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o n e

THE DEFINITION OF LEADERSHIP:

influenCe

Everyone talks about it; few understand it. Most people desire to cul-
tivate a high capacity for it; few actually do. I can put my hands on 

more than fifty definitions and descriptions of it from my personal files. 
If you google it, you’ll get more than 760 million results for it. What am I 
talking about? Leadership.

When I wrote the first edition of this book in 1992, people who 
wanted to succeed in businesses and other organizations focused their 
attention on management. Every year another management fad seemed 
to be in fashion. But few people paid any attention to leadership. It wasn’t 
on most people’s radar.

I have earned three degrees: a bachelor’s, a master’s, and a doctorate. 
Yet I had not taken a single course in leadership during my studies before 
the 1993 publication of Developing the Leader Within You. Why? Because 
none of the universities I attended offered a single course on the subject.

Today, however, leadership is a buzzword. And schools and univer-
sities have embraced it. If you wanted to, you could earn an advanced 
degree in the subject at more than a hundred accredited universities. All 
three of the universities I attended now offer courses in leadership.

Why has leadership become so important? Because people are recogniz-
ing that becoming a better leader changes lives. Everything rises and falls 
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Leadership. It provides a model of influence that can help you better 
understand the dynamics of leadership, and it also creates a road map you 
can follow to develop influence with others. I’ve been teaching this model 
of leadership for more than thirty years, and I can’t count the number of 
people it’s helped. I hope it helps you in the same way it has others.

RESPECT
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THE KEY TO LEADERSHIP: 

Priorities

Do you have plenty of time to do all that you want and need to do 
in a day? I’m guessing the answer is no. I have yet to meet any busy 

leaders who feel they have more than enough time to do all they want. 
In chapter 1 I mentioned that at age forty, I realized I alone couldn’t 
work any harder or any longer, so I started investing in people. But I 
also realized that I needed to improve the way I managed myself and 
my time.

People used to talk a lot about time management, but the reality is 
that you can’t manage time. Managing something means controlling 
it, changing it. When it comes to time, there is nothing to manage. 
Everybody gets twenty- four hours in a day. We can’t add another hour 
or subtract one. We can’t slow it down or speed it up. Time is what 
it is.

Coach and speaker Jamie Cornell wrote, “Time cannot and will not 
be managed, and you will never get more of it. The problem is rooted 
in the choices you are making with others and your own choices. You 
choose how to use it every moment of every day, whether you believe you 
do or not.”1

For anyone who leads, the question is not, “Will my calendar be full?” 
but “Who and what will fill my calendar?” When I feel that I don’t have 
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needed some oil to keep machinery going so that he and his employees 
could keep working. Each request was good, and each time, the light-
house keeper gave them oil for their worthy cause.

Toward the end of the month, he noticed the supply of oil was very 
low. By the last night of the month, it was gone, and the beacon went out. 
That night in a storm, a ship wrecked on the rocks and lives were lost.

When the authorities investigated, the man was very repentant. But 
there was only one reply: “You were given oil for one purpose— to keep 
that light burning!”

As you become more successful and busier, you must learn to nav-
igate the choice between two good things. You can’t always have both. 
How do you choose? Remember that the good must sometimes be sacri-
ficed for the best.

4. Proactive Beats Reactive
Every person is either an initiator or a reactor when it comes to plan-

ning. In my opinion you can choose or you can lose. Proactive means 
choosing. Reactive means losing. The question isn’t “Will I have things 
to do?” but “Will I do things that make a difference?” To be an effective 
leader, you need to be proactive. Take a look at the difference between 
initiators and reactors:

Initiators Reactors
Prepare Repair

Plan ahead Live in the moment

Pick up the phone and make contact Wait for the phone to ring

Anticipate problems React to problems

Seize the moment Wait for the right moment

Put their priorities in their calendars Put others’ requests in their calendars

Invest time in people Spend time with people

If you have any doubt about the impact of initiating versus reacting 
on your productivity, just think about the week before you go on vaca-
tion. It’s probably your most productive and efficient time at work. Why? 
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Products: 20 percent of the products bring in 80 percent of the profits
Books: 20 percent of the book contains 80 percent of the content
Jobs: 20 percent of our work gives us 80 percent of the satisfaction
Speeches: 20 percent of the presentation creates 80 percent of the 

impact
Donors: 20 percent of the donors give 80 percent of the money
Taxes: 20 percent of the people pay 80 percent of the taxes
Leadership: 20 percent of the people make 80 percent of the decisions
Picnics: 20 percent of the people will eat 80 percent of the food

Look at just about any situation, and you’ll find that the 80/20 rule 
applies. Why? I don’t know. It just does.

As a leader, you need to understand this principle, because it comes 
into play in everything you do as a leader. Visually, here’s how the 80/20 
rule looks if you have ten priorities:

80%

2

20%

8

N U M B E R OF

PRIORITIES
AMOU NT OF

PRODUCTION

The Pareto Principle
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Embrace Priority Principles
Begin by determining the areas where you’ve not lived according to 

good priorities. Think about how you can change your everyday work 
habits. Answer the following five questions based on the priority prin-
ciples in the chapter:

1. Where do I need to work smarter instead of harder?
2. What must I change to stop trying to have it all?
3. What good things can I stop doing in order to do the best?
4. What must I do to become more proactive instead of reactive?
5. What can I do to stop doing urgent but unimportant things?

Pareto Principle Worksheet
The Pareto principle can be applied to almost any area of your per-

sonal or professional life. For leaders, the most critical application comes 
in your investment in people. You need to identify the top 20 percent of 
the people you lead.

1. Write the names of everyone on your team in the spaces below.

ABC # Name
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2. In the far left column beside each name, write one of the 
following letters to complete this sentence: This person leaving 
the team or working against me . . .

a. Could make or break the team, and it would greatly 
impact our effectiveness. (My friend Bill Hybels says that 
when you even think about losing one of these people, 
you feel like you’re going to throw up.)

b. Would negatively impact our effectiveness, but it would 
not break the team.

c. Would not negatively affect the team, and it might even 
improve it.

Every name should now have a letter beside it.
3. Now rank the importance of your A’s by writing a 1 by  

the name of the most impacting person, a 2 next to the  
next most impacting, and so on. Then rank your Bs. Then  
your Cs.

4. Place an asterisk (*) next to the names of your top 20 percent 
(one name if you have a total of five on your list, two names if 
you have ten, etc.)

5. On another piece of paper, list two to five ways you can add 
value to those top people and develop them.

6. Look at anyone you marked with a C. If you have the authority, 
try to help these individuals find a place on another team where 
they might be more effective.

Three Rs Worksheet
List your responsibilities on the next page. Then use each column to 

evaluate them. Beginning with the “Requirement” column, score them 
with either a 3 (high importance), 2 (moderate importance), or 1 (low 
importance). Then do the same for the “Return” and “Reward” columns. 
Once you’ve created ratings for every item in all three columns, add the 
scores. Based on the scores, rank your responsibilities in order using the 
far left column.

DevelopingLeader_7P.indd   45 10/25/17   4:02 PM



d e v e l o p i n g  t h e  l e a d e r  w i t h i n  y o u  2 . 0

4 6

When you’re done, you may have something that looks like this:

# Responsibilities Rqrmt Return Reward Results
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=

Responsibilities Rqrmt Return Reward Results
New Client Acquisition 3 3 2 =     8

Closing Deals with Clients 3 3 3 =     9

Answering E- mails 1 1 1 =     3

Supervision of Staff 3 2 1 =     6

Leadership Development of Staff 1 3 3 =     7

Project Oversight 2 2 2 =     6

Monthly Reports 3 1 1 =     5
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Look at the responsibilities with your highest scores. Then assess 
whether your daily activities are aligned based on them. Don’t just dis-
miss this question. Give it some thinking time. And if you’re not sure 
about the answer, ask a friend, family member, or colleague who is willing 
to be honest with you. Once you’ve made the assessment, write a game 
plan for aligning your life with your priorities.

Margin Call
Examine your calendar. How much white space does it contain? If 

it contains less than 20 percent, you need to begin doing some cutting. 
(If you don’t use a calendar of any kind, then start using one today. You 
have a different kind of problem with priorities.) Use the work you’ve 
already done in this chapter as your guide concerning what to cut and 
what to keep.
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THE FOUNDATION OF LEADERSHIP: 

CharaCter

On October 12, 2016, I had the privilege of meeting Pope Francis and 
spending a few minutes with him. I have admired him for many 

years. His humility and character have made a strong impression on me. 
Traditionally, when a cardinal is newly elected as pope, when asked if he 
will accept his election, he responds, “Accepto,” meaning “I accept.” Francis’s 
first words were instead, “I am a great sinner, but I trust in the infinite mercy 
and patience of our Lord Jesus Christ, and I accept in a spirit of penance.”1

This man has led the way toward championing character formation 
within the leadership of the church. And his heart for transformation 
stirred me to ask him to pray for the John Maxwell Foundation, the 
nonprofit organization I founded to become a catalyst for positive trans-
formation in countries such as Guatemala and Paraguay. I was humbled 
when he said yes.

CHARACTER IN LEADERSHIP

In the lead- up to my meeting with the pontiff, I read a lot about him. 
One of the articles I came across was by Gary Hamel, a management 
consultant and founder of Strategos, in the Harvard Business Review. 
Hamel wrote about a meeting Pope Francis had with a group of church 
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credibility. Yet if they try to hide their failures, they come across as phony. 
If they hide their successes, they fear they won’t have as much credibility. 
But if they highlight only their successes, they come across as arrogant 
and unrelatable. How does a leader navigate this situation?

My advice to leaders is to try to live 
between the lines. Let me explain. As I travel 
the road of leadership, to my right is the line of 
success. When I’m over near that line, every-
thing is going well, I’m achieving success, and 
I’m winning. To my left is the line of failure. 
When I’m close to that line, nothing seems to 
go right, and I’m living Murphy’s Law: anything that can go wrong will 
go wrong, and at the worst possible time. I describe these two extremes 
this way:

Most of the time we live between those two lines. When people see 
us on the success line, we have to be careful not to think that is who we 
really are. We can be like the athlete who wins a gold medal or a Super 
Bowl and starts to believe he’s spectacular all the time at everything he 
does. It’s not reality. People may try to put such individuals on a pedestal, 
but they will surely fall off.

There are also times when we travel along the failure line. We all 
make mistakes. We all make bad choices. We all fall short. If we believe 
that’s who we are, we won’t want to get out of bed. We shouldn’t buy into 
that either. Both lines— of success and of failure— are extremes. We’re 
neither as good nor as bad as they might indicate.

Authenticity is about living an open life between those lines. In my 
early years, I only wanted to tell others about my experiences on the 

There are four dimensions 

to character: authenticity, 

self- management, 

humility, and courage.

The Line of Failure The Line of Success
Weakness Strength

Depresses me Impresses me

I want no one to see I want everyone to see

I want this never I want this forever

Me at my worst Me at my best
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THE QUICKEST WAY TO GAIN LEADERSHIP: 

Problem solving

Many years ago, when I read M. Scott Peck’s book The Road Less 
Traveled, it changed my life. The first pages of the book shook me 

out of my innate desire for life to be easy, for things to always come my 
way. Peck wrote:

This is a great truth, one of the greatest truths. It is a great truth 

because once we truly see this truth, we transcend it. Once we truly 

know that life is difficult— once we truly understand and accept it— 

then life is no longer difficult. Because once it has been accepted, the 

fact that life is difficult no longer matters.

Most do not fully see this truth that life is difficult. Instead they 

moan more or less incessantly, noisily or subtly, about the enormity of 

their problems, their burdens, and their difficulties as if life were gener-

ally easy, as if life should be easy.1

It’s true that life is hard for everyone. And if life is tough for individ-
uals, its difficulty is multiplied for leaders. Individuals can think me, but 
leaders must think we. A leader’s life is not his or her own. Thinking we 
means other people are included, and that means their problems are also 
yours to deal with.
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Remember, the best leaders help others see and solve problems with-
out them.

Socialize Ideas

I like what Lennox International’s Paul Larkin calls socializing ideas. It’s 
a strategy in which leaders share their ideas informally throughout the 
normal course of the day to gain acceptance for them before formally 
implementing them.12 In this way your people are not blindsided, they 
have the opportunity to mull over ideas, and they have enough time to 
improve the ideas. When they do that, buy- in increases dramatically.

6. Always Come Up with More Than One Solution
For years I was a very limited problem solver. I would find one answer 

for a problem, and then I would champion that solution to my people. 
Today I try to be more creative. I look for many solutions and let the best 
one champion itself.

As you seek to solve problems, list as many solutions to a problem as 
possible. The more, the better. Keep in mind that seldom is there just one 
way to solve a problem. The more options the better, because problems 
continually shift and change. Leaders who don’t have backup solutions 
soon find themselves in trouble.

As you grow as a problem- solving leader, you will begin to see a pro-
gression in your thinking that might look something like this:

Yesterday’s Approach Today’s Approach
Settle for the first solution Pursue multiple solutions

Focus on only the problem Explore all opportunities

Fear uncertainty Embrace ambiguity

Conform to the rules Celebrate the creative

Possess a narrow view Connect the unconnected

Fear taking risks Don’t fear failing

Have limited choices Enjoy many options
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THE EXTRA PLUS IN LEADERSHIP: 

attitude

Think of a friend, colleague, family member, or mentor whom you 
greatly admire. Stop. Don’t keep reading. Really think of a name, 

and write it down.
Now write five things you admire most about this person. I think 

you’ll gain an interesting and important insight by doing it. So please 
stop and write down what you admire.

Why did I ask you to do this? Because I’ve found that most of the 
time, many of the characteristics we admire in others have to do with 
attitude. We admire and like to be around people who are positive, tena-
cious, and expectant. People with a good attitude lift us up and inspire us.

When it comes to leadership, attitude becomes even more important. 
You need to see possibilities when others don’t, encourage people when 
they are feeling defeated, and demonstrate commitment when others 
want to quit.

Author and pastor Charles Swindoll pointed out how the right atti-
tude is central to success. He said:

The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of attitude on life. Attitude, 

to me, is more important than facts. It is more important than the past, 

than education, than money, than circumstances, than failures, than 
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Success often asks the question, “What am I getting?” Improvement 
always asks, “What am I becoming?” Improvement through growth is the 
only guarantee that tomorrow will be better. The profile of someone who 
improves looks different from that of other people.

Everybody Not Everybody
Makes mistakes Corrects them

Hears Listens

Has problems Solves them

Falls Gets back up

Receives lessons from life Improves from them

Needs to make changes Does

Success often asks the question, 

“What am I getting?” Improvement 

always asks, “What am I becoming?”

Social psychologist Heidi Grant Halvorson characterizes the differ-
ence between those who desire to improve and those who desire to prove 
to others that they’ve got it all together. She wrote:

People approach any task with one of two mindsets: what I call the “Be- 

Good” mindset, where your focus is on proving that you have a lot of ability 

and already know what you’re doing, and the “Get- Better” mindset, where 

your focus is on developing ability. You can think of it as the difference 

between wanting to prove that you are smart, and wanting to get smarter.

The problem with the Be- Good mindset is that it tends to cause 

problems when we are faced with something unfamiliar or difficult. We 

start worrying about making mistakes, because mistakes mean that we 

lack ability, and this creates a lot 

of anxiety and frustration. . . .

The Get- Better mindset, 

on the other hand, is practically 

bullet- proof. When we think 

about what we are doing in terms 

of learning and mastering, accept-

ing that we may make some mistakes along the way, we stay motivated 

despite the setbacks that might occur.14
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THE INDISPENSABLE QUALITY OF LEADERSHIP: 

vision

Vision is the indispensable quality of leadership. Without it, a team’s 
energy ebbs, people begin to miss deadlines, team members’ personal 

agendas begin to dominate, production falls, and eventually team mem-
bers scatter. With it, the team’s energy surges, people meet their deadlines, 
personal agendas fade into the background, production increases, and the 
people working together become a thriving team.

As my friend Andy Stanley said, “Vision gives significance to the 
otherwise meaningless details of our lives. . . . Too many times the rou-
tines of life begin to feel like shoveling dirt. But take those same routines, 
those same responsibilities, and view them through the lens of vision 
and everything looks different. Vision brings your world into focus. 
Vision brings order to chaos. A clear vision enables you to see everything 
differently.”1

Clear vision does wonders for a team, but it also does wonders for a 
leader. Among its greatest benefits are direction and passion. For leaders, 
vision sets direction for their lives. It’s like having a road map. It pri-
oritizes both action and values, helping leaders remain focused. And it 
creates passion. It lights a fire within leaders that can spread to others. As 
my friend Bill Hybels has said, “Vision is a picture of the future that pro-
duces passion. There is no such thing as an ‘emotionless vision.’ ” Perhaps 
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PERSONAL OWNERSHIP OF THE VISION

In my book Put Your Dreams to the Test, one of the questions I ask has 
to do with ownership: Is my dream really my dream? Why? Because you 
cannot achieve a dream that you do not own.14 Take a look at the differ-
ences you will experience based on whether or not you own your dream:

You will never achieve a dream or vision unless you own it. Furthermore, 
as a leader, you will not be able to get others to buy into a vision that you 
do not own.

Through the years, one of the most common questions I’ve been asked 
at leadership conferences is “How do I get a vision for my organization?” 
When I hear this question, I feel for the leader who asks it, because I know 
it means the person has been placed in a leadership position yet lacks this 
indispensable quality of leadership. Until the vision question is answered, 
the person will be a leader in name only. I hope that you already possess a 
vision of your own for your team, department, or organization. However, if 
you don’t, I want to help you. Although I cannot give you a vision, I can 
share the process of seeking one for yourself and those around you. And I 
can help you think through the process of implementing it.

Look Within You: “What do you feel?”
You cannot borrow somebody else’s vision. It must come from 

inside you. What brings it out is passion. What fires you up? What is so 

When Someone Else  
Owns Your Dream

When You  
Own Your Dream

It will not have the right fit. It will feel good on you. 

It will be a weight on your shoulders. It will provide wings to your spirit. 

It will drain your energy. It will fire you up. 

It will put you to sleep. It will keep you up at night. 

It will take you out of 

your strength zone. 

It will take you out of 

your comfort zone. 

It will be fulfilling to others. It will be fulfilling to you. 

It will require others to make you do it. It will feel like you were made for it. 
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THE PRICE TAG OF LEADERSHIP: 

self- disCiPline

President Harry S. Truman said, “In reading the lives of great men, I 
have found that the first victory they won was over themselves. . . . 

Self- discipline with all of them came first.” That is true not just of great 
achievers, but also of effective leaders. Good leaders practice self- control 
before they try to engage others. Self- discipline comes before leadership 
success. It is the price tag of leadership.

When I was in college, I studied Greek and Hebrew. One of the 
words for self- control in Greek is egkráteia. I think this word gives great 
insight into what someone needs to lead effectively. The word means to 
get a grip on oneself.1 It describes people who are willing to get a grip on 
their lives and take control of areas that will bring them success or fail-
ure. That’s critical because I need to get a grip on me first before I try to 
get a handle on leading others.

As leaders, our greatest challenge in leadership is leading ourselves 
first. We can’t expect to take others farther than we have gone ourselves. 
We must travel within before we can travel without. Many highly gifted 
leaders have stopped far short of their potential because they were not 
willing to pay this price. They tried to take the fast track to leadership 
only to find that shortcuts never pay off in the long run.
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Let me explain how this often plays out. If I have a problem or a 
challenge, and I think there is no positive solution, how will I respond? 
I’ll probably procrastinate. Or I might start making excuses for why I 
won’t take action. But excuses are exit signs that take us off the road of 
progress. Sometimes the results are tragic. Other times they’re comical. 
For example, here are some excuses submitted in claims to auto insurance 
companies:

“As I reached the intersection, a hedge sprang up, obscuring my 
vision.” (Don’t you hate those instant hedges?)

“An invisible car came out of nowhere, struck my car, and 
vanished.” (Like a superhero.)

“The telephone pole was approaching fast. I attempted to swerve 
out of its path when it struck my front end.” (Those telephone 
poles have a mind of their own. They’re so unpredictable.)

“The indirect cause of this accident was a little guy in a small car 
with a big mouth.” (I can picture that one.)

“I had been driving my car for four years when I fell asleep at the 
wheel and had an accident.” (That must be a record.)

“To avoid hitting the bumper of the car in front of me, I struck the 
pedestrian!” (That’s an interesting choice.)

Uphill Climbing Downhill Sliding
Everything worthwhile Nothing worthwhile

Wins Losses

Preparing Repairing

High morale Low morale

High self- respect Low self- respect

Self- improvement No improvement

Purposeful Aimless

Fulfilling Empty

Making a difference Not making a difference

Intentional actions (doing) Good intentions (knowing)

Uphill habits Downhill habits
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We earn self- respect 

on difficult ground.

The late Louis L’Amour is one of the bestselling authors of all time. More 
than 900 million copies of his books have been sold worldwide, and even 
though he died in 1988, every one of his books is still 
in print.9 When asked the key to his writing style, he 
responded, “Start writing, no matter what. The water 
does not flow until the faucet is turned on.” Turning 
the faucet on is the beginning. Respect is a result of 
keeping it on. Self- discipline allows you to do that.

7. Self- Discipline Makes Consistency Possible, and 
Consistency Compounds

Consistency is not a sexy word. Why? Consistency doesn’t prove itself 
quickly, and it isn’t rewarded immediately. In today’s culture, people are 
more captivated by charisma, genius, excitement, creativity, and inno-
vation. But I can tell you after fifty years of striving for consistency, the 
dividends can be extraordinary. Here are just a few of the things con-
sistency can do for you:

Consistency Establishes Your Reputation

Anybody can be good once in a while. Only the self- disciplined are 
consistently good. And that consistency makes people notice you— and 

Discipline- Driven People Emotion- Driven People
Do right, then feel good Feel good, then do right

Are commitment- driven Are convenience- driven

Make principle- based decisions Make popular- based decisions

Action controls attitude Attitude controls action

Believe it, then see it See it, then believe it

Create momentum Wait for momentum

Ask, “What are my responsibilities?” Ask, “What are my rights?”

Continue when problems arise Quit when problems arise

Are steady Are moody

Can be leaders Will be followers
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THE EXPANSION OF LEADERSHIP: 

Personal growth

On my fortieth birthday I wrote a lesson titled “I’m 40 and Counting.” 
It was a reflective lesson where I examined my life, assessed how I 

had done some things poorly and some well, and taught the ten things I 
believed all people should try to get under their belts by age forty. Writing 
the lesson was so fulfilling and the response was so positive that when 
I turned fifty, I did a lesson called “I’m 50 and Reflecting: The Most 
Important Lessons I’ve Learned in My Life.” When I turned sixty . . . You 
can see where this is going! I’ll just cut to the chase. I’ve written two other 
lessons: “I’m 60 and Compounding” and “I’m 70 and Transforming.” If I 
live to be eighty, you know what I’ll be doing for my birthday.

Those lessons have been markers in my life. Looking back over the 
decades, I think I have a better handle on what really matters. I’m certain 
of fewer things now at seventy than I was at forty, but I’m more certain of 
those few things than I’ve ever been in my life. One of those things— and 
it’s been my biggest takeaway from writing those lessons— is that growth 
matters. My capacity to grow has determined my capacity to lead. Today 
I lead differently and more effectively than I did at forty. And it’s not just 
because I’ve been leading longer. It’s been because I’ve made personal 
growth a priority all these years.

At one of my conferences several years ago, a man about my age 
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as I matured and changed because of growth, I became less enamored 
with goals and more passionate about growth. The result? Today I am 
consistently growth conscious. 
Here is the difference.

I like to tell people I’m a 
mountain climber. People who 
know me well look at me funny. 
My body doesn’t look like it has 
climbed any mountains. Before 
they can say anything, I tell them, 
“The mountain I climb is called Growth.” Every day I take a few steps up 
toward my potential. Even at seventy, I’m still climbing. The result?

I’ve outgrown yesterday and grown into tomorrow.
I’ve outgrown old expectations and grown into new expectations.
I’ve outgrown past victories and grown into present victories.
I’ve outgrown average relationships and grown into improving 

relationships.
I’ve outgrown what was and grown into what could be.
I’ve outgrown success and grown into significance.

I hope you are getting the picture of what growth can do for you. I 
hope the desire to grow is starting to burn brightly within you. The Law of 
Diminishing Intent says that the longer you wait to do something you should 

Goal Conscious Growth Conscious
Focus is on a destination Focus is on the journey

Motivates people Matures people

Goals are seasonal Growth is lifelong

Challenges people Changes people

When the goal is reached,  

we stop

When the goal is reached, 

we keep growing

Goal Question: How long will this take? Growth Question: How far can I go? 

The Law of Diminishing Intent says that 

the longer you wait to do something 

you should do now, the greater the 

odds that you will never do it.
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