a
friend	grow,	you	could	deliver	the	coaching	during	a	hike	or	over	a	cup	of	tea.
The	point	is	that	coaching	with	the	Leader	Habit	Formula	does	not	have	to	be
a	 formal,	 overwhelming	 intervention	 where	 authority	 figures,	 friends,	 or
family	 members	 pressure	 someone	 to	 change.	 Coaching	 in	 this	 context	 is
about	 brief	 interactions	 that	 support	 people	 as	 they	 find	 their	 own	 way
through	 the	 change	 process	 and	 work	 to	 develop	 their	 leadership	 skills	 by
building	effective	Leader	Habits.

Contemplating	Change

Daniel	had	a	short	temper,	and	he	knew	it.	What	fascinated	me	when	I	worked
with	Daniel	wasn’t	 that	he	needed	 to	 learn	 to	control	his	 temper—plenty	of
people	have	this	particular	weakness—but	his	high	degree	of	self-knowledge.
You	 see,	 Daniel	 was	 perfectly	 aware	 that	 losing	 his	 temper	 had	 negative
consequences,	 and	 yet	 he	 wasn’t	 motivated	 to	 do	 anything	 to	 change	 his
behavior.



Daniel	was	chief	 technology	officer	at	 a	 fast-growing	software	company,
and	by	most	measures	he	was	a	great	executive.	He	was	 technically	skilled,
and	 all	 the	 developers	 and	 engineers	 he	 supervised	 looked	 up	 to	 him.	 He
managed	his	 teams	well,	 showed	a	great	deal	of	concern	 for	his	employees,
and	had	a	brilliant	mind.	He	could	solve	complex	technical	and	organizational
problems	 with	 ease,	 which	 earned	 him	 a	 great	 reputation	 at	 the	 company.
Professionally	speaking,	his	only	significant	shortcoming	was	his	temper.

Daniel’s	short	temper	only	surfaced	when	he	was	under	pressure.	This	isn’t
ideal	 in	 any	 industry,	 but	 if	 you’ve	 worked	 in	 software	 development,	 you
understand	why	Daniel’s	weakness	was	especially	problematic	 in	his	role	as
CTO.	Deadlines	and	time	estimates	are	the	arch-nemesis	of	every	developer.
Most	 software	 solutions	 are	 complex,	 and	 there	 are	 many	 unknowns,	 so
coming	up	with	an	accurate	release	date	for	a	new	software	product	is	close	to
impossible.	But	 in	business,	projects	need	deadlines.	For	each	release	cycle,
Daniel	 would	 painstakingly	 plan	 the	 entire	 process,	 from	 database
architecture	 to	 development	 and	 testing,	 but	 his	 teams	 would	 always	 run
weeks	 to	 months	 behind	 schedule.	 Of	 course,	 this	 always	 created	 a	 lot	 of
friction	with	other	departments,	especially	sales	and	marketing,	who	needed
to	push	out	the	new	software	on	time	to	anxiously	awaiting	clients.

It	was	always	toward	the	end	of	the	development	phase	that	Daniel	would
lose	 his	 temper,	 especially	 when	 he	 felt	 the	 pressure	 from	 his	 sales	 and
marketing	 peers	 intensify.	 At	 these	 times,	 the	 normally	 calm	 and	 pleasant
Daniel	turned	into	a	fire-breathing	dragon.	The	moment	he	felt	pushed,	he	got
defensive	and	angry.	There	was	no	reasoning	with	him	when	this	happened,
and	his	colleagues	on	the	executive	team	had	learned	not	to	push	him	when	a
release	date	was	approaching.	For	his	part,	Daniel	knew	his	outbursts	were	a
problem,	but	despite	his	self-knowledge,	the	cycle	kept	repeating.

I	always	knew	when	Daniel	was	getting	close	to	another	software	release:
after	a	period	of	silence,	he	would	begin	calling	me	to	talk	about	how	stressed
he	was	and	how	bad	he	felt	about	losing	his	temper	yet	again.	Every	time	he
got	 upset	 in	 a	 team	meeting,	 he	 would	 later	 regret	 it	 and	 worry	 about	 the
damage	 he	 was	 doing	 to	 his	 relationships	 with	 other	 executives	 and	 to	 his
professional	 reputation.	He	would	 talk	about	how	much	he	wished	he	could
keep	his	anger	under	control.

I	 made	 a	 huge	 mistake	 during	 our	 first	 phone	 call.	 Excited	 about	 the
successes	my	other	clients	were	experiencing	with	the	Leader	Habit	Formula,
I	 proceeded	 to	 tell	 Daniel	 about	 how	 he	 could	 change	 his	 behavior	 with	 a
short,	 5-minute	 daily	 exercise.	 I	 assumed	 that	 his	 self-knowledge	 and
willingness	 to	 talk	 about	 the	 negative	 consequences	 of	 losing	 his	 temper
meant	 that	 he	 was	 ready	 to	 change	 his	 behavior.	 But	 my	 comments	 were
immediately	 met	 with	 resistance	 and	 a	 laundry	 list	 of	 reasons	 why	 this



approach	would	never	work	for	him.	We	quickly	spiraled	down	the	argument-
counterargument	 cycle	 I	 described	 in	Chapter	8,	 and	 our	 conversation	went
nowhere.	Only	after	we	hung	up	the	phone	did	I	realize	that	I	had	misjudged
the	situation.	Daniel	knew	what	he	was	doing	wrong,	he	knew	what	he	needed
to	do	differently	and	why,	and	he	was	willing	to	talk	about	it,	but	he	wasn’t
yet	ready	to	 take	action.	I	had	to	meet	him	where	he	was	and	offer	support,
not	prescriptions	for	how	to	change	his	behavior.

With	 this	 insight,	 I	adjusted	my	approach.	The	next	 time	Daniel	called,	 I
just	listened,	summarized	what	he	told	me,	and	didn’t	offer	any	suggestions.
When	 he	was	 done	 sharing	 his	 regrets,	 I	 asked	 him	 how	 long	 he	 had	 been
aware	 of	 the	 problems	 caused	 by	 his	 temper	 and	 how	 long	 he	 had	 been
contemplating	 change.	 “Two	 years,”	 he	 replied.	 Weeks	 went	 by,	 another
software	 release	 came	 around,	 and	Daniel	 rang	me	 full	 of	 regret	 and	worry
about	 losing	 his	 temper	 again.	 I	 listened	 to	 the	 familiar	 story	 and	 kept	my
advice	to	myself.	This	became	our	routine.	It	went	on	for	another	six	months
before	Daniel	finally	reached	the	point	where	he	was	ready	to	follow	through
on	the	changes	he	knew	he	needed	to	make.

Daniel’s	strong	 resistance	 to	my	 initial	 suggestion	 that	he	use	 the	Leader
Habit	Formula	to	change	his	behavior	was	a	clear	sign	that	he	wasn’t	ready	to
take	 action,	 even	 though	 he	 had	 been	 thinking	 for	 years	 about	 doing
something	 to	 control	 his	 temper.	 Self-knowledge	 had	 only	 brought	 him
partway	to	where	he	needed	to	be.	Despite	understanding	the	problem,	he	was
still	in	what	psychologists	call	the	contemplation	stage.1

When	people	 are	 in	 the	contemplation	 stage,	 they	are	 aware	of	 their	bad
habits	or	lack	of	skill,	and	they	are	contemplating	change.	You	will	hear	them
talk	about	their	shortcomings,	and	they	might	even	express	regret	and	worry
as	 Daniel	 did.	 Contemplators	 rationally	 understand	where	 they	want	 to	 be,
and	they	may	even	know	how	to	get	there,	but	they	haven’t	yet	made	up	their
mind	 to	 take	action.	They	are	caught	 in	a	 limbo	of	decision	paralysis—they
recognize	the	negatives	of	their	bad	behavior	but	also	know	how	hard	it	will
be	to	change,	and	they	are	weighing	the	pros	and	cons	of	committing	to	the
challenge:	“Do	I	care	about	 this	change	enough	to	put	 in	 the	effort?	Or	 is	 it
easier	to	stay	where	I	am,	all	set	and	comfortable?	How	bad	is	my	behavior
anyway?”

A	person	can	stay	in	 the	contemplation	stage	for	years,	as	Daniel	did.	To
contemplators,	 the	balance	between	 the	pros	and	cons	of	changing	 the	habit
seems	about	even,	so	they	don’t	feel	enough	pressure	to	spur	them	into	action.
It’s	 more	 comfortable	 just	 to	 do	 what	 they	 have	 been	 doing,	 because
maintaining	 the	 status	 quo	 doesn’t	 require	 any	 extra	 effort.	 Contemplators
won’t	 take	action	until	 the	 scale	 tips	and	 they	see	 that	 the	pros	of	changing
their	behavior	outweigh	the	cons.	As	a	coach,	that	is	something	you	can	help



with.

Surprise	the	Contemplator

After	years	of	contemplating,	what	finally	got	Daniel	 to	move	to	action	was
when	I	surprised	him	with	a	question	he	had	never	considered:	“What	benefits
do	you	get	from	losing	your	temper?”

It	 was	 thinking	 about	 losing	 his	 temper	 in	 terms	 of	 benefits	 that	 caught
Daniel	 off	 guard.	When	most	 people	 attempt	 to	 influence	 contemplators	 to
move	 to	action,	 they	focus	on	 the	negatives	of	 the	bad	habit.	This	approach
comes	from	the	commonly	held	but	incorrect	belief	that	avoidance	of	negative
consequences	 motivates	 people	 to	 change,	 which	 you	 learned	 about	 in
Chapter	8.	Most	people	think	that	if	they	can	help	tip	the	scale	to	the	negative
side,	 it	 will	 get	 the	 contemplator	 to	 act,	 but	 we	 know	 that	 is	 not	 the	 case.
People	don’t	change	their	habits	to	avoid	negative	consequences;	they	change
only	after	they	gain	an	insight.	This	is	especially	true	for	contemplators.	They
already	know	all	the	negative	effects	of	their	bad	habits,	and	yet	despite	this
knowledge	about	how	smoking,	drinking,	or	losing	one’s	temper	harms	them,
they	keep	doing	it.	Paradoxically,	what	contemplators	need	to	realize	is	how
their	bad	habit	benefits	 them.	What	 is	good	about	 smoking	 for	 the	smoker?
How	 is	 drinking	 benefiting	 the	 alcoholic?	What	 are	 the	 positive	 outcomes
Daniel	experiences	when	he	loses	his	temper?	There	are	always	benefits	to	be
found,	 even	 in	bad	habits.	 If	 there	weren’t,	 the	 contemplator	wouldn’t	 keep
doing	the	behavior.

Daniel	didn’t	immediately	answer	my	question.	He	had	been	so	focused	on
the	 negatives	 of	 his	 habit	 that	 he	 couldn’t	 come	 up	 with	 any	 benefits.	 I
reframed	the	question	to	help	him	see	his	behavior	differently.	“Think	of	the
last	time	that	you	lost	your	temper,”	I	said.	“What	did	you	feel	right	after	that
happened?”	Daniel	recalled	an	executive	team	meeting	and	remembered	that
he	had	felt	a	sense	of	relief	after	his	angry	tirade.	He	said	he	had	felt	strong,
powerful,	and	 in	control	again—the	opposite	of	how	he	felt	when	his	 teams
were	unable	to	deliver	software	on	time.	As	we	talked	about	that	experience,
he	realized	that	he	was	using	his	anger	as	a	way	to	gain	control	when	he	felt
powerless.	 And	 that	 was	 the	 insight	 he	 needed	 to	 finally	 move	 from
contemplation	to	action.

Once	Daniel	 realized	 the	 benefits	 he	 gained	when	he	 lost	 his	 temper,	 he
understood	why	 he	 did	 it.	 This	 insight	 finally	motivated	 him	 to	 change	 his
behavior,	 because	 now	 he	 could	 brainstorm	 more	 effective	 ways	 to	 gain



control	and	feel	strong	and	powerful	in	situations	that	seemed	to	be	out	of	his
control.	 Now	 it	 was	 the	 right	 time	 for	 us	 to	 talk	 about	 the	 Leader	 Habit
Formula,	and	we	devised	a	simple	daily	exercise	that	taught	him	to	control	his
anger.

Daniel’s	experience	 is	 typical	 for	people	 in	 the	contemplation	stage.	 In	a
smoking-cessation	program	for	young	adults	on	Facebook,	researchers	found
that	“decisional	balance”	posts	addressing	both	the	pros	and	cons	of	smoking
generated	 higher	 engagement	 from	 contemplators	 in	 the	 form	 of	 likes	 and
comments	 than	 did	 posts	 that	 only	 focused	 on	 the	 negative	 aspects	 of
smoking.2	 Like	 Daniel,	 the	 contemplators	 in	 this	 experiment	 knew	 their
behavior	was	 bad	 for	 their	 health;	 they	didn’t	 need	more	 information	 about
emphysema	or	lung	cancer	or	any	of	the	other	cons	of	tobacco	use.	What	they
needed	was	the	insight	that	the	habit	also	benefited	them	in	ways	they	might
not	 have	 thought	 about	 before.	 For	 example,	 smokers	 may	 get	 a	 sense	 of
relaxation	 by	 deeply	 breathing	 in	 cigarette	 smoke;	 it	 helps	 them	 to	 reduce
stress.	Surprising	 contemplators	with	 the	good	 things	 about	 their	 bad	habits
can	 lead	 them	 to	 important	 insights	 about	why	 they	keep	engaging	 in	 those
habits,	and	these	insights	can	then	tip	the	scale	in	favor	of	change.	Awareness
of	 the	 benefits	 that	 bad	 habits	 provide	 also	 helps	 people	 to	 sustain	 their
Leader	Habit	practice	and	make	their	new	habits	permanent	in	the	long	term
because	they	are	better	prepared	to	combat	or	avoid	the	temptations	that	could
have	them	slip	back	into	their	old	habits.

Substitute	an	Incompatible	Behavior	for	the	Bad	Habit

When	 people	 think	 about	 changing	 their	 habits,	 they	 most	 often	 think	 of
behaviors	 they	 want	 to	 stop	 doing,	 like	 quitting	 smoking,	 drinking	 less
alcohol,	 eliminating	 fast	 food	 and	 sodas	 from	 their	 diet,	 or	 not	 losing	 their
temper.	 The	 problem	with	 this	 thinking	 is	 that	 it’s	 negative—it	 focuses	 on
what	not	to	do	rather	than	on	what	to	do.	You	can’t	build	a	daily	exercise	on
not	doing	something,	so	how	do	you	turn	this	thinking	around	and	help	people
find	 the	 appropriate	 daily	 exercise	 to	 practice?	 The	 answer	 is	 a	 simple
technique	that	some	teachers	and	parents	are	already	familiar	with:	substitute
an	incompatible	good	behavior	in	place	of	the	bad	behavior.

The	 “stop	 doing	 that”	 mind-set	 can	 be	 hard	 to	 break	 because	 for	 many
people	the	go-to	strategy	for	correcting	misbehavior	is	punishment.	If	a	child
is	running	in	the	lunchroom	instead	of	walking,	you	yell	at	her	to	get	her	to
stop,	or	you	put	her	in	time-out,	or	you	send	a	note	to	her	parents,	or	maybe



you	do	 all	 three.	Next	 time	 the	 child	 runs	 in	 the	 lunchroom,	you	 repeat	 the
punishment.	 It’s	 yet	 another	 instance	 of	 the	 familiar	 “change	 comes	 from
avoiding	negative	consequences”	approach	to	behavior	modification,	and	it’s
just	as	ineffective	as	the	others	I’ve	already	discussed	in	this	chapter.

The	alternative	to	punishing	a	negative	behavior	is	 to	reward	the	positive
behavior	you	want	to	replace	it	with.	The	key	is	that	the	two	behaviors	must
be	incompatible—that	is,	it	must	be	impossible	for	both	behaviors	to	happen
at	the	same	time.	For	example,	running	and	walking	are	incompatible	because
you	can’t	run	when	you	are	walking,	and	vice	versa.	So	instead	of	punishing
children	for	running	in	the	lunchroom,	you	would	praise	them	for	walking.	At
an	 elementary	 school	 in	Utah,	 researchers	 tested	 this	 exact	 scenario.	When
teachers	saw	children	walking	in	the	lunchroom,	they	gave	them	verbal	praise
and	 a	 yellow	 note	 card	 in	 recognition	 of	 their	 good	 behavior;	 no	 one	 was
punished	for	running.	The	result?	Running	in	the	lunchroom	decreased	by	75
percent,	 demonstrating	 that,	 despite	 popular	 belief,	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 stop
undesirable	 behavior	 without	 punishment	 simply	 by	 rewarding	 an
incompatible	behavior	instead.3	This	approach	would	prove	useful	for	helping
Daniel.

Once	 Daniel	 was	 ready	 to	 take	 action	 and	 change	 his	 short	 temper,	 I
described	 the	 Leader	 Habit	 Formula	 to	 him	 and	 we	 looked	 through	 the
catalogue	 of	 skills	 and	 exercises	 in	 Part	 III	 to	 find	 an	 appropriate	 daily
exercise	 for	 him	 to	 practice.	 But	 we	 ran	 into	 a	 problem:	 There	 are	 no
exercises	targeting	bad	temper	or	controlling	one’s	anger.	We	also	had	to	find
an	 incompatible	 behavior	 to	 Daniel’s	 anger,	 because	 the	 Leader	 Habit
Formula	is	based	on	adding	new	behaviors,	rather	than	the	old	and	ineffective
“stop	doing	that”	approach.	Once	we	identified	an	incompatible	behavior,	we
could	build	a	customized	Leader	Habit	exercise	around	it.	I	started	the	process
with	a	question:	“What	do	you	see	as	opposite	of	anger?”	Daniel	mentioned
things	 like	 caring,	 respect,	 and	 politeness,	which	matched	 the	Leader	Habit
skill	Show	Caring.	We	reviewed	the	micro-behaviors	and	exercises	for	Show
Caring,	and	Daniel	 settled	on	 the	micro-behavior	“communicate	with	others
in	 a	 polite	 and	 respectful	manner.”	This	was	 a	 good	 choice	 because	Daniel
couldn’t	angrily	yell	at	a	colleague	and	communicate	with	her	in	a	polite	and
respectful	manner	at	the	same	time—these	two	behaviors	are	incompatible.

Next,	Daniel	and	I	had	to	turn	the	micro-behavior	into	a	daily	exercise	with
an	 appropriate	 cue	 that	would	 help	Daniel	 replace	 the	 negative	 behavior	 of
losing	his	temper	with	the	positive	behavior	of	communicating	in	a	polite	and
respectful	manner.	The	most	 effective	 cue	 for	Daniel	would	be	 the	moment
when	he	first	noticed	that	he	was	getting	angry,	because	that	was	the	moment
just	before	he	would	start	yelling.	Daniel	described	feeling	in	these	moments
as	if	his	body	were	a	pot	of	boiling	water	with	the	lid	on	tight:	The	pressure



built	up	until	he	erupted.	We	used	this	metaphor	in	our	first	draft	of	the	cue:
after	you	notice	that	your	body	feels	like	a	pot	of	boiling	water.	But	we	still
needed	 to	 turn	 the	 micro-behavior	 itself	 into	 a	 daily	 exercise,	 something
Daniel	 could	do	 in	 the	moment	when	he	 started	 to	 feel	 angry.	Given	 that	 it
would	be	a	just-in-time	exercise,	we	had	two	options:	either	Daniel	was	going
to	make	a	statement	or	ask	a	question.	Daniel	decided	to	make	a	statement.	I
asked,	 “What	 would	 polite	 and	 respectful	 communication	 look	 like	 in	 this
situation?”	Daniel	 suggested	 that	he	could	 thank	his	colleagues	 for	bringing
their	 concerns	 to	 his	 attention	 and	 ask	 for	 some	 time	 to	 cool	 off	 before
responding.	And	with	that	we	had	a	complete	first	draft	of	Daniel’s	exercise
to	build	his	new	Leader	Habit:	After	you	notice	that	your	body	feels	like	a	pot
of	 boiling	water,	 say,	 “Thank	 you	 for	 bringing	 this	 to	my	 attention.	 Let	me
have	a	think	and	come	back	to	you	later.”

Our	first	draft	of	Daniel’s	exercise	was	a	good	start,	but	we	still	had	two
problems	to	address.	The	first	problem	was	that	Daniel’s	cue	was	too	specific
to	the	extreme	situations	where	he	actually	lost	his	temper—his	body	felt	like
a	pot	of	boiling	water	only	when	new	software	was	coming	out	and	when	he
got	 pushed.	 With	 a	 cue	 this	 specific,	 he	 wouldn’t	 be	 able	 to	 practice	 the
exercise	on	a	daily	basis,	and	it	would	be	much	more	difficult	for	him	to	turn
his	 new	 behavior	 into	 a	 habit.	 To	 solve	 this	 problem,	 we	 needed	 to	 find	 a
similar	cue	that	Daniel	would	encounter	on	a	daily	basis.

The	second	problem	was	that	Daniel’s	exercise	was	directly	tied	to	a	strong
emotional	experience—getting	so	angry	that	he	lost	his	temper.	To	understand
why	 this	 was	 a	 problem,	 we	 need	 to	 go	 back	 to	 the	 story	 of	my	 neighbor
Sabrina	 and	 her	 dog,	 Max,	 which	 I	 introduced	 in	 Chapter	 4.	 As	 you	 will
recall,	 Sabrina	 used	 the	 technique	 of	 chaining	 simple	 behaviors	 together	 to
teach	Max	to	clean	up	his	toys.	This	technique	worked	with	all	of	Max’s	toys
except	one—the	squeaky	chicken.	Max	loved	his	squeaky	chicken	more	than
any	of	his	other	 toys.	Whenever	 the	chicken	squeaked,	he	got	overwhelmed
with	 excitement	 and	 lost	 his	 focus	 and	 started	 to	 play.	 Max	 couldn’t	 help
himself—the	squeaky	chicken	was	his	emotional	trigger.	The	excitement	Max
felt	when	 the	 chicken	 squeaked	 prevented	 him	 from	 practicing	 his	 exercise
and	made	it	impossible	for	him	to	learn	to	put	that	toy	away.

The	 problem	with	 strong	 emotions	 like	 excitement	 for	Max	or	 anger	 for
Daniel	is	that	they	make	people	(and	dogs)	lose	their	focus.	Strong	emotions
overwhelm	 us,	 making	 it	 difficult	 to	 think	 rationally	 or	 concentrate	 on
anything	 but	 the	 emotion	 itself.	 When	 it	 comes	 to	 building	 habits,	 strong
emotions	interfere	with	our	ability	to	consciously	practice	the	new	behaviors
we	 are	 trying	 to	 learn.	 If	 someone	 is	 replacing	 a	 bad	 habit	 that	 occurs	 in
highly	emotional	situations,	it	is	best	to	first	practice	dry	runs	of	the	behavior
when	the	emotions	run	low.	And	this	is	exactly	what	Daniel	did.



Although	Daniel’s	body	didn’t	often	feel	like	a	pot	of	boiling	water	(strong
emotion),	he	did	experience	minor	frustrations	and	irritations	(weak	emotion)
on	 a	 daily	 basis,	 as	most	 people	 do.	We	 adjusted	 his	 exercise	 accordingly:
After	you	notice	even	 the	 slightest	 frustration	or	 irritation,	 say,	“Thank	you
for	bringing	this	to	my	attention.	Let	me	have	a	think	and	come	back	to	you
later.”	 Now	 this	 exercise	 was	 something	 that	 Daniel	 could	 easily	 practice
every	day.

Supporting	Leader	Habit	Practice

The	Leader	Habit	Formula	provides	a	simple	action	plan	for	people	who	are
ready	 to	 change	 their	 behavior	 and	 develop	 better	 leadership	 skills:	 Pick	 a
simple	daily	exercise	and	practice	it	until	the	new	behavior	becomes	a	habit.
Although	 the	 Formula	 makes	 change	 easier,	 don’t	 make	 the	 mistake	 of
assuming	that	people	will	just	cruise	through	their	practice	for	sixty-six	days
(or	 longer).	 Expect	 that	 people	 will	 need	 support,	 formally	 or	 informally,
throughout	 the	 process,	 and	 understand	 that	 different	 people	 will	 need
different	 kinds	 of	 support	 at	 different	 times.	 Some	 people	 will	 want	 to
publicly	voice	their	commitment	to	change	to	you,	others	will	look	to	you	for
confirmation	 that	 they	 are	 on	 the	 right	 track,	 others	 will	 look	 for	 an
accountability	 partner,	 and	 yet	 others	 will	 need	 you	 to	 enhance	 their	 self-
efficacy	 (their	 belief	 that	 they	 have	 the	 ability	 to	 succeed	 in	 making	 the
change).

When	 people	 first	 start	 to	 practice	 an	 exercise,	 they	 usually	 seek
reassurance	that	they	are	on	the	right	track.	The	new	behavior	feels	awkward
and	 uncomfortable	 during	 this	 phase,	 so	 it	 is	 natural	 for	 people	 to	 need
reassurance	 and	 confirmation	 that	 they	 are	 doing	 it	 right.	 Remember	 how
awkward	it	felt	when	you	first	started	buckling	up	in	your	car	or	picking	up	a
new	 sport.	 Even	 though	 the	 Leader	 Habit	 exercises	 are	 very	 simple,	 it’s
unreasonable	to	expect	that	people	will	master	them	right	away.	Mistakes	are
common	early	in	the	process	and	shouldn’t	be	taken	as	a	sign	of	failure.	As	a
coach,	 you	 can	 support	 the	 learning	 in	 getting	 through	 these	 early
uncertainties	 by	 affirming	 their	 efforts	 and	 helping	 to	 normalize	 the
experience.	Simple	statements	 like	“most	people	feel	awkward	the	first	 time
they	try	a	new	behavior”	go	a	long	way	in	this	regard.

New	behaviors	 begin	 to	 feel	more	natural	 as	we	gain	proficiency	 and	 as
they	become	 integrated	 into	our	self-image.	We	 integrate	behaviors	 into	our
self-image	naturally	over	time—the	more	we	do	something,	the	more	we	see



the	behavior	as	part	of	who	we	are.	There	are	also	techniques	you	can	use	to
help	accelerate	this	integration.	One	is	simply	to	have	the	learner	cognitively
process	the	experience	of	her	practice	through	a	brief	reflection.	Think	of	it	as
a	follow-up	to	the	hypocrisy	induction	technique	you	learned	about	in	Chapter
8.	 In	 hypocrisy	 induction,	 you	 induce	 the	 learner	 to	 strengthen	 her	 opinion
about	a	desirable	behavior	by	having	her	argue	in	favor	of	it.	This	also	helps
the	learner	to	identify	positively	with	the	behavior.	Once	the	learner	begins	to
change	 her	 behavior	 through	 deliberate	 practice,	 reflecting	 on	 the	 new
behavior	 can	 help	 her	 to	 strengthen	 her	 positive	 identification	 with	 it	 and
speed	up	the	process	of	formulating	her	new	self-image.

When	 helping	 people	 process	 a	 new	 experience,	 I	 recommend	 using	 a
simple	framework	to	guide	the	conversation.	The	framework	I	prefer	is	called
EAR,	which	stands	for	“Expectation—Action—Result.”	EAR	is	a	basic	model
for	understanding	human	behavior.	Using	EAR,	we	can	think	of	our	everyday
experiences	as	consisting	of	our	expectations,	our	actions,	and	the	results	of
those	actions.

Expectations	are	the	thought	processes	that	lead	us	to	the	actions	we
take;	 they	 include	 what	 we	 think	 about	 the	 situation	 we	 are	 in,	 any
similar	 experiences	we’ve	 had	 in	 the	 past,	 the	 assumptions	we	make,
how	we	feel,	and	how	we	prioritize	our	competing	needs	and	emotions.

Actions	are	our	actual	behaviors;	 they	consist	of	what	we	say,	do,	or
write	 in	 response	 to	 the	 situation	 and	 our	 expectations.	 Actions	 then
lead	naturally	to	results—the	outcomes	of	our	behavior.

Results	include	both	our	own	reactions	to	what	we	have	done	and	the
thoughts,	feelings,	and	behaviors	of	other	people—what	they	do,	say,	or
write	in	response	to	our	actions.

You	can	use	the	EAR	framework	in	almost	any	situation.	In	the	context	of
the	Leader	Habit	Formula,	it	is	a	good	way	to	help	people	reflect	on	their	first
few	experiences	with	their	new	exercise.	Figure	9-1	provides	a	list	of	helpful
questions	for	each	part	of	 the	framework.	For	example,	 if	you	are	using	 the
framework	 to	 help	 someone	 reflect	 on	 their	 first	 few	 attempts	 with	 an
exercise,	you	could	ask	about	 the	action	he	or	 she	 took:	“What	did	you	do,
say,	or	write?”	Then	you	can	explore	what	triggered	the	behavior	with	these
questions:	“What	did	you	notice?	What	did	you	think	about?”	Finally,	to	help
the	learner	reflect	on	the	results	of	the	exercise,	you	could	ask,	“What	ended
up	happening	as	a	result?”

At	 this	 point,	 it’s	 probably	 helpful	 to	 see	 an	 example	 of	 how	 coaching



support	 techniques	 actually	work.	Here	 is	 a	 conversation	 I	 had	with	Daniel
two	weeks	after	he	started	practicing	his	Leader	Habit	exercise.	The	different
techniques	I	use	are	annotated	with	comments	in	square	brackets.

Figure	9-1.	Expectation—Action—Result

Me:	 I	want	 to	 check	 in	 on	 your	 exercise	 that	we	 discussed	 last	 time.
How	is	it	going?
Daniel:	It’s	going.	I	gave	it	a	try	on	a	few	occasions	but	I	must	say	it
felt	pretty	strange.
Me:	 I	 am	 glad	 to	 hear	 that	 you	 tried	 it;	 that’s	 wonderful	 news.
[affirmation]	You	 know,	most	 people	 feel	 awkward	when	 they	 try	 a
new	behavior.	[normalizing	the	experience]
Daniel:	That’s	good	 to	know.	 I	guess	anything	new	 takes	 time	 to	get



comfortable.
Me:	Yes,	it	does.	I	am	curious	to	hear	about	how	it	went	when	you	tried
the	exercise.
Daniel:	Yesterday,	I	got	irritated	when	a	developer	stopped	me	on	my
way	home	to	ask	me	a	question	about	a	meeting.	 I	was	rushing	 to	get
out	 of	 the	 office	 to	 my	 daughter’s	 recital	 and	 he	 asked	 me	 a	 stupid
question	about	an	agenda	item	for	the	team	meeting.	I	felt	irritated.
Me:	What	did	you	do?	[action]
Daniel:	I	thanked	him	for	bringing	it	to	my	attention	and	told	him	that	I
would	get	back	to	him	later.
Me:	That’s	great!	You	had	a	great	opportunity	to	practice	the	exercise
and	you	remembered	to	do	that.	[affirmation]
Daniel:	Yes,	I	did.
Me:	What	happened	as	a	result?	[result]
Daniel:	He	said,	“Okay,	thanks.”
Me:	How	did	you	feel	after	that?	[result]
Daniel:	It	actually	made	me	feel	good.	I	didn’t	get	angry,	yell	at	him,
or	dismiss	his	question.	It	was	good	practice.
Me:	You	acknowledged	his	question	and	 told	him	 that	you	would	get
back	 to	 him	 later.	 You	 showed	 up	 as	 a	 polite,	 respectful	 person.
[summarizing]
Daniel:	Yes.	It	made	me	feel	good.
Me:	 Excellent.	 I	 am	 glad	 to	 hear	 that.	What	 did	 you	 think	 before	 he
stopped	you?	[expectation]
Daniel:	I	was	rushing	out	of	the	office	as	I	was	afraid	that	I	would	be
late	to	my	daughter’s	recital.
Me:	What	did	you	think	about	his	question?	[expectation]
Daniel:	I	thought	that	it	was	stupid.	He	saw	that	I	was	in	a	hurry	and	he
could	have	 just	 looked	up	 the	meeting	agenda.	He	didn’t	have	 to	stop
me.
Me:	You	made	the	assumption	that	he	recognized	you	rushing	out	and
so	you	found	his	question	disrespectful.	[summarizing]
Daniel:	You	could	say	that,	yes.
Me:	Is	that	why	you	felt	irritated?	[expectation]
Daniel:	Yes,	I	was	clearly	in	a	hurry	and	he	should	have	noticed	that.
Me:	What	made	you	think	of	the	exercise?	[exploring	the	cue]
Daniel:	It	was	the	irritation—I	was	afraid	I	was	going	to	be	late	and	he



stopped	me	with	a	trivial	question.

Notice	how	 I	 reinforced	Daniel’s	 first	 attempts	 at	 practicing	 the	 exercise
and	normalized	his	experience	by	saying	that	other	people	feel	awkward	when
they	 first	 try	 something	new.	 I	 also	used	 the	EAR	 framework	 to	get	him	 to
reflect	on	his	experience	of	the	exercise.	I	helped	him	to	explore	the	action	he
took,	what	triggered	the	action,	and	the	result	of	that	action.	Then	we	focused
on	 the	 cue,	 specifically	 how	 he	 recognized	 it	 and	what	made	 him	 think	 to
deliberately	practice	the	exercise.	The	goal	of	this	simple	coaching	discussion
was	 to	 reinforce	 Daniel’s	 attempts	 with	 affirmations	 and	 to	 solidify	 his
practice	by	strengthening	his	self-image	as	a	polite	and	respectful	person.	By
encouraging	 him	 to	 think	 through	 the	 cue	 and	 identify	 its	 characteristics,	 I
made	 it	 more	 likely	 that	 Daniel	 would	 recognize	 similar	 situations	 in	 the
future	and	continue	to	practice	his	behavior.

“You	Can	Do	It”

If	a	learner’s	first	few	attempts	with	his	Leader	Habit	exercise	are	positive,	he
will	 be	more	 likely	 to	 continue	 practicing	 the	 exercise.	 As	 you	 saw	 in	my
conversation	with	Daniel,	creating	a	comfortable	space	where	the	learner	can
reflect	on	his	experiences	with	the	exercise	is	a	good	way	to	do	this.	Another
powerful	 technique	 to	 support	 Leader	 Habit	 practice	 is	 to	 increase	 the
learner’s	self-efficacy—his	belief	that	he	can	continue	practicing	and	succeed
in	learning	his	new	behavior.

One	 of	 the	most	 common	 coaching	 techniques	 assumed	 to	 increase	 self-
efficacy	is	helping	the	learner	identify	the	barriers	to	success	that	stand	in	his
or	her	path	of	change.	We	have	been	taught	to	do	this	as	a	way	to	help	people
to	reflect	on	what’s	preventing	them	from	accomplishing	their	goals,	so	they
can	 find	ways	 to	 overcome	 those	 barriers.	You	know	 the	 questions:	What’s
standing	in	your	way?	What’s	preventing	you	from	doing	x?	What	barriers	do
you	see	in	y?

These	questions	are	well	intended,	but	they	backfire:	A	review	of	twenty-
seven	research	studies	that	attempted	to	increase	people’s	self-efficacy	found
that	 the	 technique	of	 identifying	 and	discussing	barriers	 actually	 resulted	 in
lower	self-efficacy.4	After	exploring	their	personal	barriers,	people	have	 less
belief	 in	 their	 ability	 to	 succeed.	 This	 makes	 sense	 if	 you	 understand	 why
critical	feedback	doesn’t	work	to	motivate	people	to	change.	In	the	same	way
that	 critical	 feedback	 causes	 people	 to	 actively	 come	 up	 with	 arguments



against	 change,	 asking	 people	 to	 think	 about	 the	 barriers	 they	 face	 causes
them	 to	 come	 up	 with	 reasons	 why	 they	 can’t	 succeed.	 If	 you	 use	 this
technique	with	people	who	want	to	improve	their	leadership	skills,	they	will
tell	you	all	the	reasons	why	they	can’t	practice	their	Leader	Habit	exercise	or
why	the	change	is	too	hard—and	in	the	process,	they	will	probably	convince
themselves	that	these	reasons	are	true.	So	what	should	you	do	instead?

The	 same	 research	 review	 identified	 several	 tactics	 that	 are	 effective	 at
increasing	self-efficacy.	First,	positive	persuasion	techniques	like	building	up
a	 person’s	 confidence	 or	 focusing	 on	 the	 benefits	 of	 the	 change	 do	make	 a
difference.	It	never	hurts	to	tell	someone,	“You	can	do	this!	Keep	practicing,
it	will	make	you	a	better	 leader.”	But	don’t	 stop	at	positive	persuasion.	The
technique	 that	 increases	 self-efficacy	 the	 most	 is	 something	 else:	 letting
people	 know	 how	 much	 they	 have	 already	 practiced.5	 This	 explains	 the
findings	 of	 the	 pedometer	 study	 I	 described	 in	 Chapter	 5,	 in	 which
participants	who	were	 able	 to	 track	 their	 performance	 on	 their	 smartphones
logged	more	physical	activity	than	those	who	didn’t	have	access	to	the	phone
app.6	 Monitoring	 their	 past	 performance	 made	 these	 participants	 aware	 of
their	 successes—they	 could	 see	 how	 many	 steps	 they	 had	 taken.	 Simply
seeing	what	they	had	already	achieved	made	them	believe	they	could	achieve
more,	which	in	turn	encouraged	them	to	actually	do	more.

Making	people	aware	of	 their	 successes	 is	 a	 simple	and	effective	way	 to
increase	their	self-efficacy.	Even	a	few	successful	early	attempts	at	a	Leader
Habit	 exercise	 can	 become	 the	 foundation	 for	 a	 learner’s	 belief	 in	 her	 own
ability	to	improve	her	leadership	skills.

Interestingly,	 the	 research	 review	 also	 found	 that	 providing	 written
feedback	 on	 people’s	 past	 practice	 (either	 via	 email	 or	 online)	 produced
higher	self-efficacy	than	offering	the	same	feedback	verbally.7	It	is	therefore
important	that	you	encourage	others	to	track	their	practice	in	written	form,	as
I	recommended	in	Chapter	5.	Some	ideas	for	written	tracking	include	crossing
off	days	in	a	paper	calendar,	checking	off	recurring	tasks	or	to-dos,	or	using	a
habit-tracking	smartphone	application.	The	more	rigorously	people	track	their
practice,	 the	more	 the	 feedback	will	 boost	 their	 self-efficacy.	 Tracking	 also
provides	opportunities	for	simple	coaching	discussions	about	past	successes.
For	 example,	 you	 can	 ask	 how	many	 total	 days	 a	 learner	 has	 practiced,	 or
what	her	 longest	 streak	of	consecutive	days	of	practice	 is.	And	you	can	use
this	 information	 to	help	her	celebrate	her	early	wins:	“You	practiced	 for	 ten
days	already!	That’s	a	great	accomplishment.”

In	addition	to	identifying	the	effectiveness	of	tracking	practice	as	a	way	to
increase	self-efficacy,	the	research	review	found	another	technique	that	works
almost	as	well:	having	learners	observe	how	other	people	enact	the	behavior
they	 are	 practicing.8	 It	 turns	 out	 that	 seeing	 others	 do	 something	makes	 us



believe	that	we	can	do	it,	too,	thus	increasing	our	self-efficacy.	For	example,
you	 could	 model	 the	 Leader	 Habit	 exercise	 for	 your	 learner,	 or	 you	 could
have	 him	 observe	 other	 people	 who	 have	 already	 mastered	 the	 skill.
Afterward,	use	the	EAR	framework	in	Figure	9-1	to	discuss	what	he	learned
from	 the	 observation.	 Try	 posing	 questions	 like:	 What	 was	 the	 situation?
What	 triggered	 the	person	 to	do	 this	behavior?	What	exactly	did	 the	person
do?	What	were	the	results	of	that	behavior?	How	did	other	people	react	to	it?
What	was	the	outcome	for	you—what	did	you	think	and	how	did	you	feel?

Don’t	Stop	Now

As	 people	 progress	 in	 their	 Leader	 Habit	 practice	 and	 gain	 competency	 in
their	 new	 behavior,	 their	 improving	 skill	 becomes	 apparent	 to	 others	 and	 it
may	seem	as	though	they	have	successfully	turned	the	behavior	into	a	habit.
In	most	cases	 this	happens	when	 the	 learner	 is	approaching	or	has	achieved
mastery,	which	 is	well	 before	 the	habit	 is	 actually	 formed.	This	 is	 a	 crucial
point	 in	 the	 learner’s	 development.	 Once	 she	 reaches	mastery,	 it	 will	 seem
like	there’s	nothing	more	she	can	learn,	and	she	will	feel	a	strong	temptation
to	stop	practicing	her	Leader	Habit	exercise.	But	remember	that	automaticity,
the	 key	 to	 habit-formation,	 happens	 only	 during	 the	 over-learning	 phase,
when	 people	 continue	 to	 practice	 an	 exercise	 beyond	 mastery.	 The	 danger
here	is	that	all	the	effort	the	learner	has	put	in	up	to	this	point	will	be	wasted	if
she	 stops	 practicing	 now	 and	 doesn’t	 turn	 the	 behavior	 into	 a	 habit.	 The
support	 you	 offer	 during	 this	 phase	must	 be	 focused	 on	 helping	 the	 learner
continue	 her	 practice	 until	 the	 habit	 is	 truly	 formed.	As	 soon	 as	 you	 notice
that	the	person	you	are	coaching	has	reached	mastery,	it	is	time	to	revisit	the
concept	 of	 automaticity	 and	 begin	 managing	 expectations	 about	 when	 the
learner	can	expect	her	habit	to	be	fully	formed.	You	will	know	the	learner	has
reached	 mastery	 when	 she	 can	 do	 the	 exercise	 flawlessly,	 when	 she	 is
confident	about	performing	the	exercise,	and	when	she	begins	to	feel	like	she
can’t	 get	 any	 better.	 This	 is	 a	 good	 opportunity	 to	 use	 the	 Automaticity
Checklist	(Figure	2-1)	in	Chapter	2	to	see	whether	automaticity	has	begun	to
form.

Managing	expectations	for	a	learner	who	has	reached	mastery	is	all	about
reminding	her	how	long	it	takes	to	form	a	habit—sixty-six	days	of	practice	on
average	 (and	 possibly	 longer,	 depending	 on	 the	 person	 and	 the	 behavior	 in
question).9	Even	people	who	understand	the	Leader	Habit	Formula	perfectly
well	 in	 theory	 have	 trouble	 accepting	 the	 sixty-six-day	 baseline	 in	 practice,



perhaps	because	it	is	more	than	three	times	longer	than	the	popular	belief	that
it	 takes	 only	 twenty-one	 days	 to	 form	 a	 habit.	 I	 have	 found	 that	 it	 helps	 to
explain	how	 the	 learner’s	 brain	has	 created	 a	mental	model	 of	 the	behavior
that	 resulted	 in	mastery.	Now,	during	 the	over-learning	phase,	 continuing	 to
practice	 is	 causing	 her	 brain	 to	 work	 hard	 to	 update	 this	 mental	 model	 by
cutting	out	unnecessary	processes	and	eliminating	energy	waste.	The	learner
is	 not	 consciously	 aware	 of	 her	 brain	 working	 hard	 at	 this	 stage	 because
achieving	mastery	has	made	the	behavior	seem	easy	to	her,	but	internally	that
is	what	 is	 happening,	 and	 all	 this	 unconscious	 hard	work	 is	what	 turns	 the
behavior	into	a	habit.	If	the	learner	stops	practicing	before	the	mental	model
is	 completely	 refined,	 the	 habit	 won’t	 form.	 This	 is	 why	 the	 learner	must
continue	 to	practice,	even	 though	 it	 feels	 like	she	can’t	get	any	better	at	 the
exercise.

Supporting	Habit-Building	Efforts

As	I	wrote	at	the	beginning	of	this	chapter,	coaching	to	Leader	Habits	is	about
providing	 the	 support	 people	 need	 as	 they	 work	 through	 the	 process	 of
developing	 new	 leadership	 skills.	 This	 support	 can	 be	 formal	 or	 informal,
depending	on	the	situation.	Either	way,	it	all	comes	down	to	saying	the	right
thing	at	the	right	time.	If	you	need	a	quick	reference	to	help	you	prepare	for
your	 coaching	 interactions,	Figure	9-2	 illustrates	 the	 different	 stages	 people
go	 through	 as	 they	 develop	 Leader	 Habits,	 lists	 the	 key	 indicators	 that
correspond	to	each	stage,	and	offers	suggestions	for	how	to	support	people	in
each	stage.

Always	remember	that	people	start	the	development	journey	on	their	own
terms	and	 in	 their	own	 time,	when	 they	are	 ready	 to	do	so.	People	who	are
unaware	 of	 their	 bad	 habits	 or	 lack	 of	 skill	 and	 who	 show	 resistance	 to
feedback	 probably	 are	 not	 ready	 for	 change.	You	 can’t	motivate	 them	with
criticism	 or	 threats	 of	 negative	 consequences	 or	 anything	 external;	 the
motivation	 to	change	must	come	 from	within.	At	 this	 stage	 it’s	best	 to	help
people	develop	the	internal	tension	between	their	self-image	and	their	actual
behavior.	 Bringing	 such	 inconsistency	 into	 a	 person’s	 conscious	 awareness
can	 create	 the	 insight	 that	 will	motivate	 him	 or	 her	 to	 start	 a	 development
journey.

Figure	9-2.	Coaching	Leader	Habits



Not	ready
Unaware	of	shortcomings	and	resists	feedback
Develop	internal	tension

Contemplating
Aware	of	shortcomings	and	considering	change
Surprise	by	asking	about	benefits	of	bad	behavior

Ready	for	action
Committed	to	change
Explain	the	Leader	Habit	Formula	and	find	the	best	exercise

Early	attempts
First	two	weeks	of	practice
Facilitate	reflection	using	EAR	framework

Practicing
Continued	practice	after	early	attempts
Increase	self-efficacy	by	discussing	past	successful	practice
Continue	with	reflections	using	EAR	framework

Over-learning
Reached	mastery—flawless	performance
Check	on	automaticity
Manage	expectations



People	who	understand	the	need	to	change	don’t	always	begin	the	process
right	away;	often	they	must	contemplate	the	change	and	convince	themselves
that	 it	 is	 worth	 the	 effort.	 At	 this	 stage	 they	 are	 aware	 of	 their	 problem
behavior	 or	 lack	 of	 skill	 and	 are	 seriously	 considering	 taking	 action.	 They
weigh	 the	pros	 and	 cons	of	 the	 change—how	bad	 is	 the	bad	behavior,	 how
important	is	the	new	skill,	how	much	energy	are	they	willing	to	devote	to	the
change	 effort,	 and	 so	 on.	When	 a	 person	 is	 in	 the	 contemplation	 stage,	 the
pros	and	cons	of	change	appear	to	her	or	him	to	be	evenly	balanced.	The	scale
needs	 to	 tip	one	way	or	 the	other	 for	her	 to	 take	action;	otherwise,	 she	will
stay	in	the	contemplation	stage.	Tipping	the	scales	is	something	you	can	help
with.	 Instead	 of	 focusing	 on	 the	 negative	 aspects	 of	 a	 person’s	 behavior,
surprise	him	by	helping	him	understand	what	benefits	 he	 is	 getting	 from	 it.
This	 shift	 in	 perspective	 can	 help	 a	 person	 break	 the	 paralysis	 of
contemplation	and	move	to	action.

When	 someone	 is	 ready	 for	 action—let’s	 say	 her	 name	 is	Diane—she	 is
committed	 to	change.	 It	 is	difficult	 to	know	for	sure	 that	Diane	has	 reached
this	 stage	until	 she	makes	her	 initial	 attempts	at	 change.	But	 if	 she	 lets	you
know	that	she	is	ready	to	change	her	behavior,	that’s	usually	a	good	sign.	At
this	 point	 it	 is	 important	 to	 develop	 a	 simple,	 clear	 action	 plan,	 and	 that’s
where	the	Leader	Habit	Formula	comes	in.	I	recommend	taking	some	time	to
briefly	explain	to	Diane	how	the	Formula	works	and	the	research	behind	it,	as
this	helps	to	create	buy-in.	Then	work	with	her,	as	the	learner,	to	help	her	find
her	first	Leader	Habit	exercise	in	Part	III.

After	Diane	has	settled	on	her	first	exercise,	the	work	of	deliberate	practice
begins.	 I	 recommend	 that	you	set	up	a	 tracking	mechanism	 immediately,	 so
that	she	can	monitor	her	practice.	The	exercise	will	most	likely	feel	awkward
at	 first,	 so	Diane	 needs	 affirmations	 that	 she	 is	 on	 the	 right	 track.	 Use	 the
EAR	framework	 in	Figure	9-1	 to	 help	 her	 process	 her	 early	 attempts	 at	 the
exercise	to	reassure	her	that	she	is	doing	it	right	or	to	identify	adjustments	that
will	make	the	exercise	more	effective	for	her.	Maybe	the	cue	needs	to	be	more
salient,	or	the	behavior	smaller.

If	the	early	attempts	go	well	and	Diane	is	reassured	that	she	is	on	the	right
track,	 she	 will	 continue	 to	 practice.	 At	 this	 stage,	 as	 she	 learns	 she	 will
continue	 to	seek	reassurance	and	affirmation	of	her	efforts.	You	can	support
her	 by	 increasing	 her	 self-efficacy	 and	 periodically	 highlighting	 past
successful	 practice.	 Such	 affirmations	 will	 reassure	 her	 that	 she	 can	 be
successful	 and	 motivate	 her	 to	 sustain	 her	 practice.	 It	 is	 also	 useful	 to
continue	with	periodic	reflections	to	ensure	that	you	both	understand	what	is
working	well	and	what	needs	adjusting.

The	beauty	of	the	Leader	Habit	Formula	is	that	behavioral	change	tends	to
happen	 quickly	 and	 people	 soon	 achieve	mastery	 of	 their	 exercise.	 At	 this



point,	 the	 over-learning	 phase	 of	 the	 habit	 cycle	 begins.	 During	 the	 over-
learning	phase,	 people	will	 be	 able	 to	 do	 the	 exercises	 flawlessly.	This	 is	 a
significant	 accomplishment,	 but	 it	 can	 create	 problems	 if	 the	 learners	 don’t
understand	the	need	to	continue	practicing	beyond	mastery,	since	they	may	be
feeling	like	they	are	stagnating	and	it’s	time	to	move	on	to	a	new	exercise.	To
coach	people	through	over-learning,	use	the	Automaticity	Checklist	(Figure	2-
1	in	Chapter	2)	to	see	how	close	they	are	to	forming	a	habit,	and	manage	their
expectations	 by	 reiterating	 that	 it	 takes	 an	 average	 of	 sixty-six	 days	 of
practice	to	achieve	automaticity.10	It	may	also	help	to	explain	how	their	brains
are	 unconsciously	 working	 hard	 to	 streamline	 their	 mental	 model	 of	 the
behavior,	 even	 though	 the	 exercise	 no	 longer	 seems	 to	 require	 much
conscious	effort.

Keep	in	mind	that	while	I	have	described	developing	leadership	skills	with
the	Leader	Habit	Formula	as	a	linear	process,	it	is	not	uncommon	for	people
to	 circle	 back	 to	 an	 earlier	 stage,	 especially	when	 they	 encounter	 setbacks.
Therefore	don’t	 assume	 that	 the	 learners	you	 are	 coaching	 are	only	moving
forward.	You	must	 remain	vigilant	 at	 all	 times	 to	 see	where	 they	 are	 in	 the
process	and	adjust	your	support	accordingly.

Leading	Lives	with	Habits

The	Leader	Habit	Formula	provides	a	handy	model	you	can	use	to	help	others
develop	 leadership	 skills	 and	 to	 become	 a	 better	 leader	 and	 coach	yourself.
The	 model	 is	 easy	 to	 explain,	 and	 the	 catalogue	 of	 leadership	 skills	 and
exercises	 provided	 in	 Part	 III	 makes	 it	 easy	 to	 put	 into	 practice.	 Parents,
teachers,	 friends,	 church	 and	 community	 leaders,	 and	 informal	mentors	 can
use	 these	 principles	 to	 help	 others	 achieve	 personal	 growth.	 Corporate
managers	can	use	the	Formula	to	develop	their	employees;	executive	and	life
coaches	and	consultants	can	use	 it	with	 their	clients;	and	Human	Resources
and	Organizational	 Development	 professionals	 can	 use	 it	 to	 build	 effective
leadership	development	programs	within	their	organizations.

Life	 changes	 constantly,	 yet	 we	 bring	 our	 habitual	 responses	 with	 us	 to
every	 situation	we	 encounter,	 for	 better	 or	 for	worse.	 Every	 new	 conscious
behavior	you	engage	in	today	has	the	potential	to	become	a	new	habit.	Some
of	these	habits	you	will	appreciate;	others	you	will	regret.	Once	a	habit	forms,
you	may	 not	 remember	 intentionally	 starting	 it,	 but	 you	 surely	will	 have	 a
hard	 time	 breaking	 it.	 Such	 is	 the	 power	 of	 our	 brain’s	 ability	 to	 turn
behaviors	 into	automatic	responses	 to	specific	cues.	This	power	can	hold	us



back	if	our	habits	are	negative,	or	it	can	help	us	grow	if	we	use	it	to	develop
new	 skills.	 This	 is	 true	 whether	 you	 are	 building	 your	 own	 habits	 or
supporting	the	habit-building	efforts	of	others.	Who	you	consciously	decide	to
be	 today	 is	 the	person	you	will	automatically	be	 in	 just	a	 few	months,	after
your	 new	 habits	 take	 root	 and	 begin	 shaping	 your	 actions	 through	 new
unconscious	behaviors.	Use	this	power	to	your	advantage.	The	Leader	Habit
Formula	gives	you	and	anyone	you	coach	the	ability	to	easily	master	the	skills
you	need	 to	 lead	 in	 just	minutes	 a	day.	The	 sooner	you	 start	 practicing,	 the
sooner	you	will	see	the	change—and	the	sooner	your	new	skills	will	become
your	Leader	Habits.
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FREE	SAMPLE	FROM
LEAD	WITH	A	STORY	BY	PAUL	SMITH

Stories	do	much	more	 than	entertain—they	actually	 engage	your	 audience’s
brains,	creating	an	experience	in	which	they	learn	a	lesson,	share	a	belief,	and
envision	results	as	if	they	were	there.	This	enormously	practical	and	inspiring
book	 lets	 you	 in	 on	 one	 of	 the	 most	 important	 leadership	 techniques	 that
exists,	and	shows	you	how	to	use	it	naturally	and	effortlessly	in	every	area	of
your	work.

Check	out	a	free	sample:



Introduction

“Long	 before	 the	 first	 formal	 business	 was	 established	 .	 .	 .	 the	 six	 most
powerful	words	in	any	language	were	Let	me	tell	you	a	story.”1
—MATHEWS	&	WACKER,	What’s	Your	Story

WHEN	JAYSON	ZOLLER	WAS	A	COLLEGE	STUDENT,	one	of	his	favorite	professors
told	 the	 class	 a	 story	 so	 compelling	 Jayson	 is	 still	 retelling	 it	 two	 decades
later.	 Apparently	 the	 professor’s	 students	 from	 a	 previous	 class	 had	 an
unusual	project	working	for	a	local	district	judge.	The	assignment:	Investigate
the	 jury	 deliberation	 process	 and	 determine	 how	 to	 improve	 it.	 As	 young,
idealistic	college	students,	his	young	team	was	excited	to	tackle	such	a	noble
mission.

The	 students	 interviewed	 dozens	 of	 judges,	 attorneys,	 former	 jurors,	 and
other	 court	 officials	 around	 the	 district.	 They	 asked	 all	 the	 questions	 you
would	 think	 a	 smart	 group	 of	would-be	 consultants	 should	 ask.	How	many
men	 were	 in	 the	 jury	 versus	 women?	 What	 was	 the	 mix	 of	 ethnic
backgrounds?	How	many	older	jurors	were	there	versus	younger	ones?	Were
there	 differences	 in	 the	 instructions	 given	 the	 jurors,	 or	 what	 kind	 of
information	 they	were	 allowed	 to	have	 in	 the	 jury	 room?	Did	 the	 trials	 last
days,	weeks,	or	months?	They	even	asked	how	late	 the	 jurors	were	made	to
work	into	the	evening	and	what	kind	of	food	they	were	fed.

To	 their	 surprise,	none	of	 those	 things	seemed	 to	matter	much.	What	did
matter,	 it	 turned	 out,	 was	 the	 shape	 of	 the	 table	 in	 the	 jury	 room!	 In
courtrooms	where	there	was	a	rectangular	table,	the	juror	sitting	at	the	head	of
the	table	(even	if	that	person	wasn’t	the	jury	foreman)	tended	to	dominate	the
conversation.	 This	 kept	 some	 jurors	 from	 sharing	 their	 points	 of	 view	 as
openly.	But	in	jury	rooms	that	had	a	round	or	oval	table,	the	jurors	tended	to
be	 more	 egalitarian	 and	 their	 debate	 of	 the	 facts	 was	 more	 thorough	 and
robust.	The	team	concluded	it	was	those	juries	with	round	tables	that	came	to
the	most	accurate	and	just	verdicts.

The	 students	were	 excited	 about	 this	 finding	 for	 two	 reasons.	 First,	 they



felt	 like	 they	 had	 really	 nailed	 the	 key	 to	 improving	 the	 jury	 deliberation
process.	And	second,	it	was	such	an	easy	thing	to	change.	Imagine,	instead,	if
their	 conclusion	 had	 been	 that	 the	 jury	 needed	 to	 be	 seated	 with	 more
intelligent,	open-minded,	better-educated	jurists.	That’s	much	harder	to	do.

They	were	proud	of	their	success	as	they	presented	the	results	to	the	chief
judge.	 He	 was	 just	 as	 excited	 as	 they	 were,	 and	 for	 exactly	 the	 same	 two
reasons.	The	judge	immediately	issued	a	decree	to	all	 the	courthouses	in	his
jurisdiction.	Effective	immediately,	“All	jury	rooms	that	have	round	and	oval
tables	are	to	have	the	tables	removed.	Replace	them	with	rectangular	tables.”

Read	 those	 last	 two	 sentences	 again.	 That	 wasn’t	 a	 typo.	 In	 direct
contradiction	 to	 their	 recommendation,	 the	 judge	 removed	all	 the	 round	and
oval	tables	and	put	in	rectangular	tables.	Why?	Because	the	judge’s	objective
in	improving	the	jury	deliberation	process	wasn’t	to	make	it	more	robust,	fair,
or	even	accurate.	It	was	to	make	it	faster.	He	wanted	to	reduce	the	backlog	of
cases	clogging	up	his	court	docket.

The	 students	 were	 mortified.	 They	 thought	 they	 were	 single-handedly
fixing	 the	 sometimes-brutal	 consequences	 of	 an	 imperfect	 judicial	 system.
Instead,	they	were	unwittingly	responsible	for	making	it,	in	their	eyes,	a	little
bit	 less	 perfect.	They	may	have	 finished	 the	 year	with	 an	A	on	 their	 report
card,	but	they	felt	completely	defeated.

Twenty	 years	 later,	 Jayson	 is	 now	 a	 professional	 market	 researcher.	 He
tells	this	story	to	new	researchers	to	teach	them	the	importance	of	being	clear
on	 objectives	 before	 they	 embark	 on	 a	 research	 project.	 Instead,	 he	 could
simply	tell	them,	“Experience	suggests	it	is	very	important	to	be	clear	on	your
objectives	before	you	start	your	research	project.”	But	that	wouldn’t	be	nearly
as	 effective,	 would	 it?	 By	 telling	 a	 story,	 Jayson	 lets	 his	 audience	 learn	 a
lesson	almost	firsthand	and	experience	what	it	would	feel	like	to	not	be	clear
on	objectives	up	front—and	suffer	the	consequences.

Experience	is	the	best	teacher.	A	compelling	story	is	a	close	second.

This	 account	 illustrates	 the	 power	 of	 storytelling	 in	 business.	 But	 until
recently,	 storytelling	 was	 about	 as	 welcome	 in	 the	 workplace	 as	 a	 crayon
doodle	on	a	napkin.	It	was	considered	too	imprecise	and	trite	for	professional
dialogue.	Not	 so	 anymore.	 Like	 the	 personal	 computer—once	 considered	 a
toy	and	unworthy	of	a	place	on	any	serious	 leader’s	desk2—storytelling	has
come	of	age.

Today,	 many	 of	 the	 most	 successful	 organizations	 on	 the	 planet
intentionally	 use	 storytelling	 as	 a	 key	 leadership	 tool:	 Microsoft,	 Nike,
Motorola,	 3M,	 Saatchi	 &	 Saatchi,	 Berkshire	 Hathaway,	 Eastman	 Kodak,
Disney,	Costco,	Bristol-Myers	Squibb,	Southwest	Airlines,	FedEx,	Procter	&



Gamble,	Armstrong	International,	Mary	Kay	Cosmetics,	Kimberly-Clark,	The
Container	Store,	REI,	Northwestern	Mutual,	NASA,	and	The	World	Bank.3

Many	 of	 these	 companies	 have	 assigned	 a	 high-level	 “corporate
storyteller”	to	capture	and	share	their	most	important	stories.	At	Nike,	all	the
senior	executives	are	designated	“corporate	storytellers.”4	Several	companies
actively	teach	storytelling	skills	to	their	leaders.	Kimberly-Clark,	for	example,
has	 held	 two-day	 seminars	 to	 teach	 its	 13-step	 program	 for	 crafting	 a	 story
and	structuring	presentations	using	them.5	3M	banned	bullet	points	years	ago
and	replaced	them	with	a	process	of	writing	“strategic	narratives.”6	Procter	&
Gamble	 has	 hired	Hollywood	movie	 directors	 to	 teach	 its	 senior	 executives
storytelling	 techniques.	 And	 some	 storytellers	 at	 Motorola	 participate	 in
outside	theater	and	improvisational	groups	to	hone	their	story	skills.7

Some	 forward-thinking	business	 schools	 like	 at	Notre	Dame	and	DePaul
University	 have	 even	 added	 storytelling	 courses	 to	 their	 management
curriculum.8

So	how	did	we	get	here?	How	did	storytelling	go	from	an	office	obscurity
to	 a	 defining	 characteristic	 of	 leadership?	 The	 short	 answer	 is	 that	 it	 was
simply	returning	to	the	natural	order	of	things.	The	better	question	might	be,
“Why	did	it	take	a	temporary	hiatus	to	begin	with?”

To	 answer	 that	 question,	 consider	 the	 role	 of	 storytelling	 before	 the
printing	press—a	 time	noted	 by	professional	 storyteller	 Jack	Maguire	when
communication	among	people	almost	always	went	directly	from	mouth	to	ear.
Back	 then,	 telling	 stories	 was	 a	 major	 means	 of	 conducting	 day-to-day
business.	 After	 all,	 when	 human	 beings	 themselves	 are	 the	 medium,	 even
work-related	 messages	 tend	 to	 be	 narrative	 in	 style	 and	 experiential	 in
content.9	Actually,	for	most	of	man’s	history	on	the	earth,	storytelling	was	a
natural	part	of	leadership.

Training	 coach	 and	 bestselling	 author	 Margaret	 Parkin	 points	 out	 that
before	the	printed	word,	storytelling	existed	in	every	nation,	each	with	its	own
traditions:	The	Celtic	culture	had	 its	bards	and	Druids,	 the	Norsemen	of	 the
Scandinavian	countries	 told	sagas,	 the	 Islamic	countries	 listened	 to	 teaching
from	Sufi	masters	 and	 dervishes,	 the	 people	 of	Mongolia	 and	 Siberia	were
influenced	by	the	tales	and	medicine	of	the	shamans,10	and	the	Ute	tribes	of
Native	Americans	made	their	best	storytellers	their	tribal	leaders.11

Storytelling	 was	 popular	 because	 before	 writing	 was	 developed,	 the
success	 of	 communication	 was	 measured	 largely	 by	 how	 much	 of	 it	 was
remembered	by	the	audience.	They	couldn’t	just	go	write	it	down.	So	a	high
value	was	placed	on	techniques	that	helped	people	remember	things,	like	the
rhythm	of	song,	the	rhyme	of	a	poem,	or	the	engagingness	of	a	story.12



Eventually,	 after	 several	 millennia	 of	 success,	 storytelling	 in	 business
began	 a	 gradual	 decline.	 The	 advent	 of	 writing,	 the	 printing	 press,	 and
organized	 business	 practices	 made	 business	 communication	 far	 more
technical	 in	 style	 and	databased	 in	 content	 than	 it	 used	 to	be.13	Storytelling
slowly	 gave	 way	 to	 formal	 reports,	 memos,	 and	 policy	 manuals.	 The
professionalization	 of	 business	 in	 the	 early	 1900s	 accelerated	 this	 trend.
Business	 schools	 churned	 out	 thousands	 of	 bright,	 analytical	 management
professionals	 trained	 to	 look	at	 a	business	 like	 a	machine	 that	needed	 to	be
finely	 tuned.	Telling	stories	would	have	 identified	 someone	as	old	 school—
certainly	not	a	member	of	the	new	avant-garde	of	business	leaders.

That	 explains	 storytelling’s	 originally	 lofty	 status,	 and	 its	 eventual	 fall
from	 grace.	 But	 when	 did	 it	 start	 its	 comeback?	According	 to	 professional
storyteller	 Doug	 Lipman,	 that	 began	 in	 the	 1960s	 and	 1970s,	 when	 people
around	 the	 world	 started	 to	 rediscover	 storytelling.14	 Then,	 in	 1973,	 the
movement	 gained	 national	 attention	 when	 the	 first	 National	 Storytelling
festival	was	held	in	Tennessee.15

But	 it	wasn’t	 until	 the	 early	 1990s	 that	 storytelling	moved	 back	 into	 the
realm	of	business	 in	any	serious	way.	This	was	fostered	by	three	concurrent
forces:

1. Several	academic	studies	reported	the	effectiveness	of	storytelling	in	the
workplace	(like	those	by	David	M.	Boje).16

2. A	number	of	successful	trade	books	explored	the	topic	(the	earliest	being
Management	 by	 Storying	 Around,	 by	 David	Armstrong,	 and	Corporate
Legends	&	Lore,	by	Peg	C.	Neuhauser).

3. Leading	storytelling	practitioners	emerged	in	the	corporate	world,	such	as
Stephen	Denning	at	The	World	Bank.

That’s	 the	 short	 history.	 Over	 the	 last	 20	 years,	 and	 especially	 the	 last
decade,	 storytelling	 has	 retaken	 its	 rightful	 place	 in	 management’s	 bag	 of
leadership	and	influencing	tools.

What	 this	 book	 adds	 to	 the	 growing	 body	 of	 literature	 consists	 of	 two
things.	First,	it	extends	the	usefulness	of	storytelling	to	a	much	wider	range	of
leadership	 challenges.	 Instead	 of	 only	 six	 or	 seven	 of	 the	 most	 common
situations	 a	 leader	 faces,	 this	 book	 covers	 21	 of	 the	 toughest	 leadership
challenges,	 with	 a	 handful	 of	 insightful	 and	 inspiring	 stories	 to	 help	 you
navigate	each	with	success.	There	are	over	100	stories	in	total.	A	matrix	in	the
appendix	will	help	you	locate	exactly	the	right	story	at	the	right	time.

Second,	it	offers	more	thorough	and	practical	advice	for	how	to	craft	your



own	stories	 for	any	 leadership	challenge.	That	starts	with	a	simple	structure
for	 a	 good	 business	 story.	 But	 it	 also	 includes	 advice	 on	 six	 other	 key
elements	 you’ll	 need	 to	 turn	 that	 good	 story	 into	 a	 great	 one:	 metaphors,
emotion,	 realism,	 surprise,	 style,	 and	 how	 to	 put	 your	 audience	 into	 your
story.

There	are	two	kinds	of	stories	in	this	book.	Some	are	ready-to-tell	stories
that	can	be	retold,	as	they	are	written,	by	anyone	when	the	situation	calls	for
it.	 Others	 are	 intended	 as	 a	 springboard	 to	 provide	 inspiration	 for	 creating
your	 own	 similar	 stories.	 Many	 can	 serve	 both	 purposes.	 All	 the	 stories,
however,	teach	critical	lessons	in	leadership	worthy	of	learning.	That	can	be
beneficial	 for	 your	 own	 leadership	 skills,	 or	 for	 teaching	 others	 how	 to	 be
better	leaders.

In	addition	to	learning	from	them,	I	hope	you	enjoy	the	stories.	Some	will
make	you	laugh,	some	might	make	you	cry,	most	will	make	you	think.	More
important,	 I	 hope	 this	 book	 makes	 you	 do	 something—start	 crafting,
collecting,	and	telling	stories	today.

How	 should	 you	 read	 this	 book?	Many	will	 want	 to	 read	 straight	 through,
chapter	by	chapter.	And	that’s	what	I	recommend.	Some	of	the	later	chapters
refer	to	stories	earlier	in	the	book	to	illustrate	a	point.	But	it’s	not	crucial	that
you	read	in	that	order.	The	“how-to”	chapters	are	interspersed	throughout	the
book.	If	you’re	eager	to	learn	how,	you	can	read	those	chapters	first.	If	you’re
already	an	accomplished	storyteller	and	are	mostly	looking	for	stories	to	add
to	 your	 collection,	 start	 with	 the	 “leadership	 challenges”	 chapters.	 And	 of
course,	anytime	you	find	yourself	in	one	of	these	tough	challenges,	refer	back
to	the	appropriate	chapter.

Chapters	 are	grouped	 in	 five	 leadership	 themes:	Envision	 success,	 create
an	 Environment	 for	 winning,	 Energize	 the	 team,	 Educate	 people,	 and
Empower	others.	Even	the	how-to	chapters	are	included	in	the	same	groups,
based	on	 the	role	 they	play	 in	creating	 the	story.	Story	structure	 is	how	you
should	 see	 your	 story	 in	 your	 mind’s	 eye	 before	 you	 create	 it	 (Envision).
Realism	 and	 appropriate	writing	 style	 should	 be	 pervasive	 throughout	 your
entire	story	(Environment).	Emotion	and	surprise	punctuate	your	stories	with
excitement	and	 interest	 (Energize).	Metaphors	are	 the	most	efficient	 literary
device	to	teach	lessons	in	stories	(Educate).	And	recasting	your	audience	into
your	 stories,	 instead	 of	 just	 telling	 them	 stories,	 takes	 the	 power	 of
storytelling	to	a	completely	new	level	(Empower).

There’s	 something	 about	 leadership	 that	 lends	 itself	 to	 the	 letter	 e.	 Jack
Welch	 at	 GE	 espoused	 the	 four	 E’s	 of	 leadership	 (energy,	 energize,	 edge,
execute).	Procter	&	Gamble	teaches	five	E’s	of	leadership	(envision,	engage,
energize,	 enable,	 execute).	 Many	 others	 have	 their	 own	 similar	 multi-E



leadership	 philosophy.	 I	 don’t	 claim	 any	 superiority	 of	my	 five-E	 structure
over	the	others.	In	fact,	I	don’t	intend	to	create	a	new	leadership	philosophy	at
all,	 I’ve	 only	 chosen	 five	 logical	 groups	 of	 the	 21	 leadership	 challenges	 I
believe	 storytelling	 is	 required	 to	 navigate.	 And	 they	 happen	 to	 be	 nicely
described	in	five	words	starting	with	the	letter	e.

Most	chapters	have	a	brief	summary	and	exercises	to	help	you	leverage	the
stories	and	begin	to	develop	your	own.	Use	them.	You’ll	get	much	more	out
of	this	book	if	you	do.	There	are	also	two	templates	in	the	appendix	to	help
you	when	crafting	your	own	stories.	Use	them	every	time	you	need	to	develop
a	new	story	or	improve	an	existing	one.	Make	as	many	copies	as	you	need.	I
give	you	permission.

Let’s	get	started.
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LEAD	RIGHT	FOR	YOUR	COMPANY’S	TYPE:
HOW	TO	CONNECT	YOUR	CULTURE	WITH	YOUR	CUSTOMER

PROMISE

Lead	Right	for	Your	Company’s	Type	shows	how	every	organization	falls	into
one	of	four	categories	determined	by	their	customer	promise:	the	predictable
and	 dependable	 enterprise	 delivering	 consistent,	 reliable,	 and	 dependable
products	or	services;	the	best-in-class	enterprise	delivering	one-of-a-kind	and
distinctive	products	or	services;	the	customized	enterprise	delivering	a	unique
solution	to	each	customer;	or	the	enrichment	enterprise	promising	fulfillment
and	 the	 realization	of	higher-level	purposes.	 It	provides	examples	of	world-
renowned	companies,	in	a	wide	range	of	industries,	to	illustrate	the	benefits	of
leading	 in	 the	way	 that	 fits	 their	company	 type.	And	 it	gives	practical	 steps
you’ll	be	able	to	apply	immediately	to	your	organization.

THE	10	LAWS	OF	TRUST:
BUILDING	THE	BONDS	THAT	MAKE	A	BUSINESS	GREAT

In	 this	 smartly	 organized,	 evidence-based	 book,	 Joel	 Peterson	 decries	 the
mediocrity	 created	 by	 self-centered	 leadership,	 profit-above-people
mentalities,	 and	 cloak-and-dagger	 cultures.	 The	 JetBlue	 chairman	 and
Stanford	professor	reawakens	our	 instincts	for	using	 trust	 to	catalyze	people
and	 companies	 to	 their	 highest	 potential—working	 together	 toward	 goals,
innovating,	and	sharing	knowledge.

LEAD	WITH	HUMILITY:
12	LEADERSHIP	LESSONS	FROM	POPE	FRANCIS

As	only	a	great	leader	can,	Pope	Francis	has	restored	vibrancy	to	a	struggling



institution.	His	leadership	style	serves	as	a	model	for	anyone	who	wants	to	do
the	same	for	their	own	organization	and	to	connect	in	a	meaningful	way	with
employees,	teammates,	and	customers.

THE	LEADER’S	POCKET	GUIDE:
101	INDISPENSABLE	TOOLS,	TIPS,

AND	TECHNIQUES	FOR	ANY	SITUATION

Leadership.	 It	can	only	 truly	be	 learned	on	 the	 job,	 in	 the	midst	of	constant
daily	challenges	requiring	you	to	think	fast,	use	your	intuition,	and	hope	that
all	 the	guidance	you’ve	 received	 in	 the	past	will	bubble	up	 in	your	brain	at
precisely	the	right	moment.	Wouldn’t	it	be	nice	if	you	had	constant	access	to
your	 own	 personal	 leadership	 coach?	 Packed	 with	 concise,	 on-the-job
expertise	to	inspire	and	direct	you	on	your	professional	journey,	The	Leader’s
Pocket	Guide	 is	 a	pithy,	portable	guide	containing	easily	accessible,	 tactical
tips	you	can	reference	on	the	go.

LEADING	AT	THE	EDGE:
LEADERSHIP	LESSONS	FROM	THE	EXTRAORDINARY
SAGA	OF	SHACKLETON’S	ANTARCTIC	EXPEDITION

Stranded	 in	 the	 frozen	 Antarctic	 sea	 for	 nearly	 two	 years,	 Sir	 Ernest
Shackleton	and	his	team	of	27	polar	explorers	endured	extreme	temperatures,
hazardous	 ice,	 dwindling	 food,	 and	 complete	 isolation.	 Despite	 these
seemingly	insurmountable	obstacles,	the	group	remained	cohesive,	congenial,
and	mercifully	alive—a	fact	that	speaks	not	just	to	luck	but	to	an	unparalleled
feat	of	leadership.
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business	 books,	 and	 research.	 AMA’s	 approach	 to	 improving	 performance	 combines	 experiential
learning—learning	through	doing—with	opportunities	for	ongoing	professional	growth	at	every	step	of
one’s	career	journey.
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