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Praise for Box Clever


This book has allowed me to have a look at myself from the inside – how I live my life, the people I surround myself with as well as a fresh perspective on my leadership. I have critiqued myself, patted myself on the back, challenged myself but above all been gripped. Each quadrant has a purpose and turns what we do everyday upside down! This book will become a source of easy reference for future.

Carol Blackford-Mills
Managing director, MRS Digital

If you’re looking to enhance your leadership skills and take your decision-making to the next level, Rachel’s new book is a must-read. Each of the 11 quadrants help simplify complex challenges into actionable strategies, making it easier to manage conflict, prioritise tasks, and focus on what really matters. Like eating a boiled sweet I would recommend taking your time and working through the suggested exercises to make sure you turn each key insight into leadership tools to help you and those you work with to achieve measurable success. Quite simply this is a fantastic resource for any leader eager to grow and navigate their responsibilities with confidence!

Ken Matthews
Senior minister, St Joseph’s Church, Benwell

Box Clever is a trusted guide that systematically explains complex topics in an incredibly simple way which is what we all need right now. It feels as though you are personally being walked through each step holding up a mirror to your own leadership whilst cleverly meeting you where you are at. It is challenging and at times uncomfortable but then gives practical examples and prompt questions to help you move forward. It is a clear call to action to be brave in your leadership and your reflection, for yourself and those in your team.

It is a quick read that I will keep in my work bag to give me options in team meetings, when self-reflecting, when feeling stuck or ready to try something new. I can see so many of my own experiences play out in the examples Rachel gives which is both reassuring and energising.

Danielle Haxby
Director of Education, The Green Room Foundation

Box Clever both engages and simplifies how we think about leadership through eleven existing quadrant frameworks. Rachel Johnson masterfully breaks down complex leadership challenges into clear, actionable insights that will support you along your leadership journey. Whether you’re an experienced leader or just starting out, Johnson’s unique approach combines self-reflection with practical strategies for growth and improvement. Each quadrant serves as both a mirror and a roadmap, helping leaders understand where they are and chart a course for where they want to be. This guide will spark essential conversations about leadership at every level, from personal development to organisational change, with a beautiful blend of accessibility and depth. Box Clever isn’t just a book about leadership — it’s a tool for reimagining meaningful impact.

Erik Ellefsen
Director of Networks and Improvement, 
Baylor Center for School Leadership, Texas, USA

Box Clever proves that a few simple lines on a page can shift how you think and help you sort your life out. Rachel’s no-nonsense wisdom, combined with her genius pledge cards, makes this the kind of book you’ll read, use and then force on everyone you know!

Laura McInerney
Co-Founder of Teacher Tapp & Education Intelligence

Box Clever is unwaveringly practical. There’s no grandstanding or jargon here, only straightforward, actionable advice. Rachel doesn’t just tell you that self-reflection is important; she hands you a quadrant to map it out and determine exactly where you stand. It’s like having a switched-on mentor in book form.

If you want a leadership book that gives you practical tools to structure your thinking and make decisions with confidence, Box Clever could be just what you’ve been looking for.

Steve Moss 
Executive Coach and Board Member
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INTRODUCTION


For a number of years now, I have been obsessed with quadrants – I realise that this is a niche area! This book is made up of the ‘greatest hits’ of quadrants that I have found helpful in my own life and leadership. I hope that after reading Box Clever, you may join the quadrant fan club!

Quadrants are a paradox; they are both incredibly complex and liberatingly simple. They are made up of two different concepts, placed against each other to unearth four positions that can be seen and understood at first glance. Each box is named, and the more you look at the differing positions the more you understand. They are a brilliant way of making quite intangible things tangible.

From a very young age I have been fascinated with how we make the abstract more concrete. I remember as a 13-year-old asking my teachers what we were going to do about bullying or crime or litter. We had listened to the assemblies about all three being an issue, but where was the call to action? What exactly was I meant to do? Although I have always loved listening to people talk or write about the big ideas, if I don’t leave with things to implement or change I get frustrated. It’s all very well talking big concepts and ideas, but my mind always goes to questions like:


	■ What does this mean for me or my team?


	■ How do I do that?


	■ What do I do now?


	■ Where am I and where do I want to be?


	■ How am I going to get there?


	■ What do I need to change?




I want to go down the rabbit holes of research and evidence, but first I need a way in. A portal that makes things simple, a way of diagnosing quickly where I think I am and where I want to be. For me, quadrants are that portal into a world of understanding and nuance.

The quadrants you are about to dive into have been collected or created over several years, and I hope they will help you identify where you are and where you want to be. This changes as we change, and our contexts change. There isn’t one place in the quadrant we have to be for the rest of our lives – firstly, it would be impossible, and secondly, it wouldn’t be helpful. A large part of leadership is working out where we need to be for this moment and why. Understanding why we are where we are and asking ourselves, ‘Is this where I need to be right now?’ is what makes our leadership deliberate and not accidental.

The book you’re holding is called Box Clever. The definition of this term is: ‘To be very careful and clever in the way that you behave in a difficult situation, so that you can get an advantage over other people’. I have no problem with the first half of this definition, but what about the second half? This book isn’t about getting advantage over – it is about giving advantage to ourselves and others. It is about how we can be leaders who can give people an advantage and remove some of the things that are limiting both us and them. It is about what we need to dial up and what we need to dial down based on where we find ourselves. It is a collection of quadrants that may help you see more clearly so you can lead more clearly.

If we can ‘box clever’, we can use these quadrants to shed new light on familiar problems, and they can help us move to a different place. There will be plenty of difficult situations in our lives and in our leadership; my hope is that this book will help you unlock what those problems may be, find a language to express them, and help you do something about it so that we and the people we lead benefit.

You will find some of the quadrants easier than others, some more relevant than others, and you may agree with some and disagree with others. This is the point. Thinking happens when we engage with the quadrants, when we have debates in our own heads and when we explore something we may find challenging.


How to use this book

How you use this book is entirely up to you, but here are some practical suggestions that you may want to consider:


	Start at the beginning and work through it, answering the questions and having discussions with yourself.


	Use it like a prescription – identify the issue you want to explore and dive straight into it. Each quadrant is called ‘The one about…’ so you can navigate to the right place!


	Use it as a discussion tool with your team and identify which areas are the ones you want to work on the most as a group. Use it as a basis for discussion.


	Use it as a reflection tool to help you change over time. Write the date in the box that best describes you at that time, work on making the change and then come back to see where you are in a few weeks or months. Use it to chart your own change and then celebrate it.


	Use the quadrants as an easy way in and then dive into all the recommended reading at the end of the book to go down your own rabbit holes.


	Look at the quadrants and discuss them – what do you like and what do you not like about the label or the concept? What would you do instead?






A health warning!

As you read this book, I want you to remember the following things:


	■ You are a wonderfully complex and nuanced human being.


	■ No box will ever be able to define all that you are and could be.


	■ You are capable of change.


	■ These quadrants may reflect attitudes you have or positions you find yourself in, but they are not a fixed place, and they are not your identity.


	■ You are capable of more than you think.


	■ Change begins with grappling with issues.


	■ Don’t box yourself in. Be kind to yourself – use the words ‘I notice that I’ rather than ‘I am’.




Now you’re ready to dive straight into 11 little boxes that can help you in your life and in your leadership, so you know where you need to put your weight and attention. When you know that, you can be more deliberate about your choices and your behaviour. That is when change happens.











CHAPTER 1
THE ONE ABOUT SELF-REFLECTION


Starting this book with a quadrant about our own self-perception seems a good place to start! One of the most famous quadrants when it comes to how well we know ourselves is Johari’s Window. Although you have probably heard of this quadrant before, you may not have done anything more than reference it in passing. Used as it was originally intended, this quadrant is a powerful tool to help us identify where we need to focus.


[image: A matrix. The horizontal axis is “Known to self” and “Not known to self.” The vertical axis is “Known to others” and “Not known to others.” The four quadrants are: “Open area”, “Blind spot”, “Hidden area”, and “Unknown”.]


Extended Descriptions
A Johari Window matrix. The horizontal axis is “Known to self” and “Not known to self.” The vertical axis is “Known to others” and “Not known to others.” This creates four quadrants: “Open area” (known to self and others), “Blind spot” (not known to self, known to others), “Hidden area” (known to self, not known to others), and “Unknown” (not known to self or others).


Devised by psychologists Joseph Luft and Harry Ingham in 1955, Johari’s Window (named after combining their two forenames) is used the world over to help people see how they perceive themselves and how other people perceive them. Through their work, Luft and Ingham realised there was a gap between these two perspectives and that there are some things we just don’t know about ourselves that others do know about us. Thus, Johari’s Window was born.

Johari’s Window is a self-awareness tool designed to improve our interpersonal communication while also helping our personal development. The way it worked originally – although it has been widely adapted since





	

	

	

	

	

	





Unpacking the boxes: Where am I now?




	

	

	

	




Step 1
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[image: A diagram showing four overlapping rectangular boxes of irregular size. The top left is labelled “Open”, overlapping with “Blind” to its right and “Hidden” below. “Hidden” is to the left of “Unknown”.]



[image: A diagram showing four overlapping rectangular boxes of irregular size. The top left is labelled “Open”, overlapping with “Blind” to its right and “Hidden” below. “Hidden” is to the left of “Unknown”.]
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Stepping out of the box



	

	

	

	

	





	

	

	

	




	

	

	




	

	

	




	












[image: A 2x2 matrix with axes “Known to self” and “Not known to self” (horizontal) and “Known to others” and “Not known to others” (vertical). The four quadrants are: “Open area”, “Blind spot”, “Hidden area”, and “Unknown”.]


Extended Descriptions
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