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			A Note and a Dedication

			So many of us wake up in the morning feeling overwhelmed by a world where bluster, hubris, and even cruelty are normalized and sold as a form of leadership. Before our feet hit the floor, we’re on our phones witnessing the consequences of misused power and the cost to humanity extracted by leaders who believe they should be served by others rather than being of service to others.

			I recognize that choosing courage, discipline, and kindness can feel impossible and increasingly vulnerable in a time when even empathy has been vilified. I understand that fostering care, connection, and belonging in our organizations seems downright subversive.

			But I have hope. In my work I get to see people who have not given up on their values and what it means to lead while honoring what it means to be human. They’re listening, staying curious, and creating cultures of accountability. I see leaders who understand that performance and impact increase when people feel seen, heard, and respected. I see people who are willing to do the work necessary to understand themselves and to build connection and trust with others.

			This book is dedicated to all of you who are choosing to be brave with your lives, your love, and your work. Even when it’s hard. Especially when it’s hard. Thank you for finding your strong ground and becoming our strong ground.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1
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				Strong Ground

			
			Writers should be required to apply for a permit if they want to use the word writhe. It may be tempting to use it metaphorically, but if you’ve ever experienced the kind of bodily pain that reflexively leads to actual writhing, you’re not likely to appreciate the off-label usage. I confess to having used writhing to describe the discomfort of living in uncertainty, but that was before I experienced the type of pain that drives you to your knees and finds you contorting and twisting your body, searching for even a second of relief so you can catch your breath. Moving forward, I solemnly swear to use the word writhe only in its most literal sense.

			Let’s get this over with quickly: I was on the pickleball court. If you’re pumping your fist in the air and saying, “Awesome! I love pickleball! Let’s go!” keep reading. If you’re thinking, “Gimme a break with pickleball”—well, you can take some satisfaction in knowing that it almost killed me (and a shitload of other people over fifty who have rekindled their competitive spirit and suffered through multiple appointments with physical therapists and orthopedic surgeons worldwide).

			On this sunny afternoon, in a local community center, on an old varnished wooden basketball court where makeshift pickleball lines were marked off with blue painter’s tape and a crappy portable net was barely standing upright, I served the ball as hard as I could. My opponents were better than me, and after weeks of trying to earn my way into a game with them, I was eager to impress. The ball hit my paddle, and the next thing I knew I was lying on the ground trying to catch my breath and wondering if I had been stabbed. Searing pain was shooting from one side of my lower back up through the middle of my shoulder blades and all the way down my calf until it wrapped around my ankle like razor wire.

			I couldn’t walk or talk or make sense of what was happening. Somehow, after I spent thirty humiliating minutes writhing on the ground with a circle of stars over my head like in a Tom and Jerry cartoon, the folks from my game got me to the car. I barely made it home. Four blocks from my house, in an attempt to straighten my leg and get some relief from the pain, I went up a curb and across a driveway before finally managing to stop and put my car in Park. I sat and cried for ten minutes, then crawled home at two miles an hour.

			Steve pulled me out of the car and got me onto the living room floor. He’s a pediatrician, so he doesn’t scare easily, but I could see immediately that he was worried. I have a high tolerance for pain, and this was different from anything I had ever experienced—far worse than childbirth. I begged him to club me over the head or give me whatever drugs he could find to make the pain go away. He was shocked and said, “You don’t even like to take Advil.”

			I turned to him and screamed, “I don’t give a shit. Get me anything that will make it go away! Rehab will be worth it!”

			This was 2022, and at that time I was coming up on twenty-five years of sobriety—I gave up smoking cigarettes and drinking the day after I finished my master’s degree, and those are the two best things I’ve ever done. I say that because my marriage and my kids (the two most important things in my life) and my career would never have worked without my sobriety, so quitting maintains “best” status. It can only flow from there. I’ve never really missed the drinking, but I still roll down the window and fake-smoke when a great rock song comes on. I don’t, however, like taking any medication that might change how I feel.

			In this case, I took the max dose of ibuprofen and went to the doctor to learn two things: Diagnosing muscle and nerve pain is not an exact science, and God bless the folks who have to balance chronic pain and addiction.

			Two weeks later it still hurt, but I was able to sit for thirty-minute stretches. I could stand, and I could walk around the house. Four weeks after the incident, I was anxious to make a plan to get back to the court, and a friend referred me to a trainer named Tony. She described him as a “serious miracle worker.”

			We’ll see.

			We Will Not Build on Dysfunction

			 

			Tony is my age, smart, strong, occasionally funny when he’s not standing on a sled bossing me around, and he has a very disciplined approach to training and running his business. Tony’s dad was a successful and beloved professional football player, and Tony’s style reminds me of the kind, strategic, and tough coach in all the feel-good sports films I love. His specialty is functional strength training built on an evidence-based protocol. It took me several weeks to get an appointment, but I was persistent. On the first day, we sized each other up, and while I knew he’d be a challenge, I was pretty sure I could take him. I’ve never met a trainer who didn’t succumb to my misdirection or the “Let’s talk about research” distraction that I like to use when I want to avoid something torturous.

			I was 100 percent wrong about being able to take him. The second I tried to engage him in a conversation about anything other than our work, he’d say, “Focus, Brown.”

			The first thing he had me do was a series of tests that measured my strength, agility, mobility, and balance. I hate that stuff. I want to be on the court smashing the ball and competing, I don’t want to stand on one foot and bend down three inches while holding a stick. Gimme a break.

			When I finished the last test, he looked at me and said, “You scored a ten.”

			I smiled and raised my fist in the air. “Of course I did. Let’s go! Let’s work on my serve and my footwork at the baseline. Let’s lift heavy shit!”

			He said, “No. We’re not going to do that. You scored a ten out of twenty-two. That means your potential for injury is very high and your core is weak. We’re going to get you stable first.”

			I just stood there and stared at him. He could obviously see the disappointment on my face, but he couldn’t see the movie that was playing in my mind. My sisters and I had moved my mom into an assisted living facility two years prior to this, when her dementia started slowly ravaging her body, mind, and spirit. My movie included conversations with her doctors about her deterioration accelerating because of her frailty. For the five years leading to her cognitive decline, she was absolutely unwilling to go to physical therapy or to exercise or to stand on one foot and bend down three inches while holding a stupid stick.

			Tony put his hand on my forearm and said, “I can tell you’re tough and you’re a competitor, and I know you want to score twenty-two out of twenty-two on this test—and you will get there. You will get back on the court and play lights-out ball. And your toughness is going to help. But you need to hear some hard things right now and do some even harder things.”

			I thought about my mom and her mom, my beloved grandmother, whom we took care of together when she stopped moving and her bones got brittle and her feet turned into gnarled balls of pain, and she lost her strength and her mind—in that order. I thought about a moment when my mom and I were bathing my grandmother, and I could feel my mom’s grief filling the room. I tried not to make eye contact, because I knew what would happen if I did, but at some point, I had to look up to make sure she was okay. When our eyes met, my mom immediately started sobbing and said, “Not me! Not ever! I’ll never do this to you. I won’t let this happen to me.”

			That very morning, on the way to my appointment with Tony, I had stopped at my mom’s to help her shower. She was in the cruelest period of the disease, the agonizing space when she still knew enough to know how terrible it was but had lost control of her body and mind. As she stood in the shower, my normally very modest mom’s shame drove her to be uncharacteristically unkind and aggressive with me. If you know this experience, I’m sorry.

			I pulled myself out of my movie, looked at Tony, and said, “Let’s have it—tell me everything.”

			Tony laid it out in simple terms:

			
					
					We will not build on dysfunction. We’re not going to start lifting and pushing until we understand what’s going on with your body. It’s going to take time to understand and fix the foundation. We’ll build on healthy functioning and a healthy foundation.

				

					
					This test reveals a weak core. I feel confident that you’re getting hurt because your body is compensating with inefficient muscle groups that aren’t meant to be the primary drivers on the court or in your everyday life. Your core—your lats, your stomach, and your glutes—needs to be much stronger if you want to play as hard as you’re playing and if you want to get and stay strong and healthy. You’ve got strong quads and strong arms, but they’re doing too much to make up for strength you don’t have in the big power muscles that you should be depending on. Your back is also working way too hard, and it’s not supported enough by the core muscles around it. These muscle imbalance injuries or compensation injuries won’t stop, and they’ll probably get worse, if you don’t focus on your core.

				

					
					On your intake, you wrote out a huge list of what you want to achieve. You wrote that you want to increase your strength, endurance, agility, mobility, and balance. You want faster reaction times, better responsiveness, and to be able to quickly change direction. That means our work here is going to be functional, dynamic, and adaptive. But what happens in this gym won’t be enough. You’re going to need to work on sleep, diet, stress, emotions, and the stuff that’s your specialty. You’ll also need to change how you think. We’re looking for intentionality and consistency over wild intensity. Winning in here will be a focused and systemic change across your life. This is about you making a commitment to body, mind, and spirit, and holding yourself accountable to that commitment.

				

			

			Finding the Ground

			 

			The work in the gym was physically hard, mentally challenging, and emotionally disorienting. I couldn’t find my lats for two months. No matter how many times Tony told me that I was misusing my arms and shoulders and not engaging my lats, I couldn’t find them. I’d throw a medicine ball against the wall and before it would come back to me, he’d knock it down and say, “You’re not throwing from your core. You’re not set. Start again.”

			It turns out that I was using my body while being completely disconnected from it. Disembodiment is strange to think about: I am deploying my body in the service of what I want to get done, but I’m not fully inhabiting it, or seeking to understand or appreciate it. But after the writhing, I could definitely hear it. The gift of middle age—your body will get your attention, one way or another.

			After two months of training twice a week, I was getting frustrated. During a session, Tony stopped me in the middle of a set of squats and said, “Find the ground, Brown.” I looked at him, looked at the floor, and looked back at him with a very serious scowl that I hoped conveyed What in the hell do you want from me?

			“No,” he said in reference to my looking down and back up. “Find the ground. Not the floor. Find the ground—your ground. Find it with your feet, then connect to it with your entire body. Find your athletic stance, like you’re waiting for a serve from someone who hits the ball really, really hard.”

			He stood across from me a couple of feet away, extended his arms, put both hands on my shoulders, and gave me a gentle shove. Nothing hard, but enough for me to involuntarily step back a bit. “Find the ground and use the ground for energy and stability. Find the ground that lets you engage those big muscles that were made for this. Use your mind and your body, Brown. Get set.”

			For some reason, that’s exactly what it took for me to understand what he had been trying to teach me for two months. Use your mind and your body. I had always been told that I was disconnected from my body because I lived in my head—I was too much of a thinker. But in that moment, when Tony suggested that I use my mind to connect with my body through the ground, it all clicked into place for me.

			I told him to push again. This time nothing happened. Then I shoved him back. And it was like hitting a wall. We both laughed. And back to the squats.

			Before my next squat, I whispered something to myself that I still use daily—on the court, in tough meetings, when I’m overwhelmed, when I’m scared to feel excited or joyful, when I feel unsteady or unsure—anytime I need to find my strength. I whispered to myself: Strong ground, Brené, strong ground.

			In that moment while doing my squats, my second-least-favorite horseshit exercise right after lunges, I learned how to access a new type of strength by connecting my body directly to the universal source—the ground. I could feel the connection.

			To this day, I still have to be super mindful to get the right muscles firing and then to consciously use them. My default compensation muscles seem to be more than willing and ready to go, especially when I’m tired. But now, I’ll even quit playing earlier than planned if I can’t feel the ground and get engaged. It’s not worth it.

			After the first time I felt the power of the ground, I knew that learning to access it again and again was going to be key for me. I also knew that the only way to do that consistently was to make finding strong ground part of my mindfulness practice. I resisted mindfulness for a long time, but the more I studied Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn’s work, the more deeply I understood my own resistance. Once I developed a practice, it became the stabilizing force for how I want to show up in the world.

			Kabat-Zinn was introduced to mindfulness when he was a doctoral student at MIT. He’s spent more than five decades studying and teaching mindfulness, and his work is both scientific and, in many ways, spiritual (but never religious). He defines mindfulness as the “awareness that arises through paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment, non-judgmentally…in the service of self-understanding and wisdom.”

			The very next time I used strong ground to summon my strength was to find my lats. And it worked. Again, I still have to pause between reps to think about what I’m doing, reposition a bit, and make sure I’m grounded, but it works.

			My slowly changing mindset and my new skill sets led to my getting functionally stronger. I also started working with a great physical therapist named Morgan. She taught me a phrase that I still use: Recruit the right muscles for the job. Train them, and use them with intention. I could feel my new strength the most when I had to pull my carry-on from the overhead bin on a plane. I can get seven days of clothes in my carry-on—it’s normally maxed out and heavy. If you ever see me on a flight, don’t laugh. Yes, I’m in my athletic stance and I’m actively recruiting the right muscles when I pull that bad boy down.

			A Deep, Broad, and Disciplined Commitment

			 

			Tony and I were both excited about my newbie gains, but the celebration didn’t stop him from reminding me about the other commitments and changes I needed to be making, especially improving my sleep, nutrition, stress management, and—his biggest concern—how I often sit for long stretches of writing or coding data. He told me that gains rarely last or bring about the changes we’re seeking unless they are part of a larger shift across all the decisions we make on a daily basis. I needed to change the way I was thinking about my health, I needed to develop new skills, and I needed to keep pushing.

			Driving home from the gym that morning, I thought, Wait a minute. Part of a larger change across all the decisions I make on a daily basis? Mindsets, skill sets, and coaching sets? This is my work at work.

			For the past fifteen years, I’ve spent the majority of my time working in large organizations facilitating culture and performance transformations. In fact, over the past ten years, I’ve led transformations inside global companies with more than sixty thousand people and worked with many CEOs and senior leaders who are driving major disruption and growth. And if you zoom out to include all the Dare to Lead facilitators, collectively, we’ve facilitated our work on daring leadership with more than 150,000 people in forty-five countries. I’ll share more about what we’re learning in the forthcoming chapters.

			Most people know that I’m a social worker, but few know that leadership and organizational work is an area of study in our field. For example, during COVID I was on the cover of Texas Monthly magazine with the headline: “How the Pandemic Turned Brené Brown into America’s Therapist.” This elicited a cacophony of groans from the therapist community, and a “WTF?” from me when I first saw it. I’m not a therapist. I have one and I’ve interviewed many, but I’ve never been a clinician. I’ve always studied the intersection of emotion, behavior, and thinking, but that’s very different from being an actual therapist. My interest in leadership and organizational development started when I worked for AT&T. I was a union steward for the Communication Workers of America, and eventually became a people leader. When I returned to school to become a social worker and eventually a researcher, my focus was on how emotion and thinking drive behavior in organizations. That’s how I ended up here.

			Today, when I’m working with leaders who desperately want to transform their organizations and even disrupt entire industries, it’s normal to bump into some resistance up front. They’re often hopeful that the big change effort can be predictable, not too messy, and dependent on tools rather than the tough and courageous work of changing mindsets and building new skills. The line I often use with them is pretty close to Tony’s:

			What you’re trying to achieve will require a deep, broad, and disciplined commitment to individual change, team change, culture change, and systems change.

			I’ve learned a lot about transformation doing this work—most of it the hard way. And I have a lot of experience in assessing and recognizing when small, incremental change will work and when nothing short of a “break some protected but no longer useful shit and build something that allows you to seize new opportunities” transformation is necessary.

			Tony wanted me to break some shit. He was suggesting the deep, broad, and disciplined commitment route. Dang it.

			Despite intellectually knowing better, I, like the vast majority of leaders with whom I work, reached first for tools you can purchase in the hope that a slick external resource might save me from the time- and energy-consuming work of transformation, which includes (but is not limited to) things like:

			
					
					Conducting rigorous assessments that lead to accurate problem identification

				

					
					Creating the space and time for real change to happen

				

					
					Recognizing that the big “aha”s of learning do not equate to new skills without uncomfortable practice

				

					
					Understanding how people think in addition to what they think, and developing new mindsets that align with strategy

				

					
					Building new muscles and skills through unlearning, relearning, and discipline

				

					
					Creating stronger levels of self-awareness, cultural awareness, situational awareness, and anticipatory awareness

				

					
					Examining how larger systems serve or no longer serve strategy

				

					
					Increasing skills like pattern recognition and paradoxical thinking capabilities

				

					
					Doing all of this while constantly evaluating the relevance of strategy and the progress of change

				

			

			Basically, we all have to resist the magical thinking that there’s a suite of tools that will bring about big change and require less time, less determination, and less discipline than the work necessary to produce meaningful, lasting change. Unfortunately, the cognitive and behavioral squats and lunges await. There is no app for transformation.

			Even though I study resistance to change, I wasn’t immune to the lure of cool toys over hard work. Is there any problem that a new planner, a computer upgrade, a new productivity system, and a three-hour spree at an online Japanese stationery store can’t solve?

			It turns out that yes, there are a ton of problems these things can’t solve, but planning for transformation is so delicious. And nothing is more fun than launching a transformation with the easy stuff first—office supplies! I immediately traded in the paper journal I’d been using for two decades for an iPad and four different note-taking apps. Nothing says delay of transformation like twenty hours of studying productivity app reviews on YouTube. I landed on one that allows you to create searchable tags and keywords. And write in an infinite number of colors and pen tips—including one that made my handwriting look like calligraphy. Who would have guessed that calligraphy is easier than firing up your glutes?

			I created folders for my body, my mind, and my spiritual development. Then, as a real forcing function, I created files for all the organizations with whom I was working and uploaded several hundred documents and research notes from my laptop. And, just to be thorough, more files for movies that inspire, rock documentaries I want to watch, nonfiction books I need to read, and British mysteries I actually will read. I optimistically committed to six weeks of taking notes only on my iPad. Even if I hated it.

			After the first week, rather than comprehensive meeting notes, I’d have pages covered in flowers, rainbows, five variations of my name in 1980s high school bubble letters, and not a single note from a meeting. Thankfully my team doesn’t allow me to attend meetings alone out of the fear (based on experience) that I’ll commit to something that I later (and almost always) regret. I forced myself to copy my team’s meeting notes into my app for practice. This became a bad habit that looked like me not bringing paper to meetings in an effort to force myself to adapt to my new technology, but instead coloring in my app while simultaneously taking important notes on fifty-six Post-its and later transferring the Post-it content into the app. When I didn’t have large wicker baskets of Post-it notes available, like I have at my office, I would write bullet points on my arm.

			After a terrible six weeks, I finally surrendered and returned to my trusty Leuchtturm1917 and Moleskine journals—the ones I still use today. I have to say that there might be something to the research that posits that writing on paper offers cognitive advantages over digital writing in terms of memory retention, conceptual understanding, and neural processing.

			I spent a weekend moving notes from my iPad app to my paper journal just so I could have everything in one place. To ensure that I didn’t miss anything, I did random searches on names and keywords. When I did a keyword search for agility in hopes of finding my notes from the gym, I smiled when the app produced a selection of notes from interviews with organizational leaders alongside my notes from Tony. The same thing happened when I typed in the word strength. And again when I typed in the words responsiveness, adaptive, discipline, commitment, and dynamic. At first I just laughed and thought, These organizations are doing their own strength training. Everyone is focused on the reps.

			When I typed in the word ground, four things popped up in the search result:

			
					
					My personal reflections on using the reminder strong ground when I needed to feel firmly planted and quietly fierce

				

					
					My notes on grounded confidence—a taxonomy of the grounded confidence skills I introduced in Atlas of the Heart

				

					
					Notes on grounded theory methodology, the qualitative research methodology I’ve used since I was a doctoral student

				

					
					Notes from a meeting with a CEO who’d used the term grounded when we talked about the mindset she’s working to develop in her direct reports and other senior leaders in the organization

				

			

			I seem to have a long relationship with the ground, and it looks like we’re getting pretty serious at this point.

			Despite my best efforts to minimize the level of change I needed to make to get the results I was seeking in my own life, it was clear that I didn’t need a new app. I needed a personal version of the deep, broad, and disciplined commitment to change across my life. For me, this looked like getting back into therapy, working more with my leadership coach, becoming more spiritually fit, committing to my work with Tony and Morgan, and doing what’s always served me: Eat well, move well, sleep well, connect well, and practice thankfulness. And I started wearing an Oura Ring. I told myself it wasn’t a tool or a toy, it was for the data. This got a little dicey when we started a family competition on the app and I named myself “the Mominator.”

			It was synchronicity but not a surprise that my keyword search on the note-taking app pulled up meeting notes from my leadership development work as well as my documented plan to squeeze all I can out of my life and kick ass on the pickleball court. The micro and macro diagnoses and solutions are strangely similar. Individually and collectively, we are all looking for strong ground right now. We need to push into the source of our strength and sturdiness so we can navigate the world. We need the ground to steady us and at the same time to propel us into purposeful action. Organizationally, we need exactly the same things I wrote on that intake form I handed to Tony: strength, endurance, agility, mobility, and balance. We want faster reaction times, better responsiveness, and the ability to quickly change direction.

			From Fortune 100 companies, giant legacy organizations, and small, scrappy start-ups to space exploration organizations, professional sports teams, the military, and global NGOs, I find that the vast majority of people, regardless of position, are struggling to find their ground. Radically changing markets, the exciting and disorienting integration of AI, tariff threats, geopolitical instability, the climate crisis, and the sheer pace of change have leaders and employees scrambling.

			I’m watching as that scramble leads down the dangerous path of attempting to build new capabilities on top of old dysfunction rather than assessing and developing core stability and functional strength first. And I get it. Right now, the thought of slowing down to do anything can be paralyzing. But at the very least, we should be building new capabilities while at the same time doubling down on core stability and functional strength. Developing core stability and functional strength in organizations means investing in people, because for an organization, people, and our connection to each other, are the strong ground.

			Being Good at Being Human

			 

			I hear a lot of folks trying to soothe people’s anxiety about the pace of change, AI, and the general unpredictability of the world by offering platitudes like What makes us human will ensure our relevance. I call bullshit on this for one simple reason: I don’t think, in this moment, that we’re very good at what makes us human. As someone who spends every single day researching and working in organizations, I can tell you that people are struggling—many are in deep struggle, especially young employees, folks struggling with health issues, and those sandwiched between caregiving for children and aging parents. Collectively, I’d say we feel disconnected, distrustful, and emotionally dysregulated. By “emotionally dysregulated,” I mean overwhelmed by big feelings that are hard to name and contain and can drive behaviors and thinking that are not always aligned with who we want to be.

			In a time fueled by discord, divisiveness, and increasing dehumanization, we need to find ways to actually want to be with other people. It’s hard to buy that what makes us human will save our sanity and our jobs when in fact so many of us have become untethered from our humanity and fundamentally disconnected from one another.

			This disconnection from our inherent human wisdom—our poetry, our joy, our innate creativity, our yearning for connection, collaboration, and innovation—stems from at least three converging forces:

			
					
					Despite overwhelming data warning us about the detrimental impact on people and performance, there’s still pervasive adherence to the type of fear-and-shame-based, rank-and-yank leadership that permeates many organizations and currently holds political center stage in many countries. Our hardwired reflex to this type of culture is basically to self-protect by separating ourselves from our bodies, our humanity, and one another. Disengage, perform to plan rather than to potential, take no risks, and check out. Or, perhaps worse, engage in the brutality of processing our fear by taking it out on others.

				

					
					There remains a strong belief that vulnerability is weakness and that what makes us human is counter to high performance and impact. Again, this mythology has been dispelled by research, including my own, but we seem not to want to accept that vulnerability—the ability to recognize and regulate the emotions we experience during times of uncertainty, risk, and emotional exposure—is the source code for courage. There is no courage without vulnerability. If there’s no uncertainty, risk, or exposure, we’re not being brave.

				

					
					The false dichotomy persists that leaders can either invest in training and coaching specifically developed to increase performance, revenue, and growth, or they can invest in culture initiatives and coaching that result in more courageous, connected, and collaborative human beings. If this feels like your ROI dilemma, I suggest you back away slowly from the quarter-zipped consultant with the two-hundred-slide deck. Fully alive, well-supported, and connected human beings are unstoppable.

				

			

			Again, not one of these three belief systems has proven to be true. They’re theories driven by fear and scarcity, not reality or data. When we are holding strong ground, these ideas don’t align with what we know instinctively about ourselves. Fear is a terrible motivator. It has a short shelf life, and to maintain enough fear to drive behavior, you have to get comfortable with cruelty and create chaotic systems that might feed a hungry investor quarter but will eventually destroy you and your organization.

			The transformations we need right now must drive deep collaboration, deep thinking, and deep connection. We’re going to need leaders with the capacity for tough and productive conversation. We need a sense of discerning urgency driven by smart prioritization, trust-building skills, strategic risk-taking, paradoxical thinking, pattern recognition, meaning making, situational and anticipatory awareness in the markets served, agility, tenacity, the humility and confidence to unlearn and relearn, systems and symphonic thinking that deliver operational excellence, and the courage to lead people in a way that honors and protects the wisdom of the human spirit.

			Organizations are doing their own strength training. Leaders are assessing where their teams are using inefficient muscle groups to do work when their core is weak. And, like me, they’re resisting the small, precise movement work that’s essential if you want to increase stability and agility. We’re heading into a world of major organizational change.

			Tony’s wisdom is completely aligned with how I think about transformations: Our work is going to be functional, dynamic, and adaptive. You’ll also need to change how you think. We’re looking for intentionality and consistency over wild intensity. Winning in here will be a focused and systemic change across your life. This is about you making a commitment to body, mind, and spirit, and holding yourself accountable to that commitment.

			And I’ll add this: We are neurobiologically hardwired for connection, and in the absence of connection there is always suffering. Regardless of the tools, including AI, organizations that build and maintain strong ground do so by respecting and protecting human wisdom and connection as foundational. Technology built on dysfunction is dysfunction, regardless of the genius of the code or the power of the algorithm. Strong ground is the only thing that can provide both unwavering stability in a maelstrom of uncertainty and a platform for the fast, explosive change that the world is demanding.

			Let’s take a look at what stability and explosive energy can look like on the field.
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				Tush Push

			
			The “tush push,” also known as the “Brotherly Shove,” is a variation of the quarterback sneak and one of the Philadelphia Eagles’ most powerful plays. It is used in short-yardage situations when the team needs to move the ball forward just a tiny bit—a yard or less. In this play, the quarterback crouches in front of his teammates, and other players line up directly behind him. On the snap, everyone pushes together, with the players in back literally pushing the quarterback from behind to help him move forward through the opposing team.

			In a YouTube conversation with the NFL’s Kyle Brandt, the physicist Neil deGrasse Tyson explains that the tush push leverages fundamental physics principles, particularly the concept of ground force.

			Newton’s First Law (Inertia)

			The Eagles have an advantage because they move first after the snap, before defenders can react. This “quarter-second head start” gives them momentum, making it harder for defenders to stop them once they’re in motion.

			The offensive line and quarterback are already moving forward, and, according to Newton’s first law, an object in motion stays in motion unless acted on by an external force. The defenders, starting from rest, have to overcome this initial momentum.

			Newton’s Second Law (Force = Mass × Acceleration)

			When the offensive linemen drive their feet into the turf, they generate force against the ground. The Eagles’ linemen are massive, and when they accelerate forward together, the force they generate is huge—much greater than what defenders can counter, especially when the defenders are reacting after a split-second delay.

			Tyson points out that the quarterback’s leg strength is less important here because he’s often airborne or being pushed; the real force comes from the mass and acceleration of the players pushing him, all of whom are firmly connected to the ground.

			Newton’s Third Law (Action and Reaction)

			Newton’s third law says that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. The key to the play is that the offensive line and pushers are pressing against the earth. When the linemen push against the ground, the earth pushes back, allowing them to drive forward with enormous force. The earth’s mass is so great that it does not move in response to the players’ push, so all the force generated by the players is directed into moving the pile forward.

			Tyson also notes that once a player loses contact with the ground, his ability to generate force drops dramatically. Airborne defenders or pushers can only exert force equal to their own weight and acceleration, which is negligible compared to the force generated by grounded players who can push off the earth. As a result, defenders who jump or are lifted off their feet become ineffective at stopping the play, lacking the ground reaction force needed to resist the Eagles’ momentum. To illustrate the sheer power generated by the ground-anchored push, Tyson jokingly adds that in theory, every time the Eagles run the tush push, the rotation of the earth is affected. This panicked me a bit, so I looked it up, and it’s true, although the effect is so minuscule it’s not going to knock us off the couch in our living room as we watch the game.

			Last note—there is talk of banning the play, which has drawn increasing controversy in the NFL. Tyson’s response to this potential banning was wonderful! He suggests that such ingenuity and physical prowess should be celebrated, not penalized, and he draws a cosmic analogy, comparing the unstoppable nature of the tush push to phenomena like supernovas and black holes. Tyson suggests that once the play is set up, it is nearly impossible to stop.

			Newtonian Teamwork

			 

			I love the tush push as a sports metaphor for what can happen when a team comes together, with each member finding their own strong ground and moving forward toward one goal with vision and discipline. Our strong ground is made up of two elements:

			
					
					Our own footing, including our values, a clear sense of our contribution, our curiosity, and our humility

				

					
					Our connection to another person or group of people who are also grounded

				

			

			In Newtonian teamwork, everyone must be responsible for understanding that it’s the strength of the team that makes winning possible, and, conversely, the cost to the entire team when individuals lose touch with their ground.
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				The Thrill of Victory, the Agony of Defeat, and the Power of Poetry

			
			In 1970, the ski jumper Vinko Bogataj came flying down the ramp at the Ski Flying World Championships in Oberstdorf, Germany. The ramp was icy and running much faster than anticipated. Bogataj lost control, flew off the ramp, helicoptered through the air, crashed through a fence, and fell into a crowd of spectators. This footage was played at the start of every airing of ABC’s Wide World of Sports along with Jim McKay’s narration of everyone’s favorite sports tagline: “The thrill of victory and the agony of defeat. The human drama of athletic competition.”

			It probably goes without saying that Bogataj’s death-defying crash was the “agony of defeat” visual.

			It makes me happy to know that eleven years after that failed jump, during the twentieth-anniversary celebration of ABC’s Wide World of Sports, Vinko Bogataj received a standing ovation from the famous athletes in attendance. The story goes that Muhammad Ali got out of his seat, approached Bogataj, and asked for his autograph. All the athletes seemed to have profound respect for Bogataj’s courage and willingness to show the world the truth about what it means to be a competitor.

			For many of us, not just famous athletes, Bogataj’s crash was the weekly reminder that you cannot separate the thrill of victory from the agony of defeat—the price for experiencing the thrill is constantly risking, and frequently experiencing, the agony.

			I watched that show for decades, and every single time, I was riveted by that crash. I grew up in a sports family, so that footage along with the dramatic narration in the background remains a core memory. To this day, I can’t tell you what ran during the “thrill of victory” part of the introduction, but, man, do I remember what defeat looked like. I often still play a movie of the crash in my mind when I try to be brave and end up failing.

			Sport provides us the embodiment and visual display of mindset and skill-set development that are almost impossible to observe in other settings, like offices. In a pool or on a field, pitch, court, oval, or track, you can actually see how coaches, players, and teams bring together vision, strategy, execution, operational excellence, and discipline to compete. There’s nowhere to hide—it’s playing out dramatically, in thrilling real time. Sport delivers poignant leadership and teamwork theater.

			The way athletes and performers across disciplines embody and demonstrate skills that exist mostly internally in the rest of us takes me back to a painful moment growing up. A very close family friend’s young child died in a terrible car accident. The mother was a professional modern dancer and, as part of her healing, she choreographed a dance to express the grief she was experiencing. She invited my mom and a very small group of family and friends to the performance.

			When my mom got home from the experience, her tear-streaked face was swollen in that way that comes only from hard sobbing. When I asked her if she was going to be okay, she said, “I couldn’t breathe. I’ve felt so much grief in my life, but I’ve never seen it or been able to point my finger at it. I never could touch it. Today I watched grief unfolding and stretching and leaping and falling to the ground in front of me. I saw grief with my own eyes.”

			The embodied expression of emotion, mastery, and skill demonstrated by all kinds of performers, artists, and athletes can make the invisible visible and the unknowable more knowable. I say more knowable because no matter how hard we try and how many gadgets we attach to performers to better understand the biology of their craft, there will always be mystery in artistic, emotional, spiritual, and athletic expression. I believe this is why bearing witness often generates more than appreciation—the mystery of it all inspires awe. And in today’s world we need more awe, wonder, and joy. These are the fuel for restoration and meaning.

			This mother showed her family and close friends how grief looked and felt to her. For her, spoken language was not enough. I spend a lot of time observing performers, interviewing them, and talking to people about how they’re affected by what they see and hear. I love this part of my job—it is almost always awe-inspiring.

			A symphony has inspired me to jump to my feet, and I’ve read poems that left my heart aching. I think about how I feel when I watch and listen to performances by my friends and fellow Texans Gina Chavez and Carrie Rodriguez. I can actually hear and feel the powerful emotion of hope and the pain of struggle in their music as they take us through their lived experiences. Gina sings in a way that transports me to new places and helps me see through different eyes. Carrie is magic on the fiddle—one minute both she and the instrument are laughing, and in the very next moment, Carrie is telling a story and the fiddle is crying.

			I watch how chess grandmasters focus and strategize with such intensity during long tournaments that they weep from exhaustion when they win. Sometimes I watch the video over and over to try to find the moment when a player realizes they’ve won, just so I can try to understand what emotion washes over them. Weirdly, it rarely looks like joy. It looks like astonishment and extreme mental fatigue. The cognitive lift has been so great that joy seems to come later.

			What We All Have in Common

			 

			It’s often seen as a mistake to use sports metaphors to understand teamwork and leadership because the incredible physical skills and demands on athletes are so rarefied. I understand that. We’re not all athletic, we don’t all love sport, and none of us can run a hundred meters in a mere 10.57 seconds, like Sha’Carri Richardson. By the way—I timed this paragraph. Richardson ran the 100-meter race in the time it took you to read the lines in this paragraph—not counting the part in italics.

			In my work, I find that what sports and organizational work have in common is the need for strong ground and embodiment. So many of us who consider an office environment our “field” have become disembodied to the point that we forget our brain is attached to our body. We can go on like this for years, even decades, until our body sends us unavoidable reminders in the form of illness, insomnia, exhaustion, or loss of strength, mobility, or balance.

			Does a software engineer or a human resources leader need to be in the same physical condition as someone like the tennis phenom Coco Gauff, or the swimmer and Olympic icon Katie Ledecky? Of course not. But do the engineer and HR leader need to be embodied, strong, grounded, and connected in mind, body, and spirit? Yes. That’s part of our need for recommitment to the human spirit.

			Does a leader who is forced to make a fast decision in the face of looming pressure need the same level of footwork as the former NFL quarterback Tom Brady, a player known for his ability to stay aware, avoid being tackled, and get the ball downfield in three to five seconds? No, but Tom Brady’s excellent footwork is a direct translation of a leader’s need to have situational, anticipatory, and temporal awareness in decision making.

			The limitations of the performance metaphors are often related to talent. I understand that too. Gina Chavez is a Latin Grammy nominee and an accomplished singer and songwriter. Carrie Rodriguez, who is also a singer-songwriter, studied classical violin at Oberlin Conservatory of Music before turning her focus to the fiddle, which she studied at the Berklee College of Music. Is it the requirement of a newly hired social media manager at a hospital or the CFO of a car manufacturer to emotionally transport and soulfully transform people? Actually, yes. Maybe not with lyrics or singing or a fiddle, but by working hard to understand and connect with the people they’re trying to influence or impact. Maybe even by understanding the power of emotionally resonant language and the universal appeal of authentic connection.

			In an interview that we did with Carrie for my website, we asked her if there’s a part of the creative process that’s tougher for her than other parts. I loved her answer:

			
				Yes—writing a song is the hardest part for me! There are so many self-doubting voices that pop up as I’m writing lyrics. Anytime I come up with a little chorus/hook/song idea…my first thought is usually—Oh my God, this is so cheesy! And the funny thing is, it’s usually the songs that I think are the most cheesy that end up being the best ones. I’ve learned over time that maybe when I think I’m being cheesy, what’s actually happening is I’m being honest, which can be really scary!

			

			I’m sharing this because of the number of times I’ve heard managers and leaders say things like “I was going to reach out to my colleague at home and tell her how sorry I was to hear about her grandmother’s death, but it seemed too personal.” Or “I was going to lead my team in this fun exercise about trust, but it felt too cheesy, so I didn’t.”

			Performers are people. And the one thing we all have in common is straddling the paradox of being vulnerable enough to confront the world with our art, our tenderness, and our openness, while at the same time being tough enough to know our wholeheartedness won’t always be received or returned. That’s not solely the performer’s dilemma—that’s what it means to be human. That’s where the thrill of victory meets the agony of defeat, and you don’t have to be competing in front of the world to experience it. You can just as easily experience it at your desk.

			I use poetry, performance stories, and sports metaphors throughout this book. Not on every page, but when nothing will convey what I’m trying to say better than a poem, I’m going to share one that I love. And when a sports metaphor helps me visualize and explain complex phenomena and ideas, I’m grabbing the ball and running with it.
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				Paradox and the Human Spirit

			
			As I started organizing this book, I was struck by two threads that were woven across the most important lessons I’ve learned from facilitating Dare to Lead work and trying to be a daring leader. The first thread is the powerful role paradoxical thinking plays in understanding ourselves, the people around us, and the complex environments in which we work, and, more generally, in getting our head around a world that can feel as though it’s on fire.

			The second thread running across the lessons is a clear global yearning for more humanity within us and between us, a real call for a collective recommitment to the human spirit. I’ve seen and felt this need for a shared regrounding in the understanding that what makes us human is not a liability, but a source of wisdom and connectedness across the world. These threads dance alongside each other and are intertwined in many crucial places. To understand the tenacity of paradox and the wisdom of the human spirit is to realize that following these two threads is perhaps the clearest path to making meaning of our lives and our work.

			What follows is an exploration of paradox and the wisdom of the human spirit informed by insights from a few of my favorite teachers. Each of them has a radically different approach to these broad topics, but they all land in the same place: Paradoxes embrace ambiguity, expose our intolerance for uncertainty, push our boundaries, and, if we hang on long enough, often force us to deny the comfort of our ideologies for a deeper wisdom that is a more honest reflection of the human experience and the human spirit.

			One last note: I love the word spirit, and I acknowledge that it’s gauzy. Because spirituality has emerged as central to the human experience across all our research over the past two decades, I’ve attempted to define it based on the data. I define spirituality as “recognizing and celebrating that we are all inextricably connected to each other by a power greater than all of us, and that our connection to that power and to one another is grounded in love, compassion, and mystery.” God, nature, humanity, fishing—there are as many sources of that power as there are people. The human spirit emerged from the data as those undefinable and undeniable connections between all of us that, when honored, allow us to see one another.

			A Great Witness to the Truth

			 

			When I told my editor that I wanted to use the phrase “the tenacity of paradox” in the subtitle, he half-jokingly said, “I’m guessing this relates to the fact that you never, ever, and I mean never, stop writing about paradox. Book after book.”

			I flashed my slyest smartass smile and said, “Yes. And no.”

			He tried negotiating by suggesting “the power of paradox,” but I insisted on tenacity for the simple reason that paradoxes are unflinching and stubborn. We can run from them when they confuse us or try to quit them when they frustrate us, but, like me and my subtitle, they never surrender.

			In its original Greek, paradox is made up of two words, para (contrary to) and dokein (opinion). The Latin paradoxum means “seemingly absurd but really true.” In my experience, paradoxes are incredibly tenacious. Humans get so uncomfortable straddling the tension and uncertainty that surfaces when two seemingly opposing ideas are both valid that we often simply give up. We let go of the tension and pick one idea, normally the most familiar one, and make ourselves feel better by discounting or diminishing the competing idea and/or the idea holder.

			The gift of the paradox is that if we hang in there and tolerate the tension—grounding down and holding both ideas—a new and deeper level of understanding is born. Paradox is stubborn and never lets go. We are the ones who tap out.

			For example, in my work life, I’ve spent five years trying to run from the paradox of freedom and commitment. The idea of having my life reduced to thirty-minute scheduling blocks sends me straight into one of my least favorite emotions—despair. For me, despair is that soul-crushing feeling of having no agency, no power to change anything. I once heard Rob Bell define despair as the feeling that “tomorrow will be just like today.” This is the heaviness I feel when I lose ownership of my time.

			What I craved and

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			The Grace Paradox

			 

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Paradox as Liberation
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