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	To every aspiring leader seeking insight

	before stepping into leadership,

	I applaud you.

	 

	To every new leader who understands that reaching

	your full potential comes from learning from others,

	I celebrate you.

	 

	To every experienced leader who understands

	there is always more to learn,

	I admire you.

	 

	May this book be your guide.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	When you learn, teach. When you get, give.

	— Maya Angelou
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	UNSHAKEN LEADERSHIP

	un•shak•en:

	not disturbed from a firm position or state; steadfast and unwavering

	lead•er•ship:

	the action of leading a group of people or an organization

	 

	 

	
 

	A Note from Dr. Key

	 

	 

	For once in my life, I’m being selfish, and I’ll tell you why. Writing these pages wasn’t just about sharing theories or frameworks; it was about giving you, the reader, something raw and real—the truth about leadership as I’ve lived it. The late nights, the tough calls, the moments of doubt, and the hard-earned lessons that no one warns you about. This isn’t a polished highlight reel; it’s the unfiltered reality of what it takes to lead with impact.

	So, if you’re looking for sugar-coated advice, this might not be the book for you. But if you’re ready for honest insights, personal stories, and the kind of leadership lessons that come from experience—not just textbooks—then let’s dive in.

	I wrote this book for those stepping into their first management role, those who have been in the trenches for years, and those still trying to figure out what leadership really means. There was one reality people don’t warn you about: making mistakes. Yet, we all do! We often walk into management roles believing we’re supposed to have all the answers, solve every problem, and never stumble. I have to warn you now: leadership is much messier than that. And, this book is to help you navigate it.

	Now, don’t get me wrong—leading people, driving a mission, and implementing bold strategies are rewarding. But leadership also comes with its fair share of challenges, growing pains, and “What the hell did I just get myself into?” moments. I won’t lie or let you think otherwise.

	So, what’s my intention here? To share these lessons with you—from my life to yours—as a lifeline. Will you take heed? Who knows. But we’ll share them with you all the same.

	In my two decades of leading teams across different industries—higher education, business, fast food, nonprofits, and even the church— I have made mistakes—some minor, some significant, and a few downright embarrassing. But every single one of them taught me something invaluable—not just about leadership, but about myself. 

	I want to help you solve future problems by avoiding pitfalls and equipping you with the tools and perspectives I wish I had at the start.

	In this book, the vulnerability I share was intentional and necessary. I didn’t want to overwhelm you with abstract theories or complicated models. Instead, I wanted to offer practical, real-life lessons. After all, leadership isn’t something you perfect by reading a book—it’s something you grow into.

	But here’s my first piece of advice: don’t just read this book. Apply it. Too many leaders absorb knowledge but never implement it. Don’t be that person.

	In this book, I will be your leadership companion—your mentor in writing. I’ll share the good, the bad, and the downright chaotic moments of my career—not to boast, but to show you that even experienced leaders stumble. More importantly, I’ll show you how to recover and grow stronger from those stumbles. The good part.

	One of my proudest moments wasn’t receiving a title or hitting a milestone—it was hearing a former team member say, “You inspired me.” That’s what leadership is truly about. Not just managing people, but empowering them to realize their potential.

	My earnest desire is that by the end of this book, you’ll feel that same inspiration, motivation, and be better equipped to navigate your personal leadership journey.

	This isn’t just a collection of anecdotes; it’s a mentor in written form, guiding you through the highs and lows of leadership.

	Leadership is a balancing act: you have to navigate personalities, emotions, ambitions, and sometimes hidden agendas. You have to make tough decisions—often with incomplete information—and take risks based on your values. Some choices will make you popular. Others? Not so much. That’s the weight of leadership. It requires courage, resilience, and a whole lot of emotional intelligence.

	And let’s talk about stress. According to a study by the American Psychological Association, 77% of people report experiencing work-related stress at some point in their career.1 Leadership amplifies that. But stress isn’t a reason to run—it’s a reason to equip yourself with the right mindset, tools, and support system. That’s where this book comes in. Think of it as part of your leadership survival kit. It’s not an exhaustive guide to every leadership challenge you’ll face, but it’s a starting point—a source of encouragement, practical strategies, and lessons learned the hard way.

	You might be an aspiring leader, eager to step into a role where you can make a difference. Or perhaps you’re a new leader, someone a mentor or supervisor saw potential in and entrusted with a team. Or maybe you’re an experienced leader, well-versed in the demands of the role but still hungry to grow and improve. Wherever you are on your journey, I applaud you for taking this step. 

	Now, you might be wondering: Why should I even listen to this guy? Fair question.

	There are plenty of “well-known” experts who will sell you their “Five Steps to Becoming an Influential Leader.” But leadership isn’t a checklist—it’s a journey. And I’m offering you the lived experiences, the candid moments, and the raw truth most leadership books gloss over. I’ve led teams with million-dollar budgets and teams with barely enough resources to function. I’ve had moments where I felt unstoppable and moments where I cried, wondering if I was cut out for this. Leadership is not about having all the answers—it’s about figuring things out along the way.

	I’ve stripped away the façade of perfection that often surrounds leadership. This is personal to me and now personal to you. So, here’s my challenge to you: embrace your mistakes. Don’t let them define you—let them refine you. Growth comes from reflection, adaptation, and the courage to keep going. The best leaders aren’t perfect. They’re intentional.

	I want you to imagine this—a quiet evening, ten years from now. The world outside has settled, the hum of the day giving way to a stillness that invites reflection. You’re sitting at your desk, the same one where you’ve made countless decisions, drafted bold strategies, and wrestled with the weight of leadership. The glow of a single lamp casts long shadows across the room, its soft light illuminating the pages of an open journal where you’ve been jotting down thoughts—lessons learned, battles fought, and victories, both small and monumental.

	As you lean back in your chair, you exhale deeply, letting the years roll back in your mind. The moments flash before you—the trials that tested you, the setbacks that almost broke you, the decisions that kept you awake at night. The conversations that challenged you, the choices that defined you, and the moments when you wondered if you had what it took. You remember the first time you had to stand firm when it would have been easier to fold. The moment you learned that failure wasn’t the end, but a beginning. The day you finally saw the impact of your leadership, not in numbers or accolades, but in the confidence and growth of those you led.

	Your eyes drift toward the bookshelf in the corner of the room. It holds the books that shaped you—the ones that left a mark, the ones you turned to when you needed guidance. And there it is. A familiar title catches your eye: Unshaken Leadership: A Practical Blueprint for Overcoming Challenges, Learning from Mistakes, and Growing in Confidence.

	You reach for it, feeling the weight of its pages, but more than that, the weight of what it represents. This book wasn’t just something you read—it was something you lived. It met you at a time when you needed clarity. It reminded you of lessons you had tucked away in the back of your mind, waiting for the right moment to be used. It didn’t give you all the answers, but it helped you ask the right questions. It challenged you, encouraged you, and in some ways, shaped the leader you became.

	Now, you find yourself thinking about the next generation of leaders—the ones standing where you once stood, facing their own uncertainties, wondering if they have what it takes. And you realize something. You’re no longer just the one seeking wisdom—you’re the one sharing it.

	This is that moment. Right now. The moment when you decide that growth isn’t just something that happens—it’s something you commit to. The moment when you recognize that the investment you make in yourself today will become the foundation of the leader you are ten years from now.

	And more importantly, this is the moment when you realize that leaders like you don’t just endure challenges—you transform them into stepping stones for something greater. You will do amazing things. And when the time comes, you’ll be the one reaching back to help someone else do the same.

	So, congratulations on taking this step to invest in your leadership journey. Buckle up—this will be an eye-opening ride. Along the way, you’ll discover practical strategies, relatable stories, and insights designed to challenge and inspire you. I’m honored to be part of your journey—thank you for trusting me,

	Now, turn the page. Let’s get to work.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Part ONE: LIVING YOUR TRUTH

	 

	 


 

	A mistake doesn’t become positive until you learn from it.

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	Introduction

	 

	 

	“If you think you’re leading and no one is following, you’re just taking a walk.”
- John C. Maxwell


	 

	Leadership is a multifaceted and, let’s be honest, sometimes chaotic phenomenon. Each day, we wake up, put on our professional armor, and march into the office, ready to embrace our teams, tackle challenges, and somehow balance an ever-growing list of responsibilities—both professionally and personally.

	At work, we might be the boss, director, executive, or team lead. At home, we’re parents, partners, caregivers, or unofficial household problem-solvers. One moment, you’re making high-level strategic decisions, and the next, you’re negotiating with a toddler over why chicken nuggets don’t count as a food group. Regardless of the setting, leadership comes with a set of expectations—ones that are observed and judged, welcomed but not always celebrated, and accepted yet often resisted.

	Before stepping into leadership, many of us had this grand idea that leading was about telling people what to do. Admit it, at some point, you envisioned walking into a room, commanding attention, and delegating tasks with the precision of a well-oiled machine. But reality has a funny way of humbling us. The thrill of barking orders might seem appealing, but the true essence of leadership lies in building relationships, cultivating trust, and inspiring others to achieve a shared vision.

	The real question is, how do you develop the confidence to make the right decisions, navigate setbacks, and push forward when the weight of leadership feels overwhelming? That’s where Unshaken Leadership comes in.

	un•shak•en: not disturbed from a firm position or state; steadfast and unwavering.

	lead•er•ship: the action of leading a group of people or an organization.

	The biggest reality check in leadership? It takes time and energy to figure out what works and what doesn’t. The problem is, we no longer have the luxury of waiting 20 to 30 years to master leadership through trial and error. Organizations demand results now, and managers need practical strategies at their fingertips to make an impact.

	Unfortunately, many new (and even seasoned) leaders experience a gut-punching realization: sometimes, you think you’re leading, but no one is actually following. And that’s when you discover that leadership isn’t about titles or authority—it’s about influence and impact. As one famous quote warns, “If you think you’re leading and no one is following, you’re just taking a walk.” Leadership starts with authenticity, and authenticity builds influence.

	For years, I’ve had the privilege of working in dynamic industries, reading some of the best leadership books, and picking the brains of extraordinary leaders. But through it all, I noticed something troubling: many aspiring leaders and even those already in leadership roles aren’t privy to the insights that make the biggest difference.

	It took me years of trial and error—some impressive wins, a few embarrassing mistakes, and more “What did I just get myself into?” moments than I’d like to
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