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Expanding Conscious Leadership  Through Leading to Repair 

The Leadership Forum Community Summit always generates new ideas and coalesces existing thoughts 

through discussion and reflection. A few attendees have submitted written articles that reflect how the Lead-

ing to Repair Summit has impacted their thinking. We share their ideas here to create more ripples of impact 

that come out of a summit of leaders.  
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 Where Does Conscious Leadership Start? 

  By Mark DeFee, BCC, LPC, Coach & Speaker 

We had some wonderful conversations at the summit this year around the concept of 

“empowering conscious leadership”. One thing I’ve been thinking about since then is,  

“Where does conscious leadership start?”  

My thoughts took me a number of different places, 
and here is where I landed: I believe conscious lead-
ership starts with regulating our emotions. 
 
This was actually my first year attending the summit, 
and it didn’t disappoint!  The diversity in the speak-
ers and topics was impressive and thought-
provoking.  Plus we sang “Here Comes the Sun,” one 
of my son’s favorite songs!  I was even fortunate 
enough to present a session with a few colleagues 
from Anthem.  
 
However, since the summit I have left Anthem to 
become a full-time coach and speaker.  I greatly en-
joyed my 11 years at Anthem. But, I left for one very 
simple reason. At this stage in my career,  
 

I fear regret more than failure.  
 
I shudder at the idea of me as an old curmudgeon 
(which I’m inching closer towards everyday) looking 
back at my life and having the “what if’s” gnaw at 
me.   
 
• What if I had taken that chance to work for my-

self?   
• What if I had been ok with failing?   
• What if I had created something amazing dedi-

cated to helping others? 
 
So, at 42 years old with a 3 year-old and a 6 month-
old, I left a position I had been in for 9 years.  It was 
a good gig too.  It came with a nice, stable paycheck, 
great benefits, opportunity to travel, incredibly fun 

moments in the role, great bosses & colleagues, 
etc.   
 
It’s easy walking away from something when there’s 
not much at stake.  It’s incredibly hard to make the 
decision to leave something comfortable to pursue 
something uncertain and challenging.  At least it was 
hard for me, especially with a father in-law who is a 
retired small-business accountant that believes eve-
ry new business will fail in its first two years.  
 
I’ve only been a solopreneur for a few weeks 
now.  It’s definitely exciting...and scary!  Emotions 
can swing widely, and wildly, requiring a great deal 
of self-coaching to stay focused, maintain a positive 
mindset, and make smart decisions grounded in my 
values and goals. 
 

I’m often coaching myself around the idea that I 
have two options.  I can either give in to my present 
emotions and make a knee-jerk decision that feels 
good in the moment. 
 
Or I can choose to experience my immediate emo-
tions consciously, process them, then make a ration-
al decision based on what is most important to me 
and how I want to show up. 
 
It reminds me of that Zillow commercial where a 
potential homebuyer, Susan, has different versions 
of herself around a conference table, and they’re 
deciding if she should buy a house.  There’s Negative 
Susan, Spontaneous Susan, Paranoid Susan, Anti-
social Susan, Helpful Susan, etc. 
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Every version chimes in, and then the “real” Susan 
makes her decision.  Spoiler alert: she buys the 
house. Who saw that coming, right?  
 
That commercial is how I now feel every day making 
decisions about my business.  All different emotions 
chiming in telling me what I should do, and this is 
where conscious leadership comes in.   
 

We can’t be conscious leaders without first 
learning how to regulate our emotions, 
which we know impact our thoughts and 
our actions.  
 
Regardless of whether you’re an “official” leader, 
people are always watching and taking note of your 
actions, your decision-making process, and the val-
ues you hold most dear.  Then they run those obser-
vations through a leadership filter of sorts.  They 
wonder what it would be like for this individual to 
lead them. 
 
For example, I remember being on prior work teams 
where someone would make a comment about an-
other co-worker like, “With their temper, I pray that 
person never becomes our manager.” 
 
In my experience, the ones who remember that oth-
ers are always paying attention act in ways that 
make others want to follow them.  They are experts 
at controlling and channeling their emotions. 
 
This realization alone can help you create that brief 
pause needed to stop you from making a knee-jerk 
decision and instead replacing it with a conscious 
one that better aligns with who you are and how 
you want to come across.   
 
Here is what works for me: Whenever I experience a 
negative emotion that is driving my decisions, I start 
with a short mantra.  I tell myself to “Stop. Breathe. 
Think.”  It helps remind me that I have a choice, and 
I am in control of my emotions. Not the other way 
around. 

 

 
 
That pause might not change what I have to do, 
such as delivering bad news.  But, it might make me 
think twice about how I want to deliver the mes-
sage.  It affords me the opportunity to be introspec-
tive and become fully conscious of what I believe to 
be the best decision. 
 
I then ask myself a few questions such as: 
 
• Can I clarify what emotion(s) I’m feeling? 
• What outcome do I want from this situation? 
• What are my options?  What are the motivations 

behind those options? 
• How do I want to deliver my message(s)?  What 

tone do I want to strike? 
• What might I be missing about the situation? 
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Noticing our emotions and changing our 
thoughts around them might feel awkward 
at first, but it is crucial to our personal 
growth.  
 
Regulating your emotions is not easy, and nobody is 
perfect at it.  This becomes even harder if you have-
n’t spent much time practicing it before.  You’re 
fighting against your own brain and the neural path-
ways that have long driven your current behavior 
and responses. 
 
But, becoming proficient in identifying your emo-
tions and how they impact your actions is essential 
to acting as a conscious leader.   
 
Without this skill, you might never reach your full 
potential, and right now our world needs every con-
scious leader performing at their very best! 
 
Thank you for a great summit! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark DeFee focuses on creating men-

tally healthy workplaces through speak-

ing, training, and coaching services. He 

helps leaders support their work teams 

by strengthening skillsets to better 

manage issues of burnout, stress, and 

anxiety. He is a Board Certified Coach 

and Licensed Professional Counselor 

with over 15 years of experience in EAP 

and workplace mental health. He has 

worked with organizations of all sizes 

from 10 person start-ups to Fortune 50 

Corporations.  
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Why Authentic Self-Awareness Is Key To  

Cross-Generational Leadership  

  By Curt Meinhold 

“Of all deceivers, fear most yourself!” – Søren Kierkegaard  

I was late to "leadership development." My earliest 
life experiences were in low-income areas with little 
influence around me that would be considered 
"great leadership" — then or today. That is not to 
say that my experience growing up was bad — we 
are comfortable with that which we know and find it 
hard to adapt to that which we don't. All of this is a 
disclaimer that this article will be more focused on 
my lived experiences and a bit less on the academia 
that has been produced around Leadership Develop-
ment. 

Coming up in Boston, MA in the 70s and 80s, I was 
surrounded by other kids. Many of us learned early 
that it was better not to depend on the adults 
around us. They'd be late, drunk, not show at all, or 
leave altogether. There was a necessity to become 
self-sufficient quickly and at a young age. My own 
father — by my memories and all accounts — was 
smart, creative, and funny. He also suffered from 
depression and substance abuse and killed himself 
when I was 8 or 9. 

By the time I was 13, my focus had begun to move 
from sports to music.  

“I didn't know why I wanted to play music, 
no one else around me was a musician or 

performer, but I knew it was what I wanted 
to do. “ 

Music would end up being the vehicle that delivered 
the true formative and deepest education in many 
areas of my life as it exposed me to a plethora of 
different views, cultures, challenges, and opinions. 

 

I didn't understand the language or lexicon of things 
like values and motivators during those early times, 
but I learned through my experiences that my values 
were fluid, quite dramatically sometimes, and I was 
motivated toward discovery and understanding — 
new people, places, and ideas. Though my music 
"career" never took off, it has been and continues to 
be the outlet for the creative "noise" in my head — 
and still a regular avenue for learning new concepts 
and ideas while expanding my knowledge. 

I met and played with some very talented individu-
als, but few of us truly understood the business side 
of things. We did not have mentors to guide us, and 
our "lottery numbers" never turned up - no one with 
any pull ever heard us and / or liked what we were 
doing. A lot of frustration and jealousy was born out 
of those failures, but it was also where I learned 
about ego and how to utilize it appropriately — 
when to let it go, and when to rein it in. 
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 Why Authentic Self-Awareness Is Key To  

 Cross-Generational Leadership  

   By Curt Meinhold 

Music connected me with people from all walks of 
life in the early-1990s. Some of whom introduced 
me to computer-based work. Up to that point, I had 
been an offset printer — a gig I was able to land 
through the help of a band mate who's stepfather 
ran a press shop — with the broken knuckles and ink
-stained fingers to prove it. The consumer internet 
was still in a nascent state, but I understood how 
design and layout worked with regard to printed 
materials, and decided that it was time to stop tor-
turing my hands with chemicals and metal, and in-
stead take a shot at doing it via keyboard. 

I'd never have known that these paths were an op-
tion for me had it not been for my experience with 
music. Building, leading, and maintaining bands is a 
constant challenge and it means that you are con-
stantly adapting to and accepting changes - mem-
bers, music styles, goals, and all the rest that goes 
along with "chasing the dream." I also don't feel that 
I'd have been comfortable making what, looking 
back, seems to be a pretty big leap from analog to 
digital. 

“But my music experience gave me the con-
fidence to know that I had the ability to 

take on change and be successful in a num-
ber of different environments.” 

Unknowingly, at the time and well into the future, 
I'd also had my first mentors through the avenues 
introduced to me off the main music path. My print 
shop manager had turned his life around, after 
struggling with addiction, and though he could be a 
tough boss at times he showed empathy and sup-
port to the entire team. He expected a lot from eve-
ryone, but he also led by example — there was 
nothing that he'd ask you to do that he would not 
do himself, including cleaning the bathrooms. He 
held us all accountable, daily, but never as much as 
he held himself accountable. 

When I moved into the digital world, I took these 
lessons with me. It turned out that I am not the 
greatest designer ... nor programmer. But, I was ac-
ceptable at times and I was always good at the inter-
personal side of things and willing to put in the 
hours to meet deadlines. I took the "wins" where I 
could — one of my favorite compliments I've ever 
received was, "I like you because I only have to show 
you how to do something once!" — and learned that 
as long as I could deliver and build relationships, I 
didn't have to be "the best" to be "successful." 

 

What I had done so well on the music side of my life 
— leadership, creativity, and support — turned out 
to be what I did well in general. I now understand 
why it was natural that I moved closer to the cus-
tomer over time. The rise of Product Management 
gave me very interesting opportunities - the ability 
to work creatively across various functions, while 
focusing on building relationships and supporting 
customers. It was the crossroads where my values 
and motivators met in the corporate world. 
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 Cross-Generational Leadership  

   By Curt Meinhold 

 

Becoming more reflective over the years, it also be-
came very clear that what I'd really lacked in my 
formative years: truly understanding myself and 
others and making decisions early in my life based 
on those understandings. 

Because of that, I have consciously made time to 
support young people over the last decade or so - 
particularly young people who may be unsure of 
what they want to do. The why is important, but it is 
so complicated and treacherous, and I lack the train-
ing to even begin to tackle that within my own life, 
never mind another's. 

My efforts have taken various paths: whether volun-
teering with organizations specifically designed to 
connect students with mentors or creating my own 
cohort of students and giving them the opportunity 
to do what I did when playing in bands — lead, 
build, collaborate and produce without "adult" in-
tervention (though ensuring that they have the nec-
essary safety and support to succeed or fail). I've 
come to truly understand the value we can all deliv-

er when we are available, open, and honest with 
those less experienced, and supporting them sin-
cerely even for a short period during their own jour-
neys. 

But, and this should be very clear: This is 
not a selfless act, and we should not paint it 

in such a light.  

I am not a fan of the terms "mentor" and "mentee" 
as, in my opinion, if the relationship is one-sided 
then it's likely being done less effectively than it 
could be. 

I've learned just as much from those less experi-
enced as they have from me. It's made me more 
empathetic, better able to understand the world as 
it actually is and not how I think it is — or want it to 
be, and to also take personal satisfaction when 
someone else finds success of their own. To keep 
my own ego in check and build it up in someone 
who likely needs it more. In short, it makes me a 
better leader and, more importantly, a better per-
son. 

Those who know me have often heard the phrase 
"stories are the true currency of life." It is some-
thing I heard someone say — I wish remembered 
who, and I really connected with it. You can swap 
"stories" with "experience" if you prefer and it may 
sound a bit of a cliche, but I sincerely believe it. As I 
get older, it becomes even more apparent to me 
that the things we spent much of our time chasing 
are often not those that deliver the most value— to 
us, or others. The more open and authentic I allow 
myself to be, the more I share with those who are 
sincerely seeking knowledge, and the more time I 
invest supporting others, the more valuable the out-
come of my own time. 

I'm not, nor will I ever be, perfect - not even close to 
it. Hosts of a community-focused podcast I record in             
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 Why Authentic Self-Awareness Is Key To  

 Cross-Generational Leadership  

   By Curt Meinhold 

my studio give me a hard time because when they 
introduce me in ways that make me a bit uncom-
fortable — giving me far too much credit, in my 
opinion — I always throw in that they need to add 
"complete failure" to the list. It's a good bit of fun 
banter between friends, but also completely true. 
Without being a complete failure I'd likely not have 
had the opportunity to produce so many decent sto-
ries to share with those who are able to learn from 
them, laugh at them and, hopefully, not repeat 
them. 

When we, as more experienced leaders, consider 
themes such as Leading to Repair and / or Conscious 
Leadership, I don't believe that there is a path to 
broad success without a heavy focus on younger 
generations and how our own pasts and presents 
impact them. In my time working cross-
generationally, heavy doses of self-awareness and 
authenticity have allowed me to communicate 
better and more honestly, build stronger and more 
trusted connections with others, and learn much 
more than I've been able to teach. 

Leadershipforumcommunity.org 
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Trust & Expanding My Conscious Leadership  

  By Joel Wright 

What does trust have to do with leadership?  

For one reason or another, this question launched me on a multi-month journey, a learning journey 

that would expand my consciousness, making me more aware of how to create meaningful change.  

My trust quest surfaced while watching the 2021 
Disney film, Raya and the Last Dragon. This magical 
fantasy shares the tale of how dragons and humans 
once lived together in peace and harmony, until an 
evil entity threatens their world. The dragons sacri-
fice themselves to save humanity and banish the evil 
force. 500 years later, the same evil returns to a di-
vided world where humans are siloed by tribes. It’s 
an adventure, a journey of trust and teamwork to 
save the world. 
 

Had I read this description prior to the movie, I 
doubt I would have paid much attention to the 
phrase, “a journey of trust and teamwork.” But by 
the end, trust was firing connections and questions 
across my brain, leaving me pondering what part 
trust plays in leadership. 
 

I have learned that whenever leadership is brought 
up, the next series of questions should be:  
 
• How do you define effective leadership?  
• How do you know when effective leadership is 

happening?  
• What’s the difference between “leader” and 

“leadership”?  
 

Knowing how an individual or group of people thinks 
about leadership is critical, because it informs their 
worldview and influences their practices, their ways 
of being and doing. When different leadership be-
liefs are at play, competing practices disrupt deci-
sion making, systems, operations, culture, and 

more. For example, if one person believes that all 
leadership decisions go through one leader and an-
other person believes that leadership is a collective 
process, this discontinuity can result in disagree-
ment, disengagement, and lack of trust. 
 

 

 
There it is again: trust. It’s no surprise that trust con-
tinues to surface; just consider our everyday reality: 
maskers and anti-maskers, vaxxers and anti-vaxxers, 
polarized politics, news or fake news, all impacting 
family, friends, co-workers, and neighbors. How 
does our current context negatively or positively 
affect trust in leadership relationships---how we 
lead with others, and tackle everyday and seemingly 
impossible challenges? What’s your experience? 

Leadershipforumcommunity.org 
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  By Joel Wright 

The film, Raya and the Last Dragon, had me wonder-
ing what part trust plays in a revolutionary and rela-
tively new (2008) relational leadership framework 
from the Center for Creative Leadership (CCL). 
(Disclosure: I worked at CCL for almost 13 years). 
This newish leadership framework exploded within 
our Leadership Beyond Boundaries work, informing 
and powering our global effort. 
 

To really get to the essence of my question about 
the role trust plays in leadership you have to under-
stand that I view the world through this leadership 
framework from CCL. It was first published in the 
Leadership Quarterly by Drath et al, in 2008.  

The article makes the case for why a new ontology, 
a new way of thinking about leadership, is needed. 
It suggests a more integrative framework is needed 
because the common understanding of leadership 
centers on leadership being about leaders, follow-
ers, and goals. Based on an extensive literature re-

view, the authors suggest that this way of thinking 
about leadership isn’t serving us in our increasingly 
peer-based, collaborative, interdependent work and 
world.  
 

The article is a must-read. Every time I apply or 
share it, it deepens my conviction that this integra-
tive framework has the potential to empower every-
one everywhere. I’ve witnessed how it’s empow-
ered young and old, leaders at all levels and sectors, 
from boardrooms to individuals living on the street 
in different corners of the world. 
 

Let me briefly describe the framework and its impli-
cations. In their article, Drath et al. explain that lead-
ership is a collective process that produces the out-
comes of Direction, Alignment, and Commitment 
(DAC).  
 

In an updated article, McCauley (one of the original 
authors) defines the outcomes of effective leader-
ship as: 

Leadershipforumcommunity.org 

• Direction (D): Agreement on what the col-
lective (group) is trying to achieve. 

• Alignment (A): Effective coordination and 
integration of the different aspects of the 
work so that it fits together in service of the 
shared direction. 

• Commitment (C) - People who are making 
the success of the collective (not just their 
individual success) a personal priority. 

(McCauley, 2014) 

https://wagner.nyu.edu/files/leadership/The_Directional_alignment_commitment.pdf
https://cclinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/making-leadership-happen.pdf
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When the definitions of D, A, and C are shared, they 
are often coupled with the image of a three-legged 
stool or a three-sphere Venn diagram (above) to 
show the dynamic and interdependent nature of D, 
A, and C. Each leg of the stool, or sphere of the Venn 
diagram representing Direction, Alignment, or Com-
mitment.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Three key points to understand about DAC are: 
1. D, A, and C are the outcomes of effective lead-

ership. This focus on outcomes helps us expand 
our thinking, helps us go beyond the limiting 
idea that an individual has to be at the center of 
leadership and it acknowledges how a group 
contributes to the process of achieving direction, 
alignment, and commitment. Thus ultimately 
giving the group a better chance of achieving 
results.  

2. Leadership is a collective process. Thinking of 
leadership as a collective process is empowering 
and inviting. Often leaders think they need to 
know it all and be it all. When we acknowledge 
it’s a collective process, more people can be in-
cluded, increasing engagement, ownership, and 
creativity.  

3. Leadership is relational. For a long time people 
have thought about leadership as influence. 
That’s always felt manipulative to me, but think-
ing about leadership as relational, as relational 
theory suggests, helps us understand how an 
organization, team, or community culture can 
inform and reinforce how we interact and lead 
with others. 

All three of these (outcomes, a collective process, 
and a relational reality) point to the interdepend-
ence of the world. They acknowledge that work and 
life is collaborative.  

 

How is trust not part of every  
dimension of DAC?  

 
That is my question and my mind-bending moment 
following Raya and the Last Dragon. Further, what 
has been written about trust being central to Direc-
tion, Alignment, and Commitment? Had I missed 
something?  
 

That night my mind continued to turn trust over and 
over. I recalled a conversation with a Leadership Fo-
rum Community colleague years back after a team 
presented on DAC. He pulled me aside and said, 
“Where is trust in this framework?”  
 

I didn’t have a good answer at the time but he was 
onto something then and my mind was only now 
catching up. My mind was triggered -- new insights 
and questions were surfacing across projects and 
conversations. I couldn’t sleep.  
 
In the end my brain began crafting a mental email. 
Surrendering, I got up, typed it, and sent it to some 
trusted friends (some of whom were the authors of 
the original Leadership Quarterly article). In essence 
I asked, “What research exists about the role trust 
plays in achieving the leadership outcomes of D, A, 
and C?” 

 

I explained that I always knew trust to be an im-
portant element but I think it’s much more central 
than I once realized, especially in achieving DAC. For 
example, trust had to exist between leaders and fol-
lowers. If it didn’t, it would all break down.  
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Now as I consider trust in conjunction with DAC I 
think of it as the seat on the stool, or the arms that 
join the legs together. After processing this, I now 
find myself believing more strongly that trust is cen-
tral because it’s part of D, A, and C: 
 

• D: sustained agreement about direction can’t 
happen without trust.  

• A: Alignment -  all the interdependence of A is 
about trust: systems, roles, teams...all working 
on trust.  

• C: making the work and well being of the group 
a priority is all about trust, all about having 
each other’s backs!  

  

How is trust not central to this? What have I missed 
or am I just reaching a new level of consciousness or 
awareness? 

  

I hit “send” on my email and waited, curious what 
my colleagues would say, curious if I’d missed some-
thing over the years. 
 
 And then the responses started coming in: 
 

• “Since my early clinical studies I was taught that 
trust is the number one most essential quality in 
human relations. It is the sine qua non in social 
psychology — literally without which nothing 
else.” First respondent 

• “Interesting question, Joel. I agree trust is essen-
tial and something that is earned. We may have 
a level of trust going into a team or project but 

that increases or declines depending on what 
happens.” (Suggestion to look at Reina Trust 
Building Institute Quiz: https://
reinatrustbuilding.com/wp-content/
uploads/2016/02/ODN-Building-Sustainable-
Trust-wout-quiz.pdf)  Second respondent 

 

I’d been exposed to the Reina Trust model several 
times both through the Leadership Forum Commu-
nity and at CCL. From their research, assessment 
tools, and case studies, they highlight the three key 
components of trust: Trust of Character, Trust of 
Communication, and Trust of Capability. Their case 
studies demonstrate increases in employee engage-
ment, business performance, and decreases in trust 
breaking behaviors.  

 

Another response came in the form of a phone call. 
We chatted each other's ears off, philosophizing for 
well over an hour, making connections across D, A, 
and C but ultimately concluding that trust most 
deeply connected with the outcome of Commit-
ment. This conclusion was later supported when I 
found CCL’s free DAC assessment having one assess-
ment item under Commitment naming trust, “We 
trust one another to accomplish the work of the 
group.” As right as this is, I still couldn’t help but 
think trust should be more.   

About a week went by before a concise simple re-
sponse showed up in my inbox:  

 

No trust --> opportunistic direction. 

No trust --> opportunistic alignment. 
No trust --> opportunistic commitment. 
  

Conclusion: DAC can exist without trust, but 
it will be driven by lower drives and logics. 
This can succeed for a while! But does it fit 
your strategy? Is it sustainable? Third re-
spondent 

 

Wow! This is what I loved about having trusted rela-
tionships, trusted colleagues that I could reach out 

https://reinatrustbuilding.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/ODN-Building-Sustainable-Trust-wout-quiz.pdf
https://reinatrustbuilding.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/ODN-Building-Sustainable-Trust-wout-quiz.pdf
https://reinatrustbuilding.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/ODN-Building-Sustainable-Trust-wout-quiz.pdf
https://reinatrustbuilding.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/ODN-Building-Sustainable-Trust-wout-quiz.pdf
https://reinatrustbuilding.com/
https://reinatrustbuilding.com/about-reina-trust-building/
https://reinatrustbuilding.com/about-reina-trust-building/
https://reinatrustbuilding.com/about-reina-trust-building/
https://www.ccl.org/insights-research/direction-alignment-and-commitment-assessment/
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to, learn from each of them and expand my thinking. 
And it didn’t stop with just these emails. Over the  
subsequent months, my curiosity, my increased 
awareness and consciousness, began initiating con-
versations and posing questions.  
 

A week or so later I found myself explaining these 
connections to a colleague who leads a fellows pro-
gram for a top national foundation. Upon concluding 
my story he simply said, “Joel, do you know what my 
dissertation was on?”  
 

No, I responded.  
 

“Trust.”  
 

He explained that trust isn’t the seat of the three-
legged stool or the arms that hold those legs togeth-
er; it’s the foundation the stool sits on.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Boom! Of Course! 
 

Trust is the floor the stool sits on.  
 

It’s the foundation, the context, the culture of be-
liefs that inform the practices and processes that 
make D, A, and C possible...and in turn inspiring, en-
gaging, and empowering. 
 

By the time the 2021 “Leading to Repair” Leadership 
Forum Summit commenced, I kept witnessing how 
trust was either explicitly or implicitly the founda-

tion or central to every leadership example shared 
(videos from the 2021 summit can be found on the 
LFC Youtube channel).  

Often I would ask the question, “What part did trust 
have in the process?” It was in Anthem’s Health 
Care work, Johnson and Johnson’s example, Cairin 
Taylor’s Workday talk, the Agahozo Shalom Youth 
Village story, and Polarity Partnership’s example of 
the Illumination Project about shootings in Charles-
ton: all spoke to the significance of trust.  

Beyond all these good connections and my own 
deepening understanding of the importance of 
trust, I’ve found myself integrating trust more inten-
tionally into my work, with my colleagues, and into 
countless conversations. It’s powerful. It’s expan-
sive. It’s generative. It names something we often 
don’t include. Why don’t we include it? 

 

This question brings me back to considering how 
trust influences leadership, and more specifically 
how trust influences the leadership outcomes of 
DAC. My answer was found in my multi-month 
quest, email exchanges, re-reading the original DAC 
Leadership Quarterly article, talking with the au-
thors, engaging in LFC sessions, and sharing and de-
signing solutions with my new colleagues at Square. 
It was also affirmed in a 2020 Leadership Quarterly 
article: “Developing the theory and practice of lead-
ership development: A relational view,” by Cynthia 
McCauley and Charles J. Palus.  
 

My answer: Trust is an ambiguous term, we know it 
when we see it and feel it but we don’t often know 
how to break it down and operationalize it. Ego too 
can be a barrier: just trust me or my ideas. I believe 
the relational orientation of the DAC framework 
helps us understand leadership as a relational pro-
cess, a collective social process. This helps us  con-
sider how trust is a type of currency in the leader-
ship process.  
 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCkOmfSoDbJ1RTNuabxj4Ymg/featured
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vrNdjg6BnIc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vrNdjg6BnIc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uIEhcojebyg
https://www.asyv.org/
https://www.asyv.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3OELBp6DKoM
https://www.policechiefmagazine.org/the-illumination-project/
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  By Joel Wright 

Leadershipforumcommunity.org 

 

Given this thinking, a set of questions are emerging: 
what are the conditions, beliefs and practices that 
increase trust in achieving the leadership outcomes 
of Direction, Alignment, and Commitment. How do 
we develop: 

 

Trust in the Purpose (Direction)? 
Trust in the Process (Alignment)? 
Trust in the People (Commitment)?  

 
We already know some of the ways to foster trust in 
these areas: having a culture of psychological safety, 
applying action inquiry and dialogue, employing po-
larity thinking and maturing the leadership logics of 
everyone because we’re all still transforming. These 
are just a few… 

 

In work and our world, we have some significant in-
terdependent challenges that require a relational 
leadership approach - we can't tackle them alone. 
How can we use DAC and trust to assess how we're 
doing in tackling our leadership challenges? If we 
think about the one world we all live on...What do 
we need and what can we do to foster trust in an 
agreed upon Direction? How are you contributing to 
leadership trust? How could we agree upon a com-
mon Direction to save our planet? How can we fos-
ter trust across our socio-economic boundaries to 
create systems that coordinate our efforts 
(Alignment)? How do we cultivate trust in each oth-
er, that we’ll prioritize our efforts and lean in to-
gether to tackle this challenge (Commitment)? And 
how can we apply this in our neighborhood, with 
family, and in our work world? What would our life 
and world look like if we could garner greater trust 
across our leadership outcomes of Direction, Align-
ment, and Commitment?  

 

Supplemental Resources: 

• Leadership Quarterly article: Direction, align-
ment, commitment: Toward a more integrative 
ontology of leadership 

• CCL White Paper: Making Leadership Happen 
• 2021 Leadership Forum Summit Videos 
• “Positive Turbulence” podcast: The Calculus of 

Trust. An interview with Darrly Stickel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Joel is a leadership architect, social en-
trepreneur, innovator, and facilitator of 
leadership and organizational develop-
ment focused on the question, what 
would the world look like if all people 
had access to leadership development? 
This question began incubating while 
serving the Sri Lanka YMCA and wit-
nessing how leadership training em-
powered people to respond to the 2004 
Tsunami. Joel spent twelve years with 
CCL innovating ways to democratize 
leadership development. He continues 
this work as President of the Leadership 
Forum Community and at Square. 

https://wagner.nyu.edu/files/leadership/The_Directional_alignment_commitment.pdf
https://wagner.nyu.edu/files/leadership/The_Directional_alignment_commitment.pdf
https://wagner.nyu.edu/files/leadership/The_Directional_alignment_commitment.pdf
https://cclinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/making-leadership-happen.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCkOmfSoDbJ1RTNuabxj4Ymg/videos
https://www.positiveturbulence.com/podcasts/the-calculus-of-trust/
https://www.positiveturbulence.com/podcasts/the-calculus-of-trust/
https://ceo.usc.edu/bio/darryl-stickel/
https://www.ccl.org/leadership-programs/?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&keyword=center%20for%20creative%20leadership&matchtype=e&gclid=CjwKCAjwhOyJBhA4EiwAEcJdcdqQjCqAFcvzn29bMXqsBSjJgFSysJU9-2Hw5PCY85Ajq82YNQ_QQhoCP9QQAvD_BwE
https://www.leadershipforumcommunity.org/
https://www.leadershipforumcommunity.org/
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 Alexander and the Sadhu:  

 The Space for Conscious Leadership  

By Lyndon Rego 

A long, long time ago in a place far, far away, there was a fabled 

encounter between two strangers. It is an encounter that          

illuminated an important insight about leadership for me.  

When I was young, I associated leadership with 
many things that weren’t very good -- unfettered 
power, ossified hierarchy, and endemic corruption. 
Later, I began to see leadership as independent of 
what it is used for. I recognized that many people 
who created great good in the world were remarka-
ble leaders. The difference wasn’t their leadership 
ability but what guided their leadership. The old sto-
ry I had heard shed light on this difference.  
 

The story was about Alexander the Great and a sage 
in India. Alexander’s army had fought their way 
from Greece through the Middle East and through 
the rugged mountains of Afghanistan. The remnants 
of the exhausted Greek army finally trudged into the 
fresh green fields of India where they encountered 
many unfamiliar sights.  
 
One of them was a sadhu -- a naked sage who had 
renounced the world -- sitting in solitary and blissful 
meditation under a tree by the road. Alexander at 
the head of his army stopped, and through a transla-
tor, asked the man: “What are you doing?” The sage 
looked at Alexander 
and his long line of 
battle worn troops and 
asked in return: “What 
are you doing?” Alexan-
der thumped his chest 
and proclaimed: “I am 
conquering the world!” 
The sage stroked his 
beard and smiled and 

said: “I too am conquering the world!” 

 

Alexander was conquering the external world, 
through force. The sage was conquering the inner 
world through quiet inner reflection. Alexander was 
using his leadership skills to exert his will on the 
world. The Sadhu was using his will to focus on self-
mastery and had little interest in goings-on in the 
wider world. Leaders who change the world for the 
better borrow a bit from both Alexander and the 
sadhu.  
 
Leaders like Gandhi, Mandela, and Martin Luther 
King Jr. rise to confront injustice in the world but act 
from deep consciousness. In contrast, leaders like 
Alexander are courageous but unconcerned about 
the harmful impact of their actions on those they 

oppose. The leadership that Gandhi embodied was 
distinctively different than that of Alexander.  
 

“It was the path of conscious leadership.”  
 
The differences between Gandhi and Alexander are 
manifested in the layers of Maslow’s hierarchy of 
needs as well as the Indian system of the chakras 

Leadershipforumcommunity.org 
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and consciousness. At the base level, the orientation 
is rooted in survival. At a mid-level, it is about suc-
ceeding in existing systems. Further up, it is about 
transforming systems and changing the world. At 
the highest levels, it is about transcending individual 
needs for the greater good. As you move up, the fo-
cus is increasingly inclusive and integrative.   
 
Einstein spoke to this when he said: “Our task must 
be to free ourselves … by widening our circles of 
compassion to embrace all living creatures and the 
whole of nature in its beauty.” 
 
It is an idea also expressed by Chief Seattle: 
“Humankind has not woven the web of life. We are 
but one thread within it. Whatever we do to the 
web, we do to ourselves. All things are bound to-
gether. All things connect.”  
 
Earlier still, the mystic Rumi 
indicated that what lies 
within us at the essence is 
also the essence of the ex-
pansive universe. He said, 
“I am not a drop in the ocean, but the ocean in a 
drop.”  
 
This sense of interdependence is also embedded in 
the African idea of Ubuntu that recognizes that the 
whole and the parts are indelibly bound. Ubuntu 
states: “I am because we are.” These expressions -- 
from North and South, East and West -- speak to a 
universal ideal of oneness.   

This approach seeks a way beyond right and wrong, 
across us and them, and between fight and flight. 
Alexander embraced the fight and sought to con-
quer the world. The sadhu opted for a form of flight 
and non-engagement in the world. An alternate 
path is what Tara Brach framed as “attend and be-
friend.” To attend is to lean in and offer attention in 
order to increase understanding and extend empa-
thy. To befriend is to engage and connect in a way 
that also serves the other. True friendship, after all, 
cannot be coerced. It is a form of love.  
 

Great change agents take a systems view that aims 
higher and reaches across. Arriving at this level of 
consciousness comes from the inner work of the sa-
dhu; stepping up to change the world takes the 
courage of an Alexander. Mandela pointed to this 

link between the inner 
and the outer worlds. 
He said, “We can’t 
change society unless 
we first change our-
selves.” Gandhi, 
Mother Teresa, Martin 

Luther King, Mandela and the Dalai Lama all spent a 
lot of time in quiet contemplation -- prayer, reflec-
tion, meditation like the sadhu. They did so in order 
to show up in the world with clarity, courage, com-
passion, and love.  
 

This kind of conscious leadership represents our 
highest human potential and creates the widest rip-
ples of impact. Gandhi not only helped liberate India 
but inspired the efforts of Martin Luther King, Jr. and 
Mandela who helped liberate millions of people 
without the great bloodshed that revolutions typi-
cally produce. Their example represents the kind of 
leadership we need to revive and replicate today as 
our world faces exceptional challenges. We can’t 
retreat like the sadhu nor force our will on the world 
like Alexander.  The path of conscious leadership 
calls us to engage with courage and conscience. And 
to do so, the battle we must first wage is within our-
selves.    

Leadershipforumcommunity.org 
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By Todd Cherches 

As the saying goes, we’re living in an increasingly 
VUCA (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, and Ambigu-
ous) world. In fact, we might even describe it as a 
hyper-VUCA world – as we are simultaneously deal-
ing with external PESTLE (Political, Economic, Socio-
logical, Technological, Legal, and Environmental) 
forces and changes that seem to be coming at us 
faster than the speed of light. 
  
So, how are leaders to keep up? And what role must 
leadership play in helping organizations – and their 
people – navigate these turbulent times and lead us 
to our desired destination? 
  
In recent years we’ve seen a tremendous leadership 
gap.  

People are looking to be led, and  
in the absence of leadership,  

people will listen to whoever is  
willing to step up to the microphone. 

  
In times like this, people are looking for bold, brave, 
and visionary leaders -- regardless of formal or des-
ignated role, title, status, or position -- who are will-
ing and able to step up to leadership. 
  
In this VUCA world, what people need most is for 
someone to take that acronym and flip it on its head 
by seeking to foster an environment, culture, and 
climate that is its opposite: or what can be referred 
to as CCSC (Calm, Certain, Simple, and Clear). 
  
With CCSC, each element offers an antidote to the 
VUCA challenges: 
  
 In the face of Volatility, leaders must create a 

sense of Calmness. Yes, there is a lot of stress, 

unrest, frustration, and anger out there, but an 
effective leader finds a way to create a sense of 
urgency, rather than a state of panic.  

 

Rather than trying to light a fire  
under people, a true leader lights a fire 
within them, spurring them to action. 

 
A good leader helps people to catch their breath, 
so that they can make better decisions and act 
more rationally and effectively--and find greater 
emotional health and balance in their lives. 

  
 When things are Uncertain, it is the job of the 

leader to create some degree of Certainty. No, 
leaders don't have all the answers. No one does. 
Yes, there is still going to be a lot of uncertainty 
as our story is unwritten and our future is un-
known. But as uncertainty creates a world of 
instability, it is the job of the leader to find a 
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way to make people feel that they are still stand-
ing on a foundation of solid ground. Even Socra-
tes said, "All I know is that I know nothing." A 
good leader figures out a way to lead, even 
when he or she doesn't have all – or, even, any 
of – the answers. 

 
 In a Complex world, leaders need 

to Simplify that complexity so that people can 
achieve some degree of understanding. Creating 
frameworks and models to try to make sense of 
the world – what I refer to as "thinking inside the 
box" – is one way to help us wrap our minds 
around the messiness of today's realities. Simpli-
fying does not mean “dumbing things down” or 
stripping them of their subtlety or nuance, or 
pretending that things are simpler than they are. 
As Einstein said, we should try to “make things 
as simple as possible, but no simpler.” Or, as Em-
erson put it, "Simplify, simplify." In figuring out a 
way to simplify complexity so as to make it more 
manageable, leaders can enable better decisions 
and more effective actions. It is not easy, but it is 
necessary, for, as Da Vinci famously noted, 
"Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication." 

  

 Given the Ambiguity today, leaders need to help 
their people gain a sense of Clarity so they can 
somehow, even in the fog of current circum-

stances, find a way to see beyond the horizon. 
Leaders need to provide people with hope...and 
a lens through which they can envision a world 
that is different from and better than today's 
reality. Sometimes a leader needs to look 
through the telescope towards the future; and 
other times they need to take a more microscop-
ic view of the situation. Either way, the leader 
must formulate an inspiring vision...and be able 
to articulate that vision in a clear and compelling 
way, helping others see a way forward...and en-
vision, with optimism, a world of new possibili-
ties that lies ahead. 

 

In times like these, the leader who can turn 
volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and am-
biguity into a feeling of calmness, certainty, 
simplicity, and clarity will inspire others to 
envision the invisible…while leading them 
to a future that, today, may seem impossi-
ble. 
  
Lastly, leaders need to lead. But it is also important 
to remember that leaders are, themselves, people…
and not robots. They are people with feelings and 
fears, moods and motivations, good days and bad. 
But as a leader, they have a higher calling and a 
higher responsibility, for they hold the feelings and 
fears, and moods and motivations, of their people in 
their hands. 
  
As such, leaders need to ask themselves this meta-
phorical question:  
  
“What is my ‘Leadership Weather Report’ today?” 
  
When you walk into a room, are you a cloud of 
doom and gloom, casting a dark shadow on every-
one, and threatening lightning and thunder-
storms? 
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Or are you a burst of sunshine that lights up the 
room with warmth and good humor, filling it with a 
spirit of hope and optimism, positive energy and 
passion, and making people feel good to be around 
you and glad that you’ve arrived? 
 
Are you the kind of manager who makes people feel 
bullied, threatened, intimidated, and scared? Or the 
kind who encourages and empowers people, 
boosting their morale and their confidence, and en-
abling, equipping, and empowering them to maxim-
ize their performance, productivity, and potential? 
 

In short, even in a VUCA world, it is valuable 
– in fact, essential – for leaders to remem-
ber that unlike the weather outside, the cli-
mate you create inside is entirely up to you. 

Leadershipforumcommunity.org 
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What is power?  

We can’t see it, touch it, or taste it. But we definitely 
feel it and recognize it. It is something to be gained, 
given, usurped, and wielded. It can be bought and 
sold yet it isn’t a limited commodity. Power can 
come from wealth, cultural norms, position or title, 
physical strength, influence, attractiveness, and per-
sonality. It can be used for good or ill, for selfish 
gains or altruistic endeavors. The term power as dis-
cussed here is the possession of control, authority, 
or influence over others. Understanding and using 
power is one of the most complex challenges that 
leaders face. 

Coming out of the past couple of years, we are faced 
with many areas where leaders are called upon to 
rebuild organizations, industries, and societies in 
different ways. Confronted with racism, immigra-
tion, climate change, war, and pandemic response, I 
see a common thread that limits humanity’s ability 
to respond in an efficient and collaborative way and 
it has to do with power. How can we gain insights 
into the enigma of power and find a way to use posi-
tive power to address these challenges? 

Power and Discrimination 

We all have biases. Biases are built into how our 
brains work. We need to make assumptions for our 
brains to work efficiently when taking in all the in-
formation available to us at any moment. The biases 
about other people are acquired through life, and 
may or may not be correct. When false or preju-
diced assumptions have worn a biased groove in our 
brains, they become our go-to perceptions. It isn’t 
always easy to see our biases and changing them is 
even harder. To create a new bias or groove, we 

need to challenge our perceptions to ensure we are 
not judging others unjustly.  

Our biases create problems is when they 
are accompanied by power.  

A combination of power and bias leads to unjust 
domination of one person or group over another. 
This is the root of race, gender, and other types of 
discrimination. If I don’t like you, based on whatever 
bias I hold, it isn’t consequential unless I have power 
to exclude you or negatively impact your life. If I 
have a racial prejudice, I can only harm you if I have 
some power to limit your ability to get an education, 
earn a living, get health care, live safely, get housing, 
get a promotion, influence others, etc. If I have no 
power, my negative thoughts go nowhere. But with 
power I can keep you in a less powerful position. I 
can use laws, rules, influence, words, physical 
threats (including the use of weapons), and emo-
tional coercion to keep you in a less powerful posi-
tion. In addition, if I have an audience, I can influ-
ence others by generating fear and hate that will 
spread my biases to others. 

Our culture determines how power is distributed. 
Culture also influences the biases that exist. Cul-

Leadershipforumcommunity.org 

By Anne M. Hunnex 

 The Power Enigma 

The disruption experienced in 2020 and 2021 has given me new reasons to reflect on the  
impact of power on our ability to reimagine and rebuild after change and loss. 



22 

ture determines how women are viewed, how they 
are treated in marriages, what careers are accepta-
ble, and what education is available. Culture deter-
mines how people of different races are perceived 
and treated. How is it that being darker skinned 
meant individuals and groups were less valued? This 
is a cultural distinction, not a biological one. Culture 
has had far-reaching impacts throughout history. 
The hate between groups in the Middle East goes 
back centuries and the reach of slavery in the U.S. 
has persisted since before the origins of the country. 
These prejudices are based on power. They are per-
petuated to protect power that in turn protects self-
interests like land possession, religion, wealth, eco-
nomic stability, or ruling group.  

Power and Basic Human Rights 

Denying people basic rights to live in safety and 
have adequate housing, education, and healthcare is 
one more way for the powerful to control those who 
have less power. By taking away the means for peo-
ple to participate in society and use their talents ful-
ly, the powerful attempt to retain their power and 
wealth. The powerful manipulate their followers in-
to believing in the biases that will keep part of the 
population in a less powerful position where they 
can be exploited. 

In essence, the powerful can remove the gateways 
for those at the bottom of the power structure to 
move up the ladder. They do this by limiting where 
people can live, whether they can borrow money, 
the quality of schools they can attend, the jobs they 
will be considered for, and their participation in the 
political process. Unless these barriers are ad-
dressed on a large scale, people can’t gain enough 
power to change their lives.  

On the flip side, unless we give all people the means 
and power to thrive, we are wasting the value that 
those individuals could bring to society. There is also 
the cost of supporting a population that is less 
healthy and less productive.  

Power in Organizations 

Anyone who works in an organization of any size 
knows that some people in the organization hold 
the power. Power is often conferred on those who 
have the highest hierarchical title. Then varying de-
grees of power are granted to those down the man-
agement chain.  

The challenge in organizations is when too much 
power is centered in one person or a small executive 
team. There is a tendency for this group to make 
decisions that are only based on a limited 
knowledge or driven by a shared prejudicial belief. 
They start to believe they have all the answers and 
stop listening to others. This leads to hubris, which 
can be the downfall of leaders and organizations. 

The best decision-making includes multiple perspec-
tives from different departments doing the work 
and from different user or customer perspectives. 
How else can a company know whether their prod-
ucts and advertising are speaking to their intended 
customers? When more people provide input, solu-
tions are more creative and can expand the reach or 
the organization. A more collaborative organization-
al environment also engenders more employee loy-
alty and engagement. 

There are also people who seem to have power and 
influence even when they do not have a position of 
authority within the organization. These people gain 
their power by leading and gaining followers in vari-
ous ways. Some people position themselves as 
leaders because of their expertise and others gain 
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it by their attention to the needs of potential follow-
ers. Others demonstrate their leadership by their 
ability to bring together ideas and people to make 
the work easier or more successful. Regardless of 
their position within the organization, these people 
have power through their leadership, and they 
should not be ignored by those who have the posi-
tional power. When used to further the mission and 
goals of the organization, the leadership of these 
informal leaders increases overall organizational 
effectiveness.  

Leaders in any group or organization need followers. 
Leaders can use power to coerce and demand com-
pliance from employees, or they can use their pow-
er to build collaboration.  

One of the fears of leaders is that sharing 
their power will diminish their own power 
or that someone else might become more 
powerful. In reality, the opposite is true.  

Sharing power with subordinates only makes a lead-
er more powerful, in most cases. As those who re-
port to them are able to expand their influence 
through delegated power, they bring more influence 
to their leader. 

Nationalistic Power 

Power within countries is complex due to the many 
factions engaged in trying to gain influence and 
wealth through the structure of government. There 
are businesses/industries, religious groups (with 
their ethical concerns), environmental groups, racial 
concerns, and many other groups that are all push-
ing to gain dominance for what they feel is right or 
beneficial to them. People want to retain their pow-
er, and their wealth generated by power, to serve 
their needs. They are not always logical about the 
positions they are supporting but their biases are 
telling them that they are “right”.  

Culture plays a large part in how governments con-

trol and use power. Whether a country is more of a 
meritocracy or more socialist is based on the culture 
that has developed over time. As our world be-
comes smaller through travel, blended economies, 
and real time communication, there are more out-
side influences affecting countries and cultures. It 
becomes more difficult for leaders to control the old 
ways and ideals.  

As leaders become more desperate to retain the 
past and hold onto their power and wealth, they be-
come more dictatorial and restrictive. For example, 
the U.S. has a historical tradition of a white, Chris-
tian majority that retains power. Recognizing that 
this perception is not the future (or even the pre-
sent), is threatening to those that hold power and 
benefit from it. They see their perceived power slip-
ping away and in their innately self-serving nature 
they are not willing to share power. The inability to 
share power creates divides. The more people hold 
onto power, the greater the divide that eventually 
tears groups and countries apart. This can be seen 
today around the world and in history as well. 

Power and the Environment 

As a global community, we are also faced with the 
challenge of protecting our planet. More than any 
other area, global warming demands the use of 
the collective power of all people. As mentioned 

Leadershipforumcommunity.org 

By Anne M. Hunnex 

 The Power Enigma 



24 

before, protecting power and wealth creates divi-
sion. Overcoming the interests of those who benefit 
from and enjoy the lifestyles that contribute to glob-
al warming means challenging their power across 
governmental boundaries. Collaboration is the only 
effective way to approach controlling the sources of 
global warming.  

Although survival instincts make humans innately 
selfish, we are also wired to establish relationships 
and collaborate. There is hope. All around us we see 
people performing generous, selfless acts. Even 
when their selfish nature comes out it can be useful 
if people realize that their current path will threaten 
their source of power. If the powerful begin to see 
that they will lose power and wealth by seeking to 
maintain the status quo, then they will look for new 
ways to retain their power. For example, they could 
switch to green energy if they perceive significant 
benefits. This will require a significant change and by 
nature people will fight to maintain current biases, 
beliefs and systems. Remember, through our bias, 
we believe we are right. Through education and in-
novation, we need to create a new collective bias 
toward clean energy.  

Power and Leadership 

Balancing leadership and power is a daunting chal-
lenge and responsibility. As leaders, we are granted 
power by our followers. It then becomes our re-
sponsibility to use that power for good rather than 

harm. In all the scenarios above, the common 
thread is use of power and the motivation behind it.   

Leadership requires a willingness to  
share power to benefit the whole  

rather than the self.  
 

We can use power to build up individuals and socie-
ties, or we can use power to control and limit others 
for our own benefit. The enigma of power is that it is 
not that the power itself is destructive; rather, it is 
the motivation behind the power and how it is used 
that determines whether it becomes beneficial or 
detrimental. 

As a leader, the first step is to recognize that we are 
human. As a human being, we have an innate selfish 
drive that ensures our survival. Most of us don’t 
need to fight for survival in our daily lives, but that 
doesn’t mean that our innate selfishness doesn’t 
drive a desire to be better and get more than our 
neighbors. We strive for achievement, success, and 
wealth in a society based on competition and accu-
mulation. Even if we think of ourselves as generous, 
caring people, mostly we still look out for ourselves 
first when it comes down to basics. Sometimes our 
generosity is even designed to make us look good in 
the eyes of others. We need to recognize that this is 
how we are all wired.  That doesn’t mean we can’t 
care deeply for others and be willing to give up 
some of our benefits to see them succeed. It does 
mean that we need to acknowledge the competing 
drives within our brains and search to understand 
the motivations behind our actions, especially when 
exercising power. 

We need to discover our biases. What are the be-
liefs that your brain automatically goes to that color 
how you see and react to the world? How do you 
perceive people? Are you objectively looking at peo-
ple and their lives with empathy rather than judge-
ment? Are you inadvertently making judgements 
or acting in ways that devalue others or limit their 
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possibilities? This isn’t an easy task, because it’s 
often subconscious or accompanied by cognitive dis-
sonance. It takes self-examination and a willingness 
to set aside your own selfish motivations. 

Our actions are also governed by our values, what 
we believe to be good and moral.  

If power is used to promote values  
that are not self-serving,  

then it can be a force for good.  

People, religions, and organizations all have values. 
Values need to be clearly stated and defended so 
they can’t be corrupted by those who would use on-
ly the words and lose the intent.  

As leaders we need to ensure that, as we make deci-
sions and take actions, we are checking in with our 
values to ensure we are on the right course. Unfor-
tunately, we are very good at rationalizing why we 
should deviate from our values or bend the meaning 
of our values when it suits our needs. Therefore, it is 
good to make decisions in a group that represents 
multiple perspectives. The group can then challenge 
thinking that might be self-serving and hold mem-
bers of the group accountable to their values. Too 
often in organizations, values are not brought to the 
table when critical decisions are made. Then self-
interest and power take over and hijack the decision

-making process. Perhaps there should be an empty 
chair at the table labeled “Values” as a reminder 
that values should have a voice in each decision. 

One of the responsibilities of a leader is to inspire 
others to action. As a leader, one source of power is 
to influence others and provide direction. This 
makes the responsibility of power that much great-
er. It is not just what we do as leaders but how we 
influence others, thereby increasing the impact of 
our actions. This is especially true when we are 
working with young people. Young people’s biases 
are still being developed and influencing their 
thoughts will potentially dictate their actions for 
years to come. Leaders should look for ways to influ-
ence young people to use power in a positive rather 
than a self-serving, destructive way.  

Power is not a limited commodity. We can give oth-
ers the power without decreasing our own power. 
We can listen to the perspectives and ideas of oth-
ers to enrich our own decision making. Sometimes 
there is a need to mentor and guide people, but that 
doesn’t mean we shouldn’t listen and consider their 
ideas for change. Guidance should be in the spirit of 
sharing power rather than using power to push in a 
specific direction. Often people, especially young 
people, will surprise us with their ability to use pow-
er in positive ways to accomplish goals. 

Over the past two years, I have personally been 
challenged to look at my own relationship to power. 
I have learned much about injustices inherent in our 
U.S. judicial, healthcare, 
housing, banking, educa-
tional, and employment 
systems, despite laws for 
equality being in place.  

I have never considered 
myself a powerful person, 
but I realized that I have 
been living with blinders 
on.  Those blinders were 
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designed to ensure that I protect my lifestyle of 
white privilege, and my beliefs about my country 
and society. When I remove the blinders and look at 
our society and world through a power lens, I see 
how destructive and self-serving power often is and 
how it limits the potential value that could be 
gained from a huge portion of the world’s popula-
tion if they were not limited and controlled by the 
wealthy and powerful few. When I see the world 
through this lens and look at the challenges, both 
micro and macro,  

I see the important role of leadership. My vision for 
leaders is for them to examine their sources of pow-
er and their motivations when exercising that pow-
er. That opens the door for sharing power, strength-
ening collaboration, and building organizations and 
societies that recognize and develop the value of all 
individuals. 
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One of the most important qualities of a good lead-
er, I think, is the ability to recognize and pursue the 
right goal or goals. A good leader needs wisdom, so 
what is wisdom and how do leaders acquire it?  

 
We know that Steve Jobs actively sought wisdom 
(enlightenment) for many years before cofounding 
Apple Inc. He explained that the outstanding suc-
cess of Apple was founded on collaborative teams 
within the organisation. Steve set a goal for Apple to 
“provide customers with an amazing experience.” 
Some amazing technology was required to provide 
that amazing experience, but the technology was 
not the goal.  

 
Steve’s wisdom was also revealed in the house rules 
he (and I expect his wife) made for their family: ‘No 
screens in the bedroom or at the dinner table.’ Alt-
hough Steve could be a difficult person, he was wise 
to protect these spaces from the intrusion of dis-
turbing news and endless distraction. They made 
the bedroom and the dinner table feel like sacred 
spaces, honouring the need for quiet reflection, 
restful sleep, and family connection and conversa-
tion--so important to family and individual health. 
Ultimately, I believe, we are led by principles. Good 

leaders who truly care for the people identify the 
principles that will serve the people, and explain 
them.  

Wisdom could be defined as knowing what 
is important--and what is most  

important to be doing in any particular  

moment or circumstance. 

 
It is not uncommon in my experience for employees, 
particularly employees of a large organisation, to 
give little thought to the overall purpose of the or-
ganisation or to neglect considering the wider 
effects of its activities on nature, wellbeing, equity, 
and the quality of human experience. Too often, 
they fail to think beyond career advancement, 
shareholder value, and profit. Where is the concern 
for the wellbeing of society as a whole, on universal 
wellbeing, and for human-Earth wellbeing? 
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Many leaders from the past and present have inspired me, I mention just three here. 

• Madeba (Nelson Mandela): “Create environments that allow people to realise 
their full potential.” 

• Bill McDonough: “How do we design systems that love all the children, of all spe-
cies for all time?” 

• Tom Hartman: “We have a cultural problem; it is the way we think that is the 
problem.” 
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A court in Holland recently ordered Shell to reduce 
its greenhouse gas emissions by 45% below 2019 
levels, by 2030. The court said that Shell violated 
basic human rights, particularly “the right to life and 
a secure family life” by not reducing its emissions. 
To comply with the court order, Shell will have to 
rethink its purpose and operations. 

 
Our collective dream, if there is one, is not clear at 
this time, although I have a sense that a shared 
dream is emerging as we connect with each other.  

Our dreams are mostly individual and in competition 
with others. Rights are asserted more often than 
responsibilities are recognised.  There is no dream 
that I am aware of that would unite us, that would 
combine our talents, energy, and goodwill to create 
a society and a way of life that would inspire and 
satisfy most people. 
 
Wendell Berry observed that early European settlers 
on the Great Plains had “vision but no sight.” Des-
perate to escape poverty and oppression and lacking 
the knowledge we have today, they tried to impose 
a dream on a land they did not understand. That for-
givable lack of understanding led to heartbreak in 
the Dust Bowl of the 1930s. 

 

Past dreams were built on the assumption of a 
boundless Earth. Today we are confronted with the 
reality of limited space and resources and a huge 

growing human population aspiring to lifestyles that 
the Earth cannot sustain. A truly global vision is now 
called for, one focused on growth in the quality of  
life experience. 

 
Jeremy Rifkin has said that our global vision needs 
to be “compelling” to be effective. Thomas Berry 
called for a vision that is “enchanting.” 

We need a force powerful enough to draw human 
energy and talent away from the unsustainable, de-
structive, wasteful path that we are presently on. 
The thought of it takes my breath away, but I do be-
lieve that such a vision will be an essential part of 
the process of healing and repair, and beyond that a 
new era of human and ecological health, growing 
out of connection, awareness, and responsibility.   

 
Edward O. Wilson suggests that half the Earth’s sur-
face will have to be set aside to allow nature to sus-
tain itself in health and be productive enough to 
support the needs of up to eleven billion people, 
expected by 2100. It seems to me that land-use poli-
cy needs to become a hot topic of conversation. 

 
I believe that we need a global plan now that will 
inspire confidence in people, regardless of cultural, 
political or ideological differences, so that even if 
the goal seems far off, we can begin to align present 
actions at every level and scale with the goal of sus-
tainable human-Earth wellbeing. What matters 
now is that we feel confident that we are moving 
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I believe we need a shared dream that is 
compelling, enchanting, and ecologically 
aware: a powerful attractive force that is 
credible, achievable, informed by science 
and history, and demonstrable in small-

scale, social experiments.  



29 

     By Bill Green 

in the right direction and so maximise energy and 
commitment to the goal. I recognise that many peo-
ple and groups are taking and have already taken 
important actions, at considerable cost to them-
selves, that move us towards a sustainable human 
presence on the Earth. 

 

What will it take to provide for the needs of up to 
eleven billion people, so that they are able to live 
healthy, fulfilling lives on a finite planet (accepting 
that climate change and pandemics could reduce 
populations substantially)?  

 

A preliminary concept plan could achieve some im-
portant objectives: 

 Indicate the size, scope, and complexity of the 
task as a first approximation. 

 Stimulate imagination in a shared consciousness-
expanding activity. 

 

Following the advice of Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, Bill 
McDonough, and Larry Page, it is important initially 
to play with ideas, to approach the subject lightly 
and have fun before applying rigour, to avoid feeling 
overwhelmed. 

 Provide an overview of the many complex inter-
acting systems that will be the subject of the 
plan.  

 Indicate the direction and focus of research that 
will precede detailed development of the plan. 

 Help to shape the purpose and content of edu-
cation for the transitions and beyond. 

 Be a means to achieving consensus that would 
point the way to unity. (Note that trade between 
nations was once regarded as a path to peace 
but failed because ideological differences re-
mained and trade is fundamentally competitive. 

Trade wars and violent conflicts over access to 
resources are evidence of this failure.)  

 Allow interested individuals and teams to identi-
fy a role for themselves in the process. 

 The plan could highlight values and attitudes 
that create order and disorder in the world, har-
mony and conflict, abundance and waste, beau-
ty and ugliness. 

 

The plan would be grounded in Earth realities: The 
Earth is finite. The ecosphere is complex and inter-
dependent, and a product of nature’s laws. Earth 
realities are what Aristotle called first principles: 
they are verifiable facts, unlike ideologies that can 
be arbitrary (such as neoliberalism, for example, 
which is primarily concerned with the distribution of 
financial wealth rather than the wellbeing of people 
and the biosphere). 

 

Among Earth realities is the fact that justice and fair-
ness are essential to harmonious human relation-
ships and goodwill. Intergenerational equity is the 
responsibility and natural right of every genera-
tion. 
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Carefully assembled multi-skilled collaborative 
teams will be needed to develop the global plan.  

We need to begin imagining at global scale— 

seeing in our mind’s eye the Earth in all its dynamic 
complexity and beauty. With the help of science and 
technology, our mental models will gradually change 
as they transform towards congruence with Earth 
realities. 

 

The plan begins with consideration of the context: 
the whole Earth, atmosphere, land, oceans, and hu-
man activities and aspirations.  

 

Order can emerge from chaos: 

Nature creates order out of (apparent) chaos. Con-
sider the formation of our solar system: A vast cloud 
of gas and dust that contained all the elements es-
sential to life collapsed on itself and began to rotate 
under the influence of gravity. Increasing density 
and pressure at its core caused nuclear fusion to 
begin, and our sun was born in brilliant yellow light. 
Beyond the sun, swirling gas and dust continued to 
condense and coalesce in violent collisions. Over 
eons, temperature declined and a veil of dust was 
lifted, revealing eight unique planets and their 
moons, orbiting the sun with the regularity of a 

clock. I like to think of this magical process because 
it gives me hope that the conflicts on Earth may 
eventually resolve into something beautiful. 

 

Earth realities: 

The global plan would describe the deep founda-
tions of wellbeing: dynamic, evolving, life-supporting 
foundations that facilitate the ongoing expression of 
human and ecological potential. The foundations of 
sustainable human-earth wellbeing are an integra-
tion of human activity with nature’s life-support sys-
tems.  

 

Earth realities as principles:  

The Earth is finite and has only one abundant source 
of energy income in the form of sunlight. Mean-
while, human population approaches eight billion in 
2021. 

 

People aspire to wealth: a standard of living meas-
ured in terms of increasing material possessions ra-
ther than health and a rich life experience supported 
by an elegant sufficiency of material things.  

 

The plan would include preparedness for major dis-
ruptive events, such as epidemics and extreme 
weather magnified by global warming. 

 

Preparation for the transition to human-Earth well-
being. 

 

A challenge of such magnitude and complexity re-
quires the most careful, calm, and thorough prepa-
ration (even as we acknowledge the urgent need for 
action), beginning with an accurate understanding 
of the present state of our culture and society. It 
also requires an accurate description of the multiple 
difficulties we face and their causes. 

 

In meeting what many of us perceive to be the 
greatest challenge humanity has ever faced, we 
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will grow as individuals and as closely cooperating 
creative groups. We may even discover abilities and 
sensibilities that we were not previously aware of. 
We don’t know how difficult the transitions will be 
until we try. The ongoing struggle for action to re-
duce emissions of greenhouse gases after warnings 
from scientists more than thirty years ago is a sober-
ing reminder of how difficult it can be to change just 
one element of a complex society. 

 

The global plan is the foundation on which the best 
of human  design can flourish, reaching beyond the 
great art, engineering, and architecture of the past. 
Industrial ugliness would gradually be replaced by 
the highest and best in human creativity in a new 
aesthetic for the ecological age, expressed as beau-
ty, diversity, and grace. 
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