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Introduction 

 

Truly great leaders are highly respected and have a massive following through influence. 

They are the type of people who achieve amazing success, yet are worthy to earn our 

lifelong friendship as well. Character Makes a Leader highlights ten principles through 

stories that can help to develop strong character and create inspirational leaders. The goal 

is to shed limitations holding us back and transform ourselves to leave a lasting impact on 

others.  

 In reading this book and completing the calls-to-action, you can expect to:  

  

1.  Develop an authentic vision for yourself around your passion. 

2.  Become more positive in your thinking, and master decision-making. 

3.  Develop skills that will cause your relationships to flourish. 

4.  Find balance in a healthier lifestyle. 

5.  Become an influential leader who is highly sought after. 

 

A Story of Character in Leadership 

  

As we flew back from the Brooks Range over Alaska’s far north arctic region, we heard a 

large pop, followed by the pilot looking back at the right engine of the turboprop plane. It 

appeared something was wrong as the propeller spun in a more erratic motion, and the 

ride became bumpier. Looking out the window of the plane, there was nothing but snow, 

ice, mountains, and trees, with no suitable place to land in an emergency. The pilot then 

spoke over our headsets and stated we had lost an engine, just as the right propeller began 

to sputter to a stop. For a moment, our fate was unclear as we continued to listen in 

stunned silence.  
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                   Left Propeller Spinning                                 Right Propeller Stopped 

 

 The second sentence from the pilot’s lips was not to worry; this happens all the time, 

and he was well-practiced at flying and landing dual-engine planes with only one 

functional propeller. His third sentence was just as important: “We have plenty of gas, we 

are only fourteen minutes from our destination in Fairbanks, and we will perform a 

normal landing.” Thereafter, he spoke to us at nine and five minutes from landing to 

provide an update on our location and reiterate that we would perform a normal landing.  

 As I filmed the event unfolding, I noticed an unusual calm amongst the passengers. 

Everyone seemed relaxed in their seats, taking it all in stride. The bumpiness soon 

smoothed out after the right propeller stopped completely, and the left engine assumed 

total propulsion. Despite having a stopped propeller, the ride felt almost normal as we 

approached Fairbanks.  

 Soon we could see lights racing in the distance from the line of fire engines and 

rescue vehicles. As we approached the runway, the pilot made a large arc with the wings 

tilted at 45 degrees to hit the runway straight on for a normal landing. He then leveled the 

plane and touched it down seconds later with only a light bump in front of full emergency 

crews—and to the enthusiastic applause of the passengers!  

 So what was the difference between this successful landing and so many other 

flights that end in disaster? I believe it was great leadership exhibited by the pilot and 

passengers:  

 

1. The pilot was an expert at not only flying, but also at emergency procedures and 

maintaining controlled focus. 
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2. The pilot remained positive and communicated critical information to the 

passengers to instill calm.  

3. The pilot showed authenticity and built trust by controlling the plane as if there 

were no problem, through a series of excellent decisions. 

4. The pilot provided meaningful updates that built reassurance, which 

demonstrated that he valued the passengers. 

5. The passengers did not worry or panic, which often leads to poor decisions and 

to disaster; a sense of calm is just as important on a small plane as pilot 

competence. 

  

 Failure in any of the five areas above could have caused an event to spiral out of 

control. Imagine if a passenger panicked and charged the pilot, hitting controls and 

becoming a huge distraction. The outcome could have been very different. Thankfully, a 

sense of calm and character presided that day, and we each walked off the plane with a 

great story and a sense of gratitude. 

 

Motivation for This Book 

 

The idea for this book began when my niece stayed with us for a week to earn some 

money for a trip of volunteer service. She was sixteen and my sister informed me she was 

lacking confidence and direction, feeling she wasn’t really good at anything. Before she 

came, I documented all of the key points on leadership I learned over my life and career. 

Since I held various leadership positions in the corporate world and owned a small 

business, I felt I could provide some insight that could help her.  

 I spent concentrated time over the first couple of days sharing leadership principles 

with her. As she reflected on them over the week, we had many impromptu conversations 

answering her questions on leadership and entrepreneurship. When she left, she was 

inspired and more confident, and we had discussed several ideas for her own business 

one day. Within a week, her perspective changed from self-doubt to believing she can 

contribute value. This was very rewarding for me, and I thought others could benefit.  
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 While my goal is to help others, I am really helping myself as well through the 

articulation of this book. Through research, reflection, and documentation, these thoughts 

are becoming more real and evident in my life. I do not want to sugarcoat it. At times, it's 

really hard.  However, it has been a great journey for me, and I hope these words will 

inspire a transformation in your life and strengthen your character as they have done for 

me.  
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Chapter 1: Integrity and Authenticity Set the Foundation 

 

 

 

The embodiment of integrity—truthfulness and strong moral principles—form the 

foundation of leadership. People are drawn to leaders who are trustworthy because they 

are reliable, their words are confirmed in action, their motives are transparent, and words 

will be held in confidence when requested.  

 Over the last several years, I have been involved in numerous mergers, acquisitions, 

and partnership discussions, and trust was always carefully weighed in the decision 

process. If trust was lost between parties during due diligence or the negotiation, a 

business deal never occurred.  

 Moral principles—our definition of right and wrong and our guidelines for how we 

conduct ourselves—determine our character and how others perceive us. Consequently, 

our principles have a strong influence on our truthfulness. Some may feel a half-truth is 

morally sound, while others view this equally deceptive information as a lie. Like 
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scientific data, behaviors follow trends and are highly correlated to moral principle and 

honesty. When either is off, decisions become sketchy and loyalties erode.  

 Unfortunately, financial gain can be achieved for people who exercise greed, 

narcissism, and exploitation, but it comes at a tremendous cost of loneliness and lack of 

respect in the community. Conversely, integrity sets the stage for both honor and success. 

Integrity is best illustrated here through several stories. 

 One of my mentors is a true class act, having high integrity. He is highly competent, 

is respected for his work, and keeps his word. He is the go-to guy for specific issues and 

retains a wealth of knowledge that facilitates problem-solving. He achieved numerous 

technical ladder promotions (equivalent to a VP) and financial success. Simultaneously, 

he is humbly aware of and transparent with his limitations. He values others and willfully 

acknowledges others’ support as a critical component to the success achieved. On several 

occasions, he’s provided constructive feedback to help me improve. The difference was 

that I felt he had my best interest in mind and was rooting for me to succeed. When I later 

went for a promotion, he stuck his neck out to support my cause. He is a person I work to 

emulate, and this is leadership at its best.  

 In many cases, integrity can be learned at a very young age. When I was twelve 

years old, I read a Guidepost article on human trafficking. I was horrified by the atrocities 

committed on young boys and girls, and I vowed I would do something one day if given 

the chance.   

 Fast-forward eighteen years. I went to the Philippines on a business trip, and on the 

last night of my stay I was enjoying karaoke with colleagues who worked for a supplier. 

It was innocent fun after a grueling three weeks of intense work. After a couple of hours, 

I was taken down to a room. I walked in and saw more than twenty women seated and 

smiling at me. I immediately walked out, upset by what I saw. Outside of the room, my 

host said I could pick one of the women. I hesitated and then said, “Yes, I want two.” 

This was my chance.  

 I went back in the room and picked two women who stood out to me. I felt terrible 

because the process was so degrading to the women. They came back to the karaoke 

room and enjoyed our company. For a moment in time, they were treated with decency 
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rather than humiliation. The second woman I picked spent time with a colleague who also 

treated her well.  

 Toward the end of the night, my host said I could bring the woman back to my hotel 

and do whatever I wanted. I was encouraged to take full advantage of the situation 

sexually. It was my last night there, and no one would know. Again, I said yes, but had 

alternative plans.  

 I waited for her to get changed and watched her come down the stairs in a Minnie 

Mouse shirt. She was likely seventeen years old. We got in the car and I instructed my 

driver to take her home. I got to know her more during the long drive. She was a nursing 

student, but this job at the karaoke club provided food and shelter for her entire family. 

What she didn’t know is that my previous humanitarian work in the Philippines gave me 

access to a very reputable network to save prostitutes from human trafficking. I told her I 

would cover all her schooling costs and provide a living stipend. Since I sponsored 

another student in college in the Philippines, I was familiar with all the costs and had the 

means to help. I gave her my number and asked her to call.  

 When we arrived at her home, we exited the vehicle and I gave her a sizeable tip. 

She kissed me on the cheek and thanked me for treating her with dignity. She then 

walked into the shadows of the shanties, and I never heard from nor saw her again as she 

did not take my offer. It was crushing to think she would go right back to work the next 

day, but I knew I had made a difference for one night.   

 What I didn’t realize is that some of my female colleagues took notice that night at 

the karaoke club and thought I was just another chauvinistic pig looking to take 

advantage of young prostitutes. But when I reached out to one of them to help me find the 

woman I met and I told her the full story, she couldn’t stop thanking me.  

 Being authentic is closely tied to integrity and is equally important. It’s being the 

person you were designed to be and exercising your unique talents. Furthermore, it’s 

being real with yourself and others—eliminating fluff and sugarcoating from 

conversations and being frank, kind, and respectful. Authenticity is refreshing and highly 

sought after in leadership. And it is equally important to cultivate in your own life. 

 When I was a preteen, I wanted to be a Major League Baseball player. My team had 

just won the local little league championship, and I was an all-star catcher. The next year, 
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reality started to set in when my body could not compete at the same level as the bigger 

kids, despite how hard I trained. A few years later, I made the junior varsity team but 

mostly played first base coach. After my sophomore year, I made a decision to be real 

with myself; baseball was not an option professionally.  

 Instead, I focused on my alternate passions and unique gifts. I was a capable artist, 

fascinated by product design and great at solving problems. I complemented this with my 

love for math and science. Although I was pursuing my passions and talents, it was not a 

simple walk in the park. I really struggled at times. I eventually dropped Advanced 

Placement (AP) science after doing poorly in biology. And at times, I even felt burned-

out as an artist. However, I never gave up and persisted through these challenges, 

working extremely hard. It showed in the results. I achieved a perfect score on my AP art 

portfolio, and by my fourth semester in college, I had achieved a 4.0/4.0 in mechanical 

engineering even though over 50 percent of the class had dropped out. My success in 

technology continued into the corporate environment, where I was elected to the 

technical staff by my peers and the management team. The creativity I developed as an 

artist shined through in my quality design work.  

 However, after years on the job, I began questioning my path once again. I was 

bored in my work, felt undervalued, and was frustrated with limited raises and bonuses, 

despite adding significant value to the company by developing new products that were 

driving growth. Automotive sales were lagging in the markets, and maintaining profits 

resulted in tighter budgets. Somehow, though, the executives always got paid well.  

 I started thinking about moving to finance to explore something new. Their 

financial reward system was great and I was envious. Being an expert in research and 

analytical work, I thought it was a natural fit. I pondered it for a while and came to the 

same conclusion I did earlier on in life: I was made to be a technologist, and it was my 

passion. Secondly, pursuing a profession primarily for pay was a bad choice. Soon 

motivation would wane and interest would be lost. So I decided to stay put and find more 

interesting work in research and development (R&D).  

 In this pursuit, my passion began to expand into leadership. This led to management 

positions, culminating in my appointment as VP of Global R&D for a large corporation. I 

found my dream job through the merging of technology and leadership. However, the 
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position that stretched my engineering and leadership skills the most was starting a small 

business from scratch and making it successful during the middle of a recession. This was 

truly gratifying, and being authentic paid off in my career pursuits.  

 It’s popular to think we can do whatever we put our minds to. We can, to an extent, 

but it doesn’t always mean we can guarantee success in our profession. Sometimes 

passions are best pursued as hobbies. I still enjoy baseball to this day through pickup 

games and as a spectator. However, when passion coexists with talent, it’s a great 

opportunity for a profession. For example, some people use their gifts in communication 

to pursue a career in sports through broadcasting, rather than athletics. It’s the place 

where their passion and talent intersect.      

 

CALL TO ACTION: Three Steps You Can Take to Make Integrity and 

Authenticity Your Foundation 

 

1. Be true to yourself and others. Grab a piece of paper and write down a 

description of your interests and strengths. Only write what is absolutely true 

about you, not what others may want you to be. Think about your passions and 

what you are excited about.  

 This year, my daughter started kindergarten at a private school. At first, 

we considered for her to attend the highly rated public school, but my wife and I 

quickly learned the environment stifled the love of learning, exploration, and 

creativity at almost every corner. I brought my concerns to the local school board, 

state school board, superintendents, and governor to no avail. I was left with a 

bitter feeling that it was more about ratings and union needs, rather than the 

children.  

 Our private school is vastly different from the public school we considered. 

The curriculum is centered around cultivating creativity and exploration, loving 

the learning process, and developing moral values. The teachers have a passion 

for children and teaching. There is no pretending or just seeking a paycheck. This 

is not by coincidence. There is an enormous effort behind selection and retention. 

Teachers are true to themselves (pursuing their passion and talents) and true to 
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their students (giving them their best). Teachers who do not meet these high 

standards are removed. 

2. Establish and adhere to moral and strategic principles. Thoughtfully consider 

your guiding principles, write them down, and refine them through reflection.  

  Here are several of my favorites that I live by: 

 

 Make family and close friends a priority. 

 Respect and value others and draw the best out of them. 

 Strive to make excellent decisions efficiently, even when no one is looking. 

 Pursue passions and be creative, exhibiting a strong work ethic, letting it 

show in high-quality execution, and by giving back. 

 Continually learn by exploring, listening, reading, and doing. 

 Lead a healthy lifestyle with ample rest and balance. 

 

3. Keep your word and commitments without padding schedules. How many 

times have you been promised one thing but were given another, or asked to have 

something completed in a rush, only to have it sit on the shelf for days or weeks 

untouched? This erodes trust. 

 Padding is a practice of adding so much time to schedules that anyone can 

do it. For example, say a project normally takes one month. Padding is giving 

yourself two months to cover anything that may go wrong when six weeks is 

more reasonable. Yes, your risk of failing to meet the schedule is lowered, but 

your integrity is compromised as well.  

 If you want to have others trust you and come back for repeated business, 

you need to keep your word and your commitments without excessive padding. 

Customers expect suppliers to be expeditious because time is money. Those who 

can drive high quality with shorter lead times will be most successful.  

 There was a fabrication shop at my previous employer. Their biggest 

annoyance was a colleague requesting a rush job only to let it sit unattended for 

days or weeks after they were called to pick it up. Alternatively, I always dropped 

what I was doing and picked up my work from the fabrication shop the same day 
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or even within the hour it was completed. I often thanked the individual 

toolmakers, sent positive recommendations to supervisors, and dropped off donuts 

and coffee when deadlines were tight. I also returned after the end product was 

completed and showed the fabrication team how their work was utilized. It was 

amazing how keeping my word and showing a little appreciation motivated the 

fabrication team to jump through hoops to complete my jobs in an expeditious 

manner.  
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Chapter 2: Creating Memories with Family and Friends 

Makes You Healthier and More Productive 

 

 

 

As a business executive, I was feeling good about my work-life balance. I managed to 

keep travel below 25 percent and I would work from 5:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. so I could 

spend quality time with my children in the afternoon. I worked for a company based in 

the UK, and this work schedule spanned the globe well (I had staff in six countries). At 

times, I would check my phone during the late afternoons to answer any quick questions 

or provide necessary approvals for staff on the West Coast. I thought it was minimal 

work and that no one in my family noticed.  

 Then one day, the phone rang and my oldest daughter (she was four years old at the 

time) blurted out, “Daddy, I hate your phone.” I didn’t pick up the call. After a pause she 

looked at me sternly and said, “Why are you always on your phone? Can’t you play with 

us?” My heart sank. What I thought was minimal was all-consuming in my daughter’s 
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eyes. This was her way of communicating that she wanted my full attention, and it hurt 

her emotionally when I was constantly distracted. She was right and I needed to do better 

because my family was everything to me. That day, I decided to make a change, 

providing clear periods of undivided attention to my daughters.  

 Yes, making the world a better place through our profession is important. It is an 

innate need that we all share as humans to function in our unique gifts and purpose. 

However, the strong drive we have as leaders can easily skew the balance in our lives 

away from what matters most. At the end of life, it’s rare to hear people speak of wishing 

they had accomplished more or acquired more wealth. Instead, we reflect on the 

memories we created with the people who are closest to us. We admire the strong 

character and growth of our children and them passing it on to the next generation of 

grandchildren. We recollect the stories that have somehow become stretched and larger-

than-life. We find love and warm comfort from our spouses and friends. In order to 

cherish these moments, they have to be created with our time and attention. 

 There are several additional benefits to making family and friends a priority that 

make this an absolute must: 

 

 Time away from our profession provides needed rest and time for reflection. I am 

amazed how solutions are sometimes elusive in the thick of it at work, and how 

simply stepping away for a short period brings much-needed clarity to complete 

the task. 

 Creativity needs the balance that rest and reflection provide. It is typically not 

found in bleak, gray cubicles; it is often sparked by the beauty of nature that 

surrounds us.  

 Our motivation also thrives with proper balance. It’s hard to do anything 

constantly for sixty, seventy, or eighty hours per week, one week after another. 

Burnout quickly sets in, and we find our passion drained. 

 

So how do we regain motivation once it’s lost? First, get some rest. A fresh mind 

does wonders for putting things in perspective. Spend time with family and friends. 

Taking your mind off the situation at hand will spur creativity. Get ideas from other 
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successful people you admire. Spend time reading and watching inspirational and 

creative material. Since I enjoy videography, I like to watch high-quality short stories on 

YouTube. Find something that inspires you and make a point to include it in your routine. 

 Directly tied to creativity and motivation is productivity. It’s well-documented 

that long hours reduce productivity. In order to maintain productivity, balance is needed 

long-term. Let’s face it: long weeks are needed on occasion, but they should be the 

exception—not the rule.  

Last, our health is at stake. All work and no play results in less happiness, an 

approximately 40 percent increased risk of coronary heart disease (per a study published 

in the American Journal of Epidemiology1), poor diet, increased fatigue, depression 

(Journal of Occupational & Environmental Medicine2), severe tension headaches, and 

alcohol use at levels that would pose a health risk (the BMJ3).  

 Each of these can severely degrade your quality of life. Hence spending time with 

family and friends has a world of benefits. Let’s consider this in the context of a story. 

 Upon successfully launching a major new product for my former employer, I was 

asked to take a management position to help resolve a large product issue for our biggest 

customer. We were on the brink of losing millions of dollars in business. The work was 

intense and I was working very long hours. It was common for me to work more than 

sixty hours per week during this time. I was giving daily, sometimes hourly, updates to 

our customer. Though I wasn’t married yet, I was dating my wife. She definitely felt 

neglected but was supportive of the situation. 

 After a year at this intensity, I began getting severe migraines. Soon, it was 

constant (day and night), and I became concerned. First I had my eyes checked and the 

physician found everything to be normal. The migraines continued so I scheduled an 

appointment with my primary care doctor, as I’d had trouble focusing at work. I thought 

for sure I had a major medical issue, possibly a tumor.  

 When I saw my doctor (who was well-seasoned), she asked me to describe my 

symptoms. She asked about my age, employment, and the number of hours I was 

working. Then she quickly drew her conclusion: I had severe tension headaches. She said 

she had seen this dozens of times—young men in their late twenties and early thirties 
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with identical symptoms caused from muscle tension that squeezed the brain. Then she 

handed me her prescription: 

 

 Take one muscle relaxer each day for the next thirty days.  

 She inquired if I was married, and I stated I was dating. She wrote a note to my 

future wife (seriously) and asked her to give me a shoulder and neck massage 

every day. I’m thinking, This is great! 

 She sternly instructed me to lower my number of hours and my level of intensity 

at work. If I didn’t, chronic, more severe health issues would develop.  

 Finally, she told me to plan a vacation with my girlfriend and make memories. It 

would do a miracle for my health and make up for the loving support my 

girlfriend had shown me during such an intense period.  

 

 I contemplated the doctor’s advice, then did the right thing and followed it exactly. 

When I showed my girlfriend the note, she was skeptical at first, as you might imagine, 

but she took my word and agreed to the prescription of daily massages. That night, we 

made time in our schedules, and days later, I whisked my girlfriend off to Nantucket for a 

long weekend. We spent time biking, relaxing in the sand, enjoying romantic dinners, and 

sightseeing with all the hydrangeas in bloom. With each passing day, the migraines 

lessened and within a couple of weeks, they were gone. With newfound balance, I made 

this new lifestyle a habit. There is still the occasional long week, but I always make time 

for family and friends.  

  

CALL TO ACTION: Eight Steps You Can Take to Make Memories 

with Family and Friends and Become Healthier and More Productive 

 

1. Define your priorities and set boundaries. This will ensure time for family. 

Start each day by creating a realistic list of what can be accomplished. This 

establishes your priorities. Leave specific but limited time for e-mail, phone calls, 

or meetings. Next, set clear boundaries and master saying, “I’m sorry, but I 

cannot take that on right now,” or “I can help you at a later time.” Boundaries 
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include your scheduled time to leave, breaks to move around and clear your head, 

and periods of focused work or play with no interruption.  

2. Become highly efficient at repetitive tasks. Automation and streamlined 

processes are key here. Figure out the areas in the process that consume the most 

time and work to minimize them. Once the process is smooth, employ methods to 

automate it. This could be through software, hardware, or a combination. Often, 

cost is minimal and can be as simple as an Excel spreadsheet with clever 

relationships and macros.  

 My wife works for a biomedical start-up. With limited staff, she was 

getting bogged down with tracking suppliers, preparing purchase orders (PO), and 

paying invoices. To help out, I spent some time to develop a spreadsheet that 

automatically tracked suppliers, generated POs, and prepared invoices for the 

accountant. It now takes her less than a minute to do the same task, versus fifteen 

to twenty minutes per occurrence.  

3. Delegate less important tasks both at work and at home. This is huge. The 

age-old excuse is: “No one can do it as well as me.” In most cases, this is simply 

false, and in the cases where it’s true, it’s best to accept slightly less than 

perfection.  

 As VP of Global R&D, I spent too much time every week approving 

business travel. I also wanted my directors to have more ownership and 

accountability of the budget. The company’s travel policy was simply overkill. I 

spoke to the Divisional Chief and within minutes, we updated the policy. We then 

gained finance’s approval, and my time required to approve travel was reduced by 

70 percent. At the end of the year, all of my budget commitments were met. 

Again, by having more time to accomplish my work during normal business hours, 

I was able to leave work on schedule to spend time with family.  

4. Take turns planning date night with your spouse. Take the initiative to plan 

some really interesting outings that you both enjoy. Ensure that some of the 

activities are centered on your spouse, and learn about their interests. If your 

budget is tight, a simple picnic in a quaint park with aged salami, cheese, and 

wine (or food and beverage of your choice) is sure to be a hit.  
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5. Set specific time to be dedicated to family each day. The time of day is not 

important; it’s all about consistency. Time in the morning over breakfast or in the 

evenings over dinner is great. Bedtime stories, homework help, sports, or games 

are equally good ideas and fun to change up. Be sure that the activity is engaging 

and ask interesting questions that will draw out the highlights of the day. 

6. Schedule fun family outings often. These are my daughters’ favorite times of the 

week. Activities can include going to the beach, a day skiing and riding on the 

slopes, visiting a museum or aquarium, visiting a farm, going to a live theater or 

concert, visiting a water or amusement park, hiking, and more.  

7. Make plans to visit with close friends. This is equally beneficial as a couple, 

family, or individual. Sometimes it’s great for me just to be with the guys, 

enjoying astronomy or a football game with pizza and beer. Other times, a dinner 

party where our friends and kids all come together is just what we need. 

 My wife was sick not too long ago and needed some extra rest after a long 

week. That Saturday morning, we let my wife sleep in and the kids and I had a 

play date with some friends from their school. The kids had a blast while the 

adults enjoyed pleasant conversation over coffee, freshly baked bread, and 

delicious homemade lemon cookies.  

8. Make vacations with family, close friends, or both a habit. In our family, we 

work to do this five to six times a year. Usually, we’ll take a couple of longer 

vacations spanning more than one week, and several other shorter vacations of 

three or four days.  

 This past summer, we went to Spruce Knob, West Virginia, to do some 

stargazing. It was only an overnight trip, but the kids were super excited at the 

prospect of seeing the Milky Way and camping out overnight in the SUV.  

 The trip to get there was quite interesting. Our directions led us to a dead 

end with a locked gate, and the GPS didn’t work because it was a radio quiet zone, 

due to the government-operated radio telescopes nearby. After trekking on dirt 

roads with severe potholes for over an hour, we met some folks from the 

mountain club and got clear directions to the mountain’s peak for viewing. At 

twilight, we used a telescope to observe Venus and Saturn. Once the skies grew 
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dark, the Milky Way was visible overhead (see below). It was an amazing night 

and well worth the uncertainty we encountered. 

 

 

The Milky Way with Small Shooting Star 
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Chapter 3: How Positive and Constructive Thoughts 

Win the Mental Tug-of-War 

 

 
 

Our thoughts are easily influenced by our experiences, life circumstances, and 

surroundings. There are a few things in life we have control over and many we do not. To 

complicate matters, there is one absolute guarantee—if you try to accomplish anything 

meaningful in life, problems will arise. The good news is, your thoughts are fully within 

your control and it’s your choice how you’ll respond to various stimuli and challenges. 

What’s crucial to know is that thoughts lead to actions, and actions will define your 

character. 

 In order to gain control of your thoughts and keep them positive and constructive, 

we need to explore areas of risk:  

 

 Negative thinking 

 Temptation 
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 Tit for tat, comparisons, and envy  

 Worry  

 Resentment 

 

 These feelings and struggles are part of life, but they don’t have to become the 

focus of our days. Here are some strategies for mitigating these areas of risk:  

 

1. Negative Thinking 

 

When a problem hits, it’s easy to lose control of your thoughts. This can manifest itself as 

negative thinking that is usually blown out of proportion. Here are some examples: 

 

 “I should give up; I will never amount to anything.” 

 “Why am I doing this? All I am facing is problem after problem.”  

 “Everyone is going to ridicule me when I fail, and I will be considered a disaster.”  

 “Oh my gosh, this newfound failure is going to cancel the program. What am I 

going to do?”  

 

 When negative thinking is allowed to manifest itself, it’s common to become 

overwhelmed and not think clearly. This leads to bad decisions. Instead, isolate a 

negative thought when it occurs and refocus your attention on something constructive. 

Give your emotions time to provide you valuable information. If needed, rest for a period. 

Then take logical steps to address the issue that generated the negative thoughts. So how 

exactly is this done? Let’s review in the context of an example.  

 Earlier in my career, I was working to resolve persistent sensor failures in vehicles. 

Several people tried to solve the problem before me, but none were successful. I 

discovered that a combination of water seepage and high voltage was contributing to the 

failure. The water was getting in because a chemical reaction caused our silicone seal 

(similar to caulking a bathtub or window) to lose adhesion. Testing of two new silicone 

sealants was nearly complete (to prove no water entered the sensor), and our customer 



 24

deadline was approaching quickly. The customer was pressing hard for a solution due to 

failures occurring in their customers’ vehicles. 

  I was diligently analyzing data and performing visual inspections of the sensors to 

draw conclusions for the report. I was putting in twelve- to fourteen-hour days, six days a 

week. It was brutal. Then one week before the meeting with the customer, I severely 

broke my leg while volunteering with a youth group. On day two, I was in surgery and on 

day four, I was back to work. The customer agreed to delay the meeting for one week, 

and I continued the grind of twelve-plus-hour days. However, now I was in severe pain, 

had trouble sleeping, and had difficulty getting around. Negative thoughts started to creep 

in. We are going to lose the business to the competition if I cannot complete this. The 

customer will be severely disappointed in us for missing our deadline again. I should just 

give up and go home. Who cares? When these thoughts surfaced, I refocused on my work 

to put them out of my mind.  

 A few days before leaving to present the report to the customer, I lost my grip and 

fell in the bathroom while getting ready for work. It was really painful. All of the stress, 

frustration, and negative thinking hit me at once. I lay on the floor and moaned as I 

processed the raw emotion of it all. I’m not sure how long I stayed there, but eventually I 

picked myself back up. As I starred in the mirror in silence, I contemplated giving up. 

Then I said, “No,” got dressed, and went to work.  

 After completing the report, we arrived at the customer’s facility. They felt really 

bad as I hobbled around presenting the information. As I drew my final conclusions, the 

customer’s lead engineer’s mouth dropped open. He was convinced we understood the 

root cause of the failures and our proposed solution would fix it. Then they asked me if I 

wanted to come work for them. All my hard work paid off because I was unwilling to 

give in to negative thinking. 

 

2. Temptation 

 

Giving leeway to temptation in our minds is very destructive. Contemplating temptation 

can be fun, but persistent thought usually leads to action. Areas of temptation can vary, 
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but some common pitfalls include food, lust, greed, laziness, obsessiveness, drugs, and 

alcohol.  

Let’s consider some examples we might encounter in daily life: 

 

 You are trying to lose weight, and you are tempted to have more dessert.  

 The wine is good, and you are tempted to overdo it.  

 That person over there is really attractive, and you and your spouse are fighting.  

 You wanted to exercise, but sitting on the couch with a snack and a good show is 

easier.  

 

Let’s be frank: we have all faced one or more of these. But temptation can only 

thrive if we entertain it and give it room to roam. Similar to negative thoughts, it’s best to 

isolate the tempting thought and start an alternative action that is constructive, rather than 

destructive. Here is an example to better illustrate this. 

It was tax season, and I was looking for legal methods to save on taxes. My 

consulting business was thriving and between my wife and me, our tax burden was 

significant. In reviewing my W2s, only a portion of my income was reported to the IRS 

by my customers, since some small businesses are exempt from filing. For a moment, 

temptation suggested I could lower my tax burden by only reporting income the IRS 

knew of. Chance of an audit was slim and I could easily hide the money, should one 

occur. Plus, large corporations were taking advantage of loopholes, saving billions. But 

morally it wasn’t right—it was cheating, and I knew it.  

I cleared my head and refocused on reporting all my income. Yes, I could have 

saved a few thousand dollars and splurged on a nice vacation, but instead I walked away 

with a clean conscience, knowing I had abided by the law and my personal ethics. My 

reputation is more important than wealth.  

It’s also beneficial to minimize situations that cause temptation. For example, 

sweets are an area of temptation for me, so I limit their availability in the house.  
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3. Tit for Tat, Comparisons, and Envy 

 

Thinking through fairness can be extremely beneficial in such things as business deals 

and court rulings. However, in relationships, this can be counterproductive because it 

leads to tit for tat, comparisons, and worst of all—envy. 

 Tit for tat requires that you keep a record of wrongs (mostly) and rights, and give 

the equivalent effort in return. As soon as the other person doesn’t measure up to our 

expectations and the kindness we have shown, resentment starts to set in and we want to 

get even. This hurts you most. It’s better to love freely and enjoy the benefits this brings. 

Yes, there will be some people who take advantage of your generosity, but most will 

return kindness and support in the future.  

 Comparisons (between yourself and others) are simply not beneficial. You were 

born with a unique set of gifts, and your life has resulted in an equally unique experience. 

No two people are alike in this regard. At times, even the most qualified individuals are 

overlooked for a promotion, not for their own shortcomings but the shortcomings of those 

higher on the ladder. Hence, comparisons only lead to envy and discontentment.  

 At my former employer, twice I was passed over for Senior Member Technical 

Staff during the annual election cycle. If I had consumed myself in comparisons, I would 

have gone nuts because there was no justification, since I was ranked highest in my job 

grade and doing the best work of my career. However, there were other factors at play.  

 In one instance, an individual was placed above me because there was an initiative 

to build greater diversity on the technical ladder. In another instance, I was not allowed to 

apply because I was recently granted a remote work agreement. The reasoning for the 

second instance is better understood, given more context.   

 My wife and I wanted to move out of state to be closer to family after our first 

daughter was born. In addition, my wife obtained a new job within her hometown near 

family. The VP of my division rejected my proposed plan to maintain employment and 

work remotely, so I decided to leave the company. During my last week of employment, I 

sent the CEO an e-mail thanking her for all the support she provided in my career and to 

inform her that my wife and I decided to move because of my wife’s new job. I 

mentioned the rejected remote work agreement in my e-mail (as an effort to stay with the 
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company) but did not ask that the decision be reconsidered. Instead, I proposed working 

together with my former employer as a consultant in the future. Since I had worked with 

the CEO on a few programs together, we developed a friendship and mutual respect for 

one another.   

 A couple of days later, she requested to meet with me. She wanted to learn more 

about the remote work agreement I had proposed. We discussed the topic and other areas 

of my work, and she ended the conversation with no guarantees, as she would not force 

her staff’s hand. 

 The next day, I received a call stating I had my old job back. Unfortunately, the VP 

felt slighted through the process and his reporting directors felt it was their obligation to 

delay my election and gave me incentives to leave—such as no raise, no bonus, no 

promotion, and constant obstacles to complete my work. After several months of this, I 

was fed up and decided to leave for good. The CEO later apologized to me because the 

company was unable to make things work.  

 After resigning, I started a successful consulting business and I later went on to be 

VP of Global R&D for a competitor. In that role, I was given the opportunity to create a 

technical ladder program and develop a fair election process. Although this journey had 

many ups and downs, the end result was very positive for me because I didn’t focus on 

comparisons but rather the knowledge that I was making a difference.  

  

4. Worry 

 

Worry is absolutely pointless. It does nothing to effect the outcome of a situation. 

Furthermore, it’s destructive by consuming an enormous amount of time you could use to 

work out a solution, and it fills your head with worst-case scenarios that rarely come to 

pass. Your time is much better spent devising and executing a plan to manage the risk of 

the situation to turn the outcome favorable.  

 I was recently speaking to a potential entrepreneur who wanted to take the leap in 

starting her own company but was worried it wouldn’t be profitable in the first year. I 

suggested methods to keep overhead low and to limit financial risk through partnerships. 

I also proposed developing two budgets: a likely scenario and a worst-case scenario. If 
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financial risk were manageable in the worst case, it became less scary. Then I asked her 

to fold a piece of paper in half and list out all her concerns on one side and potential 

resolutions and controls to minimize risk on the opposite side. This would likely generate 

action items to gain more information. Finally, I advised her to connect with other 

successful entrepreneurs to form a support network for when she encountered questions 

or problems. At the end of this exercise, there would be no need to worry because she 

would have a clear plan of how to be successful, with fewer unknowns.  

 

5. Resentment 

 

Resentment hurts you and nobody else. If you let it, it will consume your thoughts and 

actions. You will thirst for revenge, limiting what you can do that is constructive. In 

reality, it only builds stress. The biggest risk is that resentment triggers thoughts of 

despicable retaliatory behavior, and if you let it persist, you will resemble the character 

you despise.  

 It’s much better to forgive and let it go. Channel all of your energy into acting in 

kindness and gratefulness, and into endeavors that bring you joy and satisfaction. In the 

end, you will be much happier. 

 After I left my former employer because the remote agreement didn’t work out, I 

held resentment toward my former boss for a while. His actions cost me a very large 

bonus and promotion, despite doing the best work of my career. However, it didn’t stop 

there. When I started my consulting business, he continued to harass me with my former 

employer’s lawyers with no legal grounds to do so while I was working to grow my 

business. Eventually, I reached out to the CEO to end the onslaught of attacks and I never 

heard from their lawyers again. I had every right to be resentful, and my thoughts stewed 

for a couple of weeks. I wanted sneak up behind him and put ice coated with itchy 

powder down his pants.  

 Then a realization hit: every moment I thought about getting even detracted from 

me furthering my own business. This didn’t hurt him; it only hurt me. He was winning in 

my mind. That moment, I stopped resenting, forgave, and channeled all of my energy into 

making my business successful. When the resentment resurfaced, again I made a 
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conscious effort to forgive and redirect the negative energy into positive actions for my 

business. Within a year, my company became a profitable entity and I was my own boss. 

This was a game changer for me and it has only gotten better each year.  

 Since resentment is such a common feeling, here are some strategies to deal with it: 

 

 Honestly forgive. When resentment surfaces again, forgive again and continue to 

do so until the resentment is gone. Be mindful that this may take time. 

 Show gratitude in other areas of your life.  

 Refocus your energy into doing something constructive you are passionate about. 

 Show kindness to others.  

 

CALL TO ACTION: Five Steps You Can Take to Win the Mental Tug-

of-War, Control Your Thoughts, and Achieve Success 

 

1. Misery loves company, and peers are influencers. Identify the people in your 

inner circle (friends, coworkers, family, mentors) and evaluate their impact on 

your thoughts and actions. Do they support and encourage you? Do they provide 

practical insights into how to achieve your goals? Do they have your best interest 

in mind? Are they willing to provide constructive criticism that will make you 

better, and do they care enough to listen? If yes, you have chosen wisely. If no, 

maybe it’s time to seek better relationships.  

2. When a destructive thought or temptation comes into your mind, take time 

to isolate it and consider its origin. Process the emotion that was generated from 

the situation so you can gain more insight and develop a logical response. Then 

replace the destructive thought or temptation with thoughts that will help you 

succeed at the task at hand. This is extremely difficult and takes practice, so let’s 

consider a`n example.  

 What many people don’t know is that I struggle with stuttering. Over 

years of practice, I have reduced it to a minimum, but it still persists to some 

degree. It’s most pronounced during introductions (oddly enough, saying my 

name is extremely difficult) and public speaking. I could allow negative thinking 
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to consume me by focusing purely on my sweaty palms, being extremely shy, and 

never speaking publicly. At times, it’s tempting to curl up in a shell and stop 

interacting with people. However, this would drastically reduce my quality of life 

and prevent me from following my passions. 

 Instead, I isolate negative thinking when it surfaces and focus my thoughts 

on my surroundings (listening intently, people-watching, nature) or my next task. 

I also rehearse fluent speech often and have developed numerous workarounds for 

times of struggle. Despite this hard work, sometimes I fail.  

 As a consultant, I was meeting with a customer. The president of the 

organization was showing me around and introduced me to one of the engineers. I 

started to speak and my tongue froze on my company’s name. I immediately tried 

a workaround but it didn’t work, and I saw concern in my customers’ eyes. Panic 

and humiliation began to flood my mind. I actually started to shake. All that 

would come out is “Um-ahhhh-um.” It was the longest ten seconds of my life. 

Then I stopped. After regaining my composure (in two seconds), I made eye 

contact, I apologized, stated that at times I struggle with stuttering, and my 

company’s name is DiPaola Consulting. The tension was released, and we 

continued our tour. It never happened again throughout my contract with this 

customer.  

 To me, instances like this are a really big deal and extremely embarrassing. 

But most people think it’s no big deal and they attribute it to a simple brain fart, 

never crossing their mind again. Hence, I am constantly amazed at how many 

people think I speak fluently. They never perceive a problem. It’s a great 

compliment to all my hard work.  

3. Balance your emotions and feelings with rational thought and action, not 

immediate uncontrolled reaction. Emotions are critical to our being, providing 

situational and relational awareness, motivation, and safety. We need to listen to 

our emotions to receive and process valuable information. However, balance is 

needed to prevent emotion from taking over. We need not become paralyzed with 

fear or anger or lash out at someone.  
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4. Don’t compare your stature, circumstances, belongings, or appearance to 

others. There is absolutely no benefit in this. When the thoughts come, replace 

them with gratitude for the many blessings you have.  

5. Create a plan to eliminate worry in your life, and then put it into action. One 

practical strategy to eliminate worry is to consider whether appropriate actions 

(within reason) have been taken to mitigate the potential risks. If so, don’t 

entertain the negative thoughts and rely on your plan. If not, focus your thoughts 

on developing a plan to mitigate your concern, rather than worrying about it. 
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Chapter 4: A Strategy for Sound and Efficient Judgment 

 

 

 

Decisions are extremely important because they shape our character, success, response to 

adversity or failure, and overall life. A person can decide to have a poor attitude and be 

lazy. Likewise, a person can choose to work hard, learn, and achieve extraordinary things.  

 Decisions span a range of complexity. In the simplest form, a good decision is the 

choice to act in a loving and supportive manner. At its most complex are a series of 

decisions required for multibillion-dollar acquisitions or creating a reusable space rocket 

and landing it upright on a cement pad or floating platform. The goal of a leader is to 

master decision-making across this broad spectrum and to do so in an efficient manner. 

This will drive success, and where there is success, people will follow.  

 So how is excellent judgment achieved, and why is time important? Let’s consider 

the foundation of making sound and efficient decisions. This foundation can be applied to 

a range of decisions, but is most useful for critical decisions that have higher risks.  
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1. Become an Expert in the Subject Matter  

 

One might immediately argue, “How can I conduct enough research before every 

decision to consider myself an expert?” You cannot, and that is not the intention here. 

The goal is to become extremely knowledgeable at what you are doing.  

 So how is this done? It all boils down to learning. The amount of learning depends 

on the risk and complexity of the decision at hand. Let’s consider a couple of examples: 

 

 To effectively make decisions in the design of an electromechanical product (e.g., 

mobile phone), you would need a core understanding of materials, physics, 

computer programming, etc. You would also need to become knowledgeable in 

design and fabrication methods. Hence, it could take years before you are 

prepared to lead in this area, and first you must practice with many smaller 

decisions along your journey.  

 Purchasing a home is vastly different. Within six months, one could understand 

market trends (low and high), desirable locations, comparables (estimating house 

value), finance methods, how to gauge general efficiency (windows, 

heating/cooling, insulation), and overall robustness of structural and functional 

components (plumbing, electrical, etc.). One can also work with realtors, 

inspectors, mortgage brokers, and contractors to obtain professional advice during 

the decision-making process. Hence, the amount of time required for learning to 

make a house purchase is significantly shorter than in product design.  

  

 In the learning process, we rarely start from ground zero. We are mainly working to 

extend our knowledge in the new area of interest. For example, over many years, I 

developed a core expertise in designing and fabricating products for automotive 

applications. However, when I became a consultant, I branched out into biomedical 

devices. This required me to extend my product development knowledge in 

biocompatible materials, chemical reactions within the body, anatomy, and FDA 

approval methods. Without this new understanding, the biomedical products I developed 

could have resulted in adverse conditions, causing serious injury or death of the patient.  
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 As we are doing our research, experimenting, and creating prototypes in the 

learning process, it is important that we completely understand the information being 

collected. Here are some examples: 

 

 Is the source of the information trustworthy? 

 Is our theory validated with experimental results? 

 What confidence do we have that the data we are presenting is true (70–90 

percent)? 

 Is the method of experimentation appropriate to collect the data we need? 

 Is our financial analysis correct? What was done to verify it? 

 Is our understanding of the market accurate or way off base?  

 

 Once all the information is obtained, it then needs to be analyzed and synthesized 

into a coherent conclusion for your audience. Without following this approach, the 

information you collect could be very misleading and result in poor decisions.  

 A significant benefit of becoming informed is that you can now participate in 

healthy debates and consider multiple perspectives to improve your decision. This limits 

the known issue of bias in decision-making—or in other words, finding multiple 

informational sources to agree with your opinion, even if it is wrong.  

 Let’s consider this in the context of a story. Early one morning, my wife woke me 

at 3:00 a.m. She was already dressed and breathing heavily. Her water had just broken 

and she was about to deliver our second daughter. I called the doctor, and then my 

mother-in-law to watch our oldest daughter. Then off we went to the hospital.  

 The check-in was relatively smooth and we made our way into the delivery area. 

We had been through this before, and the epidural had kicked in so we were just joking 

around and discussing our final name ideas. My wife had pushed several times, but 

nothing was happening so we thought more time was needed to reach full dilation.  

 Then the doctor entered with disturbing news. He was very concerned that the 

baby’s heart rate dropped significantly during contractions and when my wife pushed. 

There was also evidence the baby was under stress. If the baby lost too much air, it could 

be devastating to the brain. He recommended an emergency caesarean section and 
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discussed various pros and cons with us. We had a very healthy debate. He then left us to 

ourselves to discuss the matter privately.  

 The tone in the room went from one of joy to serious concern. My wife was trained 

medically, and I recently worked on a biomedical product used in caesarean sections. We 

understood the significant risk and much of what the doctor described. I knew the baby’s 

head could be lodged in the birth canal, causing a significant challenge. I asked my wife 

her thoughts. She replied, “When I push, nothing is moving. I could keep trying, but this 

is not like last time.” Feeling the risk was too great to proceed with a normal birth, we 

made our decision to have a caesarean section.  

 We informed the doctor, and I was shocked by how quickly my wife was prepped 

and on the operating table (literally a few minutes). This was really serious. I got dressed, 

scrubbed, and headed into the operating room. The doctor leaned in and told me he had 

his A-team and we would make it through.  

 All I could do was hold my wife’s head (the only part of her I had access to) and 

offer words of encouragement. As the operation progressed, things grew more intense. 

Normally, the whole procedure should have taken thirty minutes, but we were already 

forty-five minutes in and still had not heard the baby. The concern on the doctor’s face 

was frightening. I knew it wasn’t going as planned, but I worked to stay as strong as I 

could for my wife. She whispered to me, “All I want is for my baby to live.” Then the 

prospect of losing my wife became very real. I was in tears. Although my wife felt no 

pain, the pressure on her body was agonizing.  

  Finally, we heard our daughter cry. It was one of the sweetest sounds I had ever 

heard. The doctor said she was headfirst but backward, and that’s what had caused 

extreme difficulty. The nurses had me come over to hold her. Her poor little nose was 

crooked and her forehead was squished from the extreme pressure. As I looked over at 

the table, my wife’s body was still being pieced back together. Although we weren’t out 

of the woods, I brought the baby over to my wife and they began to bond.  

 It took another forty-five minutes to sew up the wound. Another doctor came in to 

provide a second opinion in the process. My wife lost a tremendous amount of blood and 

she faced significant risk over the next forty-eight hours. Fortunately, she pulled through, 

and our baby girl was completely healthy.  
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Her Crooked Little Nose Straightened Out over Next Few Days 

 

 We were forced to make a decision with limited information in a very rapid time. 

Our previous learning helped tremendously in the process. In the end, I believe we made 

the right decision. It was likely the second biggest decision of our lives.  

 

2. Carefully Consider the Pros and Cons 

 

Amid critical decisions, it’s common to be caught up in temporary emotion and mental 

fatigue. The emotion during my daughter’s birth was immense. Alternatively, careful 

consideration of pros and cons around set criteria allows one to be objective and rational. 

Let’s consider two examples—one being the launch of a new product, and the second 

being the birth of my daughter: 
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 New Product Pros: Healthy profits, increased revenue growth, new customers, 

disruptive technology, and increased market share 

 New Product Cons: Risks to schedule, product performance not meeting 

expectations, estimated volumes not achieved, price erosion, high costs, lack of 

differentiation from competitors, poor adoption rate, project cancellation, possible 

negative effect on other projects 

 

 C-section Pros: Quickly reduce stress on baby, eliminate air loss to the baby’s 

brain and lower chance of brain damage, eliminate damage to birth canal, 

commonly practiced in the US, and physician was highly trained 

 C-section Cons: Risk of infection, significant loss of blood, severe injury or 

death of both mother and child, losing the ability to have children, future pain or 

pregnancy complications, weak abdominal muscles, and longer recovery 

 

 Once you have evaluated the pros and cons, it’s important to evaluate the impact of 

the decision as it relates to your guiding principles. Your character and integrity should 

never be compromised for fame or riches. Looking at the pros and cons first gives you a 

better grasp of the decision and all that it involves.  

 Last, consider how a decision would look if it were posted all over social media for 

family, friends, coworkers, and customers to review. A great example is the decision by 

Volkswagen to cheat emissions standards through software manipulation. This has 

severely tarnished their brand and trust, and it will cost them billions in fines, recalls, lost 

market share, and future business.  

 Alternatively, let’s say a person is contemplating an affair. How would their 

children and family view this? If the pros and cons were honestly weighed before an 

affair, I doubt many of them would come to fruition. 
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3. Manage Risk to Protect against the Downside 

 

The downside in any decision is all of the possible things that could go wrong—such as 

confirmation bias, failures, and worst-case scenarios. In the context of my daughter’s 

birth, brain damage or loss of life (for either my wife or child) were the downsides.  

 One of the biggest risks to any decision is confirmation bias, as stated previously. In 

other words, you can typically find multiple sources confirming your point of view and 

fail to see a critical weakness in your plan. One method to minimize this is to seek wise 

counsel from others. The challenging part is figuring out who should provide this advice. 

Here are a few guiding questions to ask: 

 

 Is the source an expert in the subject of interest?  

 Does the source have an excellent track record achieving results in similar 

projects? 

 Is the source trusted and candid? Do they have your best interest in mind? 

 

 Seeking advice is not to obtain a decision, but to gain alternative perspectives for 

you to consider in the decision-making process.  

 Equally important, one must consider what can go wrong, failure mechanisms, and 

realistic worst-case scenarios. Then controls (a method to prevent anomalies from 

occurring in the process) and contingencies can be implemented to minimize the risk of 

failure and limit losses.  

 For example, contract cancellation clauses can be used to protect a supplier’s 

financial exposure on high-development costs, should the customer cancel a program 

before product sales reach a specific level. A contract cancellation clause may state that 

the customer will pay financial damages covering development costs and a portion of 

planned product sales if the cancellation was not at the fault of the supplier.  

 I once successfully launched a product only to see the program canceled by the 

customer before specific sales quotas were met that were committed in the contract. This 

triggered millions of dollars in cancellation charges, resulting in a significant profit after 

our development costs were fully paid.  
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4. Be Efficient 

 

When you’re presented with a decision to make, efficiency is not necessarily making 

snap, same-day decisions. Instead, it’s taking necessary time for reflection without letting 

the window of opportunity close. In the case of my daughter’s birth, our window of 

opportunity was minutes, not hours or days. During the purchase of my second home, the 

window of opportunity lasted weeks (house prices and mortgage rates stayed low). 

However, once we narrowed the choice to a specific house, we only had days for the final 

decision. 

 Time gives opportunity for gathering perspective, additional learning, and strategy 

planning before a final decision. However, this needs to be balanced because shorter time 

to market can provide a competitive advantage and more sizeable returns. Faster 

decisions also help teams meet deadlines.  

 At a minimum, I always like to sleep on it. This mental break allows me to consider 

important facets when I am most fresh and takes most of the emotion out of the equation. 

The position to avoid is analysis paralysis. I have witnessed paralyzed decision makers 

incur significant cost due to delayed product launches and expedite fees on several 

occasions. It also drained and frustrated resources with long hours and non-value-added 

activities that could have been prevented. 

 In the example regarding our home, if my wife and I had waited six additional 

months to purchase our second home, it could have resulted in forty thousand dollars 

extra in costs. Thankfully our timing was nearly perfect market-wise.  

 So how can one be efficient in decision-making? Be knowledgeable in the area of 

interest, become skilled at generating and thoughtfully considering pros and cons 

managing bias risk, and master methods to protect the downside. Furthermore, practice 

by making well-thought-out decisions.  

 Before we even started looking for our second home, I became well-versed in 

location, market, comparables, and structure and functional inspection. Since it was our 

second go-around, I had practiced with the purchase and sale of our first home. So once 

we saw home prices and mortgage rates dip, we were ready to find a home and make a 

deal quickly.  
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5. Practice without the Fear of Mistakes 

 

The best method to master decision-making is to practice without fear of mistakes. Often, 

the person who holds you back the most is yourself. Fear of making mistakes can be 

paralyzing. Being human, even the best leaders will make mistakes. The difference is that 

these expert decision-makers notice mistakes quickly, evaluate what went wrong, put 

corrective actions in place, and move on. They don’t dwell on the mistakes, nor 

constantly change course every time something doesn’t fall as it should. Your ability to 

recover and learn from your mistakes through better decisions will begin to set you apart. 

Like almost anything, practice, reflection, and decision-process optimization will drive 

high quality in your work and overall life.  

 Once you have considered the guidelines to making good decisions, take a step 

back and look at the big picture. Does your proposed decision make sense, or is the risk 

too great? Is critical information missing requiring additional learning? Does the team 

related to the decision have a successful track record? Are current and future projects 

better off for this decision?  

 

CALL TO ACTION: Three Steps You Can Take to Improve the 

Quality and Efficiency of Your Decision-Making 

 

1. Select a decision that you are faced with and implement the previous 

guidelines. Become knowledgeable in the area of interest. Generate a pros-and-

cons list and reflect on it for a few days. Set a time limit to force efficiency in the 

process. Seek advisors who can provide alternative perspectives and manage the 

risk of bias. Develop a plan to protect the downside and consider the big picture. 

Then make the decision without fear of mistakes. Finally, reflect on the process 

and the quality of your decision. 

 When my wife and I were dating, we spent time getting to know each 

other. It was a lot of fun learning about one another and exploring. When I 

considered proposing, I knew it was one of the biggest decisions of my life, and I 

wanted to be certain I was making the right choice. I know what you are thinking: 
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“Please tell me you didn’t write a pros and cons list.” I did—well, sort of. I listed 

out all the reasons I really loved her. It filled multiple pages. Then I carefully 

considered if there were any red flags that I couldn’t live with, or that would 

cause our marriage to fail. The page was blank. I knew she was the one, and eight 

years later, we are still happily married.  

2. Write down a list of questions you would ask to evaluate the quality of your 

decision when considering the big picture. Consider the decision with regard to 

your guiding principles. Is there any conflict? 

3. Make a list of the fears you have around decision-making. Then make a list of 

actions you can take to minimize your fear and put the list in a safe place. Right 

before you make the decision in step 1, pull out your fear-crushing list, and 

implement them.  

 My biggest fears are confirmation bias and missing a critical element that 

would reverse my decision. When I bought my first house, I had confirmation 

bias. The market was too high to buy, but I let my frustration with renting and the 

long commute to see my future wife cloud my judgment. I listened more closely 

to the wrong majority of advisors and didn’t put enough effort into fully 

investigating the concerns from two of my advisors in the minority. Had I 

followed their advice and done better research, I would have waited for the 

market to go lower and made a much better deal. I don’t let this stop me from 

making decisions, but I have a heightened awareness to prevent it from happening 

in the future. And in fact, I was much more prepared to buy our second house 

because of my experiences in buying my first.  
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Chapter 5: Bringing Clarity to Vision 

 

 

 

Vision is having a clear picture of the end result before it is achieved. People or 

businesses without a vision are like a constantly changing wind that does not make 

sustained forward progress. Vision takes imagination, discernment, creativity, and 

thought outside of today’s reality. It sets our path to success.  

 Vision also has levels of complexity. In its simplest form, a vision could be seeing 

yourself in a healthy state to improve movement, reduce fatigue, and minimize risk of 

disease. A friend of mine lost 150 pounds over eighteen months. Her transformation was 

incredible, and it started with a vision that was inspired by a book that ignited her desire 

to be healthier. In greater complexity, vision could be envisioning a realistic method to 

produce flying cars that pilot themselves. Wouldn’t it be awesome to have a private plane 

that chauffeured you around and avoided traffic completely for less than one hundred 

thousand dollars? In my estimation, this will happen in my lifetime (within the next forty 

years).  
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 Moderate levels of vision generation are readily accessible for most who are willing 

to use imagination and creativity without being hindered by negative thinking. Masters of 

vision generation possess a unique God-given talent similar to professional athletes. A 

few examples include Albert Einstein, Elon Musk, and Steve Jobs. These visionaries 

have the capacity to see the path to extraordinary life-changing accomplishments.  

 For our purposes here, I want to focus on vision for oneself. So how does a person 

create an individual vision? It starts with imagination. Consider where you want to be at 

some point in the future. Describe what this looks like in detail and write it down. Don’t 

allow any limitations or circumstances to influence your vision or your details. Be 

completely authentic. Now work to simplify it into two or three sentences. You might be 

surprised at how far you can get by planning your vision.  

 My dad is a remarkable person. He left school at a young age because he struggled 

with learning. In Italy, it was only required to finish the sixth grade. Tragically, he was 

kicked in the head by a horse when he was five years old and suffered extreme head 

trauma. In that time, he was treated at home, as the severity of head injuries was not 

known. There is evidence today that suggests this event could have affected his memory 

and his ability to learn. With special attention, he likely could have overcome this, but 

that didn’t exist in Italy more than sixty-five years ago. So at age fourteen, he dropped 

out of school and became an apprentice as a hairstylist, since it was cleaner than being a 

mechanic. He found he had a gift in hairstyling and soon become very popular and 

successful.  

 Then he immigrated to the United States. His parents decided to move the family to 

America in anticipation of a better life, and since my dad was the oldest son, he went as 

soon as his green card was ready. After he arrived, he obtained a job in a hair salon 

owned by an Italian friend of the family. Once again, he quickly gained popularity with 

customers and had a loyal following. In the process, he taught himself how to speak, read, 

and write English.  

 After a few years, he decided to open his own business. He created a vision of being 

an entrepreneur and started putting the pieces together. He started small with styling hair 

at people’s homes. Then with the help of family, he completed the paperwork and rented 

a space. Since he built a loyal customer base during his time as an employee, the first day 
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was busy. He had a staff of three, and his mother would bake cookies for his customers. 

Soon he bought his own salon with cash. He bought his first car and house with cash too. 

He was very successful.  

 In his mid-fifties, he created a vision again. He deeply desired to better himself 

intellectually. He always admired smart people and envisioned himself more fluent in 

speech, with higher reading comprehension and better writing. He started with literary 

classes and really excelled. Then at the encouragement of his teachers, he broadened his 

vision to standing on a stage with a high school diploma. He ordered the GED course and 

got to work on nights and weekends for over a year. He didn’t let anything discourage 

him; not age, not poor memory, not time . . . nothing. Upon completing the course, he 

took the GED exam and passed all sections except for writing. But he didn’t give up. He 

practiced his writing more but failed a second time. Still he persisted in his efforts, 

improved his writing, and passed on the third try. He earned his high school diploma, and 

it was a joyful occasion. 

 Here is the most important thing you need to learn about vision: without action and 

persistence, vision is worthless. 

 Let me explain this in more detail. Let’s imagine what it would have looked like if 

my friend created a vision for losing weight but never acted on it. She would still be over 

280 pounds, be borderline diabetic or suffering from diabetes, have trouble moving 

around from joint pain or damage, have suffered from fatigue, and be at higher risk for 

cancer or heart disease. She describes her weight loss as a life-changing event, and unless 

she took action and persisted to the finish line, it would have never occurred.  

 This is where our priorities come in. Priorities are what we give our attention to 

before an alternative. With vision should come a set of action-based priorities that will 

lead us on the path to fruition (note that completion is critical). It was a great deal of 

work for my dad to run a business and go to school. However, he made learning a priority. 

He documented a goal-based plan to accomplish the work with a GED trainer and then 

executed that plan with discipline to completion. Without passing the final writing 

portion after three tries, he never would have received his diploma.  

 To be successful, our priorities need four fundamental elements. These include: 
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 Goals both short- and long-term: Goals set interim targets before you reach the 

fruition of your vision.  

 Work ethic: Action that supports the belief work is morally beneficial and 

strengthens character. 

 Discipline: We must train even when we don’t feel like it. 

 Persistence: We must overcome the many obstacles that will arise. 

 

 Vision and our resulting priorities work in harmony to bring great ideas to reality. 

 In 2011, I decided to leave the corporate world and become a consultant. This was 

completely new for me as I was branching out as an entrepreneur. I did some consulting 

pro bono as a test run and really enjoyed it.  

 Prior to leaving full-time employment, I developed a vision for my new journey. As 

a consultant, I would provide engineering and management solutions in sensors, MEMS 

(micro-electro mechanical systems), and electromechanical products (picture an iPhone 

and all the neat sensing technologies in it). I would target start-ups to large corporations 

and function as an extension of their team. I also defined a series of goals (some shown as 

an example): 

 

 Obtain first customer before leaving full-time employment. 

 Produce steady income within six months. 

 Grow customer base to greater than ten within one year. 

 Surpass my income from former employment within eighteen months. 

 Branch out from automotive, heavy truck and off-road, and industrial to include 

applications in consumer electronics, biomedical devices, and defense. 

 

 In case things didn’t work out as planned, I protected for the downside. I kept 

business overhead low, secured income and health insurance through my wife’s full-time 

employment, and kept our expenses low by living with family (no mortgage) and limited 

food expenses.  

 After I achieved my first goal (securing my first customer), I left full-time 

employment. Almost instantaneously, major obstacles arose:  
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1. My first major contract fell through due to an unforeseen customer event. 

2. I did work for another company and never received payment.  

3. My marketing strategies for obtaining new business were not working.  

 

 After three months of limited success, I reached out to another successful consultant 

I had built a relationship with to seek advice. He shared strategies he successfully used, 

and with his advice, I revamped my marketing strategy and method of quoting. 

Conversations with potential customers began taking root. Several opportunities were 

very close but then fell through. At times, I wanted to give up.  

 Six months in, my diligence paid off and I won my first contract with a large, 

highly respectable corporation for seven hundred dollars. It was a small win but hugely 

motivating. Shortly after a second contract came in for $6,800. My next goal was to build 

my customer base and achieve consistent monthly income, which I hit at the nine-month 

mark. By the end of the second year, I had surpassed my former salary and branched out 

in all markets desired. This was greatly rewarding because it was completely on my own 

terms. I had achieved it by staying true to my vision. 

 

CALL TO ACTION: Five Steps You Can Take to Create a Vision and 

See It through to Completion 

 

1. Decide on something you want to accomplish and envision what it will look 

like when it’s complete. Write everything down on paper for documentation. It 

doesn’t need to be too complex. My wife decided to become physically healthier 

and develop a personal interest in running. A lot of what she was doing in life was 

much longer term and centered around others because she is a very giving person. 

She developed a vision for completing a half marathon. Then she set a series of 

goals with the help of a local running club and developed a support network. A 

couple of weeks ago, she completed her first 10K and has several more classes 

and races planned to complete her vision.  
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2. Define key milestones (with dates) on the path to your vision and write them 

down. Then develop goals to complete each milestone. Sometimes your goals 

will be what are accomplished that day. Other larger goals will have completion 

dates three to six months out.  

3. Be disciplined in your work. If you give in to laziness, it will kill your 

momentum. The best method to stay disciplined is to have accountability. It’s 

easier to let yourself off the hook than disappoint a friend or colleague who is 

counting on you. My wife and her sister keep each other accountable in 

completing the running homework from their class. If one doesn’t feel like it, the 

other will provide motivation to complete the task.  

4. Persist through the obstacles and ignore the naysayers. Now that you have 

started, I guarantee problems will come. Your task is to navigate the rough waters. 

The biggest keys to persistence are ensuring you are on the right pathavoiding 

stubbornness, maintaining a high level of motivation, and working within your 

passion. So what do you do when your motivation is sapped? Sometimes rest is 

all that is needed. In more severe cases, I like to listen to, read, or observe quality 

works by other people (art, music, literature, cinema, architecture, etc.) and then 

learn about their journey to get there. It’s usually filled with many bumps along 

the road. Seeing how far people come through adversity is motivating for me. It 

makes my problems appear less significant. If they can do it, so can I. And so can 

you! 

5. Surround yourself with a strong support network of people who have 

achieved similar success. When you find yourself in a rut or facing a major 

obstacle, reach out to them for help. Their guidance will be invaluable in your 

journey. My wife’s running classmates and instructors are her support network. 

And when I needed help in my first year of contract work, my friend provided 

great advice that helped me win more clients.  

 

 We can often see these vision-creating steps represented in art, especially in very 

large pieces. Below are three inspirational works of art from the “Wonder Exhibit of the 

Renwick Gallery” in Washington, DC: John Grade, Middle Fork, a hemlock tree made 
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out of half a million reclaimed cedar pieces, and Janet Echelman, 1.8 Detail, which 

corresponds to a map of the energy released across the Pacific Ocean during the Tohoku 

earthquake and tsunami.  
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Gabriel Dawe, Plexus A1 is scaled weaving of a rainbow floor to ceiling. 

 

 

 



 50

 Each one of these pieces required a great vision, milestones, discipline, and a team 

of individuals to move the process along. The same will be true of seeing your great 

vision to completion. In addition, these works are inspirational and motivating! 
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Chapter 6: Find Gratefulness in All Situations 

and the Wisdom in Being Content 

 

 

 

Life doesn’t always go like we think it should, nor is it necessarily fair. Recently, I have 

had a number of struggles with my health. After feeling run-down and experiencing fairly 

substantial joint pain, I made an appointment with my primary care physician. He noticed 

arthritis in my knees and started me on a physical therapy regime. When the lab results 

came back, I was surprised to learn I was suffering from moderate anemia that was 

contributing to my tiredness and joint pain. I went through a battery of tests, and 

everything came back negative after a brief scare that it could be cancer. I began taking 

iron supplements and started to improve.  

 Just when I started to make real headway, I caught a virus. This was no ordinary 

virus. After vomiting for several hours over a couple of days, I thought I was on the mend 

and started eating bread again. Then that night, I completely lost my balance and hit the 

bathroom wall. Then the room started spinning. I crawled back to the bed and lay down, 

but the spinning only intensified. Within a minute, I was uncontrollably sick again and 
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disoriented. My wife tried to help but nothing we did lessened the symptoms. Eventually, 

I found myself in an ambulance headed to the emergency room while my wife stayed 

behind with the children. 

 Lying in the hospital, I focused my attention on a small sticker on the bed rail to 

maintain sanity as the spinning and nausea persisted. As I waited for the doctor, between 

tests and for medication (four hours), I reflected on gratefulness. I was thankful my wife 

and children were healthy and safe at home. I was thankful the medication I received in 

the ambulance was starting to cause my queasiness to subside after an hour. I was 

thankful for the warm blanket I received after shivering in my shorts. I was thankful I 

could take a sabbatical from work and focus on getting my anemia under control while 

simultaneously strengthening my relationship with my daughters. My light momentary 

afflictions were nothing in comparison to people suffering from severe diseases, burns, or 

military wounds. Coping was much easier when I focused on the positive things in my 

life rather than my current circumstance.   

 Gratefulness inspires positive thinking and hope. It helps us relax, lower stress, and 

feel good. It is an excellent tool for coping when we find ourselves in less than ideal 

situations. Gratitude lessens the severity of bad circumstances and helps us get to a place 

where we can get back on our feet. Furthermore, when we focus on the good we have, it 

inspires contentment, acts of kindness, and generosity, all of which unleash joy in our 

lives.  

 Gratefulness also helps to minimize resentment and creates a path to conflict 

resolution. As you consume yourself with feelings of gratefulness, resentment you have 

towards another individual will lessen. It’s debatable whether the brain can feel 

gratefulness and resentment simultaneously in a precise moment. However, experience 

has shown me that gratefulness makes the cause behind resentment less significant, 

letting it fade to the point where it’s not all-consuming. This will give you time to process 

the anger and sadness that led to the resentment and come to a place of logic, rather than 

revenge. Remember the case with my former boss? The resentment hurt me, not him. 

Refocusing on gratefulness for all the positives in my life and growing my business 

allowed me to come to a place of peace and forgiveness. This made me much happier.  
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 Gratitude puts life in perspective and allows you to cherish things that are most 

important. Without it, you become a whining, selfish person whom nobody wants to be 

around.  

 There is also great wisdom in being content. Advertisements want you to believe 

more is better, but it’s not the truth. Having an empire is laborious. Maintaining and 

keeping track of things consumes precious time. There will always be someone richer, 

with a nicer home or car, smarter, better dressed, and better looking than you. Being 

content gives you peace of mind and much-needed rest from comparisons or racing up 

the corporate ladder (both time-consuming). In your newfound time, you can cultivate 

relationships with people you love.  

 Furthermore, material things will not make you happy. If you are not happy before 

obtaining something new, you will not be happy after gaining it. We don’t find happiness 

in things. Happiness is a choice, and it finds a home in gratefulness, family and friends, a 

satisfying profession, positive thinking, contentment, and balance. This is more real in the 

context of story.  

 In my teens and twenties, I was uncomfortable in my skin. I had a slender build and 

I wanted a larger, more athletic build. Being discontent, I starting weight lifting in high 

school. I worked really hard to build muscle mass, but it was a challenge because I tried 

to do it without supplements. I spent hours in the gym. I got strong and more toned but 

never achieved my goal. It wasn’t until I embraced my body type and accepted how I was 

made that I found peace of mind. It was a huge weight (literally) lifted off my shoulders. 

It’s perfectly fine and beneficial to weight train or work out, but I was doing it for the 

wrong reasons. When I changed my perspective, I exercised in moderation and became 

much happier with myself.  

 Being grateful and content does not mean you have to be accepting of bad 

circumstances, regardless of how you got there. If you lost your job, work aggressively to 

find a new one. Sometimes you may need to work at an uninspiring job to get out of a rut. 

Once you are on solid footing, then you can pursue your passion with proper planning.  

 Upon graduating college, I boarded a plane to the Philippines. I planned to work 

with the poorest of the poor when I arrived, providing them with technical training. 

During our transfer from the airport to the shanties of Smoky Mountain, I saw many 
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horrific things. Outside a local convenient store, an elderly woman in worn clothes lay on 

the concrete, asleep with her leg folded back and cockroaches running all over her.  

 We arrived at our accommodations in total blackness. I stepped out of the Jeep and 

without a flashlight fell immediately in a sewer drain. The smell was nauseating and vile. 

The next morning, I saw it in the daylight. It was black as tar with a dead rat floating in it.  

 While I was there, I was privileged to meet amazing people who were not content in 

their dire circumstances and were taking action to address it. They embraced the notion 

that education was their chance to end the vicious cycle of poverty. Although the parents 

waded through garbage daily for long hours to find enough recyclables to exchange for a 

small meal, they encouraged their children to attend school. Unfortunately, this was not 

possible without the help of sponsorships because of the cost of uniforms and needed 

supplies.  

 The organization I was working with provided these much-needed scholarships. 

These children had everything stacked against them. Yet they would not settle for or 

accept their circumstances. They wanted a better life and worked hard to achieve 

sponsorships. Once sponsored, they had to work diligently to ensure they achieved 

minimum grades to maintain their sponsorship, and have a chance at a job in the future. 

Many have graduated from college now and provide enough to support their entire family.  
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Filipino Children from My Trip in 1996 

 

 If you are interested in helping disadvantaged students in the Philippines, you can 

contact Paul Grimsland at http://www.h4cinternational.org. These folks are very 

reputable and knowledgeable, and with your support, they can continue to change lives.  

 

CALL TO ACTION: Three Steps You Can Take to Be More Grateful 

and Content in Life 

 

1. Focus on the good that surrounds you rather than the personal circumstance 

that is getting you down. It can be very frustrating when my youngest daughter 

wakes me before dawn to play, especially when I was up late the night before 

working to meet a deadline for a customer. However, it doesn’t take long before 

her laughter and smile remind me how grateful I am to have a healthy, vibrant 

child. I have also witnessed some of the most beautiful sunrises looking out our 

back picture window.  
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2. Show gratitude to another person or colleague. In marriage, gratefulness is 

sometimes taken for granted and goes unspoken. This can lead to resentment in 

your spouse because their efforts are not recognized.  

My wife and I have learned to continually show appreciation and gratitude 

toward one another even in the little things, like doing dishes or cooking a meal. 

It’s motivational and strengthens our relationship. It also sets an excellent 

example for our kids to show gratitude in their life toward others.  

3. Find an area in your life where it’s better to put an upgrade on hold and 

focus that energy into strengthening a relationship.  

For a while, I considered purchasing a speedboat. I was an avid scuba 

diver and water-skier, and my wife and I enjoyed being on the coast. However, 

when I looked more closely, it was a lot of maintenance. Instead, I found a local 

rental company that had a boat very close to what I wanted. The beauty of it was 

less overall cost and zero maintenance. I could use it when I desired, save money, 

and spend more time with friends and family.  
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Chapter 7: Everyone Gains with Self-Control 

 

 

 

Imagine you’re in a meeting when a manager in the room goes ballistic, and there appear 

to be no consequences for their behavior. We have all been there, right? The truth is, 

there are very serious repercussions including lost confidence, lost trust, decline in 

morale, and a missed opportunity to take a better approach. Furthermore, anger usually 

leads to poor decisions when allowed to persist. By acting in this manner, a leader 

encourages others to do the same, causing the environment to become hostile. Eventually, 

high turnover—including some of the best people—will occur. This has a negative effect 

on growth and profits long-term. A better approach is to maintain self-control and work 

to solve the problem constructively. Act rather than react.  

 Likewise, lack of self-control can be detrimental to families and personal 

relationships. A few years ago, I had breakfast with friends in New York City and a 

friend of a friend came along. This person (the friend of a friend) dominated the 

conversation, spouted negativity and bitterness, and every other word was profanity. At 

the end, all I could think was, Wow! What just happened? It was such an awful 
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experience I wanted to avoid contact with him in the future. It put a damper on 

everyone’s morning. I wonder how many other friends of his were distancing themselves 

due to his poor self-control?  

 Self-control goes well beyond managing emotions such as frustration and anger. It 

is also important to maintain self-control over what we eat and drink, our communication, 

our health, indulgences, and entertainment. How many times have a couple of extra 

drinks before driving led to innocent lives being hurt? How many times has a person 

wished he could unsay something that ended a relationship? How many times have 

excessive sweets and lack of exercise led to an unhealthy weight? How many times have 

people wished they could stop damaging addictions? And how many times has the 

entertainment gotten wild and led to actions a person regretted? Self-control is achieved 

through discipline, removing yourself from the stimulus to regain composure, controlling 

thoughts, and consistently making good decisions that lead to positive actions. 

 Sometimes professional help is needed. Please never let negative thinking prevent 

you from getting the help you need. Also consider who else your lack of self-control is 

affecting: spouse, children, family, friends, fans, and colleagues. Sometimes this is the 

motivation we need to make a change.  

 Our weaknesses are not our only concern in managing self-control. It is interesting 

how our passions and strengths can also lead to loss of self-control, if left unchecked. 

Let’s look at some examples: 

 

 People who are extroverted and have a gift for communication can dominate 

conversations, rather than listen and build rapport. 

 Perfectionists do very high-quality work but can become overbearing with others 

and constantly criticize their work.  

 Experts are so convinced they know everything that they can overlook a subtle 

detail that solves the problem. 

 People who are successful can become so wrapped up in their own 

accomplishments that they fail to show gratitude to those who have helped along 

the way. 
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 An undefeated fighter becomes so overconfident in their abilities that they fail to 

study their opponent, they forego rigorous training, and they end up losing the 

match.   

 

 I am a very passionate and driven individual. These qualities are excellent in 

helping solve problems, accomplishing goals, and being successful. However, when not 

properly controlled, passion can become a weakness.  

 When I was younger, my passion and drive would sometimes be on display in the 

form of displeasure and strong opinions. I would jump to respond to positions that I 

vehemently disagreed with or when I felt attacked. This behavior ultimately led to 

anxiety within the members of the team I was managing, and my passion became a 

weakness rather than a strength.  

 With constructive criticism from trusted individuals, I learned a better approach. I 

learned to put a pause between the stimulus and the response as so eloquently stated by 

Michael Hyatt, best-selling author of Platform: Get Noticed in a Noisy World. My 

passion and drive were still intense, but my communication was controlled, concise, and 

constructive. I still needed to provide correction at times, but it came from a position of 

support, rather than emotion, and that made all the difference in the way the correction 

was received.  

 

CALL TO ACTION: Five Steps You Can Take to Maintain Self-

Control 

 

1. Place a pause between the stimulus and the response. When you have 

encountered a situation where you were unjustifiably attacked or put down and 

you responded immediately, how did it go? Would it have been better to put a 

pause before your response? If so, how could that have changed the outcome?  

2. Write down your strengths and weaknesses in regards to self-control and 

consider what actions you can take to encourage self-restraint. As you 

navigate the process, obtain feedback and support from a trusted friend.  
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3. Seek a good book or professional counseling to learn strategies for 

maintaining self-control in your area of weakness. CC Sabathia, starting 

pitcher for the New York Yankees, recently acknowledged a drinking problem. 

He entered rehab on the last day before the end of the season. The Yankees were 

in the playoffs and he missed the postseason. It was devastating for the team and 

even more so for him. CC’s problem affected his profession and likely his home 

life. In this instance, he decided to get professional help since his own efforts 

were unsuccessful. Although the situation was tragic, it’s great he got the help he 

needed. Since leaving rehab, it’s reported he is having the best preparation he has 

ever had for the upcoming season.  

4. Be disciplined in controlling your thoughts and take the high road. You will 

be much more respected within the community and your relationships when you 

do this. Wrestling with pigs only gets you dirty and does nothing to make you feel 

better. Often it has the reverse effect and makes you feel worse. When people 

criticize you in really demeaning ways, it’s better not to follow suit.  

5. Be self-aware and provide others some leeway for your own emotional state. 

Hunger, fatigue, and daily challenges are large drivers behind our responses. If 

it’s close to or past bedtime, I give my children some margin for cranky behavior 

before discipline.  

 When something doesn’t work as intended, or it takes significantly longer 

than it should, it can be frustrating for me. This stems from my childhood, when 

every tool I went to use was broken or took ten times longer than it should 

(snowblower, video camera, saws, tractor, etc.). Hence to this day, I clean and 

repair all my tools and keep them in good working order so they perform as 

intended every time. However, sometimes life happens and things don’t work. 

When this happens, I have to remember to give people more leeway for my own 

heightened irritability.  
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Chapter 8: People Are Attracted to Graciousness and Modesty 

 

 

 

This summer, I had the opportunity to spend a weekend with Steven Curtis Chapman. He 

is one of my favorite artists and his work has had a significant impact on my life. I was 

hesitant at first to meet him because I didn’t want to lose respect for him. Too many times 

before, I had met famous people only to be sorely disappointed by awkward encounters 

and uninspiring words. However, Steven was just the opposite; he was and truly is 

gracious. He was just as interested in getting to know me as I was him. He made me feel 

like I was a longtime friend, and it was a refreshing change. 

 Being gracious is not always easy. Some of us are shy by nature, and being 

outgoing toward others takes enormous effort. One method I found to be extremely 

effective at being gracious is asking questions and listening. People love to talk about 

themselves and you are instantly a new friend if you are willing to listen. 
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                          Steven and Me                               Steven Accepting a Song Request 
 

 Steven also showed incredible modesty. During a private concert for choir members 

and behind-the-scenes guests, he started with a couple of hit songs and then opened the 

floor to requests with no limitations. Keep in mind he has eighteen albums over more 

than twenty-five years. He wasn’t afraid of showing his limitations on stage. One time, he 

forgot the lyrics and called the fan requesting the song on stage to help him through. 

Another instance, he spent time figuring out the unique guitar tuning and chord structure 

he used from twenty years ago. He wasn’t perfect, yet pulled it off. It was one of the most 

amazing performances I have ever witnessed, all because he was willingly modest, 

sought help when he needed it, and allowed himself to be vulnerable. 

 Modesty and graciousness are great leadership qualities, but it’s equally important 

not to be a people-pleaser. This is a delicate balance. There are many good things we can 

do to show kindness and earn respect. However, when we start changing who we are or 

going against our moral beliefs to specifically please people, this is a problem. No 

promotion or relationship is worth the personal degradation that comes with people-

pleasing. Second, it’s obvious in action, and people around you will notice and lose 

respect for you. 

 Some years ago, I was at a charity celebration hosted by the CEO of a former 

employer. Since my wife and I were leaders in philanthropy, we were invited with other 

high-level leaders in the company. I happened to sit at the table next to the CEO. It was 
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interesting to watch people take turns trying to impress him. It was people-pleasing at its 

best. However, one person stood out to me. He made no effort to put on a show to make a 

good impression. He was simply himself, completely authentic, and it was very 

refreshing. I gained tremendous respect for him that night, and I’d bet the CEO took note 

as well.  

 

CALL TO ACTION: Four Steps You Can Take to Be Gracious and 

Modest without People-Pleasing  

 

1. Ask questions in social settings. When I first started dating my wife, I bought a 

book of questions and selected fifteen to twenty that I thought were best to get to 

know her. The questions were open-ended and intriguing so I could provoke a 

conversation. I wrote them on a piece of paper and kept them in my back pocket. 

If I ever felt a lull in the conversation, I would ask a question. What she never 

suspected was I studied the list while she was distracted or in the bathroom. In her 

mind, I was easy to talk to and a great listener. Eventually over time, I learned to 

ask really good questions in various social settings without referring to prompts in 

my pocket.  

2. Be welcoming in your demeanor. A smile, eye contact, firm handshake or hug, 

and a relaxed posture go a long way. Ray Stata gave the commencement address 

at my wife’s PhD graduation ceremony. I was so impressed by his talk, I e-mailed 

him afterward and asked him to lunch to learn more about his leadership 

principles. A couple of weeks later, I received a reply and he agreed. When I first 

met him, he looked stern—as if he was ready to get down to business. As our 

conversation progressed, he became more relaxed and welcoming as we got to 

know each other. By the end, he was leaning back in his chair and we were 

chatting like old friends with mutual respect for one another. This is the demeanor 

you want to shoot for when meeting with people.  

3. Show gratitude for a person’s time with you. Our time is precious and a 

person’s willingness to spend time with you means you are important. When Ray 

and I finished our conversation, he walked me to the door and thanked me for 
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coming. He made me feel important. I thanked him as well and let him know how 

much this meant to me.  

4. Be sensitive to your moral beliefs. If something doesn’t feel right, pause to 

closely scrutinize the situation. Do not feel pressured to do something morally 

wrong just because a leader tells you to and says it’s okay.  

 My grandfather was an officer in World War II. He never talked about the 

war unless you asked him specifically. After he passed, my mother told me a story 

about his service. His commander gave him the order to bring his troops across a 

dangerous battlefield filled with land mines and enemy fire with no cover. The 

order would have resulted in very heavy casualties of my grandfather’s young 

platoon (mostly teenagers). My grandfather said no. He wouldn’t risk his troops 

on a suicide mission. He was detained and disciplined but got off without a court-

martial, which was threatened. Thankfully, the order was never carried out. 

Because he stood up for what was right, he saved the lives of his troops.  
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Chapter 9: How Patience and Empathy Create Influence 

 

 

 

Fishing is a great illustration of patience. A fly fisherman selects his position carefully, is 

masterful in his craft, and actively casts the lure. The key is that he is actively working to 

make a catch, possibly changing techniques or lures if bites are scarce. He then exercises 

patience for the fish to swim by. There will be some days when the catch is plentiful and 

other times when there is not even a nibble. This is life, and active patience ensures we 

are ready to bring home the trophy catch when the opportunity arises. Sitting on the shore 

with no pole only guarantees a beautiful view but nothing to eat. 

 Patience is crucial to good leadership and success in life. As with the time from 

seed to harvest, sometimes patience is best to give a person who may be having difficulty 

some leeway; to find the right time for a difficult conversation; to be supportive in the 

learning process; to wait for a favorable market; or to obtain the dream position you 

always desired. In the meantime, you can learn and accomplish as much as possible as 

you wait to seize the opportunity.  
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 As I look back at my career, there were many times I had to exercise patience. In 

every case, I never sat idle. There were always other things to accomplish and learn along 

the way. Here are just a few examples: 

 

 A program I worked on for months was delayed by a customer. Fortunately, my 

efforts were not in vain. The program was revived a couple of years later when 

the market was truly ready, and much of my work was used to make the program 

a success. In the interim, I worked on another project.   

 It took sixteen years to achieve my dream job of consulting and later become VP 

of Global R&D. Along the journey, I worked on many great projects and learned 

a tremendous amount that prepared me for my dream position.  

 Earlier in my career, I was twice overlooked for a management position I wanted. 

Both times, the work I completed while I waited for the next opening greatly 

helped me in my consulting career.  

 

 Like patience, empathy is critical to relationships. When we don’t use empathy, our 

relationships are at serious risk. There is nothing worse than a person consumed with 

themselves, who makes every decision for their best interest based on their own 

experience and feelings. The people around them are trampled. Instead, empathy lets the 

feelings, thoughts, and experience of others enter into your thought process and resulting 

actions. This enables us to act in kindness and compassion.  

 This is best illustrated by an experience with my daughter. A few weeks ago, my 

youngest daughter was sick with a virus. During this time, she was quite needy, wanting 

to be held continually, often complaining, struggling with constipation, shivering, and 

needing extra care. Her illness lasted over two weeks, and it was physically and mentally 

exhausting for all of us. It was tempting to hold her less and have her suck it up, but love 

and empathy kept me going.  
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 Then as she started to recover, the virus hit me and it was horrible. I felt firsthand 

all of its misery with additional and more intense symptoms. This led to a whole new 

appreciation for exercising empathy. Fortunately, my wife offered empathy to me as well. 

She let me sleep in, she made special ginger tea to ease the symptoms, and she took up 

more of the children’s demands to help me rest and recover.  

 In business, it’s no different. As an executive, I was involved in a small layoff of 

staff to reduce expenses. This is always a very difficult situation as colleagues and their 

families are affected. However, when executives approach the task with empathy, the 

severity of the impact can be eased a smidge, enhancing the chance for recovery. First, 

it’s important to treat everyone with dignity and respect in the process. Second, it’s 

important to provide financial margin (e.g., a severance package) and other support to 

allow people to get back on their feet. A mind-set of empathy from the beginning will let 

these options be explored, and it will result in a manageable outcome from an extremely 

challenging event.  

 Patience and empathy create influence because people are valued and given margin. 

They will feel you have their best interest at heart, and that you will be there for them 
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when things get difficult. Furthermore, people will see the strategic nature and success of 

your patience and want to emulate it. All of this is paramount when developing loyalty.  

 

CALL TO ACTION: Four Steps You Can Take to Create Influence 

with Patience and Empathy  

 

1. Evaluate your current circumstances and identify an area where it’s best for 

you to demonstrate patience. My wife and I would eventually like to own a 

home with more land. We evaluated the option for a move in the immediate future 

but felt it was best to be patient. There was way too much going on in our lives to 

make such a large change. We will move when the time is right. 

 Patience and evaluation helped me avoid a financial risk a few years ago 

as well. At the height of gold prices in 2011, when it was making new records, 

some people were still bullish and telling me to invest. I was concerned the price 

was high after a great run and chose not to invest but to exercise patience. This 

has proven to be a wise move, as gold has lost over 40 percent of its value from 

the high.  

2. Show patience to those around you. When we are really good at something, it’s 

easy to become impatient with people just coming up to speed. My oldest 

daughter is learning to read and perform math. Sometimes the repetition and 

repeated mistakes are agonizing for me. Patience is needed for me to try alternate 

methods of teaching until she gets it. In the end, patience is paying off because 

her learning is accelerating and it’s more motivating for her to work with a person 

who is supportive.  

 Recall a time at work when you were being trained in a new task. Was 

your mentor patient and supportive or critical and in a rush? How did it make you 

feel? 

3. Act with empathy even when you don’t feel like it. Sometimes empathy toward 

colleagues, friends, and family is needed at the most inopportune times. It says a 

lot about your character when you are able to be there for others.  
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 When I was working for a former employer, I was hosting a business 

meeting at my local office. Several executives came in from out of state for two 

days of meetings. On the second day, one of my colleagues had booked a late 

afternoon train to return home that night. The only other train arrived the next 

morning. He hired a taxi, and an hour later he showed up back at the office, 

frantic to obtain another taxi. The driver literally drove in circles and couldn’t find 

his way to the train station fifty minutes away.  

 I knew the importance of getting home to be with family. I’ve traveled 

across the world, and missed transportation is always a major letdown. Although I 

had plans that evening, I volunteered to get him to the train station as it was now 

rush hour and it would take all the time we had to get there. He had no time to 

wait for another taxi. He agreed and off we went. Fortunately, there were no 

accidents along the way, and traffic moved at a slower but manageable pace. We 

literally arrived with one minute to spare and he caught his train. He was so 

thankful I was able to help out and our relationship improved. I got home a little 

over an hour late but was still able to attend the event that night.  

4. When acting in empathy, think of a situation when you were really suffering. 

Then do to others what you hoped someone would have done for you.  

 As I mentioned earlier, tools around my house growing up rarely worked. 

Such was the case after a huge snowstorm. When my dad went to fire up the 

snowblower, it wouldn’t work. It took several hours to shovel two feet of snow. 

When I moved to Maryland (from Boston) much later in life, I brought along my 

trusted snowblower. That winter, we received a terrible storm and had over two 

feet of snow in the Mid-Atlantic. After I cleared our driveway, I offered to do 

each of the neighbors’ driveways around the cul-de-sac. I knew the burden of 

heavy snow and wanted to help since no one else had a snowblower. After I 

cleared five or so driveways, people started coming out with gifts: bags of oranges, 

fruit baskets, cookies, and more. I was instantly a celebrity in the neighborhood 

and people couldn’t stop thanking me. They were so appreciative because I acted 

with empathy.  
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Chapter 10: Growth Abounds When You’re 

Surrounded by Great People 

 

 
 

Recently, my wife and I had a family over for Sunday brunch. We got to know each other 

through my oldest daughter’s preschool and became close, as our daughters are best 

friends. It was very relaxed as we enjoyed meaningful conversation over great food; the 

atmosphere was never pretentious. This was best exemplified in the giggling and fun the 

kids had interacting with each other’s parents. It was a safe, trusting, and enjoyable 

environment. The kids were so thrilled they started to plan the next get-together on the 

way home. This is the atmosphere that happens when you surround yourself with great 

people.  

 The friends and colleagues we surround ourselves with say a lot about us. Peers 

influence each other, for better or for worse. If the people you frequently work or hang 

out with have negative attitudes, are snobbish, are prideful or rude, their actions will 

likely begin to rub off on you. Similarly, selecting your friends and colleagues wisely can 
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have a positive effect. Think of it this way—what type of friends do you want your 

children to have?  

 Furthermore, as humans we are born to learn from each other. We learned to walk 

and talk by watching and hearing others do it and then trying to mimic it ourselves with 

our parents’ prompting. The same is true as we become mature leaders. If you want to 

learn firsthand how to best lead, you have to be around great leaders. I constantly 

surround myself with other leaders, mentors, and experts to learn as much as I can from 

them. I watch their actions, listen to their words, and study their writings. It’s so much 

better to learn from someone else’s mistakes rather than repeating them yourself and 

learning the hard way.  

 Equally important, leaders must surround themselves with talented teams. 

Excellent leaders are able to draw the best out of individuals and create highly successful 

teams by connecting the right individuals together with a common vision. So how is this 

done exactly? 

 

 Understand each individual’s strengths, passions, and vision for themselves, and 

find alignment between these and the vision of the team. Also, let people see how 

they benefit from mutual alignment.  

 Bring people together who complement each other’s strengths and make up for 

each other’s weaknesses. 

 Ensure the chemistry between individuals is healthy. 

 Do not micromanage; instead, provide leeway for mistakes. 

 Value the contributions of other team members through empowerment, 

recognition, and rewards. This is highly motivational to those who support us, and 

it enables faster growth and greater achievements. 

 

Let’s review this in the context of an example. A colleague was leading a day-of-

caring for the United Way, where we were tasked with building a patient bicycle shed for 

Taunton State Hospital. The leader of the team found team members whose strengths and 

passions aligned with the vision for the project. He also ensured that the team had all the 

necessary skill sets for the job and there was good chemistry among those selected to 
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participate. It’s amazing how one bad attitude can kill morale and stall progress. 

Everyone showed up on time and prepared to work, since we all knew it would be a 

challenge to complete in one day.  

 We started with a brief meeting to outline priorities, assign tasks, and create 

interim goals. Previously, the leader had put together a list of milestones of the project so 

we had a clear understanding of what needed to be completed by when. We also let 

people have a say in how they wanted to participate, so motivation was high and skills 

were best utilized. Soon, saws were racing and hammers were pounding. The work 

zipped along like a well-oiled engine.  

 Everyone was expected to carry their own weight and there was no time for 

micromanagement. Mistakes happened, but we purchased extra supplies to compensate 

and we simply moved on. People rarely sat idle because the coordination of work was 

excellent. By the end of the day, the bicycle shed was nearly complete and it looked great. 

There were just a few odds and ends left, and a couple of team members volunteered to 

return the next day to finish up shingles on the roof as we lost most of our daylight.  

  

 

Patient Bicycle Shed for Taunton State Hospital during Construction 
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 When the hospital reviewed the finished product, they were extremely happy and 

grateful for our work. They were so appreciative they contacted the state legislature and 

the entire team received an official citation in recognition for our quality work from the 

State Senate and House of Representatives. They also held a special ceremony at our 

company, attended by state officials and the CEO. It was truly an amazing outcome. Talk 

about feeling valued! 

  To further cement the idea of teamwork, it’s imaginative to think we can do 

anything meaningful on our own. I would even go as far as saying that all major 

accomplishments occur with teams. Let’s consider my small business.  

I created the success of DiPaola Consulting all by myself, right? Wrong. I had a 

team. My wife provided income and health insurance in the beginning when I was 

working to win my first contract. My mother-in-law and sister-in-law provided care for 

my kids when I traveled or had important meetings. I had partners who shared financial 

burdens for equipment and bringing in business. I worked with other professionals such 

as IT specialists, lawyers, tax advisors, and technical experts. Furthermore, I networked 

through professional organizations and had mentors who provided sound advice. DiPaola 

Consulting is a team effort. 

 

CALL TO ACTION: Five Steps You Can Take to Stimulate Growth by 

Surrounding Yourself with Great People 

 

1. List out your friends in a tiered fashion (close friends, friends, acquaintances, 

etc.) and colleagues who have a negative influence in your life. Then 

consciously limit interactions with the negative individuals, but continue to be 

pleasant and kind toward them. The goal is to let your positive nature influence 

them but prevent them from negatively influencing you. As new people come in 

and out of your life, review this periodically.  

 I had a few colleagues at a former employer who were extremely negative 

at times. The structure of the team and nature of our work forced us to interact. To 

limit these interactions, I came well-prepared for meetings and worked diligently 

to keep the meetings on track. When things turned negative, I used influence to 
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pull them toward the constructive. When nonconstructive criticism surfaced, I 

ignored it, then changed the topic. I purposely kept the meetings short to focus on 

the exchange of information and prevent extraneous conversation. In the end, I 

believe I gained respect for being efficient, thorough, and well-organized.  

2. From the same friends-and-colleagues list, highlight those who have a very 

positive impact on your life, and document their behaviors. Then work to 

mimic these characteristics. 

3. Find new friends to replace those you had to remove due to negative 

influence. Some interesting places to meet new people who are seasoned leaders 

are professional organizations, conferences, affinity groups, and peer network 

introductions. Another great method is to do quality work and attract attention 

through your platform (in my case, my business and blog). Great people will 

begin to seek you out.  

4. If you are currently managing a team, review its current dynamic and 

determine if changes are necessary to improve its function. Is there proper 

alignment among team members and regarding vision? Are strengths balancing 

out weaknesses? Is there good chemistry? Are there new opportunities for 

empowerment and motivation?  

5. List a few ways your friends and colleagues have helped you this past month. 

Let them know you value their contributions by a simple thank-you note, a small 

gift, or by expressing your gratitude in person. It may really make their day.  

 A couple of months ago, I was having a really bad couple of days. The day 

things seemed to be the worst, a woman from my daughter’s school tracked me 

down to thank me and my wife for helping their daughter during a school event. 

Her words were extremely kind and her gratitude really made my week. 

Sometimes it only takes one kind word or action to brighten a situation. 
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Chapter 11: Conclusion 

 

 

 

At the end of the day, our character and reputation set us apart. They are the basis for 

very strong relationships and influence. If you have all the wealth and fame in the world 

and everyone around you feels you are neither trustworthy nor respectable, you have 

gained nothing but isolation and loneliness.  

 I believe there is a better approach—one where leaders bring the best out of 

people and our relationships flourish. One where you reach your full potential centered 

on your passions. One that brings you to a place where things are genuine, balanced, and 

healthier mentally and physically. One where decisions are sound and confidence radiates 

from your being. One where work ethics are strong and visions are driven through to 

fruition with persistence. One that dwells on the positive and brings true happiness. This 

is leadership at its best.  
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 I want to truly thank you for coming on this journey with me. I hope this book 

touched your emotions, made you laugh, and inspired you through story. Equally 

important, I hope the principles have provided you with value and will be 

transformational in your life.  

 

CALL TO ACTION: Two Requests of Your Kindness  

 

1. I would love to hear your thoughts about what you’ve read. Please contact me at 

http://www.dceams.com/contact/ and add your feedback in the “message” section.  

2. Invite five friends to sign up on my website to receive a free copy of my e-book. 

Your referrals are greatly appreciated. You can e-mail this link to your friends: 

http://www.dceams.com/character-makes-a-leader/.  

 

Thank you so much! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 77

Works Cited 

 

Chapter 2 

 
1Marianna Virtanen, et. al. “Long Working Hours and Coronary Heart Disease: A 

Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis,” American Journal of Epidemiology, September 

5, 2012, http://aje.oxfordjournals.org/content/early/2012/09/04/aje.kws139.abstract. 

 
2Amagasa, Takashi MD, MPH; Nakayama, Takeo MD, PhD, “Relationship Between 

Long Working Hours and Depression: A 3-Year Longitudinal Study of Clerical 

Workers,” Journal of Occupational & Environmental Medicine, August 2013 - Volume 

55 - Issue 8 - p 863–872, 

http://journals.lww.com/joem/Abstract/2013/08000/Relationship_Between_Long_Worki

ng_Hours_and.4.aspx. 

 
3Marianna Virtanen, et. al. “Long working hours and alcohol use: systematic review and 

meta-analysis of published studies and unpublished individual participant data,” The BMJ, 

January 13, 2015 http://www.bmj.com/content/350/bmj.g7772. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 78

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

www.dceams.com 

Visit My Blog for More Great Resources! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


