

[image: ]




TOUGH ENOUGH

How to Lead a Team to Greatness Without Being a Jerk

John Baird and Matt Hunter

[image: ]




To the good-hearted leaders who want to win without losing their humanity, so their ideas can spread and shape the world for the better.

And to the many clients who trusted us to be part of their Tough Enough journeys and allowed us to share their stories with the leaders of tomorrow.
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It has always seemed strange to me . . . The things we admire in men, kindness and generosity, openness, honesty, understanding and feeling, are the concomitants of failure in our system. And those traits we detest, sharpness, greed, acquisitiveness, meanness, egotism and self-interest, are the traits of success. And while men admire the quality of the first, they love the produce of the second.

—John Steinbeck, Cannery Row




Introduction

In 1997 Apple was gasping for air. The company lost over a billion dollars in just twelve months and was about ninety days from running out of cash. Morale was low. Analysts labeled it a lost cause.

That’s when Steve Jobs returned, called back to rescue the company that had fired him over a decade earlier. The product line Jobs inherited was a mess: dozens of models, overlapping categories, and unclear branding. Jobs moved quickly, slashing projects (he immediately cut roughly 70 percent of the product catalog), shaking up teams, and firing thousands of employees. He arranged a truce with Microsoft, securing a $150 million investment and a commitment to keep Microsoft Office for Mac alive, which bought Apple time and gave it credibility. The mood at Apple was, to say the least, tense. Employees said they were afraid to ride the elevator with Jobs for fear of being called out.

Then, with laser focus, he began rebuilding the company from the ground up. As Apple regained its footing over the next several years, Jobs started assembling a new team—the one that would become legendary for building the first iPhone.

A young and ambitious product manager (we’ll call him Ari) earned a spot on the team and often presented to Jobs and the senior leaders. Ari uprooted his family from the East Coast to Cupertino, chasing the “job of a lifetime.” It felt like a dream: building the next great product, learning from the best, and leaving his mark on something world changing. That is, until the dream turned into a crash course in tough leadership.

Working directly with Jobs put Ari in the line of fire. He struggled to stand up to Jobs and often caved in when pushed. Ari was brilliant and kind, but he wasn’t wired for war. Under Jobs’s second reign at Apple, every day was a new battle. Ari’s coach, John—this book’s coauthor—was working with many of Apple’s senior leaders at the time, including several leaders of the iPhone team. John knew that Ari had the smarts to succeed with Jobs but questioned whether he had the stomach for the constant pressure.

In the months that followed, the team’s progress slowed, with several features failing to meet Jobs’s standards. In a meeting that would come to define Ari’s career, Jobs confronted him about his role in fixing these problems, unleashing a series of angry and personal attacks that silenced the room. He tore Ari apart in front of the team. Ari froze, so taken aback by the emotion of the moment that he couldn’t form clear sentences. Ari’s inability to hold his own against Jobs seemed to only frustrate Jobs further. In a fit of anger, Jobs stormed out of the room, yelling at the team as he went.

The criticism cut deep, and the moment branded itself onto Ari’s psyche. As the dust settled, all he could feel was the sting of humiliation and the echo of Jobs’s voice. Ari hated his own response to Jobs, and he couldn’t deny that Jobs’s outburst seemed to snap the team into high-gear execution. Ari felt a flicker of anger and hurt, but mostly, the heavy weight of self-doubt and shame.

What just happened? Why did I freeze? I’m not sure I can handle any more of this.

And then came the question he couldn’t shake: Is this what great leadership looks like?

It was an important question—one that prompted Ari to explore what it means to truly lead well.

Not only for Ari but for all of us who want to succeed at high levels, there’s a big question here: Do you have to be a jerk to be successful?

The short answer is no; the long answer is what this book is all about.

THE “WHAT ABOUT ELON?” CONUNDRUM

We’ve all heard (or thought) it before: Empathy, compassion, and kindness in business are great, but what about someone like Elon Musk? Or Steve Jobs, Anna Wintour, Jeff Bezos, or Martha Stewart?

Whether you like them or not, these are the founders, builders, and culture-defining tastemakers who have led industry-shaping brands and reinvented how their fields operate. Marc Andreessen, cofounder of Netscape and the venture capital firm Andreessen Horowitz, put it bluntly: “The single biggest question in all of business right now is ‘Why don’t more CEOs operate the way that Musk does?’”1

Leaders are bewildered: What actually works these days? Our business icons are notorious for their extreme behavior, intensity, and cruelty—traits that appear to contradict the overwhelming focus on emotional intelligence and compassion advocated by many modern management theorists. How can leaders who are regarded by many as assholes, narcissists, and sociopaths achieve such incredible results? Are they successful despite their harsh treatment of others or because of it? Or is it a combination of the two? Are their “toxic” traits the secret to their success? And if so, what’s the takeaway for the rest of us?

We hear stories about leaders who excel with little or no regard for balance or well-being (theirs or anyone else’s): They’re obsessive, relentless, hard-driving, and above all, tough. Yet we also hear stories of good-hearted leaders who start relinquishing control and prioritizing their people’s needs over the mission only to be surprised when they see worse results.

In our attempt to make work more humane, many companies sought to guard against toxic traits, and in doing so, they overcorrected. They traded rigor for comfort, elevated emotional tranquility to a nonnegotiable value, and mistook niceness for healthy company culture. Leaders worked to keep teams happy while avoiding being criticized or canceled. Driven more by fear of losing talent and public shaming than genuine care, this shift created what we call a mirage of compassion: the appearance of care without its substance. Privately, top leaders were advised to play it safe: Mute your personality, share little, avoid expressing opinions. Because any openness could be weaponized, leaders were told to smile, stay quiet, and placate. Amid well-intentioned pushes for change, we lost the plot. Standards, directness, and performance eroded as a result.

WHAT TOUGHNESS REALLY MEANS

Great companies are built by tough leaders.

So what exactly is toughness?

Toughness, as we’ve come to define it, is the ability to commit to a mission, stay strong in the face of challenges, and push others toward excellence.

It’s a blend of inner capacities and trainable mindsets—including mental fortitude, disagreeableness, boldness, conviction, urgency, obsession, resilience, presence, and pain tolerance—as well as relational skills, such as being able to productively engage in conflict, purposely share difficult emotions, deliver constructive feedback, enforce high standards, persevere through awkward accountability conversations, and drive others to perform at their best. Ultimately, it means doing hard things in pursuit of a bold mission.

And here’s what toughness is not: macho posturing, bullying, performative “hardness,” emotional suppression, humiliation, threatening, cruelty, or personal attacks. If it raises fear while lowering standards or if it serves the leader’s ego over the mission, it’s fake toughness, not the real thing.

Drawing on our experience as coaches and leadership scholars, we aim to highlight the reality of what it takes to build great, lasting organizations. At its core, this book explores the proven habits of successful (and tough) leaders and helps you select those that can be effectively integrated into your own natural, preferred leadership style. It’s not about forsaking kindness and empathy. It’s about knowing when to prioritize understanding and compassion, when it’s time to be direct, and most important, how to do both simultaneously. By the end of this book, you’ll know exactly what toughness looks like for you and how to enforce it without crossing the line.

People are complicated, and history is rarely shaped by leaders who fit neatly into our moral frameworks. We’re not endorsing all the behaviors of the leaders we’ll be highlighting. We’re here to study how results were produced (the choices, trade-offs, and methods) so you can decide what’s worth emulating and what to leave behind. Anyone serious about leading at a high level should understand how consequential leaders actually led and then choose what to apply in their own careers and organizations.

A point of clarification: When we say “success,” “results,” or “win,” we mean game-changing innovation, durable value creation, outsized impact on the world, and strong financial performance. When we say “great,” we mean sustained excellence on those fronts. When we refer to “the greats,” we mean the founders and leaders of those businesses who consistently achieve this at scale, shaping industries and bending the arc of history by working in ways that look nothing like the lessons in your Business 101 class. You likely have your own definitions of success and greatness. For this book, we’ll use the definitions provided above.

The truth? Kindness matters deeply because humans aren’t machines. But for leaders aiming for truly exceptional outcomes, kindness alone won’t get you there. If you’re striving to innovate, win your category, or leave a dent in the universe without being a jerk, you need more than platitudes and niceties. You need to be Tough Enough.

WHY WE HAD TO WRITE THIS BOOK

We’re executive coaches who have worked with leaders of iconic companies like Apple, Nike, eBay, Hewlett Packard, and General Motors, as well as start-up unicorns including DoorDash, MasterClass, Fivetran, and Remitly. Between us, we’ve coached some of the most ambitious and impactful founders and CEOs in business today.

Widely regarded as one of Silicon Valley’s premier executive coaches, John brings more than thirty years of coaching experience and a deep well of wisdom gained from working with hundreds of high performers. Matt, an exited founder and former start-up leader, brings an innovative, boundary-pushing spirit and a sharp curiosity about what truly drives today’s entrepreneurs. Together, we’ve seen it all from our clients: their fears, doubts, and private musings. We’ve observed the gut instincts that lead to big moves and the high-stakes decisions made behind closed doors. We have the kind of access that reporters and close colleagues don’t get. In the privacy of our coaching sessions, we see the whole person: ambition and anxiety, brilliance and breakdowns, and the parent, partner, and friend behind the title.

John’s first lessons in tough leadership came during his years as a competitive swimmer. His most formative coach, May Looney, was a long-distance champion renowned for her absolute and unwavering dedication to excellence. Looney’s coaching was intense and uncompromising, punctuated by sharp, pointed critiques. John vividly recalls being “chewed out” for not putting in the extra practice time before a major competition. Through her blend of demanding rigor and belief in her athletes, Looney shaped John’s understanding of how to support high performers in reaching their potential.

John pursued his fascination with what drives excellence and high performance by studying leadership and organizational communication. After seventeen years teaching at San Jose State University’s business school, John impressed Apple with his work and was invited to coach leaders on the early iPhone teams during a period of unparalleled innovation. Working with Jon Rubinstein, Tony Fadell, and several other key leaders reporting up to Jobs, John helped the team weather the intensity of Jobs’s demanding leadership style—one that pushed those who persevered to generate extraordinary breakthroughs. Observing Jobs up close and coaching leaders who reported to him gave John a front-row seat to the kind of tough, visionary leadership that changes the world.

Matt’s journey also began in sports. As a college basketball player, competitive golfer, sports-team captain, and business-school class president, Matt was drawn to leadership early on. He spent fifteen years founding and leading companies, most notably Turnstyle (acquired by Yelp), and serving as president and US CEO of Founders Pledge, an organization for high-impact giving with over $13.6 billion pledged and more than $1.8 billion already moved into the charitable sector by its community of start-up founders. After transitioning out of leadership roles, Matt found his true calling as an executive coach, uniting his passions for psychology, communication, leadership, and business to serve others. Today, he coaches founders and CEOs of growth-stage and later-stage companies, including those backed by venture firms such as Andreessen Horowitz, Accel, NEA, General Catalyst, and Google Ventures, with a combined valuation in the tens of billions. He is expanding his work to include public companies and elite sports teams, helping them build high-performance cultures and leadership systems that win.

Matt had long sensed that many of our most successful leaders are complex, with pronounced dark sides. This was only confirmed by reading Walter Isaacson’s biography of Elon Musk. He worried that other leaders reading the book might draw the wrong conclusions: It would give them free rein either to be assholes or to outright dismiss the behavior and tactics of great leaders as toxic. At the time, he was coaching many leaders with “Elon tendencies”: intensity, brilliance, and deep imbalances. For Matt, this raised some urgent questions: How do you coach these kinds of leaders? Do you try to “balance” them out—or help them channel their intensity? And, at the other end of the spectrum, how do you help a naturally compassionate leader develop toughness?

This book is our answer to these questions.

We developed the Tough Enough framework based on extensive study of great entrepreneurs from the last thirty years, rigorous academic research, and our firsthand experience coaching top-tier founders and executives. This isn’t empty theory. The Tough Enough framework is based on easily applicable, practical insights that have helped hundreds of leaders across industries succeed in high-stakes environments.

WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?

This book is for ambitious leaders at both ends of the spectrum: those who are too tough and need to keep their edge while reducing harm, and those who are not tough enough and need to raise standards, embrace difficult conversations, and hold the line. (When we say “hold the line,” we mean maintaining your standards, boundaries, or position under pressure.) Most readers will fall into the latter group, looking to increase their toughness. This approach applies not only to founders and business leaders but also to sports, the military, science, and nonprofits.

Not everyone wants to get tougher, and that’s perfectly fine. We like to think of companies as bikes. Some people prefer a cruiser: comfortable, easygoing, built for balance and enjoyment. It optimizes for quality of life, a smooth ride, and a sustainable pace, offering more ease and less pressure. Others choose the road bike: stripped-down, optimized for speed, designed to push limits. The culture of “road bike” companies isn’t intended to make people feel good; it’s there to serve the mission. In a business context, this translates into productive conflict, hard feedback, long hours, and better business results. Your company might be a cruiser, a road bike, or a hybrid. But don’t fool yourself into thinking a cruiser (or a hybrid) will win the Tour de France or spark game-changing innovation. Likewise, trying to enjoy a slow sunset ride on a carbon road bike won’t be so pleasant.

Why does this matter? It matters because everything else (your pace, your personnel philosophy, your standards) should align with the type of bike you’re riding. Pick the right bike for you, your people, and your mission. If you want to build something game-changing, you must embrace the road-bike mentality. Be honest about what it takes to ride it, and ensure everyone on your team knows what they’re signing up for.

This book is for leaders and companies ready to ride the road bike—teams that know that the path ahead demands a tougher approach. Maybe you’re running a high-growth company, and progress has stalled. Maybe your team has slipped into complacency. Maybe you’re the quintessential “good girl” or “nice guy,” and it’s not working for you anymore. Maybe you’re simply tired of watching others outmaneuver you. Or maybe you’re looking ahead to the next five years and recognizing what it will take to adapt, innovate, and stay on top.

This book will help you if . . .

You’re worried that you’re “too soft”: You avoid conflict, soften standards to spare feelings, or struggle to hold people accountable without feeling like a jerk.

You’re afraid of being “too much”: You’re concerned that pushing harder (or as hard as you already do) will make you seem unlikable or too intense or abrasive. You don’t want to lose your humanity or burn out your people.

You need a practical playbook: You’re looking to manage for performance, enforce accountability, and build a great team that actually loves winning together.

You want respect and results, not just harmony: You’ve been told you’re not tough or strong enough, but now, you’re ready to lead with both care and high standards.

Emotions feel tricky: You’ve been labeled “too emotional” or, on the opposite end, an “emotionless robot.” You need to find a balanced and effective way to express and manage your emotions.

You’re stuck on difficult people decisions: You struggle with issues like managing underperformance and making tough personnel calls. You’ve Googled “how to fire someone nicely” but still feel like a monster.

This book is not for people who want to coast, feel good, or be comfortable all the time. It’s for those who’d rather be uncomfortably excellent than comfortably average—those unwilling to sacrifice performance or integrity.

WHO YOU’LL LEARN FROM

Throughout the book, we’ll draw from a broad spectrum of leaders, from iconic names to lesser-known operators who have built successful companies. You’ll encounter the ultratough, the compassionate, and the sweet spot in between to help you decide how hard to push. We’ll feature plenty of leaders who drive results without losing their humanity, and we’ll include some very tough leaders who delivered big wins but paid a high price to get them.

You’ll see influential leaders like Jeff Bezos, Sara Blakely, Judy Faulkner, Whitney Wolfe Herd, Jensen Huang, Steve Jobs, Elon Musk, Melanie Perkins, Lisa Su, and Eric Yuan. You’ll also see rising or niche leaders like Rose Blumkin, Trevor Martin, Gwen Whiting, and Matt Oppenheimer. We’ll draw on company cases from organizations like NVIDIA, Zoom, Bumble, PayPal, Uber, Whole Foods, AMD, and OpenAI. You’ll find inside-the-room stories from established greats as well as from companies in earlier stages. You’ll notice that many of John’s clients are named, whereas most of Matt’s are not. That’s intentional. Many of John’s case studies are settled; Matt is actively coaching many leaders whose stories are still unfolding, so identifying details have been anonymized or obscured.

What sets many of these leaders apart is that they didn’t just found their companies; they led them to extraordinary heights. Unlike founders who were pushed out early or those with a single great idea but lacking the management skills to meaningfully scale it, these leaders embody both vision and execution. And while our focus is on modern business figures, the same playbook can be traced through history to influential leaders such as Alexander the Great, Joan of Arc, Winston Churchill, John D. Rockefeller, and others. This is a timeless system for achieving excellence.

We’ll present the greats unvarnished: their brilliance and results, along with the pain and abuse that often accompany their journeys. When we highlight examples of extreme toughness, they’re not prescriptions, but compass points. These leaders often push in the right direction for the good of the business; they simply go further than most of us would, or maybe even should. Use those examples to orient yourself and determine how a step in that direction might lead to better results. Take what works, and get tougher where it really helps.

The takeaways in this book are for anyone who wants to lead effectively at a high level. Whether you’re trying to scale a multibillion-dollar company, win a championship, step up as a stronger leader, or push your team’s limits, this book provides the tools to make it happen on your own terms.

WHAT YOU’LL LEARN

In the chapters ahead, we’ll explore what it means to be Tough Enough in today’s world. We’ll address the top challenges leaders face, including maintaining employee motivation and engagement, hiring and retaining top talent, time management, accountability, managing for performance, effective communication, navigating interpersonal conflicts, scaling and growth, dips in innovation, and leading through change.

Through decades of coaching, conducting in-depth interviews, and studying how the most successful business leaders of our time achieve extraordinary results, we’ve identified seven habits that define true toughness in leadership. To be Tough Enough, you must do the following:

Habit #1: Live Your Manifesto

Habit #2: Make Your Pursuit Relentless

Habit #3: Assemble a Cult of Incredibles

Habit #4: Harness Emotional Thunder

Habit #5: Fiercely Pursue the Truth

Habit #6: Build Your Accountability Stack

Habit #7: Adopt Warfare Tactics

The habits are like Russian nesting dolls: The later habits build on earlier ones. You’ll become tougher and more effective by understanding how each habit works and deliberately turning up the dial in each area. There is a way to engage each habit that is humane, respectful, and entirely your own. This book offers a framework for becoming the most effective version of yourself.

These habits are powerful, and anything powerful can be used as either a tool or a weapon. That’s why we’ll suggest appropriate dosage guidelines and scripts to help you get the application just right. For most of us, maxing out every habit isn’t realistic or advisable. Even many of the greats didn’t. Oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller rarely raised his voice, steel magnate Andrew Carnegie was often an absentee manager, and Melanie Perkins, cofounder and CEO of Canva, leads with warmth. Yet all produced exceptional results. Doing one or two habits well, while scoring five out of ten on the rest, is more than enough to meaningfully change outcomes. But if you’re chasing greatness, do most of these most of the time—and absolutely nail at least one or two.

Comfort is the enemy of toughness. Tough means saying “I was wrong” in front of the team; giving specific, respectful feedback on the work the moment it slips; ending the “nice” charade and being willing to disagree; and firing instead of repurposing someone to another team. Comfortable, on the other hand, means being overly friendly, offering vague “nice work” praise, sugarcoating and softening your message, and saying, “Let’s give it one more quarter.” As you’ll see, this is the quiet path to mediocrity.

Keep in mind that toughness isn’t just a skill you acquire; it’s a system. This book is designed to help you master that system, starting with how you lead yourself, and then extending outward to how you lead others. It’s a progression: First you hone yourself, then your team, and finally, your response to the high-stakes challenges that distinguish solid leaders from standouts. Read this book cover to cover, taking time to integrate and apply the insights at each stage. Use the takeaways at the end of each habit to begin taking concrete actions. After that, use the book to conduct a self-audit. Identify where you need to strengthen, apply what works for you, and develop the kind of leadership that drives real results.

WHAT WE NEED FROM YOU

For this book to truly support you in unlocking your full potential, you’ll need to approach it with an open mind.

Toughness is often misunderstood. We label it wholesale as harmful. Just as society once treated all drugs as dangerous, failing to distinguish between what heals and what harms (for example, psychedelics have proven life-changing for veterans with PTSD, while a tiny dose of fentanyl can be lethal), we’ve also come to conflate healthy toughness with toxic leadership. But there’s a clear line between high standards, direct feedback, and follow-through on one hand, and shaming, bullying, and performativity on the other. When used well, toughness builds resilience, drives results, and creates world-class teams. When used poorly, it breaks people and destroys trust. The key is to understand when, where, and how to apply it.

We hope to challenge you and shake up your worldview. Rest assured, we are not granting anyone permission to be an asshole. Nothing—neither financial performance nor innovation—justifies toxic behavior. Yes, toughness can be taken too far. And yes, some of the most famous leaders have taken it too far. But dismissing toughness outright is a mistake. It’s possible, and indeed essential, to cultivate toughness without losing your humanity.

We readily acknowledge that toughness won’t serve you in every situation. Tough Enough is a leadership framework designed for hierarchical settings where stakes are high and results matter. Leading a thousand people to build and launch a product requires a different skill set than nurturing a loving family or living a happy life. A few ideas you’ll learn here may spill over helpfully into home life, including clarity, respectful candor, and reliable follow-through. Others, like scorekeeping, leveraging tension, and passionate debates, aren’t likely to go well with your significant other. Different arenas, different rules. To state the obvious, many ultratough leaders don’t have strong marital track records. For them, being the best requires an attitude of not giving a damn about anything other than the mission. As a result, marriages and families often don’t receive the energy and attention they need to thrive. Tough Enough leaders know how to pursue greatness while still showing up for the people closest to them.

READY TO BEGIN?

If you want to be more effective without acting like a jerk, to calibrate toughness and compassion in a way that drives high performance, and to have a practical playbook for building the next generation of great companies, start here. Start now.

The journey to becoming Tough Enough won’t be easy, but it will be worth it. Let’s begin.




What It Means to Be Tough Enough

Gwen Whiting elevated attention to detail to an art form as cofounder and president of The Laundress (they didn’t use C-suite titles), a high-end laundry brand that produces detergents and fabric-care products. After launching the brand in 2004, she guarded it, in her own words, “like a parent guards a baby.”

“In the luxury brand game, you have to hold the line on all the little inconvenient details to uphold the brand’s reputation,” Whiting told Matt. “I had to be exacting for the company to succeed.” The shade of the labels, the positioning, the copy, and the feel of the packaging all mattered. That strict, fierce guardianship created the brand’s value and made the company a major innovator in its space.

Inside the company, this translated into thousands of small, unpopular calls whenever the work failed to meet standards. To protect the brand’s positioning, the company aspired to sell only to preapproved distributors and vetted retailers who upheld its image. When the sales team chased quick wins in substandard channels, Whiting would cancel the orders from the warehouse, sometimes minutes before they shipped. Similarly, when a coveted cobranded laundry detergent collaboration with Le Labo, a New York–based luxury fragrance and lifestyle brand, took off, she protected its high-end positioning from questionable sales requests with the same ferocity. The partnership flourished, in part, because she held the line.

When a major international partner hired an in-house artist to imitate her New York illustrator, she thanked them for the effort but shut it down. The work wasn’t done by her illustrator; therefore, it wasn’t on brand. Similarly, if a label was an eighth of an inch off, it was taken off the line.

After nearly twenty years of this intensity, The Laundress was acquired by Unilever for a reported $100 million in 2019. Whiting completed her two-year employment contract and was not asked to continue. Under new leadership that lacked Whiting’s toughness and care for the brand, the company experienced the kind of drift she had gone to great lengths to prevent, culminating in a 2022 recall of roughly eight million liquid laundry and cleaning products due to potential bacterial contamination, followed by several class action lawsuits from consumers reporting rashes and other health issues.

At this point, Whiting was getting calls from team members who’d stayed on with Unilever: “I used to think you were a bitch . . . a nightmare . . . too much. Now that you’ve left and the brand has slid, I get what you were doing.” What was initially perceived as “difficult” behavior was now recognized as stewardship in service of the mission and real value creation. As Whiting puts it, “A brand is fragile; it’s a slippery slope. Once you let standards slide, you lose it, and it’s brutally hard to climb back.”

Gwen’s leadership at The Laundress exemplifies what Tough Enough looks like up close: high standards, relentless pursuit of goals, and single-minded focus on the mission, all balanced with humanity and respect. Leading this way, you may be called “difficult,” “disagreeable,” or “too much,” but those who pay attention to your approach will also see you as “fair” and “respectful.” Whiting absorbed the reputational tax from her team and partners to protect the mission, and time proved her right.

THE TOUGHNESS SPECTRUM

If you’re feeling conflicted or unsure about how to embody your values while also embracing toughness, we get it. This chapter introduces the Toughness Spectrum as your calibration tool, clarifying what it means to be Tough Enough and how intensely to approach each habit. When teaching clients the seven habits of toughness, the number one question is around dosage: How hard should I go, and when? After a lot of reps (and some trial and error), we developed the Toughness Spectrum as a practical gauge for leaders. The Toughness Spectrum represents the continuum between extreme toughness, which prioritizes the mission above all else, and extreme comfort, which prioritizes how people feel. The comfort end of the spectrum is characterized by conflict avoidance, indirect communication, lack of accountability, and wishy-washy decision-making.

[image: A horizontal Toughness Spectrum ranges from Maximum Toughness to Maximum Comfort from left to right. It has five zones: Danger Zone, Hardcore Zone, Tough Enough Zone, Compassion Zone, and Comfort Zone. Greatness Occurs above the tougher section, while Compassion Occurs above the compassion and comfort sections. Toughness decreases from left to right.]
As you’ll notice, there are distinct zones along the Toughness Spectrum, which can be seen as different operating modes for leaders. At the far right of the spectrum, representing the lowest level of toughness, sits the Comfort Zone. This is where feeling good outranks improvement, with almost no push for progress. Leaders avoid conflict, lack standards, appease others to keep the peace, and allow decisions to drift. Accountability and feedback are nonexistent. While this approach may seem kind in the moment, it fosters confusion, underperformance, and stagnation. There is some compassion here, but deep conflict avoidance and a lack of honesty make it hard to care for someone properly. For a leader, this zone is a deeply ineffective place to operate from.

Moving left along the spectrum toward greater toughness brings you to the Compassion Zone. As coaches, we see most leaders living here, and it’s a great place to build a good life. At work, you’re balanced and humane, and at home you’re present as a parent, spouse, and friend. You often lead with empathy, listen well, and foster psychological safety among your team members. Standards exist, and there is some push, but generally not enough to pursue greatness. Ambition is tempered to preserve relationships and well-being. In the Compassion Zone, many decisions prioritize well-being over serving the mission. Beware of the mirage of compassion in this zone, where conflict avoidance and softened standards masquerade as care. The Compassion Zone is a healthy, sustainable place—well suited for most people over the long term. Just know that it rarely produces greatness.

Near the far left side of the spectrum, where toughness runs high, lies the Hardcore Zone: pushing the limits of what’s possible, working one-hundred-hour-plus weeks, and demanding relentless execution. In this zone, the mission comes first, ahead of personal comfort, family, health, or even basic empathy. The work matters more than anyone’s feelings about it, and chaos and broken relationships are accepted as collateral damage. You might be thinking, “[Famous Hardcore Leader] isn’t actually tough; they’re just insecure or hungry for attention.” And while they likely are insecure or hungry for attention, they still belong in the Hardcore Zone because they go hard in most of the seven habits of toughness.

In this zone, respect erodes—beginning with the leader’s self-respect, and then spilling over to their people and stakeholders. We define respect as conduct that treats others with dignity and fairness. Compassion isn’t just an afterthought in this zone; it’s largely absent. These leaders are often ruthless, adopting a win-at-all-costs mentality. Jerks congregate in the Hardcore Zone because many traits associated with jerk behavior (impatience, disagreeableness, intensity) are also common among people operating at very high levels of toughness. When we say “jerk” or “asshole,” we’re using these terms interchangeably to describe leaders who abandon respect, relying on personal attacks, demeaning language, and fear-based tactics to achieve results. That said, Hardcore leaders aren’t always behaving poorly; sometimes they’re simply operating with more intensity than most people can absorb or sustain. Often the issue isn’t the leadership moves themselves, which are frequently good for the mission. It’s rather the delivery that lacks baseline respect.

The Hardcore Zone requires a unique kind of psychological wiring, just as competing in the Olympics demands exceptional athletic ability. For many who operate there, this isn’t a conscious strategy; it’s an intrinsic drive—being Hardcore is simply who they are. That level of intensity can’t be easily replicated (we don’t recommend trying to copycat this if it’s not natural to you). Most leaders can’t (and shouldn’t) operate in the Hardcore Zone. If you are Hardcore, expect the strongest business results of any zone, but also expect costs: reputational damage, negative press, cultural debt, neglected relationships, resentment, and a journey you may or may not ultimately feel proud of. Hardcore leaders are often those we admire from a distance, but the traits that propel them to that status can make them far less admirable to the people who know them best. In an era of radical transparency and public accountability, that gap is becoming harder to hide.

Once you go beyond Hardcore, you enter the Danger Zone. This is toughness overcooked to tyranny: high amounts of fear as fuel, zero empathy, and an ends-justify-the-means approach where the pursuit of the mission overrides ethical constraints. Think Jeffrey Skilling at Enron, Elizabeth Holmes at Theranos, and Sam Bankman-Fried at FTX. Results don’t scale here; trust, ethics, and humanity are destroyed.

If you want to lead a team to greatness without being a jerk, aim for the Tough Enough Zone, where you push hard while maintaining human decency. You’re tough, but not ruthless. In this zone, you demand excellence, move fast, enforce clear consequences, and lead with integrity and respect. Pursuing
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