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Introduction—Navigating the leadership seas

“Sea” Level Leadership instead of “C-Level.” Cute, huh? This landed in my head and won’t leave. Thirty-five years of being a ‘participant’ in the working world, twenty of them as a leader from manager level but never higher than a director-level leader. So, I am “directing” myself to put my leadership thoughts down on paper. After hundreds of interviews, hundreds of associates hired and onboarded, and thousands of hours in quarterly conversations, it all came to an inflection point for me. My head was full of ideas on leadership from all of the hours of human interaction. I hope to bring you enlightenment and inspiration as a current or new leader.

Statistically speaking, very few leaders ever climb their way all the way to a C-Level position. In a 2021 study by Southern Utah University, the odds of becoming a CEO at a U.S.-based company are 1 in 135,000. Better odds than a Powerball lottery ticket, but still a long shot. I’m not here to squash dreams, as my focus will be on your style of leadership.

When I refer to “C-Level” leadership, I am not ‘knocking’ all C-Level titled people as bad leaders. I have worked alongside some very good leaders who climbed to the ranks of CTO, CEO, CRO, or CFO. More so, I am referring to it as a style of leadership in comparison to the style I am about to share with you. Consequently, this is how “Sea-Level” leadership was born.

When you think about being at sea level with another human being, it means that you are all at the same level when you come together. Hierarchy is known and respected in the workplace. However, the leader has created a culture where ALL employees truly feel that they are safe, that they belong, and that they truly do matter. It is more of a mindset, but the tone is set from the beginning by the leader—where the culture thrives because your team focuses not only on getting the job done, but on getting it done to the best of their abilities. Fear is not a part of the workplace, nor a style of leadership. Morale is high as your employees feel they have a voice and that they are supported by everyone on the team, from the leader to the associates.

If you are a current leader, take a moment to step back in time to that day you found out that you landed your first role in leadership. What a thrilling moment, right? I remember it as well—it was in 2004. I was promoted from a quota-carrying outside sales representative to district sales manager of an inside sales team of 15. After the thrill of landing the leadership role faded, a large dose of fear set in.

What was I going to do to lead this team? Many times, when you are taking over an existing team, it is due to underperformance. The previous manager was let go, and it is your job to clean it up, assess talent, and chart a new path forward to success. Being that it was my first leadership role, I had “concepts of a plan,” but nothing in writing about my leadership style—or the coveted “mission statement,” like Tom Cruise had in the 1990s movie Jerry Maguire.

Think about yourself as a leader. What is your style? What is your plan? Do you have a personal brand? Is your team aware of your brand? If you’ve been a leader for several years, you have one whether you know it or not. Skip-level meetings will help you truly ‘hear’ what your brand is all about. I will dive into skip-level meetings later in the book.

Time, nostalgia, self-reflection, and a drive to help other leaders has led me to design the Sea Level Leadership plan. My goal is to provide you with a playbook that you can refer to at any time during your leadership career, as well as a reference for those whose career path goals include being a people leader one day.

I’m not a CEO. I’m not a one-million-plus follower “leadership influencer” on YouTube, nor am I a billionaire. So, where does my “street cred” come from on leadership? My credibility comes from countless hours engaged in conversations with the people I’ve led over the years—and guess what? I took notes!

Most of my work experience has been in corporate America. Approximately 85% of my time as a leader has been in conversations with:

	People that I’ve interviewed,

	People that I’ve hired,

	People that I’ve onboarded,

	People I have had a 1x1 quarterly conversation with,

	People I have had a ‘tough’ conversation with,

	People I have had to terminate (not many, thankfully—which I will cover later),

	And joyfully, people who I have promoted.


If you are a leader, you spend so much of your time in conversations. And they are so darn important that I will break down quarterly conversations into their own section, showing you the proper way to set them up for both you—the leader—and the employee, so that both parties walk away from the meeting inspired, with clear and understandable priorities in place.

Based on the odds listed above on your chances of becoming a CEO, I would like to offer you not only a perspective at “sea level,” but also a view from middle management. Supervisors, managers, and directors in the working world spend most of their time with people. As a leader, I’ve said before that our job is an ongoing morale check-in: daily, hourly, weekly, or monthly. Your ability to feel the pulse of your team and be honest with yourself is your number one job. Knowing what you can and cannot control will help you divide your time in a way that allows you to hit the sweet spots that improve performance the most.

Also, depending on the company you work for, as a leader, you probably have at minimum five associates who roll up to you on your org chart. At one point during my leadership career, I had 22 associates who pointed to me on the org chart. Being responsible for anywhere from five people up to 30 or 40 personalities is no easy task. This means your time is at a premium. The more organized you are with your leadership plan, the fewer headaches you will have.

Mid-level management—like it or not—is the sounding board for the associates who report to you in the org. The presentations that the C-Levels give, which cascade down to your associates, can sometimes leave them frustrated. Or maybe they put a new policy in place that everyone knows is terrible. The middle managers are the ones who hear and feel the venting from the employees—many of whom will be associates on your team. My recommendation for you is to just let them vent, hear them out, and listen to their suggestions. Unfortunately, there is very little you can do about it. Think of it as an unofficial perk of your job. 😊

I wrote this book for the middle, and from the middle. Specifically, I’m talking about middle management. I see you out there. We all are a part of a special group of people. It is a huge number of people. And you know who we are? Wait for it... The average!

I was an average C to C+ student. About the same in college. I play the guitar, played in a band. Loved it and love the music. I’m average on the guitar. But that doesn’t take away any of the love, peace, creativity, or passion I feel for it when I play. It feels like a new painting every time I play. If that is a “C,” then I say bring it on!

Also, if caring about others more than I do the bottom line never moves me up any higher in title than I am right now, then score me another “C!” The word work typically has a somewhat negative disposition when you hear it. I hear some people say they ‘love’ their work. Some do love their work, and others don’t. So, very early in my leadership career, I would always think to myself:

“Why does work have to be so boring and robotic? If we all need to be here to earn a living, is there a reason why we can’t have fun and laugh along the way to make the best of it?”

Meaning, let’s get to know each other a little better on a personal level so that understanding can move to empathy, which is where gratitude lies, and good times and good feelings begin.

Narcissism is quite common in the world of leadership. That type of leader can run into problems, as they believe in their minds that they are doing a good job. And those who report to them typically feel differently, but the narcissistic leader won’t really hear their input. It becomes a perpetual state of madness. It can eat you up inside if you let it. I will give you guidance to ensure that your mindset is in the right place to deal with challenging personalities.

I decided that there is a better way to lead people and want to share it with you. After reading this, if you look back and say, Hey, this guy’s book that I read is inspiring me to lead people in a way that makes everybody feel welcome, warm, and laugh a little bit while getting the job done and then go home to your families and friends, enjoying the moments of life that are truly important, then this is the book for you.

My style works for me. But I understand that my style won’t work for everyone. For you as a leader, I think it’s important to be honest with yourself. To be a true leader, you really have to care about all human beings, treating all on the same level. If you can achieve that, then congratulations! Welcome to Sea Level!

Whether you are a new leader or a seasoned leader, we all have a workplace ‘brand’ that we are known for. Your brand is what people say about you when you are not in the room. Do you know what it is? Can you handle the truth from your direct reports? Have you ever asked for it? I will cover the importance of personal brand as well. Even if your brand has taken a ‘hit’ over time, following the suggestions I provide will help you put a shiny new sheen on your brand and elevate it.

First, I will break down the differences between traditional leadership (C-Level) vs. Sea Level leadership, give you an overview of my pathway to becoming a leader, and share the learnings along the way. Then, I will dive into the importance of establishing a leadership brand that you can be proud of and that others will follow.

The later sections of this book will break down the two pillars of Sea Level Leadership: your procedural infrastructure and your emotional infrastructure of leadership. Finally, I will wrap up with a detailed overview of interviewing and hiring, a true art that can be reined in and properly understood if you know the science behind it.

Ahh... leadership. If you’re reading this, then you understand its importance. Sea Level Leadership is the plan I follow. Over the years, I have retained most of the people I’ve hired. A few months back, it occurred to me that I’ve never really put my leadership style into a plan, let alone in writing. Well, no time like the present. This is the plan I follow that has brought both myself and my teams consistent success over time. I hope that it does the same for you.

My wish for you is that you now have a resource that you can come back to for ideas, refreshers, and a little bit of inspiration as well. Leaders are all part of a community that deals with our most important and greatest resource: people.

Let’s get started!
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This style of leadership has a pathway. Think of your “Procedural” and your “Emotional” infrastructure as two very thin “see through” layers that you are consistently reviewing. Each layer of your leadership infrastructure is important while putting people at the center of your leadership style, with, products and processes rounding out your 3 P’s of leadership that lead to the 4th ‘”P”, and that’s Performance. And the 3 P’s are placed in the circles by order of importance, with your people being of utmost importance. Illustrated below: 

P + P + P = Performance!
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Many times, over the years as leader, I’ve heard other people managers say, 

“If you’re a leader, you are in the people business.” 

I agree with that statement as well. Front line managers are often referred to as “people managers.” Consequently, if you are in the “people” business, shouldn’t your leadership plan be centered around your people? Because, without them, what do you have to lead? The framework around “sea level” leadership always comes back to people, plain and simple. How you lead people is so vitally important and critical to your success as a leader. Let’s look at the differences between typical, what I call, “C” Level leadership vs. “Sea” Level leadership:

Leadership Styles: A Comparison

This comparison contrasts two distinct leadership approaches: the traditional "C-Level" style and a proposed "Sea-Level" approach. 

C-Level Leadership (Traditional): 


Hierarchical Structure: Relies heavily on a rigid chain of command, often resulting in a top-down, siloed organizational structure.


	Disconnected from Operations: Senior leaders are frequently detached from day-to-day realities, hindering their understanding of operational challenges and employee needs.

	Shareholder Focus: Prioritizes shareholder value above all else, potentially at the expense of employee well-being and long-term sustainability.

	Fear-Based Communication: A culture of fear inhibits open communication; leaders may only receive filtered information that confirms their pre-existing biases. 

	Accountability Gaps: Employees are held accountable but often lack clarity regarding their full responsibilities and the overall organizational goals.

	Values Discrepancy: Stated company values often lack genuine implementation, creating cynicism among employees.


Sea-Level Leadership (Empathetic & Collaborative): 


People-Centric Approach: Recognizes employees as the most valuable asset, fostering a supportive and inclusive environment.


	Collaborative Hierarchy: While maintaining a clear chain of command, it emphasizes collaboration, empathy, and inspiration to build trust and open communication. This creates a culture of self-accountability.

	Holistic Perspective: Considers the well-being of employees alongside shareholder value, promoting a more sustainable and ethical approach to business.

	Open & Transparent Communication: Leaders actively seek diverse perspectives, creating a safe space for employees to share ideas and concerns. Regular check-ins foster genuine connection and build morale.

	Empowered Employees: Provides clear roles, responsibilities, and expectations, empowering employees to take ownership of their work.

	Authentic Values: Company values are genuinely reflected in actions and behaviors, building trust and fostering a strong organizational culture.


Leaders can develop and maintain awareness of their emotional and procedural leadership infrastructures through several key strategies:

Leaders should engage in structured self-reflection to build self-awareness, which is the foundation of emotional intelligence

. This can involve:

	Keeping a leadership journal

	Seeking feedback from peers and members

	Participating in leadership coaching sessions


Developing the ability to manage emotions is crucial for effective leadership

Leaders can:

	Learn structured coping mechanisms

	Practice mindfulness techniques

	Use deep breathing exercises to remain composed in high-pressure situations


Leaders can enhance their empathy through:

	Active listening exercises

	Perspective-taking activities

	Engaging in one-on-one conversations with team members to understand their viewpoints


Improving communication is vital for emotional leadership

Leaders should focus on:

	Developing their emotional vocabulary

	Practicing active listening

	Encouraging open dialogue within their teams


Leaders should regularly:

	Document and review key organizational processes

	Identify areas for improvement in existing procedures

	Involve team members in process optimization discussions


Implementing effective knowledge management strategies is crucial

Leaders can:

	Create a centralized knowledge base for storing procedural information

	Encourage knowledge sharing among team members

	Regularly update and review training procedures


Establishing robust performance management systems helps maintain procedural awareness

. This includes:

	Setting clear performance metrics

	Conducting regular performance reviews

	Aligning individual goals with organizational objectives


Leaders should develop and maintain:

	A clear organizational structure and leadership team

	Effective project management competencies

	Strategic and operational planning processes


By focusing on these areas, leaders can develop a comprehensive awareness of both their emotional and procedural leadership infrastructures. This balanced approach ensures they can navigate the complexities of leadership effectively, fostering trust, efficiency, and high performance within their teams.

Ultimately, the goal of sea level leadership is to create a workplace where every team member feels a sense of belonging, purpose, and pride, resulting in increased engagement, productivity, Self-Accountability, innovation, and overall team success. 

Character or a Caricature? The importance of morale character in leadership."

In the realm of leadership, there's a fine line between being a leader with genuine moral character and becoming a caricature of what leadership should be. On one hand, we have the leader who embodies integrity and empathy, creating a positive and supportive environment for their team. On the other hand, there's the caricature — a leader who might mean well but ends up being more of









How can empathetic leadership impact team morale and productivity
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