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preface




You have heard all your life that character counts. You have desired integrity in yourself and in the people with whom you work. You have felt its effects, suffered when it has not been present, and benefited when it has. You know that it is real.

But, often, we do not connect the dots with how integrity of character really works day to day, and how it affects our real results in the areas of life which matter to us most. We do not think that the way to more profits is a shift in our own character makeup, or if we do, we often do not know where to begin. Nor do we know sometimes how to make the personal shifts that will make our relationships more fruitful.

In this book, we will look at six areas of character that will do exactly that. They will bring you results that you have not been able to obtain. They will solve the persistent problems that seem to have turned into patterns over the years and have appeared to have no answer. Together, these character traits will enable your talents and abilities to bring you the results that you know you should be getting, but sometimes haven’t. You will learn about the kind of character that:


	Creates and maintains trust

	Is able to see and face reality

	Works in a way that brings results

	Embraces negative realities and solves them

	Causes growth and increase

	Achieves transcendence and meaning in life



You will see how these character traits supercede gifts, talents, and ability, and how the ones who have them succeed, and the ones who don’t, ultimately fail. And, the fun part will be finding that all of us can grow in all of these areas, and that the journey itself is of great value. So, join me in that journey, as we look at how Integrity is the courage to meet the demands of reality.

—Henry Cloud, Ph.D.

Los Angeles, CA

2005
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the three essentials




my friend, being the obsessive mother that she is, asked me for a favor. She and her husband have two boys, who at the time were nineteen and twenty-one, and at that point in life where they were staring adulthood right in the face. I think she wanted to make sure that it was not they who blinked, so she asked me to perform that kind of end-around move whereby you parent your kids secretly through someone else without their knowing what hit them.

We were having dinner one night when she said, “Would you take the boys out for lunch and talk to them about success? They have been asking a lot of questions about how some people become so successful, and how they make it ‘big.’ I thought you could help give them some guidance while they were in the asking mode.”

“Hmm,” I said, “probably not. That’s really not my field, success. I don’t know much about it, so I wouldn’t really know what to say. Why don’t you call Zig Ziglar?” I was thinking about all of that literature with principles of success, how to make it big, how to reach the top, etc., and that was just not an area where I spent a lot of time. So, I politely declined, hoping a little humor would get her off this track.

“Oh, come on,” she protested. “They are twenty years old. You know enough to give them some things to think about. You have done a lot of things and worked with a lot of successful people. How hard can this be? Just take them out and tell them something. It doesn’t have to be that perfect, just give them some things to think about. Push them a little in the right direction.”

Feeling that I had been a little dismissive of the idea, I relented. “OK, I’ll take them out and tell them something.”

“Great! What will you tell them?” she immediately asked.

“I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it and come up with something.”

“Yeah, but what do you think that will be?”

“I don’t know,” I repeated. “I’ll think about it and give them something that will at least get them thinking.”

“Yeah, but when you do think about it, what do you think it will be?”

I could see that this was a mother on a mission, and I was not getting off the hook. So, I thought for a moment about some really successful people that I know or have worked with and, off the top of my head, gave her an instant formulation for becoming a successful person or leader, while trying to remain true to my area of expertise as she was trying to morph me into a motivational speaker.

“OK, here is what I will tell them,” I said. “People who become leaders, or really successful, tend to have three qualities. Number one, they have some set of competencies. In other words, they know their field, their industry, their discipline, or whatever. If you are Bill Gates, it helps to know something about the computer industry. If you are going to be a leading surgeon, you have to know what you are doing. In other words, you can only fake it for so long, boys. So, get yourself in the library or wherever and master your craft. Get good at what you do. A CEO has mastered a set of competencies in the same way. You just have to get good at what you do, period. There are no shortcuts.

“But,” I continued in my miniseminar, “there are a lot of people who are competent and good at what they do who don’t get to be leaders or ‘hugely’ successful. They do a good job, are happy and fulfilled, but they are not the ones that are catching your boys’ attention. For someone to get to the level of accomplishment that they are asking about, he or she must possess the second ability. They have to be what I would call an alliance builder. In other words, they have to take their competencies and what they do well and build alliances with others who have competencies and resources and form relationships that are mutually beneficial. As a result, they leverage what they do well to much greater heights than just being ‘good’ at their job. They create alliances that make things a lot bigger. They forge relationships and partnerships with people like investors, regulators, distribution channels, their boards, city governments, Wall Street, or whoever it is that has the capacity to make what they are doing bigger.

“Even within a company, they have to form alliances with other parts of the company to be successful and move their agenda forward. Otherwise, they are just moving their little piece. There is nothing wrong with that, but again, people who make their ‘piece’ bigger always multiply it with things outside of themselves. They have to learn to build these alliances if they are going to be ‘successful’ in the way that they are talking about. If a person who leads sales can forge an alliance with the production group, he can get what he needs on time to satisfy the market. And, the production group can feel like their interests are met at the same time. Alliance building is key to success and leadership. It is more than ‘networking,’ which is often just a synonym for leeching. Alliances are about creating leverage to take what you do to a multiple.

“Now, having said that, let’s get to the real issue that I would want to talk to them about. I would tell them that the people who possess the first two abilities are a dime a dozen. There is no shortage of talented, brainy people who are very, very good at what they do and are able to work the system and schmooze other people to get things done. There are zillions of them, and we all see them every day. But if your boys are truly going to make it, they have to have the third ingredient as well:

They have to have the character

to not screw it up.

“That is what I think I will tell them, if you have to know right now.”

The Character Problem: You’ve Seen It Happen

It took a little explaining to help her understand what I meant by “character,” but when I talk about this issue in corporate settings, most people immediately get it when I ask this question: “How many of you have had a situation in your work experience where someone was very bright, talented, competent, and good at working deals, but there was something about who he or she was as a person that somehow got in the way of all of that ability?” At that point, people begin to roll their eyes, smile, look at each other knowingly, and do other things that show that we can all relate to this reality. At some level, we all know that “making it” involves more than talent or ability. It has something to do with personhood as well.


Then there is the more difficult question, and the one that gets to the point: “How many of you can also relate to there being some way in which you feel like if you were different in some way, that you could go further than you have or reach the full potential that your brains, talents, and competencies would allow?” I don’t ask for hands, but from the nods and expressions, it is always clear that most of us can relate to this reality as well. “Making it” is more than just being competent and able to cut deals. It has a lot to do with who we are. But, exactly what does that mean? What is character? How does it affect performance? How important is it?

Most of the time, when we think of the word integrity, or character, we think of morals or ethics, not performance. We associate the topic with the catastrophes like Enron, Andersen, Worldcom, or the fall of individual superstars whose character has somehow gotten in the way. And certainly, there are those huge examples, from the top of business and government, all the way to the Church. There have been some huge ethical lapses that caused some major losses of not only individual careers, but entire companies and even confidence in the markets themselves. Not to mention the individuals who have been injured as well. Most people will now say “character counts.” If they don’t, they have been asleep for the last ten years.

But, when they say that, often what they mean is that character is a “safeguard” against bad things happening. In other words, if people have good character, their ethics and integrity will be such that you can truly trust the numbers, they won’t steal from you, lie to you, cheat you, or be duplicitous. They can be trusted. You can sleep at night without watching your back. And, that kind of character is certainly bedrock, foundational, and without which we have nothing. As we have seen, when that is not there, everything can disappear. Morals and ethics undergird our entire system of business, relationships, government, finance, education, and even our very lives. Talk to any wife or husband who has been cheated on, or any business partner who has been lied to, and you will see what a relationship without trust does to people.

However, that is not all of what I meant when I said that I wanted to talk about character to those two boys, or to any of us either. Certainly, I wanted them to be honest, ethical, and not duplicitous. I wanted them to be trustworthy. I wanted them to be faithful and dependable and have honor and be able to do the right thing when no one is watching. But, I kind of assumed they did those things, as I do of most of you who are reading this book. I assume that you know the importance of ethics and morals, of truth and honesty. And I also know that under certain circumstances, living those out may even be hard for you, and in this book we will address that issue as well, such as when it gets difficult to be as ethical or as honest as you want to be. But what I was really saying about character was much more than trying to have a moral safeguard against “getting into trouble.”

What I was saying was this:

who a person is

will ultimately determine if their brains, talents,

competencies, energy, effort, deal-making abilities,

and opportunities will succeed.

It is one’s makeup as a person, in ways much more than ethics alone, that takes people to success or enables them to sustain it if they ever achieve it. While character includes our usual understanding of ethics and integrity, it is much more than that as well. Another way of putting it is that ethical functioning is a part of character, but not all of it. And it certainly is not all of what affects whether someone is successful or becomes a good leader.


In my own experience in over twenty years of working with CEOs, boards, managers, management teams, VPs, partners, supervisors, investors, and those who have a stake in their performance, I have seen many honest, ethical people of “integrity” who were not making it in some way. While we would say that they all were people of good “character,” the reality is that their “personhood” was still preventing their talents and brains from accomplishing all that was in their potential. Some aspects to who they were as people that they had never seen as important to develop were keeping them from reaching the heights that all of the other investments they had made should have afforded them. While they met the criteria for having “integrity,” they also left behind a trail of falling short in some key areas of performance that left them, as well as their stakeholders and the people who depend on them, wanting more. They were unable to successfully:


	Gain the complete trust of the people they were leading, and capture their full hearts and following.

	See all of the realities that were right in front of them. They had blind spots regarding themselves, others, or even the markets, customers, projects, opportunities, or other external realities that kept them from reaching their goals.

	Work in a way that actually produced the outcomes that they should have produced, given their abilities and resources.

	Deal with problem people, negative situations, obstacles, failures, setbacks, and losses.

	Create growth in their organization, their people, themselves, their profits, or their industry.

	Transcend their own interests and give themselves to larger purposes, thus becoming part of a larger mission.




These kinds of issues, as we shall see, have little to do with IQ, talent, brains, education, training, or most of the other important components of success. Instead, they have to do with the other aspects of character functioning that we pay way too little attention to in training people to be leaders and to be successful. The most important tool ultimately is the person and his or her makeup, and yet it seems to get the least amount of attention and work. Mostly, we focus on professional skills and knowledge instead.

For example, when in your business training or education did you ever take a course on “how to lose well”? I don’t remember one. Yet, for example, I did a consulting project with an organization that lost millions and millions of dollars because the president was emotionally unable to “let go” of an agenda that was very, very dead. But because of his inability to “lose,” and let it go, he took the company down a road to near disaster. He had a lot of integrity and would never have lied to anyone. But, he also could not face the reality of losing something he was very invested in, as all leaders must be able to do from time to time in order to regroup, recover, and succeed. That is about character.

My contention is that those kinds of character, or personal-makeup, issues have more to do with someone’s ultimate ability than we give credit to. But, we don’t get courses that teach us to develop those aspects of character. When we do, however, and begin to focus on them, then we see people begin to soar to the heights that their abilities should have been taking them all along.

You have seen the character problem and, if you are like most of us, have probably even lived it out to some degree yourself. You have experienced being on the other end of someone who needed to make some changes in these kinds of issues and have maybe even suffered the results of its not happening. But what you might not have seen, and what this book is about, is a way of thinking about what those issues are. We will look at a way of thinking about character and its components that if applied, can help you, those you work with, and your organization to avoid the three pitfalls that these issues cause:


	Hitting a performance ceiling that is much lower than one’s aptitude

	Hitting an obstacle or situation that derails you

	Reaching great success only to self-destruct and lose it all



In my experience in leadership and performance consulting, these are the three areas that character affects. Either someone is not reaching his full potential and is stuck at some level beneath his abilities, or some particular situation that he is not equipped to deal with does him in, or he does reach great heights and then something about his makeup brings him down. Most of the time, these three scenarios have little to do with competencies, brains, or talents, but everything to do with the person. Our goal is to understand what the issues are so that we can resolve them and their effect in your life. But to do that, we need to get a more complete view of character and how it affects your outcomes in life.

That is what I told my friend that I would tell the boys as she pressed me for an answer. Sometimes the things we say off the top of our head are the most true, as they come out of our experience more than out of our head. I think that is what happened that night, as I was not talking theory or academia. I was just telling her what I had seen from a lot of years of sitting and listening to talented people who for one reason or another were not getting to where their talents and potential should have been taking them. And, conversely, watching some world-class achievers do amazing things out of the character strengths that they possessed.

So, I will be sharing with you from that same place. I will not talk a lot about the leadership literature, or the success principles that you know well. This is not a book about casting vision or developing critical mass or how to become a change agent. Those are important parts to leadership and success, but tend to fall into the category of competencies, and you probably get a lot of training in those areas.

Instead, I will be sharing with you my experience from over twenty years of getting to work with people from all kinds of fields about the personal issues that keep some of them stuck and cause others to be amazing performers. It is my belief and experience that when people understand what these issues are and begin to grow in them, they are able to get to places they always thought possible, but could never quite attain.
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character, integrity, and reality




“so what’s the problem?” I asked the CEO. Usually when someone needs a consult, he does not begin with so many accolades about the “problem person.” But Brad had done just that for the last ten minutes. He had told me how “incredible” and “brilliant” Rick, his VP of sales, was, and how the numbers had increased so dramatically since he’d joined the company a couple of years before. It was almost as if he were selling me on his abilities more than asking for my help with a problem. “It sounds like he is doing an incredible job. What is it that you are struggling with?”

“Well, as good as the numbers are, I have two key people who are about to leave if I don’t get rid of him. They have told me that I have to choose either them or him. I don’t want to do that. I need his performance and abilities. He really is amazing at what he does well, but, there are some ‘issues’ on the people side. The rest of the team has gotten divided when it comes to him too. Some of them want him to be here because of the sheer performance. They like the horsepower.

“But, other people really don’t like him. We had one case where a woman brought a case against us for what she termed ‘harassment,’ and we just settled it. I don’t think it was that big a deal, but she obviously did, and in the end that was what mattered. If you ask me, he is not a bad guy. He just is run and gun and drives people pretty hard, and a strong personality. Some of the people who don’t have the gut for that end up feeling like he is running over them, or not giving them the respect they feel like they deserve. So, they get upset. I don’t want to lose him, though. He is too valuable. But, I have to do something and I was hoping you could get the team back together, or fix him, or something. Whatever. But we need something.”

I could almost feel the desperation that he felt, as if a big part of his world depended on finding a solution to his top performer’s “people issues.”

“How do you feel about him?” I asked.

“Well, obviously I am for him. I mean, look at the numbers. They speak for themselves, and if you talk to him about any of this, that is what he will say as well. It is hard to tell him that he is a problem when he can just point to how well we are doing. And, that is a little of where I find myself too. I don’t mind him, and he is getting us to places where we couldn’t have gotten to without him. So, he is helping me.”

“So you think his ‘numbers’ are what the revenues show? That is how you come up with thinking he is a good deal?” I asked. “By the sales figures?”

“Well, yes. That is his job, to make the revenue side work.”

“But what about the expense side?”


“That’s not his job. Our CFO, controller, project managers, and others watch the expenses.”

“I didn’t mean watching the expenses,” I said. “I meant the expense side of having him here.”

“You mean his compensation? He is compensated well, but he is more than worth it. He brings in a lot more than his compensation package,” the CEO explained, probably thinking that I was just not getting it that the guy’s sales numbers were much more than enough to pay for him.

“No, that is not what I meant by expense. What I meant were the other expenses that he creates. Let me list a few:


	If you take what the company pays you as CEO, including your options, and put an hourly rate on that, it is a huge number. How many hours do you think you have spent listening to other people talk about their problems with him over the past couple of years? Just a few meetings a week would get us in the hundreds of hours. Multiply that times your hourly rate to the company and you get a different picture of his expense to you.

	To that number add the amount the hours are worth of the people who were spending time talking to you instead of doing their jobs.

	To that number, add the lost opportunity of what you and your people could have done in that time had you not been working out the problems regarding him.

	To that, add the amount of the settlement, and all of the hourly charges by the attorneys for the consults that you and your HR people have had about this problem.

	To that add the cost of finding two new VPs to replace the two that are about to leave, and the lost business, work, and traction in that time lag.

	

	To that, add the distraction that this whole problem becomes from the morale and direction of the company and what it is trying to do.



“Now you are getting a better picture of his expense. Do you still feel like he is such a great deal?” I asked.

“Well, not when you put it like that,” he said, looking a little sheepish, as if he had been caught not watching his wallet and was embarrassed that he had been robbed. “Not when you put it like that.”

The Wake

I went on to talk to Brad about a concept that I call the wake. One of my favorite things to do is to sit on the aft deck of a boat going across the ocean and just watch the wake. It is such a beautiful, ever-changing creation as the ship continues on its path. You can tell a lot about a ship as you look at its wake.

If it is in a straight line, you get a feeling that the boat is steadily on course, and that the captain is not dozing at the wheel, or that an engine or a shaft is not somehow out of whack. But if it is wavering, you begin to wonder. Also, if it is smooth and flat, you know something about the speed of the boat, and if it is steep, you can tell something about its drag. In other words, what the wake looks like can tell you a lot about the boat itself.

With people, the same thing is true. As a person goes through a company, like Brad’s sales guy, he or she leaves a wake behind as well. And just as with a boat, there are always two sides to the wake that a leader or someone else leaves when moving through our lives or the life of an organization. The two sides of the wake are:


	The task

	The relationships




When a person travels through a few years with an organization, or with a partnership, or any other kind of working association, he leaves a “wake” behind in these two areas, task and relationship: What did he accomplish and how did he deal with people? And we can tell a lot about that person from the nature of the wake.

In terms of the task, what does the wake look like? Is it a wake of goals being reached? Profits being made? Growth of the business or the deal that the person was working on with you? The mission being accomplished? Things getting completed? New ways of doing things being introduced and perfected? A stronger brand? A stronger reputation for the work and company? Better systems and processes? Cleaner operations?

Or, is it a different kind of wake? Unreached goals and projections? Misfires? Mission not accomplished? Lack of completion? Disorganization and chaos? Inactivity and nothing happening? Lack of focus? False starts? Resources and money lost?

And from the wake, which is the real performance and results, we can tell a lot about the person. Results matter. They are the stuff from which we are evaluated and for which we strive to bring our dreams and plans into reality. When we look at results, the wake, we are really looking at ourselves and learning something about our character in the same way that the wake of a ship tells us a lot about the ship.

At the end of the day, we must look back and see if the wake of our work is profitable or not. If it isn’t, it is time to ask ourselves some hard questions. The wake is the results we leave behind. And the wake doesn’t lie and it doesn’t care about excuses. It is what it is. No matter what we try to do to explain why, or to justify what the wake is, it still remains. It is what we leave behind and is our record.

On the other side of the wake are the relationships. Just as we leave the effects of our work behind in results, we leave the effects of our interactions with people behind in their hearts, minds, and souls. We leave a wake of people behind us as we move through their lives and their organizations. We leave a wake behind as we move through the lives of clients and partners. We leave a wake behind as we move through our relationships with vendors and other alliances, as well as our entire industry. So, we must look out over the transom and ask ourselves, “What does that wake look like?”

Are a lot of people out there water-skiing on the wake, smiling, having a great time for our having “moved through their lives”? Or are they out there bobbing for air, bleeding, and left wounded as shark bait? In other words, would they say that their experience with us has left them better off for our having “moved through their lives,” or would they say that it has left them worse off? Did they consider it a blessing that they were associated with you, or a curse? What is the nature of the wake? Are they smiling or reeling?

In the people side, just as in the task side, there are results. Are they more trusting after working with us? Are they more fulfilled as people? Have they grown as a result of being associated with you? Do they feel better about themselves, and working with others? Did they learn from you and feel lifted up and encouraged? Were they stretched and inspired to become more than they were before they worked with or for you? Did your relationship cause them to produce more?

Or, are they wounded? Less trusting? Feeling put down, cheated, or manipulated? Disappointed, let down, or lied to? Are they angry and just waiting for a chance to get even? Do they feel inferior, like a loser, or ashamed because of how you interacted with them? And the big question: “Would they want to do it again?”

Recently I hired someone in an important position. In doing all of the due diligence in my search, I called two of her former bosses. I asked a lot about the wake on both sides, the task side and the relationship side. It was encouraging to hear them talk about her work, the results that she would always get, and the way that people who worked with her and clients felt about her. I also pushed and asked about the downsides of the wake as well. They told me a few things about her that were ripples in the wake, i.e., ways that she could improve. I paid attention to them, as I knew that if I hired her, I would also run into those aspects of her wake as well. In my estimation, as in theirs, these were not a big deal.

But, then I asked both of them the big question: “Would you do it again?” Before I got the question out of my mouth, one said, “In a heartbeat.” The other blurted out, “Absolutely.” No hesitation. That was the answer that I needed, for it was clearly out of the wake that she had left behind. Since I know that those kinds of wakes are produced out of who a person is, I could be confident in the kind that she is most likely to leave with me.

So, that is how I wanted Brad to evaluate his VP. Look at the total reality of the wake. The truth is that his character, who he was as a person, was leaving a wake behind that included much more than just the sales numbers. Upon first glance, his “task” wake looked good, until you began to see all of the other things that he was leaving in that wake that were getting in the way of the task itself, e.g., getting people in high-leverage positions sidetracked, taking time away from the CEO’s focus and duties, using resources to solve problems that he was causing, and potentially causing a serious hole in the upper-management team. These are all things that affect the task, the mission, and the bottom line. We are not talking just about being “nice.” We are talking about real results, results that come from character.

And, on the pure relationship side of things, people were definitely not water-skiing on the wake of working with him. Some were headed to the emergency room, and others were just hating the climate that he was developing. In just about every direction, things did not look good, and even with the people who were not negative on him, such as the CEO, it was because they were just looking at shortsighted results and not at the larger cancer that was growing right in front of them.

In the end, the CEO was slow to do what he should have done, and the board got involved. The superstar was disciplined for some things and left, with a hefty severance. The CEO left shortly thereafter as a result of losing the confidence of the board. Not a healthy wake for either of them as we look back. And the sad thing is that it was not a “business” problem. It was not a “competency” problem. It was not a “talent” problem, a “brains” problem, or a shortfall in “deal-making.” Neither the CEO nor the sales guy lacked any of those qualities or abilities. They were gifted people. But they did have some shortfalls in the thing that leaves the wake: character.

The problems that the sales guy caused, and the

problems that the CEO had in dealing with those

problems, were results of their individual makeups

that manifested themselves in a wake of failure.

In the case of the sales VP, his relational abilities left a lot to be desired. His interpersonal dealings not only left people being hurt by working with him, and disliking him, but also desiring to leave the company as a result of having to work with or report to him. Not a good wake on that side of the boat. And, on the task side, although he appeared to be doing well, his interpersonal short comings got in the way so much that the very tasks that he was accomplishing were getting compromised in a big way and ultimately brought down to nothing. All because of some character issues and none because of “business” issues.

And we can say the same thing for the CEO. He was smart and gifted as well, but who he was as a person allowed this VP to virtually split his company apart and cause things to fragment to such a degree that key people were either completely disrupted or looking at leaving. His inability to deal with the relational side of his work eventually caused the task side of things to go down as well. In effect, due to his personal weaknesses, he lost everything he had worked for. Not a good wake, and all because of this thing called “character.”

A Different Definition of Character

As I said in the first chapter, when we think of things like character or integrity, we often think of matters related to morals and ethics. We want to know that someone is “trustworthy” or “faithful.” We want to be able not to have to audit their numbers. And if those things are in place, then we often put the character issue to rest and begin to talk about business or performance abilities, competencies, and the like.

Yet, when you look at the real world, there are dimensions to a person’s makeup that deeply affect the results, the wake, that they leave behind that definitely are germane to the task and yet often do not get the focus that they deserve. Take Brad’s sales VP, for example. Do you think that anyone ever asked him in his job interview how he goes about building trust with people and making sure that other parts of the company trust him as well? But he obviously lacked that interpersonal ability, and it made all of his strategic initiatives that were extremely effective worthless in the end. Ultimately, it turned out to be the most important thing.

Similarly, in his interview or training, how much attention do you think was paid to his ability to regain broken trust or repair a relationship after a conflict? Or to making other team members feel valued and want to give all of their service to him? Obviously not enough, nor does it appear that he paid much attention to developing those aspects of his personhood either. In the end, it cost him and the company dearly. We can see that even though those two skills were relational in nature, they affected both the relational and the task side of the wake.

And, the truth is that those issues flowed out from who he was as a person, his makeup. That is what I am referring to as character that includes more than ethics and morals. Similarly, Brad, the CEO, had his own character or makeup issues that affected his own wake as well. Do you think it was a lack of business sense in Brad that created this mess? Certainly not. He understood the markets, the strategies, the operations, and the other aspects of the business picture. He also understood that he had a problem with Brad. All of those calls with the attorneys kind of clued him in on that reality. But, in the end, it was something about his makeup that kept him from dealing with this issue directly.

The reality was that he allowed himself, out of a state of need, to be come too dependent on this VP’s performance and was afraid to deal with the issue head-on. He was afraid of losing him, and losing the performance. He was also afraid of confronting in a direct way someone that he needed so much. He just couldn’t bring himself to doing the hard confrontations that were needed. He could not get tough enough to face into it. Instead, he avoided the conflict and tried to placate the other members of the management team into feeling as if things were really OK when they weren’t. In the end, he lost them.

But both Brad and his VP were men of “character” in that they never lied to anyone or cheated anyone or did any shady dealings. Both were impeccably responsible. Both were dependable with regard to anyone’s code of ethics. But, they both had what I would call “character” issues that led to their performance problems. So, that leaves us with a need for a definition of “character” to work with as we take a look at the issues that affect performance.


Character, Makeup, and Ability

Let me explain with an analogy. If you are a general in the air force, and you need a new airplane built, you go see Boeing or someone like them and tell them that you want a new jet. They get a roomful of engineers together, and before they decide on what kind of material, or metal, they will use to build the airplane, they have to ask you an important question: What are you going to do with this plane?

If you say you want it to be able to go from a standstill to 600 mph in a flash, then they will design it in one way. They think, “The character of that design will not withstand that kind of torque. It will begin to break apart at that kind of acceleration. We need a design with a different character, or makeup.”

If you say the plane is going to have to perform at forty thousand feet, then dip down to the desert and withstand certain heat, or later that day fly over the north pole under radar and withstand certain cold temperatures, they begin to look at other kinds of metal with a different character as well. They are thinking about the design’s character. If it has to carry cargo or reach other speeds or go for long distances without refueling and thus have better fuel efficiency, then weight and other issues begin to get specifically important. If the flight patterns are going to have incredible demands on maneuverability with high speeds, the “integrity” of the material has to be of a certain kind so as to not come apart with those tricky moves. Character is everything, depending on what demands are going to be put upon the design.

In the same way that the realities of torque, weather, temperature, gravity, and other things put demands on a metal that it has to meet in order to perform and not crash, there are realities that put demands on people that they have to meet in order to perform and not crash as well. And the character of the person is what determines his or her ability to meet those reality demands, i.e., demands encountered in the real world. Thus, the definition that I will be working from for the purposes of this book is this:

Character = the ability to meet the

demands of reality.

In business and in all of life, reality demands come across one’s path. And just as the “character” of the metal determines whether that airplane is going to succeed in that kind of heat or torque, a person’s character determines whether he or she will succeed in that situation. Their makeup, their integrity, will either be able to deliver or not. They will meet the demand, and succeed, leaving a wake of goals being reached and people being fulfilled only if their character can meet that demand.

The demands that reality brings are many and varied. There are interpersonal demands, such as difficult people and relationships that one must negotiate and make work. Everyone, at whatever level of business he or she has conducted, has experienced that reality. The homeowner walks away from a remodel wondering, “Would this have turned out better if I could have dealt with that contractor differently?” The parent walks away from the teacher conference wondering, “Would my child have a better chance if I could deal with that teacher in a better way?” The boss walks through the corridor wondering, “Would we be getting better results if I could deal with that person’s issues more effectively?” And everyone has wondered, “Would I be doing better if I could just somehow make it work better with my boss?” And there is always the reality of getting people or a team of people to trust you enough to make it all come together.

On the task side, the reality demands are ever present also. Think of the realities that make demands on the metal of your character: You have put your lifeblood into a project for months, you get the first numbers back, and they are bad. What happens inside? Some people proactively wrap their arms around the situation, get energized, become clearheaded, get to work, and have all their capacities available to them. They turn it around. They meet the demand of the reality of bad numbers staring them in the face. They deliver. But other people go into a black hole, feel like a loser, get afraid, get mean, panic, stall out, or retreat. The bad numbers do them in.

Here is another example: You are given a new opportunity, project, or task. The possibilities are enormous. But, they bring realities that make tough demands. There is going to be a season of no rewards, and people are going to question your every decision to go in that direction. There is going to be risk, and the possibility of failure means a lot of loss. There are going to be chances to move too quickly as well. There is going to be the need to hold yourself back and be strategic before making a move, and then to have the courage to make it. You must be able to delay gratification and keep going while it is all building. What if a new opportunity comes along in the middle of things that looks attractive, but would sidetrack you and get you scattered? Can you say no to that one? Do you have the guts to eliminate the ones that are already distracting you? What if there are people involved that you need to move or lay off? What if you have to call the investors or the bank and ask them for more money? How is your “stomach” for those tasks?

Depending on your makeup, when those demands come, you will either meet their requirements and succeed, leaving a wake of results, or your makeup will be overcome by them. For some, opportunity itself causes a problem. The risk is too scary, the pressure too great, and fear overcomes talent, brains, and abilities. The status quo is more comfortable, yet not really. Or, you get too frustrated with the process, begin to take shortcuts, and screw it up in some way. In the end, character always rules.

In my experience as a leadership consultant, these kinds of personal issues make the difference in the ones who do well and the ones who don’t. When I was discussing this book with someone whose husband is the CEO of a huge public corporation, she said, “This is so important. It is never the business issues that cause David stress. He loves those. It is always a problem that was caused by a person. It is always the personal side that creates the problems, the stress, or messes up the goals.” That is about someone who deals with billions of dollars and yet sees the character issues as the real stressors.

So my goal in this book is to take a look at those “personal issues” that make people successful or keep them from getting there. I have had the privilege of working with and consulting with some very successful people over the years, and there are reasons that they make it as they do, from Fortune 25 to family-held firms. I have gotten to watch them and see their character deliver results time and time again.

And as a consultant, I have seen the problems that these personal, character issues bring as well, even in people with enormous brains and talent. What I want to do here is to get specific about what those elements of character are that make it all go one way or the other, and in doing so, to give you a helpful template by which to grow into the person who can deliver whatever reality asks you to do. When you do that, your brains, talents, and potential will intersect with reality and find themselves creating a wake that will be fulfilling to you, and enjoyable and profitable for those who are in it with you.

And I want to give you hope for yourself, or for some of the ones that you work with or are responsible for. As we shall see, character can change and grow. That is the exciting part. The things that have held you back thus far from being whom you are designed to be do not have to continue to be your downfall, or “slowdown.” Once you can see what they are, you can change them.

But, unfortunately, many people have been taught that it can’t happen, and that is disappointing whenever I hear it. Just recently I talked to a young man who is graduating from one of the top business schools in the country, and he said as a result of his leadership courses that he had learned that “character doesn’t change. You have to make sure you pick people with good character because that is what you are going to be stuck with. Character is fixed from early on.” I almost came out of my chair, because nothing could be further from the truth. People grow and people change when the right experiences are brought to the person, and they have the right response in using those experiences.

Yes, character is “fixed,” in that it is a structure like a house. Once you build it, it is pretty much going to stand there just like that. But, it is also true that just because it is “fixed” doesn’t mean that you can’t go in and start knocking down walls and adding others so that it becomes “fixed” in a different way. Those are two different issues. Just because something is an enduring structure doesn’t mean that it is unchangeable. It all depends on what
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