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3 TRUST  
THE MULTIPLIER 

 

“What got you here won’t get you there.”  

—Marshall Goldsmith 
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Trust is the currency of leadership. Without it, everything costs 
more. 

Decisions slow down. Conversations become guarded. 
Innovation hesitates. People protect themselves instead of 
stepping forward. 

You can have talent, strategy, and resources. But if trust is thin, 
performance is fragile. 

Trust isn’t a personality trait. It’s a discipline. It’s the consistent 
belief that someone’s intention is good and their capability is real. 
When trust is present, people move. When it’s absent, they wait. 

I learned this lesson in an unexpected place. 

At the age of 18, I took on the job of running a pool route in 
the San Fernando Valley of Los Angeles. My experience was very 
limited—I knew the water was wet and that chemicals were 
required to keep it clear, but that was about it. My route contained 
more than 50 pools. The company paid me well, gave me the 
equipment, a map, and a pat on the butt. The owner told me the 
job was based on two things: my desire to learn the trade and my 
willingness to be trusted.  

The paycheck fueled my desire, but trust was foreign to me. I 
associated trust with money, not with responsibility. By the end 
of my second month, I had skipped most service calls, and my 
thriving pool route looked more like a swamp circuit than 
something you’d swim in. 

One day, as I stopped to resupply chemicals, the owner invited 
me into his office. We had a short, direct conversation. “Doland, 
I’ve seen the results of your work and you really don’t have the 
desire to be a Pool Man. Go find what you desire in life and do 
that.” Then he said words that rang like a bell in my head: 

“When someone tells you they trust you, decide if you are 
going to trust them back. And if you do… do what you say you’re 
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going to do.” There it was in one sentence. Trust. 
Communication. Growth. Accountability. I just didn’t know it. 

This lesson was the first real turning point in my own 
leadership, and that’s why I am starting this book with trust.  

Trust is the foundation. But trust alone isn’t the outcome. 
Trust creates autonomy. 

When people believe you trust them, they stop performing for 
approval and start performing from ownership. They don’t wait 
for permission. They don’t escalate every decision. They don’t 
protect themselves from blame before they act. 

And autonomy creates ownership. 

Ownership changes everything. When someone feels 
ownership, they think differently. They look around corners. 
They solve problems before they become meetings. They protect 
the outcome as if it were their own reputation on the line. 

No trust → no autonomy. 

No autonomy → no ownership. 

No ownership → no scale. 

If your team depends on you for every decision, you don’t 
have leadership leverage. You have leadership bottlenecks. 

Trust is not about being liked. It’s about building an 
environment where people can move without fear and think 
without permission. 

That’s what allows performance to multiply. 

Before I could talk about autonomy, communication, 
innovation, or accountability, I had to confront what trust 
actually meant and how easily it can be distorted. That 
conversation in a pool-supply office reminded me that leadership 
isn’t built on pressure, performance, or perfect outcomes. It’s 
built on relationships, responsibility, and doing what you say 
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you’re going to do. If you don’t get trust right—your own and 
the trust you extend to others—everything else in this book 
becomes harder than it needs to be. But when you start here, with 
trust as the foundation, every pillar that follows becomes 
stronger, clearer, and far more powerful in the way you lead. 

WHAT TRUST REALLY IS 
When I coach leaders, I describe trust as four interwoven threads: 

Trust in yourself → Trust in others → Their trust in themselves → Their trust in 
you 

 
Like an old comfortable sweater, you can’t pull on one thread 

without affecting the others.  

I’ve seen leaders who didn’t trust themselves hold back critical 
decisions. And, teams who didn’t trust their leaders stop 
contributing, disengage, and quietly leave long before their 
resignation letter hit the desk. Trust isn’t just something we give 
or get. It’s something we grow together. 

Great leadership starts with knowing oneself. The more 
grounded you are in your own beliefs, motivations, and 
emotional triggers, the easier it is to lead with consistency and 
integrity. When you're clear on what matters most—your 
principles, your purpose—you’re less likely to be thrown off 
course by pressure or performance targets.  

Stephen M.R. Covey, leadership thinker, trust expert, and 
bestselling author, said, “Trust is built on character and 
competence.” That’s true.  

Trust is determined when you walk into a room. In a 2006 
study, Janine Willis and Alexander Todorov found that people 
form impressions of competence and trustworthiness in as little 
as a tenth of a second when they see your face—which means 
trust starts long before you ever say a word. 

It’s in whether your team knows what to expect from you 
today—and whether what you say matches what you do 
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tomorrow. Each of the four dimensions of trust—yourself, 
others, their trust in themselves, and their trust in you—shapes 
the culture of your team.  

Trust Dimension When It’s Present When It’s Absent 

Trust in Yourself Decisive, confident, authentic Hesitant, unclear, risk-averse 

Trust in Others Delegates, collaborates, 
empowers 

Micromanages, controls, 
isolates 

Their Trust in Themselves Takes initiative, problem-solves Avoids responsibility, holds 
back 

Their Trust in You Follows vision, communicates 
openly Distrusts motives, disengages 

Empowerment Principle: Trust is less about your intentions—and more 
about your follow-through. 

THE CANVAS OF TRUST 
Trust builds slowly—like layers of paint on canvas. You don’t get 
it all at once. You earn it by how you show up: moment by 
moment, choice by choice. Every handshake, every follow-up, 
every time you listen without rushing to fix—that’s a brushstroke 
on the canvas of trust. 

Empowerment Principle: It takes 5–7 consistently meaningful interactions 
and 3–6 months to build real trust. It takes just one moment to break it. And 
restoring it—when it’s possible—usually takes six to eighteen months of 
consistent actions, not promises. 
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Earned trust doesn’t happen by accident—it’s the result of real 
conversations, real contribution, and real follow-through. I 
learned this early.  

When I was in my mid-20s, my then brother-in-law owned a 
couple of very successful restaurants. He had built them from the 
“ground up” in a very competitive market. I was given a chance 
to become his head chef.  

But the offer came with conditions: I had to wash dishes for 
three months, speak only Spanish (which I didn’t know), and 
master every station in the kitchen. At first, I thought it was a 
test. Later, I understood: it was a process. I was offered trust—
but I still had to earn it through effort, humility, and growth. 
Offered trust opens the door. Earned trust is what builds the 
house—and locks it in place. 

Empowerment Principle: Don’t wait for people to “deserve” trust. Extend it 
with intention—and then help them rise into it. 

BUT WAIT .. I TRUSTED YOU 
Back in the 90s, I was leading a large regional services division at 
a time of massive opportunity in industry growth—and equally 
massive technology changes. We were in the middle of acquiring 
an organization for their team and intellectual property. I was 
tapped to lead the soon-to-be-formed combined services teams. 
The planning was complete. The interviews and onboarding 
sessions were scheduled. It was Friday, and I left the office feeling 
confident about my role that coming Monday as the newly 
minted Director of Advanced Services. Then came the Sunday 
call. 

Jeff, my boss of several years, told me plans had changed. I 
would no longer be the Director of the newly merged team. 
Sandra, the soon-to-be reporting to me Director from the 
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acquired company, had threatened a lawsuit based on 
discrimination.  

Our leadership and Jeff made the decision to “appease” her. 
Without discussion. Without notice. Without explanation. It 
wasn’t about ego for me. That moment didn’t just change my 
role—it changed my relationship with Jeff, and with the 
company. It wasn’t even about the role. It was about the broken 
promise and the work that had been done in preparation. The 
commitment that had been made, and the way it had been erased 
without a word of support.  

No one “had my back.” 

From that experience, I realized that trust, once broken, lingers 
in every meeting, every conversation, every silence. I didn’t feel 
seen. I didn’t feel valued. I didn’t feel safe. That moment shaped 
how I lead today. Because trust doesn’t live in contracts. It lives 
in conversations. And in the people willing to keep their word, 
especially when it’s inconvenient. 

Empowerment Principle: Trust isn’t just about what’s said. It’s about who 
shows up when it’s hard. 

WHEN FEAR REPLACES TRUST 
Trust rarely breaks from malice. It breaks from fear. The kind of 
fear that creeps in quietly and shows up in behaviors that don’t 
always look like fear at first glance. Fear might show up because 
you’re afraid something will go wrong, and so you micromanage 
the team. It might sound like overexplaining, because you’re 
afraid your team won’t get it. It can lead you to avoid difficult 
conversations or suddenly change direction without providing 
context, leaving people confused and uncertain. Your teams will 
always feel fear. They may not name it as fear, but they feel the 
effects. The shift in tone. The pullback in trust. The loss of 
confidence. 
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I’ve watched leaders undermine their own authority simply 
because they didn’t trust themselves to hold the line under 
pressure. I’ve also been that leader. I was the one who said yes 
too quickly to a higher-up’s demand without consulting my team. 
This resulted in the said and un-said result of my team coming 
back to me with shifts in attitude, lower productivity and the 
occasional “what the hell were you thinking?” The one who 
carried the stress home and was missing in his relationship.  

When I allowed stress to enter my home my relationships 
suffered.  I was less attentive with my children and not fully 
present for my wife. Stress outweighed the importance of caring 
for those who loved me the most. The one who let fear create 
decisions that didn’t match my personal mission. There were 
periods when fear dictated an outcome. I let it control my desire 
for exploring new opportunities. Fear held a seat at the table 
when I would make BIG decisions.  

That’s why I coach my clients and teams on the Four Zones 
of Pressure. 

Zone One: Downward - pressure from your boss or board to 
deliver results at all costs. 

This can push you into reactive mode. Maybe you override your 
team to speed things up. Maybe you hide tough truths to protect 
appearances. But in doing so, you send a message: “I don’t trust 
you to handle this.” Worse, it chips away at their trust in you—
because they see the inconsistency. You say “we’re in this 
together,” but the pressure makes you act alone. 

Zone Two: Upward - pressure from your team needing clarity, 
reassurance, or decisions. 

This is where many leaders freeze or deflect. We say, “Let me get 
back to you,” but then don’t follow through. Or we answer too 
quickly just to relieve the tension. But here’s the impact: your 
team feels unseen. And their trust in themselves starts to erode 
too, because they’re not being empowered—they’re being 
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managed. People stop raising ideas when they don’t feel their 
voice changes anything. 

Zone Three: Sideways - pressure from partners, peers, or 
clients pulling your focus. 

You feel pulled in multiple directions. Someone wants a faster 
timeline, a better price, a shortcut that compromises your values. 
And if you're not grounded, you start making concessions that 
dilute your team’s work—and their belief in your leadership. 
Trust falters when your team sees you bending more for 
outsiders than standing strong for insiders. 

Zone Four: Inward - the quiet, internal pressure of self-doubt 
and imposter syndrome. 

This is the one most leaders don’t talk about—but it’s the one I 
see most often in coaching. You question if you’re enough. You 
second-guess decisions. You hesitate to ask for help because you 
feel like you should have it figured out by now. And when that 
voice gets loud, your trust in yourself collapses. And when that 
collapses? It’s hard to trust anyone else. It’s hard to lead with 
courage when you’re stuck in self-protection. 

Zone of 
Pressure Source Impact on Trust Leadership Insight 

Downward 

Senior leadership, 
board, or investors 
demanding 
performance 

Can weaken others’ 
trust in you when you 
act reactively or 
override your team 

Stay aligned to values 
and involve your team 
in pressure moments—
don’t abandon them to 
please up 

Upward 
Your team’s need for 
clarity, coaching, and 
direction 

Can erode their trust in 
themselves if they’re not 
empowered or heard 

Empower through 
listening, consistent 
decisions, and shared 
ownership of solutions 

Sideways Clients, peers, partners, 
internal stakeholders 

Creates confusion when 
you prioritize external 
asks over internal 
alignment 

Balance external 
demands without 
compromising the trust 
you’ve built with your 
team 
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Inward 
Self-doubt, imposter 
syndrome, or fear of 
failure 

Destroys your trust in 
yourself, which bleeds 
into every interaction 

Build daily habits of 
reflection, consistency, 
and vulnerability to 
stay anchored 

Leadership is choosing faith in your team—even when 
outcomes aren’t guaranteed. 

Empowerment Principle: When fear drives the bus, trust gets thrown under 
it. 

HOW TRUST SHOWS UP DAILY 
You say you care. But how does that care actually show up in 
your leadership? In your rhythm? In your routines? 

When trust is part of the culture—not just a value on the 
wall—it’s built into what you do every day. It’s in how you show 
up, how you speak to your team, and how you make decisions 
when the pressure’s on. 

THREE DAILY HABITS THAT STRENGTHEN TRUST 
I always tell leaders: the way to earn your team’s trust isn’t found 
in some grand gesture. It’s found in everyday choices—the habits 
that say, “I see you. I’m consistent. I’m invested in your growth.” 

Here are three rituals I teach and practice: 

• One-on-ones that go deeper. These aren’t just status 
updates. These are intentional conversations where you ask 
about life goals, leadership growth, and what might be 
getting in their way. It’s a chance to align the person’s 
purpose with the organization’s mission—and to show that 
you’re walking alongside them. 

• Preparation with intention. Don’t show up to meetings 
guessing. Take a few minutes before every conversation to 
clarify your intention: What’s the outcome I want? What’s 
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the energy I’m bringing into this room? That presence builds 
trust before you even speak. 

• Clear decisions with support. When you hand something 
off, make sure the person knows they have ownership—and 
support. Confirm their understanding. Ask, “What are your 
first three steps?” and then set up a cadence so they know you’re 
still with them. 

Trust isn’t built in big moments—it’s reinforced in the daily 
rhythms of leadership. These three habits form a practical system 
you can use to embed trust into every interaction, decision, and 
handoff. Here's how each habit creates momentum and deepens 
connection: 

Habit What It Reinforces Why It Matters 

One-on-Ones Strategy + Development 
Aligns personal growth with team 
goals; shows you're invested beyond 
the task. 

Pre-Meeting Intent Consistency + Presence Ensures clarity, reduces misalignment, 
and builds trust through preparation. 

Handoff + 
Support Ownership + Autonomy Reinforces accountability while letting 

the team lead with confidence. 

These small acts tell your team, “You matter. I’m here. I believe in 
you.” And that’s how trust moves from being a value—to being a 
system. 

Empowerment Principle: Trust is a system. Design it. Don’t wing it. 

PERFORMING BUT NOT LIVING TRUST 
I once worked with a leader who made it a point to tell me he 
trusted me. Publicly, he was full of compliments: “You’ve got this.” 
“You’re the one I’m counting on.”  But behind closed doors, it was a 
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different story. He’d second-guess decisions I had already made. 
He’d question my capability in meetings with others. At times, 
he’d even admit he should’ve hired someone else, saying, “What 
I really need is someone who knows what they’re doing.” Then he’d find a 
way to circle back the next day and apologize. He backtracked 
with warm words, and told me how much he believed in me 
again. It became a pattern. Compliment. Undercut. Apologize. 
Repeat. 

Not only did it chip away at my confidence, it created 
confusion—and eventually, a deep sense of distrust. And I wasn’t 
the only one who felt it. The entire leadership team began 
carrying their own version of that experience. Some started 
building their own stories about why certain people weren’t being 
promoted. The speculation grew into suspicion. 

That’s the danger of performative trust. When your words and 
actions don’t match, your team starts trying to reconcile the gap. 
And when they can’t, they’ll protect themselves instead of 
following you. Trust can’t be performed. It has to be lived. And 
that means aligning what you say with what you do, every time—
even when it’s inconvenient or uncomfortable. 

Empowerment Principle: When trust feels scripted, people stop listening. 
When it’s lived, they lean in. 

CUTS FROM A THOUSAND RAZOR BLADES 
Trust doesn’t usually disappear in one dramatic moment. It 
erodes slowly—almost silently—through patterns that go 
unchecked. I call these “micro-fractures” in leadership. They’re 
the small things that seem harmless in the moment but add up 
over time. It’s like being cut a thousand times by a razor blade—
individually, each cut feels manageable, but sooner or later, your 
arm falls off. 
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As a leader, you might be doing these unintentionally. They’re 
habits of erosion, not explosions. 

Here are a few of the most common ones I’ve seen—and yes, 
I’ve done a few of them myself: 

• Delayed feedback – You wait too long to say something, 
or worse, you don’t say anything at all. That silence becomes 
a signal: “You’re on your own.” 

• Vague praise – “Great job” without clarity leaves people 
wondering: What was great? Will I know if I mess up? It makes 
recognition feel empty instead of earned. 

• Avoided conflict – You don’t want to ruffle feathers, so you 
let tension sit. But avoidance doesn’t solve problems—it 
fuels mistrust. 

• The open-door policy no one uses – You say, “I’m here 
anytime,” but when people reach out, you’re unavailable, 
distracted, or inconsistent. Eventually, they stop knocking. 

• Inconsistent tone – One day you’re warm and engaged, the 
next you’re short and impatient. That unpredictability creates 
anxiety—and anxiety kills initiative. 

I share these not to make you feel guilty, but to make you 
aware. The best leaders I know aren’t perfect—they’re just present. 
They pay attention. They take ownership. They course-correct 
fast. 

Empowerment Principle: Trust is rarely broken by big moments—it’s broken 
by repeated moments that feel small but leave a mark. 

IT’S ME NOT YOU 
If you’ve broken someone’s trust—or they’ve broken yours—
there’s a path back. It’s not quick. It’s not easy. But it’s possible. 
And it starts with something most leaders avoid: an honest 
conversation. I’ve been there.  
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Several years ago I handed a critical rollout to one of my 
strongest directors. I told him he had my full support… and then 
I vanished into my own schedule. He waited for guidance I never 
gave. I assumed he’d reach out if he needed something. Neither 
of us said a word. Four weeks later, the project was off the rails 
and the trust between us was too. I could’ve defended myself 
with the usual excuses—too busy, he should’ve asked, he’s 
experienced—but none of that was real ownership 

So, I pulled him aside. No meeting room, no agenda. Just us. 
I said, “I left you hanging. I told you I’d support you and I didn’t 
follow through. That’s on me.” He paused, nodded, and in that 
moment the tension let go. The honesty reopened the door for 
trust to reemerge. We rebuilt from there and the trust that came 
out of it was stronger than what we started with. Here’s the 
roadmap I share with the leaders I coach: 

When you break trust: 

Acknowledge it. Say what happened—clearly and without spin. 
Use language like: “I made a call that didn’t support our values,” or “I 
failed to show up the way I should have.” 

Own the impact. Let them know you see what it costs them. 
Don’t rush to fix. First, validate. 

Share your path forward. Be transparent about how you’ll 
repair the breach—new behavior, new process, new mindset. 

Follow through. This is where most leaders fall short. Don’t just 
say it—live it. Every day. 

When someone breaks your trust: 

Use radical candor. Be clear, direct, and kind. Say: “This impacted 
our ability to move forward together, and we need to talk about it.” 

Stick to facts. Describe the action and the impact. Avoid vague 
language or emotional accusations. 
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Agree on next steps. Don’t leave the conversation hanging. 
Define new agreements, a cadence for follow-up, and a shared 
understanding of success. 

Whether you’re the one who broke trust—or you’re on the 
receiving end—the path to repair starts with clarity, courage, and 
follow-through. This side-by-side guide offers practical steps for 
both situations: 

Rebuilding trust isn’t about being perfect. It’s about being 
present. It’s about staying in the conversation even when it’s 
uncomfortable. Because the moment you choose repair over 
retreat—you model what leadership really looks like. 

Empowerment Principle: Rebuilding trust starts with responsibility, not 
repair. Own the moment, and keep showing up. 

WHY VULNERABILITY ONLY WORKS WITH CONSISTENCY 
Vulnerability says, “I don’t have it all figured out.” Consistency says, 
“But I’ll show up every time.” Together, they create the kind of leader 
people believe in—and follow. When you’re vulnerable, you 
make space for others to be real. It doesn’t mean oversharing or 
leading from insecurity.  It means saying things like, “I don’t 
know yet, but I’m working on it,” or “I’d love your input because 
I value your perspective.” That level of honesty disarms fear and 
builds connection. 

But vulnerability alone isn’t enough. If you’re vulnerable 
without consistency, you risk eroding confidence. People will 
wonder if they can count on you. That’s why showing up—day 
after day, conversation after conversation—is essential. 
Consistency is what makes vulnerability safe. It tells your team, 
“I may not have all the answers, but I’ll be here. I’ll show up. I’ll 
do the work.” 
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I’ve had moments with teams where I’ve admitted a mistake 
or asked for their help solving a challenge. And those moments, 
when paired with steady follow-through, built more credibility 
than any flawless strategy ever could. 

Empowerment Principle: Vulnerability builds the bridge. Consistency keeps 
people crossing it. 

RUN A 60-MINUTE TRUST RESET 
When trust erodes, performance doesn’t collapse overnight — it 
slows. Decisions hesitate. Communication tightens. Ownership 
fades. 

If your team is second-guessing, waiting for permission, or 
protecting themselves instead of pushing forward, the issue isn’t 
motivation. It’s trust. 

And when trust weakens, leaders don’t wait. They intervene. 
That’s when you run a reset. 

A reset isn’t complicated. It’s intentional. And it follows a 
simple structure: 

Minute 0–10: Set the frame. 

Name the tension directly. No spin. No blame. 

“I sense hesitation. That’s on me as much as anyone. Let’s talk 
about it.” 

Minute 10–30: Ask, don’t defend. 

• Where are we unclear? 
• Where do you feel second-guessed? 
• Where do you hesitate before acting? 
• Listen. Don’t correct. Don’t justify. 
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Minute 30–50: Own your part. 

• Call out one behavior you will change. 
• Consistency rebuilds trust faster than intention. 

Minute 50–60: Reset expectations. 

• Clarify decision rights. Clarify outcomes. Clarify standards. 
• Then follow through. 

Trust doesn’t return because you apologized. It returns 
because your behavior changed. Most leaders avoid this 
conversation — and that’s why they stay stuck. The cost of 
avoidance is always higher than the discomfort of directness. 

This is leadership proximity—not oversight. It tells your team 
you see them, you value their voice, and you’re part of their 
world—not just sitting above it. Trust doesn’t always need a 
grand gesture. Sometimes, it just needs you to show up on a 
Monday morning and say, “I’m here. Let’s talk.” 

Empowerment Principle: Trust is built in how you show up—especially when 
no one expects you to. 

THE FOUR PILLARS ARE FOUNDED ON TRUST 
My four Pillars don’t exist in a vacuum. They rise and fall based 
on the level of trust within your organization. You can have the 
most brilliant strategy in the world, but without trust, it will 
crumble under the weight of doubt, disengagement, and fear. 

The Four Pillars of Empowerment and Their Trust Needs 

Pillar What Trust Enables Without Trust 

Growth Safety to stretch, take risks, and 
admit gaps 

Caution, silence, 
stagnation 
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Innovation Freedom to fail, experiment, 
and challenge assumptions 

Fear of failure, withheld 
ideas, limited change 

Accountability Shared ownership and pride in 
delivery 

Blame, hiding, finger-
pointing 

Autonomy Confidence and clarity to lead 
without hovering 

Micromanagement, 
confusion, stalled 
execution 

One of my core standards is this: Integrity isn’t a seasonal value 
or a slogan on the wall—it’s a non-negotiable.  

Your team is always watching. They see the choices you make 
under pressure. If you bend the truth, break your word, or 
compromise ethics for performance, you’ve told them exactly 
what trust means in your world—and it isn’t much.  

But when you lead with unwavering integrity, you give your 
team something rare: a foundation they can believe in, and a 
culture that stands even when things get hard.  

In every leadership system I’ve helped build or repair, trust is 
the foundational layer. Without it, the pillars don’t stand. With it, 
they become a structure that lifts everyone. 

Empowerment Principle: Trust isn’t soft. It’s the backbone of performance. 
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IF YOU ONLY REMEMBER ONE PAGE… 
Trust is the precondition. It’s not a perk of good leadership—it’s 
the ground everything else stands on. 

It starts with you. If you don’t trust yourself, it’s almost 
impossible to trust others—or for them to trust you. 

Fear quietly breaks trust. Downward, upward, sideways, and 
inward pressure will erode trust if you don’t name it and lead 
through it. 

Trust is a system, not a feeling. It shows up in your habits: 
deeper one-on-ones, clear intentions, and supported handoffs. 

Micro-fractures matter. It’s rarely the big blowup that kills 
trust—it’s the small, repeated moments where your words and 
actions don’t line up. 

Broken trust can be rebuilt. Start with responsibility, not 
defensiveness. Name it, own it, and then prove it with consistent 
action over time. 

Every pillar depends on trust. Growth, innovation, 
accountability, and autonomy only work when people believe 
you, believe in themselves, and believe they’re safe to step up 

 

 



 

 

 
5 COMMUNICATION 

SAY IT SO PEOPLE CAN MOVE 
 

“The single biggest problem in communication  
is the illusion that it has taken place.”  

—George Bernard Shaw 
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I used to think I was clear. I would explain the plan, outline the 
goals, and assume everyone understood. They didn’t. And I 
didn’t realize it until things started slipping. 

Deadlines missed. Clients frustrated. Teams hesitating in 
meetings instead of leaning in. It wasn’t a strategy failure. It 
wasn’t a talent issue. It was communication. 

The gap between what I thought I said and what they actually 
heard was where trust began to fracture. 

I’ve watched strong teams unravel not because they lacked 
skill, but because we avoided saying the hard thing plainly. As 
leaders, we mistake activity for clarity. We assume people “get it.” 

They don’t.  

And if I’m honest, it’s rarely confusion that causes the 
problem. It’s avoidance. 

We soften expectations because we don’t want to demoralize 
the team. We delay hard conversations because we don’t want to 
create tension. We protect people from bad news because we 
think we’re being supportive. 

But ambiguity isn’t kindness. It’s erosion. Every conversation 
we postpone compounds uncertainty. And uncertainty quietly 
fractures trust. 

Empowerment Principle: When communication breaks down, trust erodes, 
alignment disappears, and frustration fills the space where clarity should 
live. 

Communication touches everything—how fast your team 
moves, how confident they feel, and how connected they are to 
the mission. Get it right, and everything flows. Get it wrong, and 
even the best strategy grinds to a halt. 



DOLAND WHITE 

52 

PRACTICE COMMON MEANING 
I’ve come to see communication as the art of creating common 
meaning. My friend Blaine Bartlett, a wise architect of intentional 
leadership, says it well: “Common meaning is the foundation of 
culture.” It’s not just shared words — it’s shared purpose, values, 
and emotional alignment. 

That insight reshaped how I lead. Strategy decks don’t align 
people. Conversation does. 

Leadership, at its core, is a communication act. The clearer and 
more intentional we are, the more trust we build and the more 
confidently people act. We often mistake agreement for 
understanding. A nod isn’t alignment — it may just mean they 
want the meeting to end. 

Common meaning ensures the message received is the 
message intended. When it’s present, people know where they’re 
going, why it matters, and how they contribute. Momentum 
builds because direction is clear. 

Without common meaning, people don’t pause. They 
interpret. And interpretation is where misalignment begins. 
Assumptions fill the gaps. Stories replace facts. And stories — 
left unchecked — erode trust. 

Creating common meaning means communicating not just 
what we’re doing, but why it matters. It’s shifting from “What’s 
in it for me?” to “What’s in it for us?” 

Without common meaning, autonomy fractures. With it, 
alignment becomes momentum. Here’s what that looks like: 

Element of Common Meaning Why It Matters 

Shared Intent Aligns everyone around a 
unifying goal 



LEAD WITH CONFIDENCE 

53 

Purpose (“For the sake of…”) Builds intrinsic motivation and 
clarity 

Context Prevents misinterpretation or 
assumptions 

Emotional Resonance Fosters connection and long-term 
commitment 

When we think of communication in this light, we come to 
understand that trust and common meaning are so closely 
intertwined that they often can’t be seen as separate.  

Empowerment Principle: Without common meaning, trust cannot exist.  

When leaders communicate clearly around purpose, 
expectations, and autonomy, they activate the very pillars of 
empowerment that sustain high-performing teams. 

AMBIGUITY IS EXPENSIVE 
When I was CEO of our marketing company, I attended a high-
level mastermind I had invested heavily in. I came back energized 
and full of ideas. In a team meeting, I shared what I was learning 
— not as a directive, but as exploration. I was thinking out loud. 
I was excited about the possibilities.  

What I didn’t realize was that my position changed the 
meaning of my words. What I thought was inspiration, my team 
heard as instruction. Over the next ninety days, they shifted 
focus. Revenue-generating projects were paused in order to 
pursue the ideas I had casually discussed. I didn’t see it at first.  

When I finally asked why key initiatives were behind schedule, 
I discovered the problem wasn’t execution. It was interpretation. 
They were aligned — just not to what I intended.  
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That misalignment cost us time, focus, confidence, and more 
than $500,000 in list revenue. The mistake wasn’t theirs. It was 
mine. I had shared ideas without defining intent. I hadn’t clarified 
whether I was exploring or directing. And in leadership, 
ambiguity carries weight. 

From that day forward, I stopped sharing ideas casually. I 
started labeling intent — ‘This is exploration,’ ‘This is direction,’ 
‘This is a decision.’ My excitement could no longer be mistaken 
for instruction. 

THE WHY 
One of my favorite quotes about “why” comes from Simon 
Sinek, a purpose-driven storyteller who inspires better leadership. 
In it, he says, “people are inspired by ‘why’—not just by what or 
how. Leaders who communicate the ‘why’ unlock a level of 
intrinsic motivation that fuels engagement far beyond 
compliance.” Another way to frame the “why” is to think of it by 
starting with this question: “For the sake of what are we [doing 
x]?” Having clarity on the for the sake of what expands your 
team’s thinking and becomes one of your most valuable tools in 
establishing common meaning. Everyone must be able to answer 
that question. 

I use the question “For the sake of what?” more than thirty 
times in this book—and that’s intentional. If you can’t answer it, 
your leadership will drift, your decisions will get cloudy, and 
eventually you’ll fail the people counting on you. It’s the 
grounding question behind every choice, every strategy, every 
conversation. And because some readers may jump into the book 
mid-chapter and see the abbreviation (FTSOW) without context, 
I want it unmistakably clear: this question is the compass. It’s 
how you align your actions with purpose, not pressure. 
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REBUILDING BROKEN BRIDGES 
Communication can repair broken bridges—even the ones you 
don’t realize are damaged until you start having the right 
conversations. At one company where I served as a senior 
executive, I inherited a team that had been through the wringer. 
For too long, they’d reported to a CEO whose style was hostile, 
top-down, and dismissive. Conversations weren’t 
collaborative—they were confrontational. People showed up 
guarded, bracing for critique instead of engaging in problem-
solving. It wasn’t a lack of talent. It was a team that had learned 
silence was safer than speaking up. 

I changed the approach and I brought them into the 
conversation. I made it my mission to create a space where 
curiosity replaced command. I stopped giving answers and 
started asking questions—inviting their perspectives, 
acknowledging their experience, and valuing their ideas. As trust 
rebuilt, their posture changed. Instead of avoiding meetings, they 
leaned in. They began sharing insights I hadn’t seen before. All it 
took was consistent communication grounded in trust, 
transparency, and the belief that leadership is a shared effort—
not a solo act. Leaders often confuse asking for insights with 
admitting they don’t have all the answers. 

Empowerment Principle: You will never have all the answers. 
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Asking isn’t weakness—it’s strength. It opens the door to co-
create solutions, build common meaning, and shape strategies 
your team truly owns. That kind of dialogue requires dual 
vulnerability. You, as the leader, must be willing to ask. And your 
team must feel safe enough to answer. 

One turning point came during a rollout where something just 
felt off. The team was meeting deadlines, but the energy was flat. 
So I paused our agenda and asked, “What are we missing?” After 
a long silence, someone finally said, “We don’t understand why 
we’re doing this.” That honest moment changed everything. We 
rebuilt the plan together, and within days the energy, ownership, 
and accountability skyrocketed. Not because I pushed harder—
but because I listened deeper. 

From that moment on, I understood that trust wouldn’t 
rebuild overnight. I had to prove—through action, not words—
that I valued open, honest communication. I scheduled regular 
one-on-ones (more on that later) where the goal wasn’t to push 
an agenda but to listen, encourage, and support. I followed up on 
concerns, admitted when I didn’t have answers, and made it safe 
for others to do the same. 

As this culture took root, everything changed. Engagement 
grew. Ideas surfaced without prompting. Accountability 
improved because people felt ownership. The same individuals 
who once avoided conversations became some of the most vocal 
contributors on the team. 

The turning point wasn’t a grand gesture—it was the 
accumulation of small, consistent moments of authentic 
communication. 

To make this practical, here’s a quick comparison between 
leadership behaviors that build trust and those that break it—
often without us realizing. 
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Builds Trust Breaks Trust 

Asking open-ended questions Making assumptions 

Admitting when you don’t know Pretending to have all the answers 

Following up consistently Ignoring concerns 

Providing context (“for the sake of 
what”) Giving only directions 

Creating space for contribution Controlling the conversation 

I’ve carried this lesson forward into every leadership role I’ve 
held since: trust is not given—it is built, conversation by 
conversation. 

Empowerment Principle: To rebuild trust, focus on small, authentic 
communication moments. Don’t wait for the perfect setting. Start today by 
asking one meaningful question and truly listening to the answer. Trust 
grows through consistency, not perfection. 

THE GIFT OF CLARITY 
Clarity is one of the greatest gifts a leader can give their team. 
During my time as a CEO, I developed a seven-step decision-
making process to create clarity and consistency across the 
organization.  

At a high level, that process is: 

1. Is the decision aligned with our worthy ideal 
2. Is the decision aligned with our core values 
3. Does it contribute to our primary goal 
4. What’s the cost 
5. Do we have 80% of the required information 
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6. Who has challenged our logic? 
7. If we say yes or no, what’s the opportunity cost 

When decision-making frameworks are clear, communication 
sharpens, conversations become more productive, and people 
feel empowered to act without hesitation. I’m not going to teach 
that process here—it’s available as a free resource and mini-
training—but the principle matters. Clarity doesn’t just simplify 
conversations—it removes fear.  When people know the process, 
the questions to ask, and how to evaluate trade-offs, they stop 
worrying about traps or retribution. The culture shifts from 
permission-seeking to purpose-driven action. 

I once worked with a leadership team paralyzed by indecision. 
Smart, capable people spent weeks circling the same discussions, 
afraid of failure or second-guessing from above. By introducing 
a clear, values-aligned six-step framework—focused on trade-
offs, ownership, and timely action—we transformed their 
confidence. Decisions that once took weeks were made in hours. 
Bottlenecks disappeared. Accountability strengthened. And the 
best surprise? The endless meetings stopped. We reclaimed one 
of the most valuable assets any organization can have—time. 

 
 

Clarity also creates consistency. When everyone uses the same 
language, evaluates choices through the same lens, and knows 
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when to escalate, alignment accelerates. Communication 
becomes the engine that drives autonomy, speed, and strategic 
progress. Without clarity, autonomy feels risky. With clarity, 
autonomy feels liberating. 

Empowerment Principle: Clarity unlocks empowered action. Teach your 
team the "why," the "how," and the boundaries—and you’ll create a culture 
where people act decisively without fear. 

MOVING FROM GUARDED TO OPEN DIALOGUE 
The shift from guarded communication to open, trust-building 
dialogue is one of the most significant transformations a leader 
can make—and it starts with self-trust.  

Leaders who lack self-trust often fall into patterns of 
withholding information, controlling conversations, or avoiding 
difficult discussions. The result is a culture of hesitation, fear, and 
disengagement. Guarded communication is often driven by fear: 
fear of conflict, fear of vulnerability, or fear of being perceived 
as weak or indecisive. But what many leaders don’t realize is that 
the cost of guardedness is far greater than the discomfort of 
openness.  

Here’s how the difference between clear communication and 
silence plays out in day-to-day leadership: 

Clear, Ongoing Communication Silence or Infrequent Updates 

Builds psychological safety Increases anxiety 

Inspires ownership Reinforces dependency 

Enables proactive decisions Slows down execution 
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When communication is guarded, teams fill in the blanks with 
assumptions that erode trust and alignment. I worked with a 
leader who withheld key information, thinking control would 
prevent conflict, but it only created frustration and 
disconnection. Through coaching, he began saying, “I don’t have 
all the answers yet, but here’s what I’m thinking.”  

That simple shift invited collaboration, and trust grew almost 
immediately. Open dialogue isn’t about oversharing—it’s about 
clarity of intent, transparency around what’s known and 
unknown, and creating space for others to contribute. When 
leaders model openness, teams respond with honesty, creativity, 
and accountability. 

Empowerment Principle: To move from guarded to open dialogue, start by 
sharing your "for the sake of what"—the reason behind your 
communication. Invite input early, admit when you don’t have all the 
answers, and create safe spaces for your team to contribute. Open 
communication accelerates trust, alignment, and performance. 

THE POWER OF ACTIVE LISTENING 
How a leader listens is just as important—if not more so—than 
what they say. Listening is not a passive activity. It is an active, 
intentional choice that signals respect, trust, and presence. I’ve 
worked for leaders who pretended to listen—nodding along 
while checking emails or formulating their own responses 
without really hearing what was being said. Those moments 
destroyed my trust in them. They left me feeling unseen, unheard, 
and undervalued. In contrast, I had the privilege of working with 
Jim McKay, owner and founder of SQA Services, a global quality 
assurance company, who taught me the true power of active 
listening. 

Jim entrusted me with the opportunity to serve as President 
and CEO of a growing boutique tech-services company, and his 
approach to listening shaped how I lead to this day. 
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JIM MCKAY’S LISTENING RITUALS 
Set the intent to listen 100%. Put away distractions. Give the 
person in front of you your full attention—no split focus, no 
partial presence. 

Ask open-ended, thoughtful questions. Curiosity reveals 
deeper insights, emotions, and perspectives that quick answers 
often miss. 

Gain consensus and make decisions. Listening isn’t passive—
it’s how leaders collect what’s needed to move forward with 
confidence. 

Confirm the plan. Have the owner restate what they’re 
accountable for, the intended outcome, why it matters (“for the 
sake of what”), and their first three steps. 

Realign when needed. If there’s any misunderstanding, pause 
and clarify until everyone’s back in sync. 

Take an immediate first step. Momentum begins the moment 
action starts. 

What I learned from Jim was simple but profound: great 
leaders don’t listen to respond—they listen to understand.  When 
people feel understood, they feel respected. When they feel 
respected, they trust.  And when they trust, they engage, 
contribute, and own outcomes. 

Active listening is one of the fastest ways to build 
psychological safety. It creates space for people to bring their 
authentic selves forward without fear of judgment or dismissal. 
It fuels creativity, collaboration, and open problem-solving. 
That’s why I encourage leaders to adopt simple listening rituals 
of their own—start every one-on-one with, “What’s on your mind?” 
and close every meeting by asking, “What did I miss?” Small habits 
like these prove that listening isn’t something you do 
occasionally—it’s a daily leadership discipline. 
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Empowerment Principle: Before every conversation, take a breath, clear 
your mind, and set the intention to be fully present. Practice the art of asking 
one more thoughtful question—and let silence do its work. Listening is the 
foundation of every great leadership moment. 

THE COST OF SILENCE 
Too often, leaders fall into the trap of under-communicating or 
sending mixed messages, leaving teams hesitant, disengaged, or 
reactive. Silence—whether it’s the lack of feedback, updates, or 
transparency—forces people to fill in the blanks, and they almost 
always imagine the worst. This breeds mistrust, rumor mills, and 
fear-driven behavior. The cost isn’t just emotional; it’s 
operational.  Delayed decisions, missed opportunities, and lost 
productivity often stem not from poor strategy but from poor 
communication. In the absence of clarity, people disengage—and 
when uncertainty becomes normal, so does mediocrity. 

The antidote to fear in leadership is clear, authentic 
communication. Fear thrives in silence; trust thrives in dialogue.  
When leaders communicate consistently—even if the message is 
simply, “I don’t have an update yet”—they create stability.  That 
transparency signals presence, care, and direction. In moments 
of uncertainty, people don’t need perfection—they just need to 
know their leader is walking beside them. 

Empowerment Principle: When in doubt, communicate. Even when the path 
forward is still forming, say what you know and share the process. Silence 
creates space for fear; communication creates space for trust. 

DAILY COMMUNICATION  
Trust and autonomy aren’t built and fortified through occasional 
grand gestures—they grow from small, consistent 
communication habits practiced daily. Leaders who are visible, 
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curious, and generous with recognition create teams that feel 
empowered, trusted, and psychologically safe. 

One of the most overlooked truths in leadership is that people 
don’t need perfection—they need presence. Consistency in 
communication builds stability, and stability creates the 
confidence necessary for people to take ownership and make 
decisions without hesitation. 

Here are key daily habits to build both trust and autonomy: 

Start each day with intentional communication: A short 
huddle, email, or chat to share priorities and reinforce the “why” 
can set focus and energy for the day. 

Ask one more thoughtful question: In every interaction, add 
an open-ended question to show curiosity and value others’ 
thinking. 

Recognize contributions in the moment: Immediate, specific 
appreciation builds motivation and reinforces desired behaviors. 

Clarify next steps before closing: End every conversation with 
clear agreement on what happens next to prevent drift and 
confusion. 

Stay accessible and approachable: Be mentally and 
emotionally available—even a quick message or spontaneous call 
shows presence and support. 

Habit Impact 

Start with intentionality Aligns focus and energy 

Ask thoughtful questions Sparks deeper insight 

Recognize in the moment Reinforces value and engagement 

Clarify next steps Prevents drift, builds ownership 
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Stay approachable Builds trust, encourages dialogue 

These small habits create a culture where people feel safe to 
speak up, trusted to act, and valued for their contributions. 
Communication shifts from transactional to relational, and the 
team moves from compliance to commitment. I remind leaders: 
communication isn’t an event. It’s a rhythm. When you embed 
that rhythm into your daily leadership, you create teams that 
move faster, build deeper trust, and own their results. 

Empowerment Principle: Set a daily calendar reminder to intentionally 
connect with someone you haven’t spoken to recently.  

EMPOWERMENT IS PERMISSION TO TRY 
At the heart of leadership communication is: empowerment is 
permission to try. Great leaders create environments where 
people feel capable and trusted to take action—even when 
outcomes are uncertain. Without that permission, teams stall. 
People wait for approval, play it safe, and innovation dies. 

Empowerment isn’t about declaring freedom; it’s about 
communicating the vision, context, and safety that make action 
possible. It’s saying, “I trust you to figure it out,” and backing 
that trust with coaching and support—not control. 
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I’ve coached teams where even top performers hesitated to 
take initiative for fear of being punished for mistakes. The shift 
came when leadership made it clear: progress over perfection, 
learning over blame. When that message is reinforced through 
consistent words and actions, engagement and creativity soar. 

Empowerment isn’t reckless freedom—it’s structured, 
supported freedom. It’s the invitation to act, knowing mistakes 
are part of growth, not failure. When leaders communicate that 
belief, teams move faster, learn quicker, and innovate boldly. 
Empowerment endures through common meaning. When 
people understand the why—the shared purpose behind their 
work—they take risks with confidence, knowing their actions 
serve something greater than themselves. 

Empowerment Principle: Communicate explicitly that trying, 
experimenting, and learning are valued over perfection. Empowerment lives 
in the everyday moments where leaders say: "I believe in you—give it a 
shot." 
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IF YOU ONLY REMEMBER ONE PAGE… 
Communicate so people can move. Start with common meaning. 
Communication isn’t about sounding smart—it’s about creating 
shared understanding. When people know the “for the sake of 
what,” they stop guessing and start owning. 

Clarity is a gift, not a luxury. Clear expectations, simple 
decision frameworks, and a shared “why” remove fear. Without 
clarity, autonomy feels risky. With it, people move with 
confidence. 

Ask more than you tell. Great leaders don’t perform 
answers—they invite insight. Open-ended questions, real 
curiosity, and “What are we missing?” turn communication into 
co-creation. 

Listen like it matters—because it does. Active listening builds 
psychological safety faster than any slogan. When people feel 
heard, they trust you. When they trust you, they tell you the truth. 

Name what’s real instead of going silent. Silence is never 
neutral. In the absence of communication, people fill gaps with 
fear. Even “I don’t have an update yet, but here’s what I know” 
builds more trust than saying nothing. 

Make communication a daily rhythm, not an event. Short 
huddles, quick check-ins, real-time recognition, and crystal-clear 
next steps compound over time. These small habits are what turn 
trust and autonomy from ideas into experience. 

 



 

 

 
 

9 ACCOUNTABILITY  

WHERE OWNERSHIP BECOMES CULTURE 
 

“You must take personal responsibility. You cannot  
change the circumstances, the seasons, or  

the wind, but you can change yourself.”  

—Jim Rohn 
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As a young “leader,” I believed accountability meant holding 
people’s feet to the fire. If a goal slipped, I tightened the process. 
If results lagged, I pushed harder. I thought pressure produced 
performance. What it really produced was silence. 

Silence looks like agreement. It sounds like compliance. But 
underneath, ownership weakens. People wait instead of move. 
They execute what’s assigned instead of taking responsibility for 
the outcome. 

As I moved into senior roles with larger teams, I realized 
accountability isn’t about oversight—it’s about reciprocal 
ownership. It’s the willingness to say, “I’ve got this,” and mean 
it. It’s part of a culture where people don’t wait to be reminded—
they’re already moving. Accountability becomes the bridge 
between trust and results. Without it, vision stays theoretical. 
With it, performance compounds. 

Many leaders still confuse accountability with authority. They 
assume power creates ownership. It doesn’t. Authority can assign 
work. It cannot create commitment. Commitment has to be 
chosen. 

And when accountability breaks down, it’s rarely loud. It 
shows up in vague deadlines, shared responsibility with no clear 
owner, and conversations where everyone nods but no one truly 
commits. 

WHY LEADERS STRUGGLE WITH ACCOUNTABILITY 
Most leaders don’t have an accountability problem—they have 
an avoidance problem. They skip tough conversations to avoid 
conflict. They leave expectations vague to avoid disappointment. 
They skip follow-ups because it feels like micromanaging. I 
worked with a VP who canceled one-on-ones constantly, 
insisting, “My team knows what to do.” What he didn’t see was that 
avoidance bred ambiguity. Priorities blurred. Deadlines drifted. 
The team stopped initiating and started waiting. 
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Over the period of about a year this VP began to notice that 
priorities were not aligned.  His teams were focusing on what he 
called “all the wrong sh*t.” Performance became lackluster 
because there was no opportunity for feedback, and even more 
important, recognition. 

  When he finally committed to consistent, candid check-
ins—focused on progress, not punishment—everything shifted. 
Performance improved, but so did morale. The message wasn’t 
“I’m checking up on you.” It was “I’m in this with you.”  

Peter Drucker spent decades studying this, and his work on 
management by objectives proves it: when you create clarity and 
keep the dialogue going, teams hit their goals 25–30% more 
often. Not because you’re controlling them, but because 
everyone is operating from the same shared understanding. 

Leaders often think accountability means enforcing 
compliance. In truth, it’s about reinforcing belief—belief in the 
goal, the process, and the person. The highest-performing teams 
aren’t afraid of missing the mark; they care too much to let each 
other down. 

Empowerment Principle: Accountability rises when leaders stop avoiding 
hard conversations—because consistent, honest check-ins tell people you’re 
with them, not watching them. 

THE 5 SILENT KILLERS OF ACCOUNTABILITY 
Accountability doesn’t usually fall apart in a big, dramatic 
moment. It slips away quietly—in small habits, skipped 
conversations, and assumptions I didn’t even realize I was 
making. If you lead long enough, you start to see the patterns. 
Here are the five silent killers that used to sneak up on me (and 
still try to, if I’m not paying attention): 
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1. Vague Goals: I used to say things like, “Do your best” or 
“Let’s try to improve this.” Sounds supportive, right? 

Wrong. It’s vague. And vague goals don’t create ownership—
they create confusion. When people don’t know what success 
looks like, they make up their own version. And you can’t hold 
anyone accountable to a moving target. 

2. Inconsistent Follow-Through: This one stung when I finally 
saw it. Every time I brought something up once and never 
revisited it, I unintentionally taught the team, “Don’t bother—he 
won’t circle back.” Nothing kills accountability faster than a 
leader who doesn’t follow through. Your consistency signals 
what truly matters. 

3. Emotional Micromanagement: I’ve done this more times 
than I’d like to admit. Jumping in too quickly… hovering… “just 
checking” because I was anxious, not because the team needed 
help. That isn’t leadership—it’s rescuing. And every time I 
rescued someone on my team stepped back instead of stepping 
up. 

4. Unspoken Standards: Early in my career, I’d get frustrated 
and think, “Come on… they should just know this.”  

No. If I haven’t said it out loud, it’s not a standard—it’s an 
assumption. Assumptions are accountability killers. People can’t 
meet expectations they’ve never been told. 

5. Hero Culture: This is the sneakiest one. When I rewarded 
people for “saving the day,” I accidentally built a culture addicted 
to chaos. Firefighting looks exciting, but it’s not sustainable. 
Builders—not heroes—create systems that prevent the fire in the 
first place. If you reward crises, you’ll get more crises. 

Once you see these silent killers for what they are, the natural 
question becomes: So what actually creates real accountability? 
That’s where the Empowerment Equation comes in. 
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The next step is understanding what makes accountability 
work — every time. And for me, it always comes back to the 
same simple equation. 

THE EMPOWERMENT EQUATION 
Accountability thrives where trust and clarity intersect. If people 
don’t trust you, they’ll resist your expectations. If they don’t 
understand the goal, they’ll default to survival mode. Leaders 
build accountability by delivering three non-negotiables: 

Trust – People need to believe you’ll tell the truth, even when 
it’s hard. 

Clarity – They need to know exactly what success looks like and 
their role in it. 

Follow Through – They need to see that commitments 
matter—yours and theirs. 

Without trust, accountability feels like control. Without clarity, 
it feels like chaos. Without follow-through, it feels like a game. 
When leaders model accountability—owning their words, 
decisions, and mistakes—they set the standard. I once watched a 
director open a team meeting with five words after a failed 
initiative: “That one’s on me, team.” The room went quiet. Then, one 
by one, others admitted their gaps. Within an hour, root causes 
were identified, fixes agreed upon, and unity restored.  

And this lines up perfectly with Patrick Lencioni’s work on 
vulnerability-based trust. If you’re not familiar with Patrick, he’s 
the guy who helped the world understand why healthy teams beat 
smart teams every time. His research shows that when leaders go 
first—when they admit mistakes or own a miss—teams resolve 
conflict about 40% faster and see engagement jump by more than 
20%. In other words, your openness gives everyone else 
permission to lean in. 
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Empowerment Principle: Accountability grows when leaders model trust, 
clarity, and follow-through—because people rise the moment they see you 
own your words, your decisions, and your mistakes. 

There are three forms of accountability leaders must master: 

Type Definition What It Looks 
Like Failure Mode 

Personal 
Accountability “I own my part.” 

Owning decisions, 
commitments, and 
misses. 

Excuses, 
deflection, 
silence. 

Relational 
Accountability 

“We own how we 
work together.” 

Shared 
expectations, 
feedback, 
alignment. 

Conflict 
avoidance, 
triangulation. 

Organizational 
Accountability 

“We own the 
outcomes.” 

Systems, 
transparency, 
scorecards. 

Toxic heroics, 
burnout, 
inconsistency. 

 

But understanding accountability isn’t enough. You need a way 
to make it repeatable — something that reinforces the standard 
even on your busiest days. That’s where systems come in. 
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SYSTEMS AS ACCOUNTABILITY AMPLIFIERS 
Systems don’t create accountability—they make it visible. They 
turn leadership promises into measurable progress. When 
designed well, systems provide rhythm: tracking commitments, 
clarifying expectations, and keeping conversations alive. But their 
purpose isn’t control—it’s support. 

 

Think of systems as your organization’s rhythm section: they 
keep time, but people play the melody. I’ve seen both extremes. 
One company built a complex project dashboard—endless 
approvals, bloated fields. Leaders spent more time managing the 
tool than their people. Another used simple weekly check-ins and 
transparent scorecards. No bureaucracy—just visibility and 
dialogue. The energy difference was night and day. 

Effective systems support autonomy, not replace it.  Gallup 
did a massive study in 2022—over ten thousand teams—and the 
results were clear. When you put lightweight, transparent systems 
in place that focus on outcomes instead of micromanaging 
inputs, ownership jumps by about 31% and burnout drops by 
nearly 20%. In other words, clarity and simplicity don’t slow 
people down… they free them up. They remind people what 
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they’ve committed to, making accountability repeatable, not 
reactionary. 

Of course, systems don’t mean much if the conversations 
never happen. Accountability becomes real in the moments we 
speak it out loud. So let me give you the exact rhythm I rely on. 

THE 4 LEVELS OF ACCOUNTABILITY MATURITY 
This is where accountability moves from a task… to a habit… to 
a culture. 

Level Mindset Behavior Impact on Team 

Level 1: Awareness 

“I know 
accountability 
matters… but I’m 
not consistent.” 

Sporadic follow-up, 
vague expectations. 

Confusion, uneven 
performance. 

Level 2: Compliance 

“I’ll hold people 
accountable… 
when things go 
wrong.” 

Accountability is 
reactive and 
corrective. 

Fear, defensiveness, 
minimal innovation. 

Level 3: Ownership 
“We set clear 
commitments and 
follow through.” 

Regular check-ins, 
shared standards, 
visible progress. 

Trust rises, 
performance 
stabilizes. 

Level 4: 
Empowerment 

“Accountability is 
who we are.” 

Teams initiate, self-
correct, and hold 
each other 
accountable. 

Velocity, autonomy, 
resilience. 

THE ACCOUNTABILITY CONVERSATION SCRIPT 
If there’s one place leaders trip up, it’s here: the actual 
conversation. We dance around it. We soften it. We delay it. We 
tell ourselves, “They know what they need to do,” or “I don’t 
want to micromanage,” or “I’ll check in next week.” 

But accountability only becomes real when you talk about it—
early, clearly, and consistently. So I want to give you the exact 
rhythm I use. It’s simple, honest, and impossible to misinterpret. 
Use this as a guide, not a script to memorize. Make it yours. 

Step 1: Start With Ownership, Not Blame 
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“Let’s take a look at what we committed to and where we are 
right now.” 

This resets the tone. You’re not attacking. You’re aligning. You’re 
pulling the conversation into shared space: we, not you. 

Step 2: Name What You’re Seeing 

“Here’s what I expected… and here’s what I’m seeing instead.” 

Say it plainly. No spin. No fluff. When you’re vague, people fill 
in the blanks with fear. 

Step 3: Ask the Question That Changes Everything 

“Help me understand—what got in the way?” 

Most leaders skip this. Don’t. 

This is where truth shows up: unclear priorities, unresolved 
conflicts, missing resources, or sometimes a misunderstanding. 
Here’s the key—you’re listening to understand, not to react. 

Step 4: Rebuild Clarity 

“Okay, here’s what success needs to look like going forward…” 

You’re not revisiting the past. You’re realigning to the future. 
Paint the picture. Make it unmistakable. 

Step 5: Recommit — Together 

“What can you commit to this week?” 

Ownership isn’t a demand. It’s an invitation.When they say the 
words out loud, they step into accountability. 

Step 6: Lock In the Follow-Through 

“Great—let’s check in on this next Tuesday. I want to support 
you and clear anything that gets in the way.” 
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This is the part weak leaders avoid. This is the part strong leaders 
never skip. Follow-up doesn’t mean you don’t trust them. 
Follow-up tells them this matters. 

How I want you to think about this: Accountability 
conversations aren’t confrontations—they’re calibrations. 
They’re your chance to remove friction, reinforce boundaries, 
and remind people that their work and their growth matter. 

If you use this rhythm consistently, something powerful 
happens. People stop bracing for criticism…and start leaning 
into ownership. 

THE CULTURE OF SHARED OWNERSHIP 
True accountability is collective. It’s not “I’ll do my part”—it’s 
“We’ll win together.” That’s the shift that turns employees into 
owners. In a culture of shared accountability: 

People hold each other to standards, not just the manager. 
Results matter more than roles. Feedback is a sign of trust, not 
threat. 

When accountability is shared, the weight of leadership doesn’t 
rest on one person—it’s distributed. That’s where empowerment 
scales. Connect it to the Four Pillars: 

Pillar Role in Accountability 

Trust & Autonomy People own decisions because they trust the 
system and each other. 

Communication & 
Transparency Progress is visible to all—no hidden reports. 

Growth & Innovation Accountability fuels learning; people improve 
faster from what they own. 

Systems of 
Accountability 

Structure keeps everyone aligned and honest 
about results. 
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Accountability is the proof of trust. It transforms vision into 
velocity. I’ve always appreciated Kim Scott’s work—she’s a 
former Google and Apple executive and the author of Radical 
Candor, and her framework has sharpened my skills. One of 
Kim’s focal points centers on when you build a culture where 
people know you care personally and you’re willing to challenge 
directly, everything changes. Teams like that see retention climb 
by nearly 30% and revenue grow close to 20% faster. Do the stats 
matter? Sure—but what matters even more is how it feels on the 
inside. People stay longer, perform better, and actually want to 
be part of the team you’re building. 

Empowerment Principle: Accountability accelerates when people feel cared 
for and challenged—because teams commit deeper when they trust both 
your heart and your honesty. 
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IF YOU ONLY REMEMBER ONE PAGE … 
Accountability isn’t pressure—it’s partnership. It’s the shared 
belief that commitments matter and that everyone on the team 
owns the results, not just the leader. When accountability is alive, 
trust deepens, clarity sharpens, and performance becomes 
predictable. When it’s missing, even the best systems fail. Here 
are the anchors to hold onto: 

Accountability isn’t control — it’s ownership. People rise 
faster when they feel responsible, not watched. 

Avoidance kills accountability. Skipping hard conversations 
creates ambiguity, not safety. 

Clarity is the fuel of ownership. People can’t deliver on 
expectations they don’t fully understand. 

Leaders go first. When you own your mistakes, teams follow. 
When you don’t, they hide theirs. 

Accountability is a relationship, not a report. It grows 
strongest through consistent, candid check-ins—progress, 
barriers, next steps. 

Systems make accountability repeatable. They amplify trust, 
not control—and give people the visibility they need to perform. 

Shared ownership creates real empowerment. Teams excel 
when accountability shifts from “yours” to “ours.” 

Care + Challenge = High Performance. People commit more 
deeply when they know you care personally and will challenge 
directly. 

Accountability turns vision into velocity. Without it, strategy is 
theory. With it, results become inevitable. 

Accountability is a belief system. It’s the belief that people—
when trusted, equipped, and held to clear standards—will rise.



 

 

 

11 MULTIPLIER EFFECT 

LEADERSHIP BEGINS WHEN YOU DO 
 

“The best executive is the one who has sense enough to 
pick good people to do what he wants done, and self-

restraint enough to keep from meddling  
with them while they do it.”  

—Theodore Roosevelt 
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“Leadership doesn’t begin when you know what to do—it begins 
the moment you decide to show up with intention.” - Doland 
White 

Leadership doesn’t begin when everything is perfectly aligned. 
It begins the moment you decide to take responsibility—for the 
direction, for the people, and for the culture you create. This 
chapter isn’t the end of your journey. It’s the ignition point. 

Leadership is a practice—not a position. And like any 
meaningful practice, it gets stronger with use, reflection, and 
small adjustments over time. The goal isn't perfection—it's 
presence. It begins the moment you decide to take 
responsibility—for the direction, for the people, and for the 
culture you create. This chapter isn’t the end of your journey. It’s 
the ignition point. 

I remember a time in my role as CEO when I introduced a 
business management system that, in hindsight, didn’t align with 
our people, our season of business or our core values. I believed 
it would create clarity and discipline. But the outcome was the 
opposite—my team became disoriented, disconnected from the 
vision, and unsure of what we were really working toward. 

One moment stands out. During a leadership meeting, one of 
my best directors, Dan—steady, dependable, never one to 
complain—looked at me and said, “I’m doing the work, but I 
don’t know what success looks like anymore.” That stopped me. 
The system we introduced had flipped the way we worked. 
Instead of the system serving the people, the people were now 
serving the system. His team followed his lead—hesitation 
replaced initiative, updates became performative, and the spark 
we were known for started to fade. 

That’s when it hit me: the problem wasn’t effort, talent, or 
commitment. It was the structure I brought in. It forced everyone 
into a process that didn’t fit who we were or the season of 
business we were in. Correcting it meant stripping things back to 
what mattered—our mission, our strengths, and our way of 
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working—so the system could support our people, not the other 
way around. 

The hardest part wasn’t admitting I was wrong. It was 
choosing to reset—publicly and purposefully. I had to return the 
company to a people-first foundation. Culture had to come 
before control. We rebuilt our system around the people doing 
the work, not the process on paper. 

It took six months. But the results were undeniable. Trust 
returned. Clarity sharpened. Performance soared. And perhaps 
most importantly, our people believed again. That experience 
reminds me daily: you don’t lead because you have the answers. 
You lead because you’re willing to act when it matters most. 

That reset taught me something foundational: leadership isn’t 
determined by the tools you choose — it’s determined by the 
intention you bring. And intention is a choice you make daily. 

Leadership is a decision you make each day—not a position 
you hold. 

You’ve read about the Four Pillars. You’ve explored what 
empowered leadership can look like. Now it’s time to step into 
it. Not with perfection. But with purpose. 

Empowerment Principle: Leadership begins the moment you take 
responsibility—not for perfection, but for showing up with purpose, 
presence, and the willingness to reset when it matters. 

FROM INSIGHT TO INTEGRATION 
We’ve all had those moments where we knew the right thing 
conceptually—but the way we applied it missed the mark. 
Leadership isn’t a thinking exercise. It’s a discipline. 

The most dangerous trap I see leaders fall into is over-
intellectualizing their leadership. They read the books, attend the 
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seminars, take notes in meetings—and then freeze when it’s time 
to act. But nothing changes until something changes. 

You’ve seen each Pillar in action across this book. Let them 
now serve as anchors in your leadership decisions: 

Trust: Remember that trust is built in moments, not milestones. 
You can’t demand it—you earn it through consistency, presence, 
and integrity. Start there. 

Autonomy: Empowerment thrives when leaders let go. 
Autonomy isn’t about absence; it’s about belief backed by 
support. Ask yourself, “What am I still holding on to that 
someone else is ready to own?” 

Communication: Every interaction either builds clarity or adds 
noise. Radical candor, not passive silence, creates progress. Say 
the thing that matters. 

Transparency: Clarity cures confusion. If your team is guessing, 
you’re not leading transparently enough. Share the why—not just 
the what. 

Growth: Leadership is growth in motion. Your development is 
not separate from your team’s—it’s the catalyst. When you grow, 
they grow. 

Innovation: Cultures that welcome challenge and new thinking 
don’t just survive—they thrive. The best ideas often come from 
the quietest voices. Make space for them. 

Accountability: Systems of accountability aren’t about 
control—they’re about clarity and ownership. The right system 
creates freedom, not friction. 

Glue Work: Real leadership shows up in quiet moments. The 
glue is how you show up when things are messy. It’s in the 
questions you ask, the pauses you create, and the space you hold. 
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Let this be your reminder: what you’ve read isn’t a checklist—
it’s a compass. Start somewhere. Stay present. Course correct as 
needed. 

But before you apply the Pillars outwardly, you apply them 
inwardly. That starts with a simple check-in — one I still use 
today. 

Empowerment Principle: Insight without application is just information. 
Move forward, even if it’s messy. 

THE LEADERSHIP CHECK-IN 
I created my own personal check-in based on the key concepts 
that I just shared. Here’s a simple check-in I use before key 
meetings, decisions, or conversations. It takes one minute. But it 
changes everything. 

Pillar Leadership Check-In Question 

Trust Are the actions I’m taking deepening trust? 

Autonomy Am I coaching for autonomy, or managing for 
control? 

Communication Am I absolutely clear in what I’m saying? 

Transparency Am I communicating what truly matters? 

Growth Am I providing aligned opportunities for growth? 

Innovation Am I increasing our velocity toward scale? 
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Accountability Am I reinforcing a structure of accountability—
including my own? 

Glue Work How am I showing up as the glue that holds this team 
together? 

Once you’re grounded internally, you bring it into rhythm. 
Leadership grows through repetition, not revelation. 

Empowerment Principle: You don’t need more time—you need more 
intention. Ask better questions. Show up better. 

THE SEVEN-DAY LEADER MINDSET RESET 
You don’t have to wait for a Monday, a performance review, or 
a leadership offsite to start leading differently. You can start right 
now. 

The Four Pillars aren’t a sequence. They’re a system. You 
apply them in context—at the right time, in the right place, for 
the right reason. 

They aren’t a formula. They’re a toolkit. And your job is to 
choose the right tool for the challenge at hand. If you’re just 
starting to work on “you”, I always say: start with trust. 

Here’s a simple reset plan you can start this week: 

Day Action 

Monday Empower someone fully—delegate with trust and clarity. 

Tuesday Open your meeting with the “for the sake of what” clarity. 
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Wednesday Schedule a 15-minute one-on-one to listen without an agenda. 

Thursday Share your decision-making process openly with the team. 

Friday Ask for feedback: “What’s one thing I can do better as your 
leader?” 

Saturday Reflect: Where did I lead with confidence this week? 

Sunday Set your top 3 leadership intentions for next week. 

And finally, no leadership system is complete without 
reflection. Leadership is lived forward but understood backward. 

Empowerment Principle: If you only do one thing this week—choose to lead 
with trust. 

REFLECT AND RESET OFTEN 
Empowered leadership isn’t a finish line. It’s a rhythm. Reflection 
is one of the most powerful—and underused—tools in 
leadership. Most leaders skip it in favor of what’s next. But 
reflection is what makes the next better. As leaders, we tend to 
just keep pushing forward, solving the next problem, chasing the 
next goal. But intentional reflection gives us the opportunity to 
make four essential decisions: 

What am I doing? 

What should I be doing less of? 

What should I be doing more of? 

What should I stop doing altogether? 
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Making space to ask and answer these questions regularly is 
where real growth happens. One that requires intention, 
reflection, and a willingness to course correct when needed. 

Here’s how I do it: 

Daily: I close each day by reviewing my effectiveness and 
planning the next. 

Weekly: I do a pulse check using the Four Pillars as my guide. 

Quarterly: I zoom out—checking how aligned my actions are to 
vision and outcomes. 

Annually: I design the next year with purpose, pillar by pillar. 

These cadences help me stay aligned. They bring me back 
when I drift. And they remind me that no one—myself 
included—leads perfectly. 

"Everyone—even me—falls off the wagon. What matters is 
how quickly and clearly we get back on." 

Empowerment Principle: Consistency beats intensity. Build a rhythm that 
makes realignment a habit, not a hope. 

LEADERSHIP RESET MAP 

Rhythm Purpose What It 
Reinforces 

Example Reset 
Question 

Daily Intention & 
presence 

Trust + 
Communication 

Did I show up as 
the leader I 
meant to be 
today? 

Weekly Alignment & 
execution Accountability 

Where did the 
team need more 
clarity or 
support? 
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Quarterly Strategy & 
direction 

Growth + 
Innovation 

Are we evolving 
or just repeating 
last quarter? 

Annually Vision & 
reinvention All Four Pillars 

Is my leadership 
aligned with who 
I want to 
become? 
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IF YOU ONLY REMEMBER ONE PAGE … 
Here are the anchors worth carrying forward: 

Leadership isn’t a title — it’s the decision to show up with 
intention. Every day you choose whether you’re reinforcing trust, 
clarity, and ownership… or drifting. 

Presence matters more than perfection. Your team doesn’t 
need flawless. They need you—engaged, honest, and willing to 
reset when something isn’t working. 

Trust is always the starting line. If trust wobbles, everything 
wobbles. If trust strengthens, everything strengthens. 

Insight means nothing without application. Leadership grows 
from reps, not from reading. Movement creates clarity. 

The Four Pillars aren’t a checklist — they’re a compass. 
Use them to guide decisions, conversations, and expectations: 

Trust: Am I deepening belief? 

Autonomy: Am I coaching, not controlling? 

Communication: Am I saying what matters? 

Transparency: Am I sharing the “why”? 

Growth: Am I elevating myself and my team? 

Innovation: Am I creating space for better questions? 

Accountability: Am I reinforcing ownership? 

Glue Work: Am I holding the team together in the quiet 
moments? 

Leadership is built on rhythm, not intensity. 

Daily intention. 

Weekly alignment. 
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Quarterly recalibration. 

Annual reinvention. 

You already know more than enough to start. The only 
question that matters now is: Will you lead today with intention? 
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