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Introduction

Leadership can be exercised by anyone who cares enough. This truth will not be 
found in most of the popular literature on the topic, because prevailing concepts of 
leadership favor the talented, the charismatic, the hero, the person with a formal position 
or title. In fact, leadership is often exercised by ordinary people doing what they care 
about, but it frequently is unrecognized as leadership. Consequently, others who might be 
motivated to take positive action on behalf of a person or a cause lack clear guidance or 
examples to support their efforts. 

The human service field is rich with such examples. Sandy, who works tirelessly 
to design adaptive equipment for people with severe disabilities, wants to broaden her 
influence to the social environments in which her clients must operate. She has developed 
a training event on social integration that she hopes will communicate her ideals, even 
though she has never considered herself a public speaker.  Michael, who believes people 
with disabilities ought to be able to choose what they eat for dinner, has challenged the 
policy of the group home where he works which prescribes standard weekly menus for 
the residents. Jo, concerned about the safety of vulnerable people in hospital settings, not 
only advocates for specific individuals, but also works with hospital nurses to help them 
be better protectors of their patients. Each of these small acts has made a difference in the 
lives of the people directly affected, has worked toward a vision important to the actors, 
and yet will rarely be recognized as leadership. In fact, the actors themselves may not 
recognize their actions as leadership.  As a result, these actions may stay in the realm of 
“random acts of kindness,” rather than the beginning of an intentional leadership career.

I am pleased to present this monograph excerpting sections from my book entitled 
Why Not Lead? A Primer for Families and Other Grassroots Leaders, published in 2012.  
The aim of the book is to serve as a guide and a resource for caring people as they 
undertake an intentional path of leadership. Its primary audience is people affiliated with 
the human service sector, including people receiving services, families, advocates, staff, 
board members and others who care deeply about the lives of human service clients. It is 
informed by the experiences of ordinary people who assumed leadership roles because 
they cared about a person or a cause and decided to try to make a positive difference.

This monograph includes excerpts from the book.  I believe it contains very useful 
content in its own right, and it's intended to give you a sample of what the book contains, 
which I hope you will decide to purchase and to share with others.  In the meantime, I 
encourage you to contact me with ideas and stories from your own leadership exploits. 



3

Toward a Definition of Leadership

Why Does a Definition of Leadership Matter?
You might be tempted to skip over this chapter, thinking, "I'm most interested in 

how to be a leader, not in a definition of leadership."  Many action-oriented people are 
eager to get moving. They don't necessarily see the value of definitions. But, in fact, 
definitions do matter. Here are some reasons why:

How you define leadership will affect who you think of as a leader. For example, 
if your definition of leadership focuses on individuals and doesn't allow for the possibility 
that leadership can be exercised collectively, you might not even notice group leadership 
when it's occurring. If your definition of leadership strongly includes decisiveness and a 
“take charge” quality, then that is the kind of person you are likely to align yourself with.

How you define leadership will have an impact on whether you see yourself as a 
leader. In our culture,  the leader as hero is a very prevalent image, resulting in a 
definition of leadership that assumes "command and control" is a primary responsibility.  
If you are a quiet, laid back individual who believes leadership is defined as taking 
charge,  you might fail to envision yourself as a leader at all.

Finally, how you define leadership will play a big role in your evaluation of the 
quality of your own leadership and that of others. If you envision a leader as someone 
who knows the answers, then you might regularly perceive your own leadership to fall 
short if you are more skillful at raising questions than having the answers. In fact, often 
people feel that it is unacceptable for them to raise a question about why things are the 
way they are without already having the answers. This is an instance when perfectly valid 
leadership actions can be impeded by a definition of leadership as “knowing the 
answers.”

To Whom Do You Look for Leadership? 
The answer to this question is an important clue to your definition of leadership, 

even if you have never consciously considered what leadership is. Here’s a little exercise:  
Take a minute to jot down the names of three people to whom you look for leadership or 
have done so in the past. Not necessarily people who others would identify as leaders, or 
who have formal positions or titles, but people you would seek out when confronted with 
a perplexing challenge that you cannot get clearly sorted out. Later on, we will explore 
what qualities attract you to these people, and use that information in formulating your 
own personal leadership definition.

One person to whom I have looked for leadership at points in my life is Michael 
Kendrick. Michael is a long time international consultant in the disability field. I worked 
for him in the early to mid 1980s. Later, we worked in overlapping arenas. When I first 
met him, I was young and extremely opinionated. But, because much of my work at the
time involved developing new programs with few existing models, I could not always 
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 rely on my own knowledge or experience base. Michael afforded a broader perspective 
on situations in which I was deeply immersed. He would often exhort me not to take 
things so personally, helping me to analyze a situation systemically. I still draw upon 
what I learned from him. 

More recently, I have benefited from the leadership of people like Peter Senge, 
author of The Fifth Discipline, whose work has contributed enormously to my repertoire.  
When I was first influenced by Senge, it was completely through his writing:  you don't 
always need to know someone personally to turn to them for leadership.

When asked, “To whom do you look for leadership?” people have mentioned 
spouses, parents, pastors, and teachers. One man, in response to the question “Where 
have you seen examples of leadership in your life?” responded, “I would not know where 
to begin. We see leadership whenever two or more people come together.”

To whom do you look for leadership?  Take a minute to reflect, and then write 
down the names of several people who come to mind.

What Actions and Personal Qualities Characterize Their Leadership?
Once you have several people in mind, ask yourself “What do these people DO 

that makes them a leader?” This may be hard to answer because you will now be digging 
deeper and surfacing your own assumptions about what constitutes leadership: Do they 
make sure everyone’s voice is heard?  Get people focused on the same goal?  Convey a 
sense of confidence and calm that settles people down?  Listen well?  

When I did this exercise myself, I came up with a core group of practices that 
seem to be important for people to exercise leadership in the way that I define it. This list 
was generated by observing the actions of many people whose leadership I admired and 
then pulling out the common elements. They include such practices as cultivating shared 
vision, reflection and self awareness, being able to use conflict as a constructive force, 
and others. These are described in more detail in my book, Why Not Lead? A Primer for 
Families and Other Grassroots Leaders.

In addition to asking yourself what actions characterized the leadership of people 
you admire, ask yourself “What qualities do they display?”  For example, compassion, 
patience,decisiveness are several qualities that you might see as critical to good 
leadership.

What is Your Operating Definition of Leadership?
Now that you have identified people you consider to be leaders and explored your 

reasons why, it’s time to create an operating definition of leadership. In other words, how 
will you know it when you see it?

Here’s the challenge:  come up with a two-sentence definition of leadership 
starting with the phrase, “Leadership is...”  Make sure you define leadership, rather than 
simply listing a collection of personal qualities desirable for a leader.

With groups, I sometimes ask them to create a poster depicting their definition of 
leadership. If you’re feeling especially creative, try doing that. It can add solidness to 
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your ideas. For example, one group created the image of a boat sailing toward the North 
Star with everyone on board carrying out his/her own particular set of activities: adjusting 
the sail, preparing food, navigating, and so on. Another group drew a pair of binoculars, 
aimed at a distant mountain.

A Definition of Leadership
Now that you’ve developed your own definition, it’s time to consider mine. I have 

deliberately waited until this point because thinking through your own definition helps 
you to be more conscious of the assumptions that are packed into the word “leadership.” 
By assumption, I mean beliefs that are intertwined with your understanding of what 
leadership is but which are often unconscious and unarticulated. For example, here are 
some assumptions that are frequently intertwined with the word leadership:

• Who “qualifies” to be called a leader, that is, the personal traits or 
characteristics that count;

• In what contexts leaders might be found, such as occupying formal positions, 
leading grassroots activities, etc.;

• The “unit” of leadership, such as the individual or group.  As mentioned 
earlier, we often think of leadership as solely an individual activity and may 
therefore fail to notice when it’s happening collectively;

• The relationship between leadership and morality; 
• What leaders actually do, that is, the work they engage in.
The more we reflect on our assumptions about leadership, the more clearly we can 

separate out these various aspects. For example, what do you think of when someone 
says, ”She’s a good leader”?  Do you first think about the person’s skillfulness, 
effectiveness, ability to get the job done?  Or do you think about the person’s integrity or  
commitment to a laudable cause? Many people, when referring to a “good leader,” not 
only mean someone who is skillful but also someone who stands for something they 
believe in. In fact, the leadership actions a person takes are very much intertwined with 
skillfulness as well as both the means and the ends they work toward. All three of those 
can be examined separately and yet they tend to be lumped together in one word: 
leadership.

Here is my definition: “Leadership is the activity of mobilizing people to work 
toward a desired future which not only meets people’s needs but elevates them.” In order 
to clarify this definition, and to make my assumptions clear, I’d like to break the 
definition down into several key phrases:

Leadership is the activity…There are numerous definitions of leadership among 
the thousands of books and articles written on the topic. If you go to the management 
section of any bookstore, you may be overwhelmed by the number of books that have 
“leader” or “leadership” in their title. Many definitions of leadership focus on the 
“leader” as an individual and on the personal qualities that he/she is seen as possessing. I 
find it more helpful to focus on “leadership” as an activity which can be engaged in by 



6

different kinds of people in different roles, not only by people with formal status, title or 
position. There are a couple of reasons why I find it more helpful to view leadership this 
way. 

First, it’s a more accurate depiction of what actually occurs. There are many kinds 
of leadership exercised on a day-to-day basis: virtually all leadership involves a network 
of people working together, either deliberately or coincidentally. People often slip in and 
out of identified leadership roles, depending on the situation or context. There is also 
slow, sustained leadership over time, where the individual actions of potentially 
thousands of people combine to constitute the work of leadership. Think of any social 
movement. While many of us can identify Martin Luther King as a key leader of the Civil 
Rights Movement, do you know the names of any of the other critical leaders during the 
peak years of that movement?  There were hundreds of individuals who played a 
significant role although many of us have never heard of them, yet we are well aware of 
the result of that collective activity that we call a movement.

Another example of collective leadership that might be a little closer to home is a 
pair of mothers with disabled children.  These women exercise leadership aimed at 
improving care in their local hospital using the “good cop, bad cop” approach. One of 
them usually takes the role of the demanding, “unreasonable” advocate for the needs of 
children with significant medical issues; the other acts very cooperative and reasonable. 
Together they operate as a team. Depending on the activity in which they are engaged, 
one or the other will take the lead. By focusing on the activity rather than on the 
individual, many effective leadership combinations can be created. 

Another reason why I prefer to focus on leadership as an activity is that people 
who are relatively new to leadership roles can become discouraged when too much 
attention is placed on personal qualities or traits. We often we start our leadership journey 
feeling tentative and unsure of ourselves, caring deeply about a person or a cause but not 
at all confident in our ability (or even desire) to make a difference.  This tentativeness 
may mean we’re less inclined to step forward, even on issues that matter to us. Our inner 
dialogue might go like this: “Who me?  A leader?  You must be kidding!”   And yet many 
people take on leadership roles not because they want to be a leader, but because they feel 
called to exercise leadership toward something they care about. If they had the choice, 
they’d rather let someone else do it.   As Peter Block writes, “the belief that the power 
lies ‘up there’ is a way of ensuring our own helplessness, all for the relief of an imagined 
moment of safety.”  This “imagined moment of safety” is our fantasy that someone else 
“up there” or “out there” is better qualified to take action on matters that we care about. 
Focusing on leadership as an activity puts the emphasis where it should be–on the work 
we need to engage in to bring about our vision. It opens up all sorts of possibilities for 
how the work might be organized. It doesn’t preclude actions by individuals but it also 
allows for shared leadership, leadership over long periods of time, rotating leadership, 
imperfect leadership, and so on. Also, a focus on leadership as an activity, a journey, is 
more forgiving: You can take some steps, learn from them, try again...rather than feeling 
like you have to get it perfect all the time.
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Mobilizing people to work toward a desired future…The second key feature of my 
leadership definition relates to the nature of the activity: “mobilizing people to work 
toward a desired future.”  The implication of this phrase is that leadership is about 
movement or change that bridges the gap between our current state and our desired 
future.  Implicit in the phrase is the assumption that leadership is needed when things are 
not the way we want them to be. Later on, we’ll talk more about exactly what leaders do 
to facilitate that movement, because that is truly the work of leadership.

When we talk about “desired future” we introduce the concept of vision, of 
something to strive toward. Geoffrey Bellman wrote, “Leadership can be seen as energy 
collected, directed, and released toward a future vision.”  Jim Collins talks about 
“alignment,” that is, lining up one’s vision, core values, and actions, thus bringing the 
vision into existence.

There’s a quote in the Bible, Proverbs 29: 18 that says, “Without a vision the 
people perish.”  Having a vision to move toward is life enhancing: it generates energy 
and momentum.  The quote is a great reminder of the potency of vision in a metaphorical 
way.  Yet it is not just a figure of speech; it is literally true. If our vision excludes certain 
voices, people or perspectives, then you can be sure that they will not be present. For 
example, there was once a newspaper article about children with mental retardation in 
Russia. This was not that long ago, yet many of these children were locked up in archaic 
facilities termed by one man as “little gulags.”  The article reported that the children were 
locked up because of a widespread belief that they were subhuman; Soviet thinking has 
been oriented toward a perfect future and a perfect individual, therefore people who were 
not perfect were considered subhuman.  You can see in this example, which stands for 
many similar examples, that a vision which excludes certain people will make sure they 
are not present.  That’s the power of vision.

On an individual level, if our vision for specific people isn’t colorful, vital and 
clear, how will we find the energy to help them work toward such a life?  How will we 
convince others to do so?  How will we sustain ourselves during the tough times?  
Having a vision is extremely important, yet challenging, and I will address it in more 
detail later in this monograph.

That not only meets people’s needs but elevates them…Here is the final phrase in 
my leadership definition, a phrase I borrowed from Ron Heifetz. This is the moral 
component to the definition, the part that says just having a vision isn’t enough, it needs 
to be a vision that is transcendent, that contributes to the greater good. Hitler had a vision: 
it was sharp and colorful and convincing to many, many people. Millions of people died 
as a result of his vision. While it is important to have a vision, the content of that vision is 
just as important.

Although I stop short of offering a prescription for the content of your personal 
vision, I do believe there are certain principles that contribute to the aim of not only 
meeting people’s needs but elevating them:

• Working toward this vision brings out the good in people;
• Inclines people to act with cοmpassion toward even the most disadvantaged 
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members;
• Equalizes and even elevates the status of people who are generally disregarded or 

overlooked;
• Promotes life and a rich quality of life vs. death and a diminished quality of life;
• Encourages people to live the Golden Rule, or the ethic of reciprocity, which is 

found in the scriptures of nearly every religion. One Christian version of the 
Golden Rule is “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 19:18).
Take a minute to think about the definition of leadership I’ve presented and how it 

compares to yours. Are there important aspects of your definition that are not addressed 
in mine?  Are there some elements of mine that stimulate you to think differently about 
your conception of leadership?  

In this chapter, I have tried to demonstrate that having a working definition of 
leadership helps to shape the way you perceive and evaluate your own actions and those 
of others. I have encouraged you to develop your own definition of leadership, one that 
fits your experience and role models. I have shared my working definition of leadership, 
which was developed in much the same way that I asked you to create your own. In the 
next chapter, we will address the question of motivation: why would one want to exercise 
leadership and what are some equally compelling reasons not to lead?
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Motivation, the Leadership Activator
 
The Movement Toward Leadership

Leadership is a journey that begins with a decision to act. It is an internal shift 
that results in external action. From a position of passively accepting events that unfold 
on their own, you move to actively exert influence over the events at hand. Initially, you 
may feel very tentative and unsure. Perhaps you compare yourself unfavorably to your 
role models, people who have made a difference in the social service field, or politicians 
or religious figures. Whoever they are, you see these role models as more advanced or 
capable than you; you doubt you have anything to offer in the leadership arena. Or 
perhaps it is just not in your personality to be proactive. You’d rather wait for someone 
else to take the lead and then you are perfectly willing to help out.  Maybe up until now 
you’ve sat back and waited for others to take action, complaining, perhaps, about your 
powerlessness. But then something happens and, in spite of your doubts, you find 
yourself taking that step. 

There are a variety of circumstances that contribute to the movement toward 
leadership. Perhaps you have supported others whose leadership has not been effective. 
After giving them the benefit of the doubt, you realize that not only is nothing positive 
happening, but you could (possibly) do a better job. So you decide to step forward. Or 
maybe you are frustrated that no one seems to be exercising leadership. Over time, your 
frustration becomes a stronger force than your hesitation. Maybe you’ve had the 
unfortunate experience of affiliating yourself with people whose leadership turned out to 
be in pursuit of ends you don’t support. As a result, you decide it’s time for you to move 
into a more active leadership role on behalf of issues you do support. It’s also possible 
that, like me, you were recruited into a leadership role rather than volunteering. 

In the late 1970s, I was approached by a manager in the local office of the 
Department of Mental Retardation. He asked whether I would be interested in creating a 
new residential agency that would serve four teenaged girls with multiple disabilities who 
were living at a nearby institution, Belchertown State School. The state had put out 
requests for proposals several times and none of the existing community service 
providers had bid on the contract. 

Although I had worked with people with mental retardation for several years, I 
had virtually no management or leadership experience. I was only twenty-four years old. 
To this day, I cannot say with certainty what motivated me to accept the challenge. I 
know I was caught up in the excitement of the times: de-institutionalization was in full 
swing and the community service system was expanding rapidly. There was a sense of 
mission, righteousness, and solidarity among the proponents of de-institutionalization. On 
a practical level, the state manager promised extensive support from his office while I 
was developing the skills I needed to create and manage an agency.  But no previous 
experiences had prepared me to form a nonprofit corporation, purchase and renovate a 
residence so it would be wheelchair accessible, develop policies and procedures, hire and 
supervise staff, set up and manage the agency’s finances, or ensure that we provided high 
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quality services to the young women. If I had truly known what was entailed, I probably 
would not have accepted the challenge. And yet, having worked at Belchertown State 
School while in college, I had a serious commitment to helping people move out of 
institutions and create their own homes in the community. In spite of deep reservations 
about my preparedness for the role, I felt a strong motivation to take on the leadership 
challenge offered to me. 

Since that time, I’ve had numerous opportunities to exercise leadership, formally 
and informally. In spite of over thirty years of experience and increased confidence in my 
own capabilities, I still confront new challenges with trepidation. What supports me is my 
motivation to address a situation or need that has an impact on people’s lives.

Sources of Motivation 
“Virginia” is another example of someone who didn’t go looking for a leadership 

role. Although many professionals and family members identify her as a role model, she 
doesn’t think of herself that way. Mother of a daughter with disabilities, over the years 
“Virginia” has taken on increasingly expansive leadership roles in her state. She founded 
a local family leadership organization along with a leadership training series. In addition, 
she was a founder of the statewide family organization that shepherded the passage of 
legislation requiring agencies serving people with disabilities to consult with families to 
coordinate support services for their clients. This legislation, informally called the Family 
Support Bill, took eleven years to pass and required unceasing advocacy to bring it to 
fruition. “Virginia” is a top leader of an agency serving people with mental retardation, 
along with her husband. In their spare time, she and her husband have consulted to other 
family groups. In spite of these numerous leadership roles, when I asked “Virginia” what 
led her to become a leader, she said “You find yourself in various roles that other people 
would say are leadership when you are motivated by something that’s very personal. It’s 
all about my daughter. How could I do any less?  If it moves from helping her to 
something that helps other people, that’s an accident. It’s not what I would have chosen. 
I’d rather be in my garden or baking every single day. But I can’t fulfill my role as her 
mother in any other way than what I’m doing. I have a tremendous desire to see the world 
change for all people with disabilities because my daughter is always in jeopardy. If other 
people are not in a good situation, it’s harder for her to have a good life.”  “Virginia’s” 
motivation to act on behalf of her daughter provides her with a sense of urgency: 
Mediocre is insufficient, tomorrow is too late. 
 Many other family members, as well as people with disabilities and their allies, 
share “Virginia’s” perspective on leadership. They did not take on leadership roles 
because of an inner drive to lead. Instead, external circumstances reached into them, 
connected with a deep source of motivation, and pulled them forward. The story of Rosa 
Parks, the woman who became a powerful symbol during the Civil Rights Movement, is 
a good example of this dynamic. You may recall that she was a middle-aged seamstress 
on her way home from work in Montgomery, Alabama on December 1, 1955. Ms Parks 
decided to do something that was both illegal and culturally unacceptable in that racist 
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society, and was also very dangerous: she sat down in the front of a bus in a seat reserved 
for whites. The story is often told that she sat down because she was “tired.”  Yes, that is 
what she told others when asked what her motivation to act had been. However, the full 
meaning of “tired” needs further explanation. You see, Rosa Parks was not just a middle-
aged seamstress. She was also well trained in the theory and tactics of nonviolence and 
had studied in the company of Martin Luther King. She was secretary of the Montgomery 
chapter of the NAACP, where they had also discussed nonviolence. Ms Parks’ “tiredness” 
was not only physical, it was also spiritual. In the words of Parker Palmer, she was tired 
of “act(ing) on the outside in a way that contradicts some truth about themselves that they 
hold deeply on the inside.”  In other words, external circumstances reached into her, and 
took hold of a deep source of motivation. In her case, as Palmer asserts, she wished to 
live a life “divided no more.”  

Based on this understanding, I want to put forward a fundamental point of this 
monograph: Wherever you are on your leadership journey, motivation is the central 
element. It is the stimulus, the activator of leadership. It’s the switch that enables you to 
make the internal shift described above, the start of your leadership journey. Once you 
begin that journey, the necessary skills can be acquired, borrowed or shared. Although 
personal traits such as organization and charisma are useful in the exercise of leadership, 
they are not central. What can’t be borrowed, at least initially, is motivation. You really 
need to have a strong reason to take that first step. 

Let’s start by looking at the word “motivation.”  Take a minute to think about how 
you would define it. Is it willpower: the act of mentally toughening yourself to act in 
ways that do not come naturally?  Or is it passion, that strong energy that wipes away all 
impediments?  Motivation, defined as “drive” or “incentive,” will be experienced 
differently by different people. But its core function is the same: to get you moving. It’s 
the fuel, the juice, the energy that gets you started and sustains you. And I guarantee that 
you can have all the potential in the world to be a leader, but if you lack motivation you 
will never get out of the starting gate.

There are two fundamental sources of motivation to lead. The first is what I would 
characterize as “constitutional motivation.”  These are people with an inner urge to lead: 
they are driven to exercise leadership and would do so in virtually any context. For 
example, there is an experiential exercise that I use in some of my leadership courses 
called “Evacuation Drill.”  Its premise is that the group is faced with an imminent threat 
and needs to evacuate their current location immediately. The group is charged with the 
task of planning a move to a remote location for an undetermined length of time. They 
have ten minutes to plan their evacuation; each person is allowed to bring one item from 
their current location that they believe to be essential to their survival. The group must 
then plan their trip. The point of this exercise is to examine how people organize 
themselves to accomplish a task when they are under stress, and to explore the leadership 
patterns that emerge.

Inevitably, one or two people immediately step forward and begin to organize the 
rest of the group. Initially, other members of the group gravitate toward those individuals, 
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no matter what they propose. As additional proposals are made, a plan begins to take 
shape. The people who initially step forward are often these constitutional leaders, 
individuals who have the inner drive to lead whenever there is a void. However, along 
with the constitutional motivation to lead, there are other motivations as well. In the 
Evacuation Drill exercise, there are individuals whose voices emerge gradually, perhaps 
motivated by a strong sense of what’s right or by concern for the well-being of the group.  
These voices blend with those of others and can play a pivotal role in determining the 
course of action. While their leadership is usually more subtle, it still has a decisive 
impact. 

This is the second source of motivation, what I would characterize as “situational 
motivation.”  For example, some people–and many family members and people with 
disabilities fall into this category–take on leadership roles because they are directly 
affected by the issues at stake. There is something about their situation or that of a family 
member that needs to be improved. It’s very possible that they would never have become 
a leader without that source of motivation, as “Virginia” acknowledged. I call these 
people “reluctant leaders.”  One mother of a child with disabilities told a group of other 
family members that she had no interest in exercising leadership until well after her child 
was born. She said, “My husband and I were on a career track. We wanted to have it all: 
good jobs, a beautiful home, nice cars. Even after Andrew was born, I held onto that 
dream. But at some point I realized that if he was going to have a decent life, and if we 
were going to do okay as a family, I had to put that energy into advocating for him 
instead of acquiring more possessions. It was hard to change gears but I had no choice.”  
People motivated to exercise leadership by external circumstances initially may not think 
of themselves as leaders. For example, at first this mother did not think of her actions on 
behalf of her son as “leadership.”  Instead, she saw herself as just doing what needed to 
be done. In her mind, “leadership” was something dramatic and decisive, a kind of 
“command and control” approach that had been shaped by her experience as a manager in 
a hierarchical company. Over time, as a result of taking part in leadership training and 
being mentored by other parent leaders, she began to see her actions as leadership. This 
transition is common to many people who exercise leadership reluctantly. At some point 
in their journey, such people go from “just doing what needs to be done” to making a 
commitment to exercise leadership. Such a commitment does not need to be an 
intellectual one. Sometimes a commitment of the heart is made before the mind even 
knows it.

In addition to those people motivated to exercise leadership because 
circumstances directly affect them, there are also people motivated to exercise leadership 
because they identify with those who are directly affected. Perhaps they have heard 
compelling stories of injustice, or known people who experienced discrimination. Such 
people may feel a sense of interconnectedness with others, and be moved to take 
leadership out of a sense of compassion. Many allies of people with disabilities and their 
families are motivated in this way. Sometimes, this is viewed by those directly affected as 
suspect or inauthentic. After all, why would anyone who didn’t have to address these 
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issues do so voluntarily?  I once had to defend my commitment to supporting people with 
psychiatric disabilities to have a voice, having been challenged by one of the leaders in 
the psychiatric survivors’ movement. He questioned my motivation and my authenticity. 
Although it was painful at the time, it compelled me to clearly articulate my own personal 
stake and point of identification with the people I was working for. This, in turn, 
strengthened my own motivation because I realized that I was as personally affected as if 
it were my own voice that was being suppressed, and that it could well be my voice in 
another context. In his book Longing for Home, Frederick Buechner speaks to this 
motivation: "We carry inside us a vision of wholeness that we sense is our true home… 
But woe to us if we forget the homeless ones who have no vote, no power, nobody to 
lobby for them, who might as well have no faces…To be really at home is to be really at 
peace and our lives so intrinsically interwoven that there can be no peace for any of us 
until there is real peace for all of us."

Just as I was writing about this source of motivation, my friend and colleague 
Karlene called. She is a paragon of compassion. She spends her life working on behalf of 
others: driving people to church, working in a human service agency, serving on myriad 
committees, teaching classes. In addition to her unstinting service, she has also played 
many leadership roles. She was moderator at her church for a number of years, she serves 
on multiple nonprofit boards, and she has initiated several projects that promote the 
integration of people with disabilities into their communities. When I asked her why she 
was motivated to exercise leadership she replied, “I don’t even see it as leadership. It’s a 
natural reaction that comes from an underlying desire to be helpful. I meet a person and 
right away I know someone else who could be helpful to them…I have gotten to 
personally know so many people with disabilities and I have seen first hand how their 
lives can get so much better with a little help from others.”  For Karlene, exercising 
leadership satisfies her deep desire to be helpful. 

What are your sources of motivation?  It’s time to begin identifying the inner and 
outer fuel for your own leadership journey. Whether you are a person just starting on the 
path or someone who is well-seasoned, there are factors that invite and sustain you. 
Spend a minute reflecting on these questions:

1. Why exercise leadership?
2. Why not exercise leadership?
3. Of the above, which are the most powerful reasons—for me—in favor of leading?
4. Of the above, which are the most powerful reasons—for me—against leading? 
You might also want to spend some time talking with family members, friends and 

colleagues about your answers to these questions as they may have useful perspectives on 
your sources of motivation.

I have asked these questions at leadership workshops. We usually begin by 
identifying some of the reasons NOT to lead, of which there are many. Sometimes the 
reasons not to lead seem stronger and more compelling than the reasons to lead. When 
you reflect on all the possible obstacles to leadership, the importance of motivation 
becomes even clearer. 
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Reasons Not to Lead
Self-doubt is perhaps the biggest impediment to leadership. The prospect of 

exercising leadership can be intimidating, scary, and anxiety-provoking. People often fear 
being unfavorably compared to a set of traits they believe are prerequisites for leadership, 
even if they have never consciously thought it through.  Because of this self-doubt, 
leadership may be viewed as someone else’s job--someone decisive, charismatic and 
organized perhaps. Self-doubt can be a powerful impediment to the exercise of leadership 
because it creates a self-fulfilling prophesy: If someone doubts himself to the point where 
he fails to exercise leadership, then he will not gain the necessary experience that might 
increase his confidence. At one leadership event, a participant asked how she might 
develop the confidence to exercise leadership. She said she had often taken one step 
forward, then questioned herself, and taken two steps back. She described a pattern of 
acting with conviction in response to a compelling need, then becoming frozen with self-
doubt about the action she had taken, and consequently undoing her first confident action. 
We talked about what was causing her to question herself and discovered that it came 
from her belief that there was a “right way” to act that was unknown to her. We also 
talked about the fact that her backtracking was causing more harm than moving forward 
imperfectly would have. In response to her question about developing confidence, my 
best advice was, “fake it, keep moving forward, and learn from your actions.”  

A variation on the theme of self-doubt is the belief that leaders have to know the 
answers in order to lead. The leadership job description that many of us of carry around 
in our heads includes “knowing the answers” as one important duty. Actually, “knowing 
the answers” is not a leadership requirement, and it may actually prevent one from acting 
as skillfully as possible by enabling others to avoid taking responsibility, suppressing 
creative thinking and keeping others at a distance. However, because we often think of 
leaders as the people with the answers, feeling like we don’t have the answers can 
prevent us from stepping forward.

Believing that leadership can (or should) only be exercised by someone with a 
formal position or title is another perceived reason not to lead. Like the reasons described 
above, this perception works against the development of capabilities and experiences that 
contribute to a person becoming an effective leader, whether they have a title or not. It 
also places responsibility and power in the hands of another party. All three of these 
reasons spring from one common cause: a set of assumptions (our unconscious job 
description) about the skills, duties and prerequisites for being a leader. 

Speaking of assumptions, another reason not to lead is the belief that no 
intervention could change the course of events. Our taken-for-granted beliefs about how 
change occurs play a significant role in determining whether we try to influence what is 
happening around us. If we believe that events are pre-determined, then we may be 
inclined to play a passive role. Sometimes, passivity is the result of self-doubt, but it can 
also come from a deeper set of beliefs about how the world operates. For example, you 
might believe that the past determines the future. Psychologist Martin Seligman writes, 
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“Do you believe your past determines your future?  This is not an idle question of 
philosophical theory. To the extent that you believe that the past determines the future, 
you will tend to allow yourself to be a passive vessel that does not actively change its 
course. Such beliefs are responsible for magnifying many people’s inertia.”  Any belief 
that minimize the potential for humans to influence events is likely to be an impediment 
to the exercise of leadership.

Another reason not to lead is an array of overwhelming responsibilities: caring for 
a child who has a disability, trying to advocate for quality education, tending to the needs 
of other family members, holding down a job. Often one’s own individual situation is 
challenging enough, without taking on broader leadership roles. One mother, Diane, 
talked about how she had gone from viewing her family’s situation as their own 
individual responsibility to realizing that, if families joined together, they could positively 
influence the circumstances of the whole. She described that realization as the beginning 
of her leadership journey. But there are points in everyone’s life when the prospect of 
taking on broader responsibilities is just impossible to imagine. During those times, it 
might be comforting to remember that even when you are caring for one person, you can 
practice the work of leadership. That’s another of those misperceptions that gets in the 
way of exercising leadership: that it has to be on a large scale to be considered leadership. 
One mother of two children with autism told the story of how her son had been treated 
disrespectfully by the gym teacher at his school. Her response?  To advocate that training 
on autism be conducted with all the school personnel. Not only was the intervention 
designed to address her son’s situation, but it had the added benefit of positively affecting 
all the students with autism who attended that school.

Lack of support or appreciation are also reasons why people avoid taking on 
leadership roles. One parent talked about her efforts to start a Parent Advisory Council for 
her school system. She spent an entire year trying to recruit families to attend monthly 
meetings. Every month, the same small group showed up. When they sent out surveys, 
the surveys came back with great suggestions and encouragement for the PAC to continue 
and even grow. However, few people were willing to help out. We did an analysis of what 
this parent had done to recruit a wider array of people to play active roles within the PAC 
and came up with a plan for the next year. Shortly after that, she told me she had resigned 
from her leadership position because she was tired of the lack of support. This is not an 
uncommon situation in volunteer efforts and it can be a very strong reason why people 
refuse to take leadership.

Some people are uncomfortable with the prospect of separating themselves from 
the group in order to assume a leadership role. They describe the experience as lonely. 
Although exercising leadership can involve leaving the safety of the group and 
distinguishing oneself, it’s often the stories we tell ourselves about how leaders need to 
behave that causes this concern. When we carry the notion that a leader always “goes 
before” her people, rather than “with,” our fears of isolation and loneliness can be 
magnified. On the other hand, if you cannot bear to set yourself apart from the group, 
then perhaps responsible followership, and not leadership, is an appropriate role for you.



16

Another reason not to lead is the fear of losing what you have, whether it is 
income, status, security or relationship. This is a compelling reason to think hard about 
assuming a leadership role because the risks are real. As Heifetz and Linsky write in 
Leadership on the Line, “It is no wonder that when the myriad opportunities to exercise 
leadership call, you often hesitate. Anyone who has stepped out on the line, leading part 
or all of an organization, a community, or a family knows the personal and professional 
vulnerabilities. However gentle your style, however careful your strategy, however sure 
you may be that you are on the right track, leading is risky.” And yet they encourage 
people to take leadership, stating, “…we believe that leadership, while perilous, is an 
enterprise worthy of the costs.” 

Fear of change is yet another reason not to take leadership. “Change” in this 
context can be internal or external. Assuming leadership when one has not previously 
done so involves changes in oneself—speaking out when one has hung back, acting 
assertively even when one feels hesitant, paying attention to the perspectives of the whole 
group rather than just one’s own point of view. Assuming leadership also involves 
changes in relationships: as mentioned earlier, there is a kind of distinction that results 
from taking on leadership roles in even he most egalitarian situations. And assuming 
leadership usually results in changes in the situation being addressed, or at least one 
intends that to happen. Almost by definition, leadership involves being in the midst of 
change, whether you are promoting or opposing it. People who have “issues” with change
—inside or outside themselves–may be reluctant to step into leadership roles. 

These are some of the major reasons not to lead. Perhaps you have thought of 
others that are specific to you. Given all the factors working against leadership, why 
would anyone want to take on such roles?

Reasons to Lead
Probably the strongest reason to lead is that you feel a need and it is not being 

addressed. You see a situation that needs changing, whether it is in the life of one person 
or on a larger scale. A situation or need calling for leadership is probably the strongest 
motivator there is, especially if it’s something you care deeply about. 

There is an excellent exercise from a time management program I discovered 
years ago. Called the “I-beam exercise,” it asks you to imagine you are at the top of a tall 
skyscraper. Across the way is another tall skyscraper.  There is an I-beam (a narrow steel 
beam) suspended between the two. The facilitator asks, “Would you walk across this I-
beam for $10?” to which participants usually respond, “No way!”  “How about $100?  
$1000? $1,000,000?”  He then raises the stakes by asking you to imagine that it is 
sleeting and the wind is blowing. “What would cause you to walk across this I-beam?”  
Usually the answer is someone or something that the person cares deeply about, and is 
powerfully motivated to act on behalf of. If you think of your leadership journey as a 
walk across that I-beam, then a situation or need that motivates you is your strongest 
reason to lead. 

In my experience, it is very difficult to engage someone in a sustained 
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commitment to a situation unless there is a strong heart-felt element to their motivation. It 
can’t be at an intellectual level alone. Years ago, I organized a conference entitled, 
“Personal Commitment and Social Change.”  I clearly remember one interaction during 
the conference that crystallized this point: Philip Berrigan, well-known nuclear 
disarmament activist, had just finished a keynote presentation that compellingly 
described how he had been drawn to that particular issue. Psychiatric rights activist, Judi 
Chamberlin, stood up and challenged Berrigan to extend his commitment to people with 
psychiatric disabilities. Berrigan responded, not unreasonably, that if the world continued 
on its present path toward nuclear war, there would not be any people with psychiatric 
disabilities to advocate for. Chamberlin, unsatisfied with his logic, pressed her point. A 
standoff ensued. I was left feeling profoundly grateful that these two strong leaders had 
each made a commitment to a cause that was compelling to them and puzzled at their 
inability to recognized that each had a particular calling. It was clear that neither was 
going to recruit the other to “their” cause, even if it made sense logically.

There are other ancillary benefits to exercising leadership: to learn, to feel 
solidarity with others on the journey, to experience a sense of accomplishment, to teach 
others, to leave a legacy. These reasons are especially powerful motivators when they 
coincide with a compelling situation or need. If you find yourself in leadership roles that 
feel hollow or unsatisfying, it may be that you are getting some of these ancillary benefits 
without the added potency of being connected to a situation that engages you at a deep 
level. An overdeveloped sense of responsibility or duty can land you in such 
circumstances. There are far more compelling needs than there are leaders. Out of a sense 
of responsibility, we can find ourselves recruited to causes that do not resonate. This is 
not necessarily a bad thing but you will have far more potency and sustainability if you 
are aligned with a situation that resonates.

Motivation is not a once and for all thing. It waxes and wanes by the day, 
depending on how you feel physically and emotionally. If you are going through a 
wrenching time personally, it’s going to be challenging for you to stay motivated to run 
an advocacy group. That’s natural. But motivation is like a touchstone: it’s something you 
can go back to when you feel depleted or begin to question why you ever made the 
commitment to lead. The day “Virginia” and I spoke, she talked about how she felt 
overwhelmed and exhausted. She was worried about how she was going to gracefully 
fulfill the many commitments she had made. We talked for a long time about what was 
her deepest source of motivation, her daughter, and how she might arrange her schedule 
to spend more time with her. In the midst of a schedule so full of commitments that it was 
hard to come up for air, “Virginia” had accidentally lost her touchstone, her abiding 
source of motivation.

Maybe it is even helpful to have some kind of physical symbol of your motivation 
that you can see and feel when you are in that questioning mode. During the writing of 
my  book, I taped up a photograph of a group of families with whom I regularly work. 
They encouraged me during my search for a publisher, and gave me confidence that I had 
an interested audience by affirming the usefulness of what I have to share. Their stories 
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havebeen a powerful motivator and the photograph reminds me of those stories. 
Whenever I lose momentum, I look at the picture and it re-energizes me.

Motivation also rubs off. Initially you may feel pretty lonely in your resolve but, 
as you move forward, you engage the motivation of others, which strengthens your own. 
Feeling responsible to other people is a powerful source of motivation. We create a web 
of responsibility that keeps us moving even when we’d really like to drop the ball. 
Scholar and consultant William Isaacs shared some of the lessons he’d learned from the 
Civil Rights movement, particularly about large-scale change. He commented on how 
momentum was created: it started small, with as few as two people and a sense of 
resonance with others. He stated, “Two makes an aperture, a microcosm of a shift.”  The 
creation of momentum through the joining together of small groups is the hallmark of any 
social movement: one can think of each person’s motivation as being multiplied 
exponentially as they join together with others. 

Our motivation can be especially strengthened if we feel we have a singular 
contribution to make, that there will be a void if we pull out. There is a wonderful story 
told by a colleague about a gentleman with mental retardation who was a member of the 
choir at his church. He received notification that he had won an award from a citizens 
group affiliated with the Department of Mental Retardation. He declined to attend the 
awards ceremony because it conflicted with choir practice. Upon hearing that, an official 
with the Department personally called the gentleman and pleaded with him to attend. 
Politely, but firmly, this man again declined, stating that he needed to be present at choir 
practice because “they need my voice.”  Even during those times when our motivation is 
put to the test, knowing that others need our voice can keep us engaged.

Once you start seeing the fruits of your leadership—motivation made manifest—
your resolve is often strengthened. Those tentative first few steps in the direction of your 
aspiration become more and more confident. 
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What Do Leaders Actually Do?

Introduction
Up to this point, we have explored what leadership is and why one might want to 

lead (or not). But the nitty-gritty, day-to-day work of leadership has not yet been 
addressed. Simply stated, the work of leadership involves mobilizing people to work 
toward a desired future. There are concrete things leaders do with their people in order to 
bring this about.  That is the focus of this chapter.

Where Do I Start?
Years ago, I attended a retreat called “The Courage to Teach.”  The retreat was 

facilitated by Parker Palmer, a mentor of mine, and it focused on the relationship between 
the “inner teacher” and one’s outer, active life. We read a poem by Marge Piercy and 
discussed its implications for how we make a difference in the world. Parker began the 
discussion by inviting us to reflect on how Rosa Parks and Vaclav Havel acted as leaders. 
He then shared his image that “they planted the seed of true self into the soil of 
possibility. The way things change is the way nature grows, not so much what we make 
happen, but the organic growth into full possibility.”  

Piercy’s poem reminds us that this work happens over time, often underground, 
and that it is often not neat and straightforward, with a beginning, middle, and end. I 
invite you to read her poem and reflect on the questions that follow.  Or feel free to skip 
over it, if you’re not a poetry fan.

The Seven of Pentacles
Under a sky the color of pea soup
she is looking at her work growing away there
actively, thickly like grapevines or pole beans
as things grow in the real world, slowly enough.
If you tend them properly, if you mulch, if you water,
if you provide birds that eat insects a home and winter food,
if the sun shines and you pick off caterpillars,
if the praying mantis comes and the ladybugs and the bees,
then the plants flourish, but at their own internal clock.

Connections are made slowly, sometimes they grow underground.
You cannot tell always by looking what is happening.
More than half a tree is spread out in the soil under your feet.
Penetrate quietly as the earthworm that blows no trumpet.
Fight persistently as the creeper that brings down the tree.
Spread like the squash plant that overruns the garden.
Gnaw in the dark and use the sun to make sugar.
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Weave real connections, create real nodes, build real houses.
Live a life you can endure: make love that is loving.
Keep tangling and interweaving and taking more in,
a thicket and bramble wilderness to the outside but to us
interconnected with rabbit runs and burrows and lairs.

Live as if you liked yourself, and it may happen:
reach out, keep reaching out, keep bringing in.
This is how we are going to live for a long time: not always,
for every gardener knows that after the digging, after the planting,
after the long season of tending and growth, the harvest comes.

1. Do any of the images in the poem shed light on the question, “What do leaders 
do?”?

2. How might you view your leadership differently if you saw what you are doing as 
stewarding “organic growth into full possibility”?

3. Is there something you are tending that is flourishing but “at its own internal 
clock”?  How do you respond?  How does it make you feel?

4. What will be the harvest of the leadership work you are engaged in?

The image of leadership as tending to nature is a reminder that we serve as 
stewards, not as the all-powerful creators of the future we aspire to. It would be like 
boasting that I created the stunning spray of white flowers on the orchid in my living 
room merely because I water and feed it regularly. As stewards, we assume responsibility 
and accountability but we don’t actually control much of the outcome of the work of 
leadership.  People sometimes refer to their efforts to get a group of people to go in the 
same direction as “like herding cats.”  To me, that’s a pretty good job description for 
being a leader.  You can influence but rarely do you control. 

If we serve as stewards, what is it that we are actually stewards of? The first thing 
that comes to mind is relationships. Forming, strengthening, mending relationships is a 
huge part of the work of leadership. Not only relationships between people, although that 
is critical. But also relationship between people and ideas, one idea and another, or the 
relationship between cause and effect. Much of leadership has to do with the cultivation 
of relationships.  

The next thing we are stewards of is time. When we are in leadership roles, we 
have a great deal of responsibility to work with time in an effective way. Not only does 
our use of time impact on our own effectiveness, but how we use time also impacts on 
how well other people are able to work. 

Related to time are priorities. In leadership roles, we have a huge influence on 
how people define what is most important, and consequently what they spend time doing. 
But being a steward of priorities involves more than merely telling people what to focus 
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on. It also involves being attuned to where people’s attention tends to focus and finding a 
way to link priorities to the issues people are inclined to focus on.

We are also stewards of emotions. These can facilitate our capacity to accomplish 
the work of leadership, or impede it. Being attuned to the emotions of the individuals and 
groups you work with can be very important. Not necessarily in a solicitous way—
sometimes it is perfectly appropriate for there to be anger, sadness, or grief—but as a way 
of gauging whether the emotions of the group are in sync with the work that needs to 
occur.

And then we are stewards of resources, meaning money and materials. Although 
it is possible to exercise leadership with minimal resources, most often it helps to have 
access to at least some resources in order to work toward your vision. If you are planning 
to build a home, for example, it would be rather risky to get really clear on your vision 
without putting together a materials list and a budget.  You’d risk getting halfway through 
the building process and running out of money or materials. 

Each leader exercises this stewardship in a personal way. How you go about doing 
the work of leadership is very much related to who you are. In spite of all the books on 
how to be a leader, ultimately it comes down to the relationship between who you are, 
who your constituents are, and what needs doing. There is no “one right way” to exercise 
leadership. However, there are some things leaders do to mobilize people to work toward 
a desired future that are relatively consistent.  These will be explored in more detail 
below.

Before describing the work of leadership in more detail, I’d like you to bring to 
mind a leadership experience you participated in. This can provide some concrete 
examples as we continue to explore what leaders actually do. 

Keeping in mind the definition of leadership presented earlier, think back over the 
past two weeks. If it helps, you might pull out your calendar and take a look at what you 
did over this period of time. Pick one event or activity where you participated in 
exercising leadership, whether it was individually or as part of a group. It doesn’t have to 
be anything big or complicated. Jot down some notes describing the experience.  As we 
go along, you will periodically be invited to reflect on your experience in relation to the 
topic being addressed.

The Work of Leadership
Up to this point, the stage has been set for viewing leadership as an organic—not 

mechanical–process, and for thinking of leaders as stewards of the “materials” needed to 
do the work. But we have not yet identified what it is that leaders actually do. I propose 
that there are four main activities of leadership. These are:

• Identifying the fundamental challenge 
• Engaging people to create a shared vision that each buys into
• Ensuring that people are organized to work productively
• Giving work back to the people
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Although there is no rigid sequence for engaging in these activities—some may 
even happen simultaneously—the work of leadership generally starts with asking “What 
are we going to work on?”, then proceeds to gaining the buy-in of stakeholders, followed 
by forging a set of relationships and a structure that enables people to work toward their 
vision. 

Identifying the fundamental challenge
One of the first things a leader needs to do is to use dissatisfaction with the 

current situation to help people frame a challenge or set of challenges that must be 
tackled in order to make progress.  In order to do this, it can be useful to distinguish 
among three types of leadership challenges (thanks to Ron Heifetz for these helpful 
distinctions):
1. Where existing authority/expertise can both define and remedy the problem. An 

example of this might be a bridge that is structurally unsound. Engineers conduct a 
series of tests to determine that it is unsound and they make plans to rebuild or shore 
up the bridge.

2. Where the problem is definable but no clear solution is available: People must learn 
together to create a solution. Continuing with the bridge example, on Martha’s 
Vineyard there is a drawbridge which is old and unsound located on a busy road 
between two towns. The bridge spans the opening between Lagoon Pond, (where a 
number of residents dock their boats) and the Vineyard Haven Harbor. There is much 
discussion about the best way to rebuild the bridge in order to maximize functional, 
aesthetic and environmental considerations. Not surprisingly, there are many points 
of view on this issue and although there is little disagreement with the fact that the 
bridge is unsound and something must be done, there are many perspectives on what 
the course of action should be. 

3. Where learning is required both to define the problem and to discover and implement 
solutions. For example, how do we learn how to “bridge” two or more cultures?  
What is at the core of our mistrust and suspicion of people we define as different?  
And what solutions might emerge?

It can be tempting to treat all three types of leadership challenges as if they 
required the same response:  To find the right experts who will tell us what to do so we 
can do it.  But it’s more complicated than that.  Some leadership challenges require 
changes in values or behavior or a reconciliation between differing values or behavior.  
Still others call for new learning..  That’s work that we have to do, not just go to experts 
and have them give us the answers.  Even if they did give us the answers, we might find 
ourselves impeded from acting because there are conflicting values, or entrenched 
patterns of behavior.  Your doctor can tell you to lose weight or stop smoking but it 
doesn’t happen just because she gives you good advice.  You have to reconcile your 
competing values and change your entrenched patterns of behavior.

Actually, when we treat complex leadership challenges with simple or short-term 
solutions, we can actually make the problem worse. One example of this is excessive use 
of out-of-district educational placements for youth with disabilities. This “out of sight, 
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out of mind” response deals with a symptom of the problem but some of the unintended 
consequences include an increase in special education costs, increased resentment of the 
money spent on special ed by regular ed families, failure to increase the schools’ capacity 
(and teachers’ capacity) to successfully integrate youth with disabilities, and widening of 
the chasm between youth with and without special needs–all while creating the 
perception that the problem is being “solved.”

Creating contexts where fundamental challenges can be identified and then 
addressed is a very important aspect of leadership. And it’s not easy. Often there is 
controversy and conflict surrounding these kinds of challenges. Sometimes there is 
longstanding animosity between the stakeholders. The real issue may not even have been 
identified, or there are numerous “real issues.”  Even when the issue has been sufficiently 
identified, there may be no apparent answers. At the same time, there is the temptation to 
pick a course of action—any course of action—and proceed, rather than live with 
uncertainty and ambiguity. 

A key principle for those in leadership roles who are concerned with helping 
frame these challenges in an effective way is that doing so requires taking a bird’s eye 
view. Rather than being invested in a particular perspective, the question is “What’s the 
greater good?” A useful exercise is to practice taking the perspective of others who hold a 
different point of view. For example, imagine you are trying to encourage a mother who 
is reluctant to let her teenager with a disability have his own paper route. First, suspend 
your own point of view. Now, try to see the situation from the mother’s perspective. Then 
try to see it from the teen’s perspective. Go through each of the key people who have a 
role in this issue in turn, and then see if you can come up with an answer to the question, 
“What’s the greater good in this situation?”  In this example, the fundamental challenge 
may be finding a way to support the increasing independence of the teen while honoring 
the parents’ legitimate concern for his safety. 

Identifying and addressing fundamental challenges is more than an intellectual 
exercise. It is also an acknowledgment that something needs to change, and a call to 
action. Sometimes the magnitude of the needed change can feel overwhelming, or the 
potential implications of the change for individual stakeholders difficult to embrace. It 
can be helpful to explore the questions, “What is the worst that can happen if we do 
commit to change?  What are the consequences of NOT changing?”

Before we move on to the next key activity of leadership, take a minute to reflect 
on how you would describe the fundamental challenge associated with the leadership 
experience you remembered earlier in this chapter:  What was at stake?  What were 
people really working to address?  What would you describe as the greater good?  

In the next section, we will explore another key activity of leadership, engaging 
people to create a shared vision that each member buys into.

Engaging people to create a shared vision that each member buys into
This aspect of the work of leadership has been touched upon earlier.  It’s critically 

important that there is shared vision, and that people are fully invested in working toward 
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that vision. Most fundamental  challenges will require significant commitment and even 
sacrifice to produce real results. That is part of the reason why we often apply simple 
solutions to complex problems: It’s  easier to appoint a commission, allocate some 
resources, or develop a plan than it is to wrestle with the changes in values and behaviors 
necessary to address most fundamental challenges. Thus, in order to create and sustain 
momentum on significant issues, strong motivation needs to be generated from those who 
will be called upon to do the work. 

Although this can be done by threats of punishment and reprisal, it is both more 
useful and more ethical to create momentum by tapping into members’ personal values 
and interests.  So often in the human service field, self-interest is perceived as a negative 
thing. And yet some of the most dedicated leaders acknowledge that their commitment is 
fueled by personal interest. Remember “Virginia”, who earlier was quoted as saying, “It’s 
all about my daughter”?  The key thing here is to work with people to determine “what’s 
in it for them.”  And it doesn’t need to be fame, or glory, or making sure a loved one gets 
services. Often it’s the sense that one is contributing to making the world a better place, 
or giving back when one has received help.

The creation of this shared vision, or even the enlistment of others to buy into 
your vision often has deeper work associated with it, that of helping those you are leading 
to articulate their own personal values. When you hold forth the possibility that an 
overworked, underpaid teacher might contribute to working toward the vision of full 
inclusion for your child, your work is to tap into that teacher’s deeper source of positive 
motivation for doing the work they do. In order to do this, you will need to relate to that 
teacher with compassion rather than as an enemy who is blocking your child from having 
a good life. If you’ve had difficult experiences with this teacher, or with teachers in 
general, compassion is a hard place to come from. But it’s highly unlikely that, as a 
leader, you will be able to accomplish this aspect of the work of leadership without 
considerable compassion. 

Ensuring that people are organized to work productively
Once the fundamental challenge has been identified and a shared vision created, 

the work of leadership focuses on creating arrangements that enable people to work 
productively. It’s not enough to know what the issue is and what you want the world to 
look like. These are critical aspects of leadership but, in order to accomplish results, you 
have to work with people’s time, talents, energy, and personalities. Have you ever joined 
a group, enthusiastic about its mission and purpose, willing to contribute your time and 
talent to further the purpose of that group–only to find that there does not seem to be a 
place for you?  Or perhaps you’ve been involved in an organization that is so hell-bent on 
accomplishing its purpose that it burns out the contributing members in short order. 
Equally frustrating are groups with a compelling purpose but an unworkable structure to 
accomplish that purpose.

All of these illustrate how critical it is to have arrangements that ensure people are 
working productively. Time after time, the accomplishment of a group’s laudable purpose 
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is hampered by inadequate leadership when it comes to deploying people.
There are at least five practices that help people work productively.  Here four are 

summarized:
• Ensuring that people’s skills and talents are “plugged in.”
• Ensuring that there is a sense of trust and teamwork.
• Ensuring that people have an appropriate sense of urgency.
• Ensuring that the work is paced effectively.

Ensuring that people’s skills and talents are “plugged in”
A critical aspect of sustaining engagement in a group is the availability of various 

roles that can be filled by members, and a clear process for connecting appropriate people 
to those roles. In particular, new members of a group are often uncertain about how the 
group operates and tentative about where they fit in. Developing and maintaining ways of 
shepherding new people into relevant roles is a critical function of leadership. If people 
are left to their own devices too long, the strong assertive people will find a place and 
others will drift away. Even long-term participants benefit from support to ensure that 
they are making a genuine contribution to the work of the group.

Sometimes this means creating opportunities that are not obvious or appear to be 
inefficient or redundant. A political campaign is a good example. There are roles for 
fundraisers, hosts, office workers, marketing and public relations people–there are even 
roles for people who like to smile and wave, holding a sign. For people who want to play 
a part but can’t commit a great deal of time, there are lawns in which to place placards, 
checks to write, petitions to sign, and so on. Whoever came up with the structure of a 
political campaign was brilliant at thinking “how many different kinds of jobs can we 
create to keep people engaged?”  And of course, such a campaign culminates with the 
final important role: voting!

Not only is it important to have available a variety of roles in which to steer 
people but it is also key that the roles suit the talents and skills of those who fill them. 
This is a delicate and tricky process because sometimes people volunteer to fill roles for 
which they are ill suited. In that case, it needs to be discerned whether some kind of 
education or coaching might narrow the gaps between a person’s capacity and what’s 
called for, or whether a better strategy would be to gently steer the person into a role that 
is more suitable. This depends on how important the role is, how public the results will 
be, and other considerations of that sort.

Ensuring that there is a sense of trust and teamwork
This is one aspect of the work of leadership that is both glaringly obvious and 

challenging to carry out in real life. Most of us must work with others to produce the 
results we want. But just because we must work together doesn’t mean we are a “team” in 
the fullest sense of the word. Building and sustaining a team whose members trust one 
another, work collaboratively and accomplish the desired results is the subject of many 
books, training sessions and consulting engagements; even still, people often find 
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themselves challenged in their work together. 
A key responsibility of leadership in this regard is to foster a sense of trust among 

team members. This is a foundational quality for other aspects of teamwork to emerge.
What are some things that affect a team’s ability to trust one another?  Here are 

some examples:
• Fairness:  People on a team want to feel that they are being treated equitably. As 

individual team members, we live with the tension between self-interest and the 
collective interest. When team members suspect inequities, self-interest often 
becomes a dominant consideration (“I’m determined to get my fair share!”) which 
erodes a sense of trust.

• Transparency: This involves being open to scrutiny or critique.  It is a building 
block of trust because people feel like they know what’s going on. Secrecy  
breeds suspicion and mistrust even if there is nothing unscrupulous going on. 

• Honoring different perspectives:  Differences are not only inevitable, they are also 
a potent forces for creativity and innovation. Capitalizing on differences while 
avoiding destructive conflict is important for team functioning and successful 
accomplishment of goals.

These are a few examples of practices that impact on trust within a team. Skillful 
leaders pay attention to all of these, although it is not possible to control or manage each 
of the factors completely.  And the work is never ending because adjustments must be 
made when the composition of the group changes, or the group takes on a new challenge. 
Sometimes a group operates very well as a team in the day-to-day handling of routine 
matters. However, when faced with a crisis or a dramatic challenge, it may find itself 
needing to “re-group.”

Ensuring that people have an appropriate sense of urgency
An important aspect of the work of leadership is to continually stay focused on 

the “desired future” and make adjustments in the timing and pacing of the work done to 
arrive at that desired future. Instilling an appropriate sense of urgency is one aspect of 
this. 

A simple way of thinking about this is to think of a continuum with “strong sense 
of urgency” on one end and a “sense of complacency” on the other end. The leadership 
challenge is to evaluate what is the most appropriate sense of urgency for the 
circumstances and then to take steps to engage others in that sense. 

This is more difficult than it may seem. First, it requires that those in leadership 
roles be realistic and clear thinking about the true nature of the situation. This, in turn, 
calls for the capacity to continue leading even when things are really bad, rather than to 
shut down and withdraw. It has been said that courage is not the absence of fear, it’s the 
capacity to continue acting in the face of fear. While we may think of courage as a quality 
most needed in life or death situations, it also takes courage to face the difficult 
circumstances that many organizations get into and continue leading through those.

 For example, imagine you joined the board of an organization and were attending 
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your first board meeting. The meeting agenda had to do with planning the future of the 
organization from a mission and purpose perspective.  First, however, “routine business” 
needed to be covered, such as a report from the Finance Committee. The Finance 
Committee reports that nine months into the year, last year’s audit was not completed.  
Accurate information was difficult to gather due to the high turnover of financial people 
and the reliance on temporary bookkeepers. There was a longstanding deficit that was 
carried from year to year. Budget forecasts for the existing year fluctuated widely, but a 
reasonable forecast was a $200,000 loss. Alarmed, you ask the Executive Director if this 
was a crisis.  He replies, in a calm tone, “It’s been this way for several years. We think we 
are making progress on reducing the deficit.”  As a board member, how confident would 
you feel, based on the Executive Director’s behavior, that there was an appropriate sense 
of urgency regarding the organization’s financial well-being?  

On the other end of the continuum, is “strong sense of urgency” that, if applied 
indiscriminately, becomes the classic “Chicken Little Syndrome,” where everything is 
perceived as a crisis or an impending disaster. This way of leading cannot be sustained 
for long because people quickly lose confidence in the leader’s judgment. An important 
characteristic of leadership is the capacity to discriminate among issues in order to apply 
energy and focus to those that are most fundamental. If those in leadership communicate 
a sense of urgency about every issue, “urgency fatigue” sets in and people stop 
responding.

In summary, instilling an appropriate sense of urgency has to do with modulating 
the energy and emotion people bring to the work they are engaged in. Relatedly, leaders 
also must pay attention to ensuring that the work is paced rightfully, a task which has its 
own challenges.

Ensuring that the work is paced effectively.
Imagine that you are about to begin running a 5K road race. You know the course, 

having run it several times while training for the race. You know your physical condition. 
You have a sense of the weather conditions and other factors in the environment 
(humidity, air quality, the number and fitness of other competitors) that are likely to have 
an impact on your race. You have a plan in your mind about how you are going to run this 
race: When to hold yourself back, when to go flat out. Once the race starts, that plan is 
adjusted frequently to respond to conditions you encounter. 

Just as pacing is critically important to the successful completion of a road race 
(however you define success) it is equally important to the work of leadership. In the 
leadership arena, pacing the work involves several capacities:

• Being able to discern when an issue is “ripe” for addressing; that is, when 
conditions within the environment are conducive to making progress. Such 
conditions might include the passage of legislation supporting the issue you are 
working on. Recent media attention is another facilitating condition. Or conditions 
relevant to your issue might have reached the “tipping point,” to use Malcolm 
Gladwell’s expression, described as “that magic moment when an idea, trend, or 
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social behavior crosses a threshold, tips, and spreads like wildfire.”    
• Being willing to “go slow to go fast”: Often, taking the necessary time to plan, to 

discuss, to celebrate or grieve is critical to the pacing of future work. Skillful 
leaders develop a sixth sense for when it’s time to slow down and focus on the 
process, not just the outcome.

• Being able to make adjustments and course corrections in the moment while 
staying focused on the desired future, just as the runner does in a 5K race. Skillful 
leadership in this area requires constant adjustment based on respectful feedback 
and interaction between leaders and followers. 
There are consequences when the pacing is not right. Pacing that is too slow leads 

to boredom, complacency, and the squandering of potential. Pacing that is too rapid often 
results in immobilization, diminishment of performance and a compromise of the more 
subtle work needed to work together effectively. 

Giving Work Back to the People
The final aspect of the work of leadership, giving work back to the people, helps 

to assure that the things you care deeply about will have a life beyond your personal 
involvement in a leadership role. In a sense, this practice is your legacy for the future. 
In addition, giving work back to the people creates opportunities for others to develop 
their capabilities as leaders and it serves to build and sustain a commitment on the part of 
others engaged in the work. 

However, just like every aspect of the work of leadership, the practice of giving 
work back to the people is more challenging than it may seem. 

Here’s a little quiz: 
As parents, you are important advocates for your child. But how much energy 

have you devoted to ensuring that your child is his or her own best advocate?  Or that the 
teacher or service worker with whom you have a good relationship is doing their part to 
advance your vision for your child?

As group leaders, it can often be hard to get others to attend meetings, never 
mind make the phone calls and send out newsletters. Do you sometimes find yourself 
doing the work “one more time,” when no one steps up to the plate?

As self advocates, have you sometimes been skeptical of the motivation of a non-
disabled person to get involved in your advocacy efforts and decided to stick with other 
self advocates?

As advocates of community membership, do you have doubts about the 
willingness of other citizens to commit themselves to working on behalf of people with 
disabilities?  Do you secretly believe that you and your allies are more dedicated to the 
goals of community membership and inclusion than any other citizens could or would 
be?  How does that secret belief affect your capacity to reach out and engage others?

Every one of these examples would benefit from a conscious and disciplined 
strategy to give work back to the people. And yet, from the point of view of the main 
characters, it is completely understandable why it wouldn’t be worth making such an 
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effort. Giving work back to the people starts first with the confidence that the issues 
which matter to you are or could be of interest to others and that others would willingly 
commit to working on them. If you’ve ever experienced discrimination or 
marginalization, that can be a big leap of faith. Second, it entails extra work and the 
willingness to let go of the idea that there is one ideal way to get something done. Third, 
people can be really resistant and have all sorts of justifications for why they cannot or 
will not take on more responsibility. 

But there are proven strategies for giving work back to the people that involve 
paying attention to various aspects of the work of leadership.

 Make sure people’s skills are plugged in: Invite someone to take on responsibility 
by appealing to their sense of competence and capability. 

Revisit your efforts to engage people in a shared vision: Perhaps they are not as 
invested as they need to be in order to follow through with the work of bringing the 
vision into reality. 

Perhaps you need to heighten a sense of urgency in order for people to take on 
responsibility. 

Success at “giving work back to the people” is the litmus test of your success in 
the other aspects of the work of leadership. And it this isn’t a strong aspect of your work 
as a leader, it will become a self fulfilling prophesy that “you’re the only one who cares.”

This has been a challenging chapter to write.  Undoubtedly it has also been 
challenging to read since it’s packed with the nuts and bolts of how to lead yet is still 
pretty theoretical.  One suggestion is to pick one aspect of the work of leadership and 
really focus on that:  how are you applying it, what are you learning, what do you agree 
with and disagree with?  , By doing that–and keeping notes on what you’re finding–you 
can add your own lessons and examples.  Then move on to another aspect of leadership 
and do the same.  What’s written in this chapter took me many years to learn, through 
personal experience, through observing the leadership of others and through much 
reading.  It takes time!

In the next chapter, we will look at some of the common questions and concerns 
that arise as people exercise leadership. 
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Addressing Leadership Challenges

Introduction
In the previous chapter, we examined the question, “What do leaders do?”  The 

key activities of leadership were identified and explained. For virtually every one of those 
activities, the point was made that skillfulness involves good judgment, flexibility and 
adaptability to changing circumstances. This chapter will address some of the common 
questions and concerns raised by people as they go about exercising leadership. Although 
there are probably many more questions, particularly those that have to do with tactics, 
these are common questions raised by people I have taught and coached.

“I have real doubts about whether I’m cut out to be a leader.”
As discussed earlier, we often have unconscious models of leadership that we 

compare ourselves to, usually unfavorably. Early on in our leadership careers, we can 
sometimes feel like an imposter, but even seasoned leaders can preoccupy themselves 
with those traits or characteristics they lack, and lose focus on the impact one is seeking 
to make in the world. Shifting one’s attention to the work of leadership is one major 
strategy for dealing with doubts and misgivings: What work needs doing?  Chances are, 
the work you have taken on is not being done by anyone else, so it’s not as important to 
be perfect as it is to do something useful.

In addition, if you commit yourself to learning from what went well as well as 
what didn’t go well, you will almost inevitably develop more skill and more confidence 
as you go along. It’s all learning! In the meantime, it’s helpful to find people who believe 
in you, who support you, and who can give you good advice. 

Finally, if you practices the disciplines of leadership laid in my book, you will 
become more skillful in your practice of leadership and presumably the doubts and 
uncertainties will fade away. 

By the way, having doubts about your leadership is probably a better stance to 
take than the next one, arrogance. 

“I often feel that I know better than others what needs to happen and how to do it. It’s 
hard for me to listen to others’ ideas.”

With this perspective, one has lost sight of the fact that leadership is the 
relationship between the leader and his/her followers. If you think you know best, that 
you don’t need other people, you might be a prophet or a saint but it’s unlikely you will 
be able to exercise leadership for long. 

It’s human to get impatient, and to think of one’s own point of view as the “right” 
one. But to mobilize people to work toward a desired future, give and take needs to 
happen, and regular course corrections based on input from others. 

Try not to isolate yourself from your constituents. Stay open to new views, new 
learning. Discipline yourself to see things from other people’s point of view. Take 
yourself out of your comfort zone and become a beginner again. Become a student of 
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someone you view as less advanced than you: everyone can teach us something. And 
don’t ever forget that followers are as important as leaders.

“Although I want to exercise leadership, I get feedback from others that I have 
personal shortcoming that get in the way.”

Probably the first thing to do is to figure out what kind of personal shortcomings 
people are noticing. Some shortcomings reflect a lack of skill or experience. For example, 
maybe you are not a polished communicator or writer. In these instances, you can try to 
develop your skills or you can team up with people who already have those skills. Maybe 
you do both for awhile until you improve.

Other shortcomings fall more in the realm of personality traits. Examples include 
being disorganized, being chronically late, being unable to follow through on 
commitments, or being impatient with others. These characteristics may have the 
tendency to unfavorably affect others you are attempting to work with, leading them to 
avoid working with you. But if you are serious about the issues you want to address, 
these traits can be kept in check or compensated for. 

Another group of shortcomings are more fundamental and speak to whether you 
will be successful as a leader. If you are perceived as lacking credibility, integrity, or 
trustworthiness, it will be difficult to attract and retain constituents. If the feedback you 
receive falls into this category, it might be useful to do some careful analysis of your 
actions and the motivations behind them. Do you make promises that you fully intend to 
fulfill–at the time?  Do you operate on the principle that “the end justifies the means”?  
Do you find it hard to refuse anyone, even if it means making competing commitments?  
An objective analysis of the impact of your actions can help you to decide if your actions 
need to change or if you need to let others take on leadership roles. And although the 
feedback can sometimes be challenging it’s important to stay open to it, while taking it 
with a grain of salt.

“I am just so exhausted and tired of battling with the world.”
Maybe it’s time to take a step back and regain your perspective. It might even be 

time for a break, if you can afford to do so and not lose the gains you have made. 
Everybody needs to have sources of renewal and ways to regain their energy. If you are 
dragging through every day, you are depleting more energy than you are renewing. Try to 
identify some things that give you pleasure, motivation, enthusiasm. Build those into 
your life, especially during the most difficult and stressful times. Evaluate the strategies 
you are using for their effectiveness. It might be time to change your approach.

Maybe you are trying to do too much by yourself. Having allies and collaborators 
can be a tremendous help. Even if you are all exhausted together, there is something 
about being in the company of people who share a vision and a cause that offers strength.

You might want to ask yourself if your mindset is contributing to your exhaustion. 
People who view life as a series of battles can get so caught up in slogging through the 
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mud that they miss the occasional limousine waiting to take them to their next stop. 
Although much of the work you have to do is hard, sometimes it’s not as hard as we 
make it out to be. 

And maybe it’s time to turn the work over to other people, either temporarily or 
permanently. 

“It seems like I’ve had setback after setback. I’m feeling so frustrated.”
The first step here would also be to take a step back and regain your perspective. 

Getting the help of a trusted advisor would be very useful since you are probably too 
close and emotionally involved to do the kind of analysis that is necessary at this point. 
You probably want to look carefully at every aspect of what you are working to 
accomplish: Are your goals too ambitious?  Have you failed to gain buy-in from people 
who are key to the success of your initiative?  Are you trying to move things along too 
quickly?  Are there factors in the external environment that are constraining you, which 
you haven’t sufficiently factored in?  Do you need to improve your skills in certain areas 
or recruit others who already have the skills?  

There are many other questions to consider but the key thing is to take a broad 
view and try to take your feelings out of the analysis at least for the moment. In order to 
do that, it can help to do some venting at the beginning and then settle down and really 
look carefully at the situation. There is a chapter in my book on systems thinking that 
might help you with this.

“Nobody takes me seriously as a leader.”
Perhaps the most important question to ask yourself is, “Do you take yourself 

seriously as a leader?”  Because if you care deeply about something and you 
communicate that to other people, eventually you will attract supporters. Especially if 
you stay focused on the work at hand and you develop a track record of serious results. 
There are many examples of young leaders–people who did not start out with the external 
trappings of a leader but who made a commitment to produce results in the world and 
followed through with actions. For example, a young man named Emanuel Tsourounis II, 
while he was still in elementary school, gathered a group of students to complain to the 
principal that teachers unfairly gave out punishment during quiet time. The group was so 
persuasive that the principal made changes in the practice. Throughout his high school 
years, he worked to increase student representation in his local board of education as well 
as on the state board of education, among other activities. In his junior year in college, 
Tsourounis co-authored a book aimed at encouraging youth activism. When he was 
interviewed for an article in the paper, he said “No one’s going to say to you, ‘Come and 
change something. If you see something, you have to say, ‘This is how it can be 
improved.’  Before you get to that point, you’ve got to recognize that you are just as 
capable and important as an adult, as someone in city hall, as a taxpayer.”

That message is not relevant only to young people. As families and people with 
disabilities, you also have been conditioned to believe that you are one-down from the 
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special education administrator, the agency director, the service coordinator. Being taken 
seriously starts with yourself. 

“I’m trying to have an impact on something that’s important to me, but I can’t get 
enough people on board.”

Sometimes you need to start small and take an action that is within your control 
before other people will join with you. This can serve both as evidence of your 
commitment to the issue at hand and also as a concrete example for others that something 
can really be done. For example, you’re interested in helping a friend of yours who has a 
disability find a job in a museum. You have approached the various employment services 
providers in your area with the prospect and none of them seem either willing or able to 
make that happen. You have several options at that point. You can continue to try to 
persuade the agencies that this is the right thing to do. You can give up and let your friend 
fill one of the jobs an agency is able to find for him. Or you can help him yourself. None 
of these is necessarily right or wrong. However, the third option does enable you to have 
the kind of impact you are seeking without having to rely on others. If you are successful, 
you might eventually approach an open-minded agency with the proposal that they take 
responsibility for ongoing support, if necessary. 

This approach—taking personal responsibility to bring something you care about 
into existence—is how virtually all developments in service get started. For example, in 
the 1930s, families of individuals with mental retardation started to network in an effort 
to develop services for their children. The first national meeting of parents was convened 
in September 1950 in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and evolved into an organization called 
the Association for Retarded Children (ARC). Thanks in part to high profile support from 
individuals such as President John F. Kennedy, who had a sister with mental retardation, 
community services were developed and citizens began reevaluating their views about 
people with mental retardation and their families.

The l’Arche Movement, founded by Jean Vanier in 1964, is another example. 
L’Arche began when Jean Vanier invited two men living in an institution in France to 
leave the institution and share their lives with him in his home. Today, l'Arche 
communities bring together people, some with developmental disabilities and some 
without, who choose to share their lives by living together in faith-based communities. 
There are communities in several countries around the world.

In each of these examples, people took action without waiting to convince others 
to join them but, of course, along the way many others got on board or the developments 
would not have occurred. It’s not that you don’t need other people; it’s that often you 
don’t need others to get started.

“We just had a big setback.”
We already looked at this challenge from the personal point of view earlier. I 

recommended taking a step back and regaining your perspective. That’s the work you 
need to do as a leader in order to be responsive to others who have also been affected by 
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the setback. You won’t be any good to your constituents if you are reeling from the 
effects of the setback and feeling profoundly discouraged. On the other hand, don’t be 
afraid to show some vulnerability: you’re human, after all, and you can receive support 
from the people you lead as well as offering support to them.

Once you are prepared emotionally, a really important thing to do is learn from 
the experience. While the temptation may be to put it behind you as quickly as possible, 
don’t do it too quickly or you are likely to encounter a similar situation in the future. Try 
to be as objective and dispassionate as possible in evaluating what happened. Avoid 
personalizing. “She’s a nasty person” is less helpful for learning purposes than “She 
wasn’t completely bought in to our vision.”  There is not much you can do about 
someone’s personality but if you conclude that someone wasn’t as aligned with your aims 
as you anticipated, you can take many kinds of actions in the future to increase the 
likelihood that the person will be more in sync. Maybe you will do this after a contained 
period of venting. After all, we’re only human!

Another way in which emotion can cloud a helpful assessment of what happened 
is by assigning blame and then judgment. “I really screwed up. I am such a loser” does 
not offer insights for future successes. “I really screwed up. In what ways?  And what can 
I do differently next time?” is probably a more helpful series of observations and 
questions.

After setbacks, as a way to collectively put things in perspective, it is sometimes 
helpful to review previous accomplishments. But not just from a cheerleading point of 
view. Instead, you can pay close attention to why those worked and what was different 
about this situation. 

Ultimately, you want to remind yourself of the quote by Ron Heifetz: “leadership 
requires the courage to face failure daily.”  Because the truth is, if you are really 
exercising leadership, you are hanging out in uncharted territory a lot of the time: why 
wouldn’t there be setbacks?

“As a result of exercising leadership, I just experienced a huge loss.”
In the chapter that addressed reasons to lead and reasons not to lead, we explored 

the reality that leadership is risky. Taking on leadership roles opens one up to all sorts of 
consequences up to, and including, loss of life. Although most of us will not find 
ourselves in leadership positions where that kind of risk is present, we routinely risk 
being criticized or blamed by others, being isolated from our peers, and potentially even 
risk loss of employment if we take a stand on a controversial issue. Parents also risk the 
well-being of their children if they tackle issues in the services being delivered. One 
mother recently mentioned that she was afraid her non-disabled children would also be 
affected if she was too vocal in the school that her disabled child attended.

The risks are real and no matter how well prepared we believe we are, we are 
usually caught off guard when something bad happens as a consequence of our 
leadership. Years ago when I was working on behalf of people with psychiatric 
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disabilities, I helped to organize a conference where the keynote speaker was a 
psychiatrist named Thomas Szasz. At that time, Dr. Szasz was known as the “anti-
psychiatry doctor” because he held the position that mental illness was a myth. As a result 
of that conference, I came under personal attack by a chapter of the Alliance for the 
Mentally Ill, who held strongly different views from those of the doctor. Members of this 
group even attempted to have me fired from my job. The director of the agency where I 
worked at the time was admirable in her unwillingness to give in to the pressure, and I 
retained my job. But I remember that my first reaction was, “What did I do wrong?  I’m 
just trying to do the right thing.”  In my mind I knew that having such a controversial 
speaker was risky, but the actual consequences were totally unanticipated. 

It can be helpful before you assume a leadership role on a particular issue to do an 
inventory of the potential risks, how well prepared you are for their happening, what 
allies you have, and what other strategies you can employ to minimize the chances of 
them being realized. At the same time, it’s very easy to get caught off guard no matter 
what steps we take to anticipate something happening.

When something does happen, you might be tempted to say “forget it, it’s just not 
worth it.”  And that may be so. But like many of the recommendations in this chapter, the 
first thing to do is take a step back. Give yourself some breathing room to see if you can 
get some perspective. Check in with your deeply held values and beliefs: is the work in 
alignment with your core values?  If so, perhaps the costs are bearable. What would be 
the consequences of giving up this work?  Most of us are willing to live with numerous 
costs in order to live our core beliefs.   I also find it helpful to review the stories of people 
who stood by their commitments even when difficult things happened to them, as a 
reminder and a source of inspiration. 

In this chapter, I have tried to address some common questions and concerns that 
come up in the course of exercising leadership. Perhaps you have another concern or 
question. If so, feel free to contact me. I’d be happy to address it and, who knows, maybe 
someone else had the same question.  
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Conclusion

I hope you have found the ideas in this monograph helpful as you pursue your 
leadership journey.  In my book, Why Not Lead? A Primer for Families and Other 
Grassroots Leaders, there are a number of additional chapters that focus on the disciplines 
of leadership.  These include such topics as the power of vision, self awareness, systems 
thinking, creativity, communication, working with time, using conflict as a constructive 
force, and supporting the growth of others.  The content in the book represents the best of 
my many years of experience as a leader, developing other leaders and learning from the 
practices of many amazing leaders I've had the honor to know.

If you found this monograph helpful, I would love to know what worked for you.  If 
parts did  not make sense, were too abstract and were generally unhelpful, I'd like to know 
that as well.  And I would always love to hear your anecdotes and stories.  Please feel free to 
contact me at deborah@reidyassociates.org or at 413-536-9256.  Thank you!
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