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I didn’t write this book because I wanted to sound smart. I wrote it because I got tired of walking into meeting rooms full of people pretending. Pretending to agree. Pretending to care. Pretending to be productive. And all the while, everyone knew something was off—but no one dared to say it.

In Portugal, we grow up with a certain directness. Not rude, but clear. My father used to say, “If you want your wine unspoiled, you better keep the air out.” That stuck with me. Because what ruins teams isn’t incompetence or lack of strategy—it’s air. Air full of half-truths, vague feedback, unspoken resentments, and boundaries no one’s willing to enforce. That silent air is poison.
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YOU WANT TO BUILD A high-performing team? Then forget about motivational posters and Friday pizza. Start by telling the truth. Speak it in a way that respects the other person but doesn’t compromise clarity. It’s not easy. It’s uncomfortable. But if you’re leading people—or working with them—it’s the only path that doesn’t waste everyone’s time.

I’ve led teams across three continents. Different cultures, different industries, same underlying problems. Most managers think they need to be liked. They don’t. They need to be trusted. And trust is built on two things: honesty and consistency. Not hand-holding. Not over-explaining. Not dodging reality with soft words because someone might get their feelings bruised.

I’ve seen companies burn good people because they failed to set boundaries. I’ve seen great ideas die in boardrooms because someone didn’t want to “offend” a colleague by pointing out a flaw. I’ve watched performance crash not because the team lacked talent—but because no one knew where the line was. Or worse, they knew—but no one had the guts to defend it.

What makes a team unbeatable is not the fancy strategy documents or sleek branding. It’s the daily interactions. The quiet way someone corrects a colleague before a mistake escalates. The team lead who gives feedback the moment it's needed—not six months later during an annual review. The person who says “That’s not acceptable” without shouting. That blend of directness and empathy—that’s what I call being blunt but kind.
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SOME PEOPLE HEAR “BLUNT” and think cold, aggressive, and disrespectful. They confuse volume with clarity. That’s not what I’m talking about. Being blunt means you don’t lie. You don’t dance around the point. But you also don’t use the truth like a weapon. You use it like a mirror. A well-placed mirror. A mirror that helps the other person see what they didn’t before—and adjust before it’s too late.

And “kind” doesn’t mean spineless. It doesn’t mean tolerating mediocrity. Kindness is giving someone a chance to rise. It’s being clear about what isn’t working, so they’re not left guessing. It’s caring enough to invest the energy to tell the truth well. I don’t yell. I don’t threaten. But if something’s not working, I don’t wait. That’s kindness. That’s leadership.

Teams fall apart when you either have too much bluntness with no kindness—or too much kindness with no backbone. One without the other is toxic. Together, they’re transformative.

I remember a software company in the north of Lisbon. Talented engineers, clever product people, and a culture so polite it was paralyzing. Everyone was afraid to challenge anything. When bugs slipped through, nobody pointed fingers—but nobody took responsibility either. People were nice. Very nice. And the product was bleeding clients every quarter.

We didn’t need a new process. We needed a reset in the way people communicated. We introduced a ritual. Every Friday, we picked one thing that didn’t go well—and the person responsible had to talk about it. No blame. No excuses. Just ownership. We also celebrated direct feedback—publicly. When someone caught a problem early and brought it up clearly, that was acknowledged. It took three months, but something shifted. You could feel it in the meetings. People spoke up earlier. Less sugarcoating. More action. Morale didn’t drop—it rose. Because high performers aren’t afraid of the truth. They crave it. What they hate is confusion.

Too many leaders avoid hard conversations because they’re afraid of conflict. They don’t want to deal with people’s emotions. But avoiding conflict doesn’t prevent it. It delays it. And when it shows up, it’s messier. You’ve probably seen it. The email threads full of tension. The passive-aggressive comments in meetings. The performance issues “no one saw coming.” All of it is what happens when honesty is postponed.

You want to avoid that? Then build a culture where people know the rules. Where feedback comes quick and clear. Where boundaries are drawn and defended. Where people can disagree without losing respect. And most importantly, where empathy isn’t something you perform—it’s something you live.

Empathy, by the way, is not about agreeing with everything. It’s about being aware of the other person while staying grounded in what needs to be done. I had an employee once—brilliant, creative, emotionally unpredictable. He was late for deadlines and always had a story. Personal stuff, mental strain. I get it. But I also run a business. So I sat him down and said, “I understand your pressure. But the team is absorbing your load. That’s not sustainable. I’m here to help you, but I need you to help yourself too.” He didn’t love the conversation, but he respected it. And he changed.

You can’t run high-performance teams without these conversations. You just can’t. You can run friendly teams. You can run low-conflict teams. You can run quiet, inefficient, polite teams. But if you want people sharp, accountable, and inspired—you need to combine clarity, empathy, and backbone.
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I’LL BE HONEST: SOME people won’t like it. That’s fine. You’re not leading for applause. You’re leading for results. And the irony is, when you’re blunt but kind, the results usually come with respect. You earn it. You don’t have to ask for it.

I’ve fired people with kindness. I’ve promoted people with direct feedback. I’ve rebuilt toxic teams not by changing the people, but by changing how they spoke to each other. There’s a reason the military and elite sports teams function under pressure. Everyone knows where they stand. Everyone knows what’s expected. There’s no time for guesswork. And while business isn’t war, and we’re not here to shout orders, the principle remains: clear communication beats clever communication. Every time.
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THIS ISN’T THEORY. This is what I’ve seen, practiced, and demanded—for two decades. From factory floors to innovation labs. From startups to multinationals. The same principle applies across all of them: When people speak clearly, set boundaries, and listen with empathy, you don’t just get better work—you get people who actually want to stay and grow.

So if you’re a leader, this book is for you. If you’re part of a team and tired of the nonsense, it’s for you too. I’m not offering perfection. I’m offering a way of working that demands courage and gives clarity in return. A way to speak, lead, and collaborate without losing your humanity—or your edge.

I’ll tell you what no HR manual will: if you want to lead people well, you better be ready to disappoint a few of them. You’ll have to say things they don’t want to hear. You’ll have to stop over-explaining. You’ll have to hold your line even when it’s awkward. And yes, you’ll have to own it when you screw up—which you will. But if you do all that while staying grounded, listening, and genuinely caring, they’ll follow you. Not because they have to. But because they trust you.

Trust isn’t built in the big speeches. It’s built in the small, blunt, kind conversations that most people are too afraid to have.

Let’s change that.
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The Power of Blunt Truth
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I once had a young manager try to defend poor performance with a PowerPoint deck. He went through slides with performance charts, workflow issues, external dependencies—the usual fluff. Twenty minutes in, I stopped him. “Are you telling me this team didn’t hit the target because of the weather, or because no one here took responsibility when things started going off course?” He froze. That was the moment he understood what kind of leadership we were doing. No more dancing. Just facts. Just truth.
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BLUNT TRUTH ISN’T BRUTAL. It’s clean. It doesn’t ramble, and it doesn’t stab. It strips away the excuses, the politics, the filler. It’s not raised voices or aggressive tones—it’s calm, sharp, and fast. And the best people? They respect it. The average ones get nervous, and the weak ones take it personally. That’s not your problem. Your job is not to protect people from the truth—it’s to protect the truth from being buried under their fear.

I’ve sat in meetings with people far more qualified than me, but the moment I say something blunt—something everyone’s been thinking—they relax. You can feel the room breathe again. Because truth, even when it’s uncomfortable, is a relief. People are sick of pretending. The silence they keep in the name of diplomacy? It chokes them. It ruins teams.
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THERE’S THIS IDEA THAT you need to soften everything before you say it. That the truth is dangerous unless you wrap it in politeness and cushions. Who taught us this nonsense? If someone is failing to meet the mark, do you really help them by circling around the issue with gentle metaphors? That’s not kindness. That’s cowardice in disguise.

Years ago, I worked with a marketing director who was brilliant on paper. Good resume, smooth in meetings, always had something nice to say. But behind the scenes? Chaos. The team was confused. Timelines slipped. Projects launched with errors. I gave him one chance. Sat across from him and said, “You’re not leading. You’re performing.” He blinked like no one had ever told him that before. And maybe no one had. But he got better. Fast. Because now he knew where he stood.
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THAT’S WHAT BLUNT TRUTH does. It wakes people up. Not everyone, but the ones worth keeping. You’ll lose a few. Let them go. If someone needs months of vague nudging to realize they’re underperforming, they’re not built for pressure. The ones who rise when you tell them the raw version—they’re your future leaders.

This is not about being superior. It’s about being real. Too much business now is performance art. Leaders are afraid of losing face. Colleagues pretend to be aligned. People keep problems hidden under clever language. And when it all collapses, everyone acts surprised. There’s nothing surprising about failure when the truth was never welcome in the room.

I
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