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Praise for The Surprising Gi! of Doubt

“Lots of people like to talk about leadership, but to actually 
lead is a different matter. This book cuts through the clutter 
of fads and catchphrases and shows you the way of a true 
leader, the way of integrity. If you want to be better, don’t 
miss this important message.”

jeff goins bestselling author of The Art of Work

“In The Surprising Gift of Doubt, Marc Pitman offers a must-read 

road map for leadership that focuses on embracing doubt as a 

catalyst for change and building confidence. Marc shows us how 

to move beyond traditional leadership practices and unlock our 

organizations’ full potential by bringing emotional intelligence 

to the forefront.”

alison stratten coauthor of several bestsellers including Unmarketing 

and The Jackass Whisperer

“When we explore great leaders, we focus on the hard skills (the 

tactics and strategies) that led to some kind of victory. In The 

Surprising Gift of Doubt, Marc Pitman delivers the real truth 

behind leadership and success. It lies in the soft skills. This 

book enables all leaders to look within, assess their truth, and 

turn their fears and uncertainty into confidence and clarity. In 

a world so desperate for leaders with integrity, we now have The 

Surprising Gift of Doubt as a road map forward.”

mitch joel author of Six Pixels of Separation and Ctrl Alt Delete

“A massively effective framework for self-awareness and leader-

ship development that is practical, approachable, and actually 

doable. Bravo!”

jay baer founder, Convince & Convert and author of Hug Your Haters



“In a world promising magic formulas and three steps to suc-

cess, in The Surprising Gift of Doubt, Marc Pitman delivers what 

leaders actually need: a process and tools to discover your inner 

truth, allowing you to lead with sincerity, confidence, and effec-

tiveness. Rather than running from doubt, you will see it for what 

it is: the key to your own strength and point of view as a leader.”

pamela slim author of Body of Work

“Every achiever and leader will experience a setback at some 

point in their success journey. In this book, Marc Pitman gives 

a step-by-step plan for getting past your doubts and getting on 

to your success. This book will help both experienced leaders in 

a rough patch and new leaders hitting their first setback. Read 

it, then reread it, and you will see why you should get it for your 

entire leadership team.”

dr. willie jolley hall of fame speaker, nationally syndicated radio host, 

and bestselling author of A Setback Is a Setup for a Comeback

“We naturally see doubt as something that holds us back in lead-

ership, but Marc Pitman rewires our brains into seeing it as a 

gateway to greater achievement. He shows how the uncomfort-

able process of truly engaging with doubt can open up new doors 

few people will get a chance to walk through. Marc provides a 

guide to help you discover the unique leader you are meant to be.”

preet banerjee author of Stop Over-Thinking Your Money!

“Marc Pitman articulates the power and value of the journey from 

doubt to confidence, and offers clear actions to jump-start your 

personal growth toward confident leadership. This book fills the 

gap between being named a leader and truly performing like one.”

cara brookins author of Rise: How a House Built a Family



“Conventional leadership practices miss the mark because they 

lack nuance, and many times remove what makes us human. 

Magic occurs when we play in the beautiful gray between uncer-

tainty, and our goals, values, and talents. The Surprising Gift of 

Doubt shows how uncertainty is an opportunity to uncover your 

unique strengths and talents with simple, effective frameworks 

to bring your full self to your work.”

christina blacken founder and chief narrative strategist, TheNew 

Quo.com

“I have benefited from Marc Pitman’s training; it helped me to 

recognize what style of leadership works best for me. If we can 

find what quadrant works best for us, it can transform us and 

our organizations’ work.”

anwar a. khan president, Islamic Relief usa

“Give a growth gift to yourself. The Surprising Gift of Doubt helps 

bring clarity to our leadership mindset. Marc Pitman’s engaging 

speaking comes through in this leadership tome.”

jeremiah owyang tech analyst

“A rare find among business books. Marc Pitman cultivates a 

sense of empathy as he tells stories of how it’s been done by 

those who have doubted much more than you, with more reason 

to—and how you can solve that problem yourself, too.”

julien smith cofounder and chairman, Breather

“Engaging and thought-provoking, The Surprising Gift of Doubt 

shows you firsthand that leadership is not merely a genetic trait, 

but something we can learn. Highly recommended!”

amanda russell strategist, speaker, and professor of marketing



“In The Surprising Gift of Doubt, Marc Pitman takes readers on 

a journey to become better and more effective leaders. He chal-

lenges readers to engage in self-reflection to learn more about 

the stories we believe and the ways in which our life impacts our 

leadership style. This book should be on the shelf of anyone who 

aspires to be an effective leader, wants to take their leadership 

to the next level, or wants to coach others to be stronger leaders.”

jessica sharp founder and ceo, Sharp Brain Consulting

“Success in life isn’t just what you do, it’s how you think. Whether 

you are re-culturing your corporation or wanting to grow your 

emerging leaders, The Surprising Gift of Doubt gives you a system 

that makes both the way to think and the actions to take clear 

and achievable. This book is a must-read for corporate develop-

ment programs and anyone aspiring to lead a life of significance.”

dr. nido qubein president, High Point University

“Leadership books are a dime a dozen . . . then this book came 

along. I identified with all of the barriers and worked through 

each of the activities to approach my own leadership develop-

ment strategies from my strengths while also identifying who 

else I need on my team to succeed in my vision. This is the book 

that I will mark making the difference in my business.”

jess pettitt speaker/consultant/cheese lover and author of Good Enough  

Now, JessPettitt.com

“Are you feeling broken as a leader? Marc Pitman has been guid-

ing, coaching, and helping leaders for decades, and in this book, 

he dives deep into why we feel this way and how we will emerge 

confident in our abilities to lead. You will see yourself in these 

pages, and you’ll learn how to become the leader you want to be.”

cherian koshy director of development, Des Moines Performing Arts



“The Surprising Gift of Doubt is a timely and refreshing contri-

bution to the leadership development space. For those willing 

to embrace the discomfort of turning inward to find their own 

inner strengths, Marc Pitman’s practice and advice will be 

life-changing. Go ahead—lean in and enjoy the many gifts that 

come your way!”

staci lynch philanthropy consultant

“In The Surprising Gift of Doubt, executive leadership coach Marc 

Pitman gives us a map for our own leadership journeys, helping 

us to understand we are not alone as we evolve our own work 

and lasting stories of success.”

rachel hutchisson vp, corporate citizenship and philanthropy, Blackbaud

“Marc Pitman’s book  The Surprising Gift of Doubt guides you 

through a thoughtful and well-informed journey to exceptional 

leadership. It challenges antiquated perspectives of leadership, 

from institutions to internalized doubt. You will finish with con-

fidence and clarity.”

antionette kerr ceo, Bold and Bright Media; codirector, Women 

AdvaN Ce

“It’s ironic—or perhaps fitting—that this book is nominally about 

doubt as a leader. Because it’s rare to find Marc Pitman’s level 

of humility and competence in one package. Marc’s perspective 

is so singular, clear, and helpful, it’s possible to imagine entire 

cohorts of emerging leaders reading this book and learning to 

comprehend and thrive in their own leadership style and to 

bring forward a more balanced approach to decision-making 

and likewise cultivating the next generation of young leaders.”

kate o’neill ceo, ko Insights; author of Tech Humanist; and host of The 

Tech Humanist Show



“The Surprising Gift of Doubt is a journey of self-discovery to gain 

profound and lasting satisfaction in acknowledging your unique 

leadership style. Learn to lead from the inside out through the 

four stages of development for a whole-person approach to 

transform your leadership anxieties into leadership confidence.”

kim mumola ceo, The Highlands Company 

“Marc Pitman’s ability to guide you from being a ‘cover song’ 

leader to discovering your own original voice, battling the crip-

pling self-doubt and developing the confidence to become a 

focused rock star leader is extraordinary! It’s no surprise this 

book is a gift.”

brant menswar author of Black Sheep

“Based on over thirty years of studying leadership and helping 

people to become more effective leaders, Marc Pitman’s The 

Surprising Gift of Doubt pushes you to think about how you can 

understand your hardwiring and begin charting a course to real-

izing your leadership potential. It offers a compelling system 

that is accessible to all of us that are looking to be intentional 

and more at ease about the future. It’s never too early to begin 

or jump-start your own leadership journey!”

geoffrey brown ceo, National Association of Personal Financial Planners

“Now, more than ever, you must conquer uncertainty and lead 

with confidence. Marc Pitman skillfully teaches you how to 

build up and bolster your interpersonal strengths and innate 

leadership skills. Invest in yourself and enjoy learning new and 

relevant insights.”

tycely williams cfre, chief development of-cer, America’s Promise 

Alliance



“The Surprising Gift of Doubt shows leaders that there is great 

power in being in a period of uncertainty. In this book, Marc 

Pitman guides leaders through a process to be authentically 

themselves, discover their own personal leadership style, and 

to lead in the way that is best for them.”

denise jacobs author of Banish Your Inner Critic
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To all my mentors—those who knew they were  
mentoring me and those who didn’t— 

thank you for showing me both sides of the map.
And to all the leaders and emerging leaders  

who are putting themselves on the line every day.  
The world needs you. More than it knows.

And to Emily, without you I wouldn’t be half  
the leader I am.

“Becoming a leader is synonymous with  
becoming yourself. It’s precisely  

that simple, and it’s also that difficult.”

warren bennis1

“Human freedom involves our capacity to pause  
between stimulus and response and, in  

that pause, to choose the one response toward  
which we wish to throw our weight.”

rollo may2
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A NOTE  
ON PRIVILEGE

I
N WRITING this book, I am profoundly aware that as a white  
 man who identifies with the gender I was assigned at birth,  
 I benefit from centuries of undeserved privilege. 

A few years ago, I attended a seminar where the speaker 
challenged the audience with the question, “Who in your 
organization doesn’t have to earn the right to be heard?” 

I realized that, for most of my life, that person was me. 
Even as a kid in classrooms, teachers would stop what they 
were saying to hear me speak. Others in the room, usually 
girls and students of color, had to fight to be heard. Or they 
had just stopped trying. 

Sitting in the audience that day, I realized that I have a 
responsibility to partner with those who are not being heard. 
Their having to “earn the right” to be heard was a loss for 
everyone.

As I’ve read more about the obstacles experienced by 
others—including those who are typically unheard, such as 
women, people with visible or invisible disabilities, people 
who don’t align with traditional gender roles, and people of 
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color—I have tried to reorganize my business to better rep-
resent the diversity of the world we live in, and to be more 
inclusive of a plurality of voices. For example, four years ago I 
decided that the majority of presenters in my online training 
academy would be women and people of color.

We are all better if everyone has a chance to speak and 
be heard. 

If one gender or ethnicity dominates, it hurts us all.
On this journey of discovery, one of the biggest irrita-

tions I hear about leadership books is that most are written 
by white men who are completely unaware of the systems 
that have been created and protected to keep them in power.3 
I remember a long Twitter thread started by a female leader 
about traditional time-management books. She was frus-
trated that systems developed by male authors completely 
neglect things like family interruptions, meal planning, and 
dishes. I recall so many replies in agreement. Commenters 
were disheartened that male authors did not even attempt to 
create systems that addressed the reality of people who do 
most of the child-rearing, elder care, and household manage-
ment in addition to having full-time careers—namely women. 
These authors’ systems reflected their own realities, which 
one assumes were insulated from such time-consuming  
tasks. The implication is that the authors didn’t take care of 
these responsibilities, so they didn’t factor them into their 
planning systems. Oversights like this are part of the rea-
son the leadership teams of many organizations around the 
world continue to lack diversity. 

Although the depth of my ignorance in matters of race 
and gender continues to astound me, I am honored to be 
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surrounded by clients and colleagues who “call me in” to this 
greater awareness. In writing this book, I strived to make it 
helpful and accessible to all leaders, even while recognizing 
that there is much more to be done to make the top leader-
ship of our organizations truly representative of the diversity 
of our communities. I have included multiple voices and 
done my best not to reinforce a patriarchal, white-privileged 
concept of leadership. I also invited people from diverse 
backgrounds to comment on drafts of this book and point 
out anything that prevented the text from being accessible 
to a diverse audience. These individuals represented diver-
sity in race, gender, and sexual orientation and included both 
paid diversity, equity, and inclusion experts and leaders who 
volunteered their perspectives. Their conversations, insights, 
and observations have helped make this book much stronger. 

The leadership system I share in this book is for you. It 
is to help serve you, not to make you serve it. I would love 
to know how it can be further adjusted to better fit your life 
as you pursue your goals. Feel free to email me at marc@ 
concordleadershipgroup.com with your ideas and insights.
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INTRODUCTION

L
IKE MOST PEOPLE, throughout life you were probably  
 trained to look to others to explain the rules to you. Grow-  
 ing up, your parents described what was right and what  
 was wrong. You might have learned to seek rules in your 

faith community. Nearly every day for twelve to twenty years, 
teachers set the agenda and graded your work. In your job, 
your supervisors or bosses told you how they wanted the 
work done.

Until they didn’t. At some point, you stopped getting 
directions. 

You might have had an ineffective boss. 
Or it could be that you became the top boss. 
Leading can be so disorienting. Whether you’ve taken 

a long, winding trek to the summit or rapidly risen up the 
ranks, you now have people looking to you for direction. Now 
you have to determine the right and wrong path, the way you 
want the work done. But the higher up you go in an organi-
zation, the more you see: Options that you were not aware of 
before, problems that had never occurred to you, and a much 
broader spectrum of competing demands—many of which 
are legitimate—present unresolvable conflicts. 
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It is hardly surprising that so many CEOs and other top 
executives feel like lost children looking for a teacher to 
explain the rules. And in our information-saturated world, 
no shortage of volunteers will explain the rules. Bossy board 
members, mostly well meaning, will dictate tasks to the CEO. 
Staff irritated by a lack of direction will impose their views 
on the boss. Opinionated customers will tell leaders all the 
ways they’re wrong and how they should fix the problems. 

Tony, a CEO of a start-up, told me, “When I teach a course, 
I follow a syllabus—a manual that tells me what to do and 
when to do it. I want a manual like that for my work.”

I get it. I understand his desire. But it is completely unre-
alistic. Tony oversaw three huge areas of responsibility—with 
radically different clients, demands, and schedules in each—
and any one of which was enough to occupy a normal leader 
in his field on a full-time basis. He would have needed three 
manuals to help him, if manuals were even a viable option. 

I told Tony he had two alternatives: The first was that he 
could latch onto a system that directed him just like a curric-
ulum would. It would dictate exactly what to do at every hour 
of his day. Mondays from 8:00 a.m. to 9:00 a.m. would be for 
writing notes to follow up with appointments from the pre-
vious week. Only Mondays. Only from 8:00 a.m. to 9:00 a.m.  
After 9:00 a.m. any other follow-up notes would wait until 
the following Monday. 

If you have ever tried a time-management program 
like this, you know how great it feels—like a weight has 
been lifted from your shoulders. Your schedule looks like it 
includes time for every area of your responsibilities. But as 
soon as you start to apply the system, it falls apart. A sick 
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employee calls at 7:30 a.m. on Monday and you need to cover 
a client meeting for her. An urgent deadline means you have 
to push your 8:00 a.m. note-writing to 9:00 a.m., and then 
to 10:00 a.m. And then to Tuesday. No, Thursday. Until 
you finally decide to just wait until the following Monday at  
8:00 a.m. and hope for the best. 

Guess what? Your schedule is the same mess it was before 
you tried the time-management program. 

The first alternative sees you choosing leadership systems 
that are invariably temporary. And your inability to follow 
the simple steps that you commit to leaves you feeling worse 
than before you started.

But there is a second choice. You can create your own 
“curriculum.” As I explained to Tony, you can write the rules 
yourself, determining your own way of measuring success. 
This can be messy at first, involving some trial and error. 
But the strategies that result are based on who you are and 
how you operate. Tony found that with this process and a 
little intentional scheduling of his week in light of his tasks 
and goals, he could juggle all the competing demands and 
include time for writing follow-up notes. In other words, sus-
tainable habits are exactly tailored for you.

This book is about choosing the second alternative.
And, before you say, “No, thank you, Marc,” and go off in 

search of the formulaic, quick-fix control manual that you 
think might solve your problems, I’ll admit, the second choice 
is scary. It takes time. It feels like you’re just “making it up.” 
And to an extent, you are. But, which would you prefer: Keep 
seeking outside yourself for someone else’s system to solve 
your problems or finally discover what will work for you?
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Because, although there are many successful leaders, 
there is only one you. 

Here is what I have seen in Tony and so many leaders 
like him across sectors. Perhaps I might even see this in you: 
You seek out concrete systems like the first because you doubt 
yourself. 

You second-guess yourself. But you can’t let your staff 
know because it will only worry them. Or worse, they will 
attack you. So, you stuff that doubt down, trying to proj-
ect confidence. And trying to ignore the stress that doubt 
brings—the feeling that maybe you’re just not cut out for this 
leadership position. Maybe the organization would be better 
off without you. You wonder if you should get out now before 
people realize that you are not cut out for the job.

Does this sound familiar?
Here is the twist: That doubt you are trying to suppress is a 

precious gift. It is an invitation to become a better, more inte-
grated, and effective leader than you ever imagined possible. 

How do I know this? Because as a consultant and coach, 
I’ve helped struggling leaders and emerging leaders in mul-
tinational organizations, tech companies, small businesses, 
consultancies, and nonprofits use this surprising gift of doubt 
as a catalyst to learn their unique leadership styles and trans-
form the ways they lead. With the tested and refined strategies 
in this book, I have supported leaders to grow in confidence 
and become the leaders they were always meant to be. 

A System Built around You
The seeds of this book were planted when I wrote an article 
to answer the question, “Marc, what do you do?” For years, I 
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answered that question with statements like “I’m a leader-
ship coach,” and people would nod their heads. “Leadership 
coach” sounded legitimate. But those same people would ask 
again, “But what do you actually do?” 

This was especially the case when the people asking were 
exploring coaching. They wanted to know my system. They 
were looking for the formulaic steps they would take if they 
worked with me. They were used to other coaches who fol-
lowed this kind of approach. 

But I don’t like shoving people into a box. Not every leader 
that comes to me needs to start in the same place. After all, 
like you, the leaders I work with have experienced success. 
They are just stuck. They need help getting unstuck. They 
don’t need to be forced into another system. 

Now, I do have a system, but it is not a neat, sequential 
series of steps. It is organic and flexible. Because leadership 
isn’t orderly and sequential. Life isn’t that way! 

The article I wrote was so well received, I turned it into 
a keynote that I presented around the country. I have rarely 
been privileged to see a talk move people so deeply. Realizing 
that your uniqueness may be the very gift your department 
or organization needs is powerful. It can get you unstuck. 

Here is the gist of my teaching and coaching: Leadership 
is a journey that includes four stages of development, and 
most people only make it as far as the first two. The first stage 
(what I call Quadrant 1) involves copying what you see oth-
ers doing. In the second stage (Quadrant 2) you seek out the 
experts. When you observe leaders who seem to do things 
effortlessly, naturally you want to behave the way they do. 
But after a point, their techniques don’t make you a better 
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leader, and your confidence starts to slip. So, you look to 
teachers or gurus to fix your problems. Their systems seem 
to give some relief, but not for long. They work when you 
remember to apply them, but they never seem to become 
a habit. So, you start to doubt yourself even more. And you 
look for another system. 

Most leaders spend their entire careers moving back and 
forth between those two stages, Quadrant 1 and Quadrant 2, 
experiencing success, but always wondering what’s missing. 
Because those quadrants represent only half of the leader’s 
journey. 

However, the rare, exceptional leader moves on to third 
stage, Quadrant 3. Here, you let your doubt remind you to 
turn your focus inward. You start listening to some of your 
hunches and gifts. This becomes trust in your own style, and 
that rebuilds your confidence—this time from the inside out. 
That confidence leads you into the fourth stage of leadership, 
Quadrant 4, where you become the focused leader—the 
whole person—you long to be. You learn from both external 
and internal sources. You masterfully use what others model 
and teach and what you know to be true about yourself to 
lead. You have earned the peace of mind of knowing that the 
strategies you create will work because they are built on your 
unique way of being in the world. And you have the confi-
dence to help others on their journey. 

The tools of Quadrant 3, which are explained in this book, 
help you use the experience of doubt as a signal to find sure 
footing. As you approach this book, you may be feeling shaky, 
uncertain, or even broken. In the following pages, I hope to 
convince you that those feelings are a gift, and I will show 
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you how you can use them to strengthen your understanding 
of yourself, as a leader and as a whole person.

The processes you will find in these pages will help you 
move from feeling “broken” as a leader to seeing the wonder-
ful gift you are to your organization and community. And they 
will give you the hope you need to keep pursuing that journey. 

Thank you for inviting me to be part of that process. 
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LISTENING 
TO THE INNER 

NUDGE 
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D
ALIA QUICKLY ROSE through the ranks of her company.  
 At first, she just loved solving challenges and helping  
 her team succeed. Soon after, she was overseeing several  
 departments. Then, she was helping her entire organi-

zation as the CEO. Life was invigorating. People appreciated 
her work. But the success created pressure on her. The more 
she succeeded, the more she was expected to keep producing 
results. And as she rose in leadership, the demands on her 
increased while the supervision of her decreased. As supervi-
sion disappeared, so did clear expectations of her, aside from 
ambiguous direction like “do more” and “do better.” 

When I met her, she’d grown her company from $1 million 
in gross revenue to $4 million. 

And she was completely burnt out. 
Her successful leadership had lulled her company’s board 

into passivity. Whatever she wanted to do was fine with them. 
However, she thrived on pushback. As surprised as she was, 
she missed the disagreements they used to have. These 
sharpened her and made the company’s plans stronger. Now 
she felt that she was on her own. Exposed. No one had her 
back, and she knew she was making mistakes. So, she was 
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looking for a solution, for a system that would help her. But 
each one she tried fell short—as most systems will. 

Most plans or formulas force you to fit into their molds, 
imposing their structures on you. They fail to build upon 
who you are, so they fail when your enthusiasm for them 
wanes or when the fear that you will not succeed diminishes.  

The Motivation Is within You
Leadership is stressful. And at times, the stress is hard to 
locate. The Center for Creative Leadership recently con-
ducted a study to discover the top source of leadership stress. 
They were looking for one area that all leaders could work 
on. However, researchers were surprised to discover that no 
fewer than four areas tied as the top sources of stress: cus-
tomers, direct reports, peers, and bosses.4 

For leaders, stress comes from all sides.
John, a small business owner, recently called asking me 

whether my coaching could help him stay motivated under 
such pressure, to do what needed to be done, particularly to 
increase sales. I mentioned a few of the rewards more rev-
enue would bring, the peace of mind he might feel with a 
few months of operating capital in cash, the flexibility of not 
having to stress about paying payroll. He quickly stopped 
me. “Oh, I know the ‘carrot’ reasons,” he said, “but I’m ask-
ing about the ‘stick.’ What stick have you found that makes 
leaders take action?” When, admittedly a bit befuddled, I sug-
gested bill collectors, John cut me off. “That’s not a stick,” 
he said. “That’s a crisis. I’m looking for the consequences of 
inaction, long before you get to a crisis.” 
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John was not looking for a coach (or a carrot or a stick, I 
might add). He was looking for a boss. He wanted someone to 
tell him what to do. Someone he’d be embarrassed to let down. 
However, he was the boss. He liked being in charge, calling 
the shots, the freedom to shape his days. But he resisted 
doing the work: managing staff, developing prospects, and 
creating proposals knowing not all were going to be suc-
cessful. He wanted to be a leader, but he balked at leading.

Maybe, like John, you think you would prefer having 
someone to motivate you, someone to be a drill sergeant and 

“make” you do what you should already be doing. 
But I’m willing to wager that, as with all the leaders I coach, 

the motivation is already inside you, and it has been trying 
to get your attention for a long time. You might experience 
this motivation as feeling like “nudges” or “a sensation in the 
gut” or “intuition.” You have likely been tuning it out; you 
may even have become skilled at neglecting it. You have been 
taught to base decisions on hard data and evidence-based 
solutions, not to trust “soft” things like feelings or inexplica-
ble gut senses. So, you have intentionally learned strategies 
to ignore them, and the growing uneasiness inside you. 

You’ve been told leaders are people of conviction and 
decisiveness. They aren’t filled with doubt, especially not 
misgivings about their own leadership abilities. Annoyingly, 
this inner unease seems to come right when you’re feeling 
the least confident. So, you train yourself to ignore it and 

“fake it ’til you make it.”
The secret to growing as a leader is that you have to do 

some inner work, none of which can be done for you. And 
there are no guarantees. In the coming pages, you will be 
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introduced to the journey all leaders go on, along with assess-
ments, strategies, and exercises to help you jump-start the 
next phase of your own journey. But your personal work is 
what will ultimately transform your leadership.

The best part of this is that, once you learn the tools that 
help you listen to and trust your inner nudges, you’ll be able 
to use these tools for the rest of your life. And you’ll be able to 
help your staff and your entire organization use them too. So, 
if you are like Dalia and have experienced success in the past—
perhaps so much so that everyone seems convinced you’ll 
keep pulling a rabbit out of a hat despite the fact that you 
have no earthly clue how you’ll do it—you’re in the right place. 

You can do it. You can become the confident, exceptional 
leader you want to be. You’ll have to do the work, but I’ll be 
here with you. You don’t have to walk this path alone. 
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R
EMEMBER JOHN, the small business owner who wanted  
 a boss? His request makes sense. Most of our learning  
 early in life involves looking to other people for direction  
 and approval. Those habits translate to work. Typically, 

you are promoted to leadership because either you start a 
project or you learn to be really good at doing something. 
You impress people in charge, so they promote you. As Jamie 
Smith, former executive director of Young Nonprofit Profes-
sionals Network (YNPN) says, you get good at a skill, so others 
suggest you manage people. As a manager, you quickly real-
ize that proficiency with technical skills is not enough for 
you to be a good manager. You need people skills as well. So, 
you look to people you can learn from. Once you grow in 
people skills, you get promoted to a higher level of leader-
ship. At that level, you realize that technical skills are even 
more problematic. Now when you use those skills, people 
see you as a micromanager. And your people skills are no 
longer enough. You also need leadership skills: the ability to 
communicate vision and motivate a team.5 

Leadership is a journey that can be divided into four 
stages, or what I call quadrants. At a glance, the four quad-
rants of leadership look like this:
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figure 1 The Leader’s Journey

You begin in Quadrant 1, where you are full of confidence 
because you have been promoted to a level of leadership. If 
this is not confidence in your own ability, then it is confi-
dence in the fact that others say you can lead. Quadrant 1 is 
where you “observe.” You look for leaders you can emulate, 
and you lead the way you’ve seen others lead. You know peo-
ple responded to the leading of your parents and coaches and 
teachers and bosses. So, it stands to reason that if you copy 
them, people will follow you too. 

But after a while, you notice that people don’t respond 
to you like you expect. The approaches that worked so well 
for your parents and coaches and teachers and bosses aren’t 
working for you. Leadership experts say that if you’re a leader 
and you turn around to find no one is following you . . . you’re 
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just out for a walk. Are you just out for a walk? No wonder 
your confidence starts to drop! 

This is where you enter the second stage of the leadership 
journey, Quadrant 2, the stage where you “experiment.” 

When your confidence falls, you find yourself worrying 
that something about you must be broken. So, you look for 
ways to fix yourself. With all the available books, blogs, webi-
nars, podcasts, seminars, and courses, you think surely one 
of those will fix you. With great hope, you choose one that 
gets terrific reviews. People say it helped them with the same 
problem you have. Knowing you’re not alone is a relief, just as 
it is to have so quickly found a system that fixes exactly what 
is broken with your leadership. 

But having read the book or taken the course, you notice 
that it doesn’t quite work the way the reviewers said it would. 
You worry that you might be more broken than you thought. 
Struggling with imposter syndrome, you keep “faking it ’til 
you make it” and press on, looking for another system to 
learn from before your colleagues discover that you don’t 
know what you’re doing.  

Each new system seems to be “the” answer for your lead-
ership woes. Each promises to fix what is broken. Yet each 
system falls short of its promise. And as each system fails to 
work for you, the worry that you might be irreparably broken 
deepens. You can experience levels of success in Quadrant 2, 
but the feeling that you are making it up as you go dogs you. 
You completed the last project successfully, but you have no 
idea how you will pull off the next. Your confidence takes hits 
as you regularly try to suppress the feeling that you are faking 
and fumbling. You work harder, hoping that will drown out 
the discomfort always lurking just below the surface. 
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Do you see yourself in this phase? Amal, the CEO of an 
automotive company in Lebanon, did. When I described the 
leader’s journey and Quadrant 2 to him, he exclaimed, “This 
sounds like my life!” In fact, every leader I’ve worked with 
has been there. So, allow me to pause and say that if you 
are in Quadrant 2 now, take courage. The fascinating thing 
about the leader’s journey is that, although the particulars of 
it are individual, everyone goes through these two quadrants. 
But many leaders, even highly functioning CEOs, never go 
beyond Quadrant 2. 

And yet, lacking confidence, feeling this doubt, could 
mean that you’re on the verge of greatness.

It is interesting that doubt has a central role in the lead-
ership journey. Leading often involves being put in places 
where you have to make educated guesses. Inevitably, some 
of those do not work out. So, you do what you have been 
conditioned to do since you were a child: Look to others for 
help. You follow people you admire, and you look for systems 
or curriculums others have created. You know that you do 
not have the answers for your challenges, so you look out-
side yourself for them. But looking only to other people and 
systems is a real limitation. No external system will be a per-
fect fit with your style. Other people or systems give you a 
perspective on leadership but not the complete perspective. 
When you realize this, you are ready for the third stage of 
leadership, or Quadrant 3. Entering this stage is an extraor-
dinary and courageous step.

In Quadrant 3, tentatively at first but with increasing 
awareness, you begin to “analyze” what you have learned 
from watching people and studying systems. You get in touch 



25Taking the Leader’s Journey

with your strengths and your limitations, with your values, 
and with your own goals. You stop assuming that you are 
irreparably broken if systems don’t work for you. With grow-
ing confidence, you figure out what does work and put those 
techniques into practice. Rather than constantly trying to fit 
into someone else’s leadership suit, you create a suit that is 
custom fit for you. In Quadrant 3, you feel like you are chart-
ing your own path. In many ways, you are. It is not always 
comfortable, but the journey is yours. 

That growing confidence leads you on to Quadrant 4, a 
stage of “focus” and quiet confidence. In Quadrant 4, you 
have learned how to listen to both external suggestions and 
internal cues. And you are leading in a way that comes from 
within. You are humbly confident in your ability and free to 
lead with grace and flexibility as well as bring others along 
the path of the four quadrants. 

Every Quadrant Holds Potential
Each quadrant offers development potential for leaders. In 
Quadrant 1, you learn which leaders are trustworthy to copy. 
You find that some of the coaches, teachers, or bosses you 
looked to turned out to be untrustworthy. Some had hidden 
motives. Others had deep character flaws that you didn’t see 
before becoming a leader yourself. But some of the leaders 
you looked up to were who they said they were. These leaders 
are safe to follow. 

In Quadrant 2, you discover which learning style works 
best for you. You read books, listen to podcasts, take courses, 
and go to seminars. You may even get an MBA. As you iden-
tify how you learn, you may realize that you prefer lectures 
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because you are an auditory learner and hearing something 
helps you remember it. Or that it’s easier to remember some-
thing after you’ve read it. When you know how you take in 
information, you can focus on tools that match your learning 
strengths. And knowing that there are multiple ways to learn 
helps you communicate more effectively with your team. 

In Quadrant 3 you learn to appreciate your unique-
ness and to define your personal leadership style. Perhaps 
you have been trying to be highly energetic, with lots of 
unplanned touch points with your team. But all that face 
time drains you. In this quadrant, you learn that instead of 
fighting your introversion, you can still build a team that is as 
highly motivated as those of other leaders you’ve known, but 
the way you’ll do that will look quite different. You develop 
your own leadership style, a mode of operating that fits you, 
allowing you to thrive. In this quadrant, you learn how to 
explain your differences to others. And to make room for 
their differences too.

By the time you move into Quadrant 4, you have gained a 
level of mastery and can approach the struggles of leadership 
with a steady confidence, knowing that you can use traits 
from each quadrant to help you tackle the next challenge. 
When you face uncertainty, you don’t get stuck because you 
know you have access to all the tools—other people, other 
systems, and your own inner awareness to chart your path.

Leaders brave enough to take the journey beyond Quad-
rant 2 acknowledge their self-doubt and then do the work to 
grow. They combine the power of all they’ve learned from 
others and all they’ve learned about themselves to become 
the focused leaders that they thought they were going to be 
when they were first given a leadership title. 
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Quadrant 3’s Three Areas of Growth 
There is something special about being on the cusp of Quad-
rant 3 Leadership. Questioning your leadership abilities is 
uncomfortable. So is feeling like you’re fooling others, or 
worse, that you’re fooling yourself. But in the classic stories 
of heroes, real growth comes only after the dark night of the 
soul, when they feel they don’t have what it takes and choose 
to persist, to reflect on themselves, learn from their mistakes, 
and struggle to apply what they’ve learned. 

After all the self-assured, evidence-based, scientific- 
sounding books you read in Quadrant 2, the inner work of 
Quadrant 3 may seem scary, emotional, or “woo-woo.” But 
the good news is that Quadrant 3 is very practical. You can 
do specific tasks to get the most benefit from this phase of 
leadership. Leaders who focus on three areas of growth—
hardwiring, identity, and goals, as shown in Figure 2: The 
Integrity Model—experience the biggest impact from this work. 

figure 2 The Integrity Model

HARDWIRING

IDENTITY GOALS
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In the following chapters, I will show you how to identify 
your hardwiring, explore your personal identity, and clarify 
your goals. As with much inner work, you can start from any 
number of places. We will start with hardwiring, because 
many people are drawn into the process after taking a per-
sonality or strengths assessment. Then we will move on to 
identity and finish up with an approach to goals you have 
likely never considered. Do not let this diagram nor the order 
of the chapters fool you. They look orderly and even possibly 
mechanistic. But like real life, this process isn’t mechanistic 
or orderly. It’s more three-dimensional and organic. I recom-
mend that you read through the entire book, then jump back 
to the chapters or sections that seem most helpful to you, just 
as you would with a recipe book. 

Leaders have to go through Quadrant 3 before emerging 
as confident, focused leaders. On this journey, sometimes 
you’ll find yourself on shaky ground, uncertain as you stretch 
into the unknown to discover something new about your-
self. That’s a good thing. Trust that as you learn how to learn 
about yourself, you’re developing skills that will catapult your 
leadership and make you invaluable to your organization and 
those you lead. Let’s start by looking at your hardwiring. 
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