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What readers are saying:

“Read Ripple and Chris’s six principles with a highlighter and grab a pen  

for the practical exercises to drive the principles home.” 

R. Michael Rose, CEO of Mojo Media Labs and author of  
ROE Powers ROI: The Ultimate Way to Think and Communicate for Ridiculous Results 

“Leadership begins internally, a service to self that if nurtured, can expand beyond you and allow 

you to serve others. Ripple is the missing manual for this inside-out leadership—a book you can visit 

to make a quick adjustment (there’s even a ‘But I Need Help Now!’ section) or to begin a warm, step-

by-step mentorship with Chris. Finally, a leadership book not of rules, but of actions.”

Michael Clingan, The Claymore Group

“The principles outlined in Ripple are not just sound business advice. They provide a springboard for 

creativity in figuring out what kind of leader you are and how you can go from being a good leader 

to an outstanding one. Highly original and truly engaging!”

Marshall Goldsmith, a Thinkers50 Top Ten Global Business Thinker and top-ranked executive coach

“Ripple reminds us that leadership starts with personal clarity and results in immeasurable impact. 

The simple exercises in this book will help you learn to focus on your strengths, improve your 

organization, and positively influence the lives of others.” 

Marisa Smith, head brainiac, The Whole Brain Group

“Having interviewed leaders of so many extraordinary companies in the United States, Japan, and 

beyond, I can tell you with confidence that every organizational issue is a leadership issue. In other 

words, if you want to change your organization, work on your leadership first!

Many of us mistakenly believe that leadership is a talent that you are born with, but Ripple shows 

you that leadership can be learned. Throughout this easy-to-follow, entertaining book, Chris 

Hutchinson provides you with exercises that help you cultivate a profound understanding of “self” 

and empower you to make a far-reaching and lasting impact.”

Shinobu Ishizuka, author of Zapposu No Kiseski (The Zappos Miracle)



“Want to become a more effective, respected, and confident leader? Here’s your field guide.  

Chris Hutchinson’s insights on the essence of leadership and management  

will improve every part of your organization.” 

 Josh Kaufman, bestselling author of The Personal MBA and The First 20 Hours

“I like how Ripple is personal, practical, and broad. It could apply to so many settings and still 

feel totally specific. The analogies and stories are told in a way that I could place myself and my 

organization in them. Teachers, pastors, CEOs and anyone leading anything would benefit from 

using it to improve their leadership.” 

Pastor Leta Behrens

 “I like the approach. Ripple is a good, just-read-it kind of book. Practical and pragmatic, it takes 

some of the best tools and makes them actionable. I especially like the diagnostic guide in the back.”

Jenny Briggs, director of organizational development, New Belgium Brewing Company

 “I’m really pleased with how comprehensive and practical Ripple is. It’s a book that needed to be 

written. Every topic and practice is applicable to companies both large and small.” 

Tim Whetten, partner, Cycletote Bicycle Trailers

“I am very impressed with the caliber of Ripple. I was afraid it would be just another pop business 

book, of which I have seen too many. And I love the title! It’s perfect!” 

Carol Krismann, University of Colorado Business Librarian, retired, and board member  
for Baldrige-award-winning Elevations Credit Union 

“I wish every entrepreneur would read this book. Unlike most writers on leadership,  

Chris Hutchinson understands that the most important quality a leader can have is self-knowledge, 

and he provides the most practical guide to achieving it that I have ever read.  

Follow his advice and you will have a better business. Period.” 

Bo Burlingham, editor-at-large of Inc. magazine and author of  
Small Giants and Finish Big: How Great Entrepreneurs Exit Their Companies on Top
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This book is in memory of my friend Brian Robins.

Fly away free, Brian. 



I dedicate this book to my good friend Brian Wayne Robins. He and I went to 

school together at the University of Colorado in the mid-1980s. We met in 

AFROTC and Aerospace Engineering 101, and we spent long nights together 

eating pizza and solving programming problems in his dorm room. He 

introduced me to Day-Timers, which kept me organized and in school. I was 

honored to have him be part of my wedding with Diana in 1987, and Brian 

faithfully sent us anniversary cards for the rest of his life. During our Air 

Force careers, Brian and I got to work together a few times, notably when he 

flew me and a team I led into Albania in 1996. In 2005 he found the love of 

his life, Robyn, and Diana and I got to attend his wedding. He even tolerated 

some coaching from me around the great plans he had for his family and 

career. In 2011 he discovered that he had advanced brain cancer and passed 

away a short time later, on 6 November. Robyn and their son, Greg, are a 

very special connection to Brian for our whole family, and he is missed.
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Preface
Right now you’re likely trying to decide if you really want to spend your 

time and energy reading this book. 

here’s why you should:  

if you believe there is more capacity in you, in others, and in your 

organization than is now being tapped, this book is worth it. 

Why? Because it’s built to help you:

- self-identify what’s working and what’s not so you can quickly focus 

effort where it’s needed;

- Build your confidence and effectiveness working with people at all 

levels of your organization; and

- Create practical solutions to your current challenges while 

strengthening your ability to handle future challenges.

in the past two decades, i’ve worked with hundreds of organizations 

and thousands of leaders and leaders-in-training. some were amazingly 

effective, while others struggled to make the right things happen. The 

biggest differences between those who succeeded and those who 

struggled were:

- Their understanding of their strengths and what they wanted to 

achieve;

- Their willingness to challenge themselves and learn; and

- Their ability to put their learning into action.

This book helps people like you achieve greater and longer-lasting success 

in less time. here’s to you getting as far as you want to go.

Note: throughout 
the book I share 
many client stories. 
Out of respect 
for the privacy 
of the people 
and organizations 
involved, some 
stories have 
identifying details 
changed.
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Introduction
You can become a better leader by using the proven concepts in this book 

to improve your personal impact on your organization and the people who 

make it work. 

it doesn’t matter if you are a frontline supervisor, a mid-level manager, 

or a Ceo. it doesn’t matter if you are relatively new to leadership or a 

seasoned veteran. What does matter is that you must be willing to shift 

your awareness, learn some new tools, and do some challenging work. 

How to dodge a silver bullet

Right now, the results you are getting are the best you can do considering 

the circumstances. Yet you wouldn’t be reading this unless you believed 

things could be better. And there are at least two significant challenges 

standing between you and success.

The first challenge is your own personal awareness. Through no fault of 

your own, you are highly likely to be unaware of:

How you are contributing to situations, and 

How to do things differently to make a difference.   

This lack of awareness is fostered by things outside your control—such 

as the fact that people rarely tell leaders when their behavior is helping 

or hurting the team. even when you are aware of how you’re impacting 

others, everything is changing so quickly that it is extremely hard to 

predict what needs to happen next.  

The second challenge is that today’s organizational climate is creating 

unprecedented pressure to:

- Do more with less

- Go faster, and

- Make no mistakes.

These leadership challenges and pressures may cause you to seek rescue 

from a “silver bullet” or “magic pill”—something that will solve all your 

How you are contributing  

to situations

How to do things differently 

 to make a difference
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problems instantly without effort. or, you may put yourself and your 

organization into permanent overdrive, leading to poor results, waste of 

resources, and burnout of everyone—including you. 

Enter the Ripple effect

don’t fall prey to the false hope of the silver bullet. instead, unleash the 

ripple effect. 

This is a book of tested models and exercises you can use to self-diagnose 

and improve your skills quickly.  it’s a field guide that captures lessons you 

probably didn’t learn in school yet are critical for thriving in the real world.

i’ve spent the last five years assembling and refining a simple framework 

of the most important principles affecting leaders’ success, along with 

the effective practices supporting these principles. These principles and 

practices reflect the best research, field-testing, and refinement from 

all my work and my company’s work with clients. in each practice, i 

include straightforward exercises to help you get started leveraging your 

organization, your team, and yourself to greater success.

Why this book?

ever since i started my business, clients have asked me, “What one book 

should i use to work on my leadership?”

i read widely and have even been accused of being a “bibliotherapist.” 

My library shelves include almost 20 linear feet of leadership books, 

ranging in focus from personal leadership to teamwork to organizational 

development. 

if only for my clients, i wrote this book to provide something different, 

something that touched on the three areas critical to effective leadership:

- Personal effectiveness, self-knowledge, and internal direction

- Interpersonal communication, relationships, and employee 

development

- Organizational structure, direction, and systems improvement
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This book is different because it builds a bridge between proven concepts 

and powerful ways to get things done in the real world. This book gives 

you tools and techniques then frees you to do things your way.

To help you succeed, this book incorporates three primary methods of 

communication:

 
A field-tested framework of challenges leaders most often face

i’ve developed the concepts and practices in this book over a more than 

20 year career as a leader and leadership coach. They will help you self-

diagnose what’s going right and what’s going wrong, and see how you can 

personally make changes to get people and an organization back on track.

Visual models and analogies that make the concepts easy to grasp

This book has simple illustrations and stories that help you quickly 

understand “what good looks like.”  They create ideas that stick in your 

mind, so you can easily recall guidance when you need it. 

Easy-to-use tools that break through resistance 

This book is filled with real-life, practical solutions to the kinds of problems 

leaders like you face most. The exercises make it easy to get started and 

build positive momentum.
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A new framework

This book pulls together proven concepts into a simple six-part framework 

of powerful ways to get things done. This framework is about helping 

you understand and drive yourself to action, how you connect with and 

empower people, and how you build and run an organization. These six 

principles are the essence of effective, influential leadership.

Principle 1 | leaders’ effectiveness is proportional to how well they know themselves. 

  As a state of being, deep self-alignment is the foundation for a  

  leader’s potential impact.

Principle 2 | leaders are judged more by what they don’t than by what they do. 

  As leader, no one will force you to do the things that matter—and neither  

  will they forget if you don’t.

Principle 3 | People discover their best selves through being respected by a leader. 

  leaders who listen, look for, and uncover others’ strengths create  

  capacity and commitment.

Principle 4  | People multiply a leader’s power only as much as that power is shared. 

  The success of a leader is determined by how much he or she can positively  

  enable others.

Principle 5 | organizations are designed to get the results they are getting. 

  Want different results? design a different organization.

Principle 6 | organizations generating waste are generating opportunities for improvement. 

  lead the organization to minimize waste and optimize output.

leveraging these six principles is not as complicated as most people 

believe—yet more challenging to do well than most people know. in other 

words, it’s simple but not easy. 
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Start here
This section introduces you to the fundamentals of Ripple leadership.  

Your re-orientation begins now.

A different mindset about leadership

Shooting marbles

Many people act as though leadership is an action you simply do and 

complete. As a leader your goal is to make things happen, like in a game 

of marbles. so you pick the biggest shooter marble you can find, figure out 

which marbles you want to move where, aim, and fire. The other marbles 

react upon impact. if they’re good marbles they move to the locations you 

envisioned and stay there. And since you’ve exerted your authority, your 

job as leader is done.

The shooter-marble view of leadership might sound nice in theory, but it 

doesn’t work in practice. people don’t like being manipulated, and if they 

feel you are treating them like objects, you will inspire either outright 

rebellion, or the more insidious, unseen withdrawal of effort and resulting 

organizational ineffectiveness. people aren’t marbles.

Skipping stones 

The reality is that leadership is much more fluid, like skipping stones in a 

pond. it’s more about influence and enabling the right things to happen 

rather than lining up a shot and “making it happen.” You take a smooth 

stone, throw it at the proper angle, and marvel at the effect it makes as it 

glances off the water, creating ripples each time it hits the surface. That 

energy spreads out in all directions, reflecting off obstacles and edges, 

ideally making the right kinds of things happen. After a short while the 

surface becomes calm again, and it’s time to skip another stone. or in 

the case of leadership, it’s time to use your influence again. The job of an 

effective leader never ends; it merely repeats and is refined over time.

The distinction between shooting marbles and skipping stones may seem 

small. it’s not. it’s huge. in fact, it’s everything. 
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leaders with the marble-game mindset are always looking for bigger 

shooters and new tricks to improve their shooting accuracy. They aim to 

win by knocking others out of the circle. Their goal is to directly impact 

others to make them comply and then stay where they want them.

in contrast, leaders with the skipping-stones mindset are always looking 

for the right shape of stone, checking out the surface of the water, and 

trying to see how many skips they can make. Their goal is to spread their 

influence as far as possible to cause the greatest good. And they know that 

their influence will fade and need to be replenished regularly.

Here’s the secret of leadership:  
The power to influence isn’t in the stone.  

It’s in the ripples.
Ripples interact, sometimes canceling each other out and sometimes 

merging together into a greater wave of influence. The stone throw is the 

thing you do—the cause. The ripples it produces are the energy you’re 

sending into your people and your organization—the effect. 

This is the Ripple Effect:  
the cascading impact  
your leadership has  
on the people and  

systems of your organization. 
To explore this more deeply, let’s look at how the Ripple effect starts with 

you and skips to others, to your organization, and beyond.
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First, lead yourself—prepare to make a positive impact

let’s begin with a simple statement.

As a leader, your actions  
affect other people and your organization.

pretty basic and understandable, so let’s expand it a bit. 

As a leader, your actions,  
starting with your own state of being,  

affect other people and your organization.
if you’ve served as a leader or experienced working with a 

leader, you know this is true. When the leader shows up 

with his or her strengths, values, and actions all aligned, 

you can feel it. leaders who understand how to master 

leading themselves are more powerful and influential 

than those who don’t. 

As a leader, your state of being and doing influences many 

different layers of your organization: personal, interpersonal, and 

organizational. 

For example, imagine suddenly discovering your health is compromised 

and that to avoid further damage you must change the way you take 

care of yourself. The energy, focus, and time it will take to repair your 

health might, at first glance, seem to take away from your people and 

organization. Yet without this investment, sooner or later you would be 

unable to be of service to others.

or imagine you find yourself needing to have a challenging discussion 

with an employee who’s off track. Avoiding the situation may feel like 

you’re conserving your own time and emotional energy, yet without your 

action, the situation will just get worse.
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proactive attention to how you as a leader are showing up and taking action 

can enable you to make bigger, more positive impacts with others.

Second, lead others—influence each person in a genuinely 
positive way

let’s modify our previous statement:

As a leader, your actions,  
starting with your own state of being,  

affect how other people work on an individual level 
and your organization.

This isn’t about you the leader versus a sea of followers. When the leader, 

already powerfully aligned with himself or herself, respects and builds an 

enabling relationship with each follower on an individual basis, the entire 

group of followers is enabled to build strong relationships with each other.

This web of relationships makes the difference between having a company 

where people say:

 “I have to go to work today.“ 
 …and having a company where people say:

“I get to go to work today!“
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As a leader, how you manage and present yourself dramatically impacts 

your followers, and the way you connect with each of them dramatically 

impacts every person in the organization.

For example, imagine getting passionate about a new direction you 

believe your organization needs to pursue. To some, your passion 

will come across as exciting and empowering. To others, it may seem 

dictatorial and oppressive, or even distracting and needless. While you 

can’t control how your passion is received, understanding how each 

person might react or respond to how you are showing up will enable you 

to build stronger relationships with each person in your business, thereby 

helping you achieve better results together. And this web of relationships 

is surrounded by resources, policies, and processes—the organization.

Third, lead the organization—influence your systems 
positively

organizations function not only through relationships but also through 

structural components like habits, practices, resources, measurements, 

rules, and processes. ideally, these structures are designed in harmony 

for both effectiveness (getting the right things done) and efficiency (get 

things done right) to get the best results possible in both the short and 

long term.

While the influence you exert on people will cause them to do things 

differently within the structure, the influence you exert directly on the 

organizational layer changes the support structure itself and thereby 

affects everyone in the organization.
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so now our statement expands further still:

As a leader, your actions,  
starting with your own state of being,  

affect how other people work on an individual level, 
and the systems in which they operate.

For example, imagine finding out that a longstanding policy requiring 

two signatures for every purchase request is now causing unacceptable 

delays in your organization. First, you check how the policy aligns with 

your understanding of needed outcomes and shared values. second, you 

collaborate with team members to help them figure out what’s really 

happening and empower them to make it better. This approach allows you 

and the team to change the policy in a meaningful and productive way, 

rather than the typical “now hear this” proclamation. everyone benefits from 

improved results as well as from a more able and resilient organization.

Your initial action starts a chain reaction that causes positive impacts to 

others and the organization. The benefits of this chain reaction trigger 

ripples through the entire organization. They add energy and enthusiasm 

to the people and processes that make the organization successful. This is 

the Ripple effect in action. And with enough momentum, people outside 

the organization benefit as well.

Ultimately—create ripples beyond your organization

As a transformational leader, the ultimate outcome of your work is to 

create an organization that can have a lasting, positive impact on clients 

and customers. in turn, those people will work to make a lasting, positive 

impact on their clients and customers. And the stone keeps skipping…

For example, imagine that you lead a non-profit like heifer international.® 

They raise and donate pregnant animals to people in need around the 

world. The recipient of a gift is then charged to pass the next offspring to 

another family in need. 
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or imagine you lead a for-profit company that refines material used by 

other companies to make cancer-fighting drugs. Your company’s output is 

critical to saving people’s lives.

in these pay-it-forward examples, it’s easy to see how each action you 

take as leader—your skipping stone—goes from you to others in your 

organization, to the organization itself, to others creating their own 

product or service, and to the people who benefit from that product 

or service. This Ripple effect continues indefinitely so long as well-

intentioned leaders continue to skip stones for positive impact.

it’s up to you. how far will your stones travel? What ripples will be 

created? Will your company be used as a “best practice” for your industry?

While you cannot predict the future, you can influence it. With the right 

stones and right leadership mindset, you can create amazing ripples that 

travel quite far indeed.

Start with yourself

Based on my experience working with company leaders, i’ve discovered 

that most people find focusing on areas of improvement within the 

organization and other people easier than beginning with themselves. 

“Why focus on me?” they say. “My job is to make a difference out there!” 

And in some ways, they are completely right.

Yet other leaders instead choose to improve their leadership influence 

from the inside out. These leaders believe equipping themselves first 

builds a foundation upon which all their leadership capabilities and 

results rest.
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“When i make changes in here,” they say, pointing to themselves, 

“i see corresponding changes out there…”, with a sweeping gesture 

taking in the whole organization.

The truth is that since continuous improvement opportunities 

exist everywhere within an organization, starting anywhere you 

can to make a positive impact is as good a place to begin as any. 

That said, i believe your best, most lasting results will come from 

choosing the road less traveled—working first from the inside out. 

so here’s the four-step process i recommend you follow:*

1. Work through the book from start to finish. start with 

improving yourself, then move on to improving your 

relationships, and then work on improving the organization as 

a whole.

2. engage with each principle and practice. Take notes, mark 

up the book, and highlight what stands out for you, and work 

through each practice by completing one or more of the 

provided exercises.

3. build your improvement plan. Get the free workbook at 

rippleleader.com and use it to create an action plan focused on 

making the biggest impact with the least amount of effort as 

quickly as possible.

4. Implement your plan. increase the positive impact of your 

leadership on yourself, others, and the organization. seek 

support if you need it.

Based on my own personal development and the experience of 

my clients, starting with yourself will actually generate the best 

results in the shortest amount of time. While this may sound 

counterintuitive, it works because strengthening your own core 

capabilities enables you to more quickly and thoroughly help 

others, which in turn helps everyone improve the organization. 

Hey, I understand. You don’t 
have time for comprehensive 
work. You need to improve things 
immediately. This four-step process 
is for you:

1. After you finish reading this 
section, go straight to the But I 
Need Help Now section (p. 237) 
with the symptoms of your most 
pressing problems. 

2. Skim through the list of 
presenting symptoms and select 
the section(s) that seem most 
applicable. Read through and 
understand the principles and 
practices to see if they can help  
resolve your problems. 

3. Use one or more exercises under 
each practice to start moving in 
the right direction. 

4. Once you get some positive 
feedback, come back and read 
the rest of the book to ensure 
you can see how the different 
pieces of the Ripple model fit 
together and reinforce one 
another.

*In case you feel     
   pressured for results    
    NOw:
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There’s no time like the present

Regardless of which path you take, your success as a Ripple leader depends 

on your ability to choose, apply, and adjust the application of the ideas in 

this book.

if you’ve ever worked toward any significant, lasting result—like making 

a successful marriage, building a house, or creating a business, you know 

you’re never really done. keep that in mind as you work on your own 

leadership capabilities. The Ripple effect is about creating an environment 

where you and everyone else have the best chance for success.

if you want to get the most out of this book, i recommend you visit 

rippleleader.com and download a free workbook that includes all the 

exercises and self-assessments, and a framework to create your own action 

plan to apply the book to your unique situation.

Additionally you may want to create your own improvement journal:

- Get a bound notebook or binder and some post-it™ flags of different colors. use the flags to reserve two 

10- to 20-page sections each for yourself and for the business, two to three pages for each significant 

person in your business, and two to three pages for each major client or customer.

- Capture your thoughts in real-time as you read through the book. When you have an insight that relates 

to you, write it in your section. When you see something that relates to a specific person or client—what 

you should do differently or perhaps a strength you now realize they have, write it in their section. 

- use the rest of your notebook as workspace to do the exercises from this book you find interesting, 

then copy your best insights back to the appropriate sections of the notebook. keep in mind most of 

the exercises in each section are designed to be completed in 15 minutes or less as a way to practice the 

concepts and build your positive momentum.

- Finally, when you create an action plan, write the major steps into either your own section or the 

business section. Voilà! By capturing your own high-level thinking, you have both a valuable reference 

and a clearer picture of what you’re dealing with. 

Ready?  Let’s get started. 
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Set UP to Create rIPPleS  

by leadIng yoUrSelf
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In leadership, you can make the biggest impact by first working on 

yourself. 

everyone is a leader in some way. We provide leadership-by-example to 

others in everything we do.

When my eldest daughter was four years old, we were 

playing a game together and having a lot of fun. once 

we finished, she turned to me and said, “dad, when i 

have kids i’m going to do this with them!” 

“Great idea. i really like this game, too!” i replied with a 

smile. 

“no, dad. i don’t mean the game—i mean the way that 

you’re playing with me. i’m going to do things the same 

way with my kids,” sara replied seriously.

Talk about the pressure of being in a leadership  

position! There’s nothing like being put in your place by 

a four-year-old.

Whether you have more experience than other team 

members at something, are in a formal position of 

authority, or have a perspective that is valuable to a 

team, i believe you are in a leadership role.

From a leadership role, you have a significant amount 

of influence over others. You can direct and threaten. 

You can coerce and reward. You can enable and inspire. 

And yet, despite all this influence over others, the 

person you have the most direct influence over is you.

This personal influence is what i mean by leading Yourself. 

There is something in 
every one of you that 
waits and listens for 
the sound of the genuine 
in yourself. It is the 
only true guide you will 
ever have. And if you 
cannot hear it, you will all 
of your life spend your 
days on the ends of 
strings that somebody 
else pulls.

Howard Thurman
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in leading Yourself, two principles stand out as key and important:

Principle 1—leaders’ effectiveness is proportional to how well they 

know themselves. Your foundation is your own values, your desired 

future, and your capabilities.

Principle 2—leaders are judged more by what they don’t than 

by what they do. Talk is cheap. Action is priceless. You have to be in 

action on what’s important, persevere, and renew yourself.

leading Yourself is first because how you align yourself and get yourself 

into action is the way you can positively influence others and the 

organization. Great results become more possible as you become more 

consciously familiar with the importance of being before doing.

On being versus doing

My grandfather taught me a lot about life. one of the most important lessons 

was the downside of judging your own worth strictly on what you can do 

rather than on how you are being. For most of his life, he was able to do 

amazing things like build cabins, train horses, and create a loving family. he 

became bitter and angry, however, when emphysema caught up with him in 

his late 70s, tethering him to a supplemental oxygen canister.

held back by breathlessness, my grandfather grew to feel worthless 

because he wasn’t able to do what he once could. Consequently, he took 

out that disappointment and anger on those around him during the last 

years of his life. 

My grandfather’s transformation was strongly influenced by our do-

oriented culture. look no further than networking events to see this in 

action. “so, what do you do?” is almost always the first question people ask 

each other. Why this emphasis on doing? Because accomplishments are 

valued much more than simply being, at least by most people. Wise people 

through the ages, however, recognized that the quality of one’s being is 

often more important than raw ability or the accomplishment of tasks. 

our being must come first because it informs and improves our abilities, 

thereby allowing us to achieve accomplishments that truly matter.
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Principle 2 

leaders are 

judged more 

by what they  

don’t than by 

what they do

Principle 6 

organizations 

generating 

waste are 

generating 

opportunities 

for improve-

ment

Principle 4 

people 

multiply a 

leader’s power 

only as much 

as that power 

is shared

Principle 3 

people 

discover their 

best selves 

through being 

respected by a 

leader

Principle 5 

organizations 

are designed 

to get the 

results they 

are getting

Principle 1 

Leaders’ effectiveness is 
proportional to how well  
they know themselves
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Principle 1 

Leaders’ effectiveness is proportional to 
how well they know themselves
You know it when a leader who knows who she is and where she’s going 

walks into the room. You feel her confidence electrify the group. You sense 

the room’s momentum shift in her direction. And you know you can 

believe what you see and hear. This experience is possible because it’s easy 

to understand where the leader is coming from. Values and direction are 

consistent, vivid, and inclusive. language is welcoming and easy to relate 

to. everything is connected; nothing is wasted. Without such alignment, a 

leader’s direction is fuzzy and character is uncertain. When a leader lacks 

alignment, she is quick to lose followers.

The challenge is to look in the mirror and push ourselves to have the 

same clarity about ourselves we see in others who are highly aligned. it’s 

easier not to do the exploratory surgery or the exercise program or the 

new diet because we don’t have to see how we’re contributing to our own 

challenges.  We don’t want to be responsible for following through on the 

rehab or getting up early in the morning or not eating carbs because that’s 

hard work. denial is the drug of choice for most people—and that’s exactly 

why knowing yourself and the impact you want to make with your life 

can be such a springboard to exceptional leadership.

Why smart leaders start with personal alignment

For decades, kouzes and posner, the authors of The Leadership Challenge1, 

have studied hundreds of thousands of leaders across countries, cultures, 

Deep self-
understanding is 
the foundation 
for a leader’s 

potential 
impact.
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organization structures, genders, education, and age groups. From their 

massive data sets filled with variables, a consistent pattern for effective 

leadership emerged. in the researchers’ own words, “For people to follow 

someone willingly, the majority of constituents believe the leader must be 

honest, forward-looking, inspiring, and competent.”

Two of the four qualities—honest and competent—can be summed up 

in one word: credibility. A leader with these qualities is believable and 

trustworthy.

The remaining two qualities—forward-looking and inspiring—distinguish 

Ripple leaders from their unremarkable peers. They see ahead into the 

future and guide others toward it. This visionary quality is powerful. Yet, 

without the foundation of credibility, even the best vision will not help. As 

kouzes and posner say in their First law of leadership:

If you don’t believe in the messenger,  
you won’t believe the message.

in their second law of leadership, kouzes and posner define the best way 

to build credibility:

DwYSYwD: Do what You Say You will Do.
To me, having my words, thoughts, and deeds all in alignment establishes 

leadership credibility. i do my best to say only what i can do, and to do all i 

say. over time, i found that this commitment to myself enabled others to 

find me credible in the workplace. But even though i was helping teams 

perform very well, i had a nagging feeling something was missing.  

eventually i discovered that truly great leaders go beyond credibility and 

seek alignment among higher values, their personal vision, and their 

capabilities.

Ripple leadership requires such alignment because without applied 

understanding of our own strengths and weaknesses—which are 
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both opportunities and limitations—we are likely to end up using a 

tremendous amount of energy trying to be someone we are not. 

i have fallen into this trap myself. in fact, i can recall every time someone 

has helped me understand my limitations as a leader. While these reality 

checks were awkward and even painful in the moment, by listening to 

people who had the courage to let me know where i was coming up short, 

i was able to better understand and apply my capabilities. of course, this 

usually happened when those limitations were completely obvious to 

everyone but me—sort of like when you walk past a mirror after you gave 

a great presentation only to discover there was spinach stuck between 

your front teeth! 

however, if we as leaders apply our strengths disconnected from higher 

values focused on honoring people, we are at risk of transforming 

ourselves into dictators and megalomaniacs. sadly, history continues to 

record people around the world in leadership positions using power and 

wealth against other people. 

so my definition of powerful alignment for Ripple leaders involves three 

major components: values, vision, and personal capability.

Get into alignment

To help you leverage this principle in your own leadership, i’ve selected 

the three most powerful practices that have helped my clients get into 

personal self-alignment. each practice has its own section, complete with 

short exercises to get you thinking and immediately engaging with the 

practice. 

1. Decide what matters most. Your personal values are the best compass 

for your unique journey.

2. Chart your own course. picturing your own personal future helps you 

see what steps to take—or not—to get there.

3. Know where you’re awesome. people often don’t recognize their own 

strengths—and you cannot tap what you do not know. 
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each of these practices is critical to building the leadership foundation 

you need to positively affect your team and organization. if you are to be 

successful with the principles and practices that follow, you first must 

master yourself. 

Ripple leadership starts with you 
 and how you hold and launch each stone.
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Practice 1.1  |  decide what matters most

your personal values are the best compass for your unique journey. 

A leader’s personal belief system is defined by his or her values and 

informs how he or she perceives and interacts with the world. Further, 

when we consciously know our own values, we are able to better 

understand the values held by others. We are able to be more aware of 

the biases our own values bring to a situation, for good or for ill. We also 

become more empathetic when we are more self-aware.

Without self-awareness, many leaders tacitly live out their values and 

unknowingly define other people’s values purely in relation to their own. i 

find that people in leadership positions who aren’t aware of their own values 

have a greater tendency to fall into the “you’re with me or you’re against 

me” attitude about others. By not consciously and explicitly understanding 

what matters to them and why, these leaders often feel the need to defend 

themselves, and by doing so miss the opportunity to appreciate the richness 

and usefulness of people who may have different values.

in contrast, leaders who consciously know what matters most to them 

can be more objective in seeking ways to live out their values fully, while 

helping others do the same.

For example, one of my core values is abundance. i believe abundance 

enables people to rise above greed and scarcity to bring out the best in 

themselves and others. scarcity thinking says there isn’t enough for 

everyone, so you must get what you need without regard to others. 

Abundance is more about empathy, inquiry, and significance—opening up 

new possibilities that embrace your full self and seeking opportunities to 

this practice is  
helpful if:

• You find people 
guessing what you 
want, and they’re  
often wrong.

• Employees are forming 
“us versus them” 
camps and taking 
things more personally 
than is helpful.

• The organization is 
underperforming to 
your expectations.
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fully engage others. it’s about helping create value first and then receiving 

value yourself as a byproduct of what you co-created.

in some industries, scarcity rules. Your win is my loss, so i’m going to do 

whatever it takes to make you lose. labor versus management, lawyer 

versus lawyer, your sports team versus mine. 

some people in leadership positions choose to win over their customers, 

colleagues, or employees in the short term by extracting all the value they 

can, and lose long term in the process by alienating anyone from wanting 

to work with them. 

on the other hand, you can be like seth Godin and lead with generosity.

The power [in gift-giving] lies in the  

creation of abundance. A trade leaves things  

as they were, with no external surplus.  

A gift always creates a surplus as it spreads.   

— seth Godin

in his book Linchpin, seth advocates for people to be generous givers as a 

way for them to create more value for the organization and themselves. 

Allow me to share how seth walks his talk. 

in promoting Linchpin, seth gave out advance copies to people who 

donated to the Acumen Fund, an organization committed to helping 

people build sustainable businesses solving social, economic, and 

environmental problems around the world. i happened to be one of those 

people who “bought” the book this way.

included in the book was a simple sheet of paper telling me what seth 

thought was the most important part of the book—and a request to share 

my thoughts about the book online. little did i know that seth had only 

sent out advance copies to people like me and was not using established 

methods and professional reviewers to promote the book. i wrote and 

posted an honest and heartfelt review, which was well-ranked by other 
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readers. seth chose to give me a small link in one of his blog postings, and 

our company still sees more people visiting our website today as a result. 

By encouraging me to be generous, and by being generous himself, seth 

has cemented in my mind the potential of being a generous gift giver.

oh, and then he sent me (and the other donors) another copy of the book 

with a request to pass it on. That’s knowing and living out your values. 

This following exercise is a favorite of facilitators, trainers, and leadership 

authors. Getting more clear about your values is one of the most 

important steps to fully living them.

The value we receive 
is a byproduct of the 
value we help create.
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Exercise 1.1  |   explore your own values

This exercise is meant to help you scratch the surface of understanding what you hold most dear 

and get some sense of why you do the things you do. Use the table of values at right to complete 

the following activities. The blank areas are for you to write in values that you don’t see on the 

table.

1.   determine your top 10 values. First, cross out all values that don’t make your top 10.

2.  reduce the list to your top 3 values. Next, underline those top 3.

3.  reduce the top 3 to the top most value for you. (Yes, it’s hard.) Box in your number one value.

4.  dig down to get more insight into what’s most important for you. Once you’ve identified your 

values, think about how they show up in your work and home life, and write them down in 

your notebook. To take this further, spend another few minutes and write out what your top 

values mean in your own terms and using real-life examples or stories that demonstrate them.

Refer to this over time and refine as needed to give yourself the best chance of harnessing your 

values to get where you most want to end up.
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Abundance

Achievement 

Autonomy 

Beauty

Challenge 

Communication 

Competence 

Competition

Creativity 

Curiosity 

Decisiveness 

Dependability

Discipline 

Diversity 

Effectiveness 

Efficiency

Empathy 

Equality

Family 

Flexibility

Fun 

Friendship 

Freedom 

Generosity

Growth

Happiness 

Harmony 

Health 

Hope

Humor 

Independence

Innovation

Integrity

Intelligence 

Joy

Kindness 

Love 

Loyalty

Open-mindedness

Patience 

Power 

Productivity

Prosperity 

Quality 

Recognition 

Respect

Risk Taking 

Security 

Service 

Simplicity

Spirituality 

Strength 

Teamwork

Transparency

Trust 

Truth 

Variety 

Wisdom


