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  Author's Note


  This book moves between two registers, and I want to explain why before you go further.


  The first half of the book is memoir. It is the story of a childhood that was, by any reasonable measure, difficult — marked by early separation, conditional belonging, and the particular vigilance required of a child who could not afford to misread the room. I have written about these experiences as honestly as I can, drawing on my own memory, my mother’s diaries, and an unpublished memoir left by my aunt Barbara. Where memory is imperfect, I have been faithful to emotional truth rather than documentary accuracy. The names of family members are their real names. The experiences are real.


  The second half of the book is advisory writing — essays on the dynamics of creative firms, on what goes wrong inside them and how it can be repaired, on what alignment looks like when it is genuinely working. This writing draws on more than thirty years of experience founding, running, selling, and ultimately advising creative organizations. The framework it presents reflects my own thinking, shaped by decades of practice and by a wide range of influences in psychology, organizational behavior, and evolutionary biology. I have not provided formal citations, in keeping with the book’s conversational register, but I acknowledge a particular debt to Nancy Verrier’s work on adoption and the primal wound, which gave me language for things I had been carrying without words.


  These two registers are not separate things wearing the same cover. The knowledge in the advisory sections came from the experiences in the memoir sections. The child who learned to read emotional weather as a survival skill became the adult who reads it professionally. I have structured the book to make that connection visible, because I think it matters. Expertise that cannot account for its own origins is expertise I have always regarded with some skepticism. This book tries to show its work.


  * * *


  A note on the client stories in Part Four.


  The four chapters that close the book are written as narrative portraits of creative firms navigating the dynamics described in Parts Two and Three. They are composite figures. No single character, firm, or situation in those chapters corresponds to any single real engagement. The patterns they describe — the early signals, the slow shifts, the moments of recognition — are drawn from many years of work with many different organizations, and any resemblance to a specific person or firm is coincidental.


  I have written them this way for two reasons. The first is the obvious one: client confidentiality matters, and the people who have trusted me with the interior lives of their organizations deserve that protection. The second reason is less obvious but equally important: the composite form is more honest than a single case study. No single engagement contains all of these dynamics. The patterns I have described are universal, not particular. A composite portrait captures that universality in a way that a named case study cannot.


  The one exception is a colleague who appears by name in Chapter 19a. She is identified by a pseudonym at her request, and her words are her own.


  * * *


  A note on pronouns.


  Throughout the advisory sections of this book, I use “she” as the default pronoun for leaders and founders. This is a deliberate choice that reflects the reality of my practice: many of my most significant and long-standing client relationships have been with women who lead creative firms. It also reflects something the book argues directly — that the dynamics of authority in creative organizations are not gender-neutral, and that the experience of leading while female carries specific challenges that deserve to be named rather than dissolved into a generic “them.”


  Male founders will recognize themselves in these pages. The pronoun is not an exclusion. It is a signal about where I have been paying attention.


  * * *


  Finally, a word about why I wrote this at all.


  I spent most of my professional life inside creative organizations — building one, running one, selling one, and then spending years sitting with the people inside others. I have watched firms that were genuinely talented come apart from the inside, slowly and invisibly, for reasons that had nothing to do with the quality of their work. I have also watched firms find their footing, build something real, and produce work that neither they nor their clients fully expected.


  The difference, in every case I have ever seen, was not strategy or process or talent. It was the quality of attention that the people inside the firm were willing to pay to each other — and to themselves.


  That is what this book is about. I hope it is useful.


   


  Ted Leonhardt
 Bellingham, Washington
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  Introduction


  Think Small


  Saturday.


  I gathered my prized pipe cleaner men along with their plastic horses and weapons and headed out into the morning. I’d been dreaming of this day all week. Sunny. Warm and dry enough to kneel by the rockery and lose myself entirely.


  My little men gathered around an imaginary campfire on top of the biggest rock, planning, discussing, deciding what came next. Once the plan was agreed, they mounted their plastic horses and rode to the next camp, where the women warriors were waiting. Two groups, now one. Another planning session on the high rock.


  When Mom called me to lunch, my whole morning had gone. I’d been completely inside it.


  I didn’t know what to call that state then. I know now: it was flow. And I know something else now, too: that in the rockery, with my imaginary group and their plastic horses, I was already practicing the thing I’ve spent my professional life trying to understand.


  I was learning to hold a group. To think about what they needed, where they were going, and how to bring them forward together. Not as a leader with authority. As a child with an imagination and a Saturday morning.


  * * *


  In 1959, a small advertising agency called Doyle Dane Bernbach ran an ad for Volkswagen. Black and white. Tiny car floating in a field of gray space. Two words below: Think Small. It became one of the most famous advertisements ever made, and it launched what historians now call the creative revolution in advertising.


  I’ve thought about that campaign for most of my career. Not because of the headline. Because of what it was saying underneath it. Small is honest. Small is specific. Small is where you can still feel what’s happening in the room.


  I started small. Everyone does.


  * * *


  Something is happening in the creative industry, and I think it matters.


  In November 2025, Omnicom completed its $13.5 billion acquisition of Interpublic Group. What followed was swift: thousands of layoffs, and the retirement of agencies that had defined the industry for generations.


  FCB, founded in 1873. DDB. MullenLowe. Names that had shaped how the world sees itself, folded into a single consolidated entity.


  WPP cut 7,000 jobs. Dentsu eliminated 3,400. Interpublic Group laid off 3,200 more. Forrester estimated that overall agency headcounts fell 8% in a single year.


  That talent didn’t vanish. It dispersed.


  Some started something new. Some landed in smaller firms. New agencies appeared, led by creatives who had been inside the big networks and decided they wanted something different. Today, nearly 41% of the U.S. creative workforce operates through freelance or independent models. In the Seattle metro area alone, the Seattle Creative Directory lists over two hundred small creative firms. I think of it as a window into what is probably true in every significant city.


  At the same time, AI has arrived, not as a replacement for creative thinking, but as an accelerant. The tools available to a small firm today would have been unimaginable when I was starting out. A studio of eight people in Bellingham or Bristol or Brisbane can now compete for work that once required a hundred.


  I believe this is the best moment in history to start small.


  * * *


  But the tools are not what will separate the firms that thrive from the ones that quietly come apart.


  Everyone has access to the same platforms, the same AI, the same data. The democratization of tools is real and remarkable. But it also means that tools are no longer a competitive advantage.


  What separates the firms that last is something harder to see and harder to build: the quality of the human container. The ability to hold creative people safely enough that they bring their full thinking to the work. The willingness to read what tone, behavior, and silence are already saying. The courage to have honest conversations before the problems become crises.


  That is what this book is about.


  * * *


  You will notice that this book begins with childhood. A child fostered at birth, adopted at five months, growing up in a family where belonging was conditional. That is not an accident, and it is not decoration.


  The child who learned to read emotional weather as a survival skill became the adult who reads it professionally. The passivity I developed to stay safe in an unpredictable home — the stillness, the vigilance, the constant scanning of rooms for signals that others missed — became, over decades, the foundation of my practice.


  I didn’t choose attunement as a methodology. I was trained in it before I had language for it.


  I tell stories from my childhood because I believe that is where leadership actually comes from. Not from business schools or management frameworks. From experience, and from the reflection on how each of us came to be who we are.


  Expertise that cannot account for its own origins is expertise I have always regarded with some skepticism.


  This book tries to show its work.


  * * *


  This book is for founders and leaders of creative firms of twenty to eighty people.


  It is for the designer who became a principal before she was ready. For the founder who built something real and is watching it get harder to hold. For the creative director who knows something is off but can’t quite name it. For the leader who wants to build a culture that can outlast any single client, any single crisis, any single year.


  It is not a management textbook. It does not offer a system or a framework or a set of tools to implement on Monday morning. It offers something I think is more useful: an honest account of what the work actually requires, told by someone who learned most of it the hard way.


  * * *


  I’m eighty years old as I write this. I’ve watched the same cycles repeat across five decades. I’ve seen firms that were genuinely talented come apart from the inside, slowly and invisibly, for reasons that had nothing to do with the quality of their work. I’ve also watched firms find their footing, build something real, and produce work that neither they nor their clients fully expected.


  The difference, in every case, was not strategy or talent or timing.


  It was the quality of attention the people inside the firm were willing to pay to each other.


  Start there. Start small. The rest follows.


   


  Ted Leonhardt
 Bellingham, Washington
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      The Education No One Planned


      How a childhood spent reading danger became a career spent reading rooms
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  Part One


  Chapter Two


  Lonely


  Lonely and unable to ask why.


  A hollow ache filled my chest, an emptiness where belonging should have been.


  Across the way from where I was boarded, I could see my house — a constant reminder of my loss. I yearned to be there. I ached for my room, my electric train, the yard with its fishpond, and the river stone rockery that had been my stage for tales of brave heroes and daring rescues. It wasn’t Mom or Dad I yearned for — I just wanted to be in my own place. A place where I felt I belonged.


  I was in the third grade, my second year staying with Mimi, and my fourth year being boarded out during the school year. I knew what loneliness was. The ache in my chest had become a constant, as familiar as breathing. Sometimes, the emptiness was so deep that it felt as if my heart might simply stop — too sad to go on beating. Isolated, empty, and adrift, there was no release from it.


  I now know — I mean now, as an adult looking back — I was yearning for social connection. Someone to talk to. Anyone to talk to. Mimi barely spoke other than giving instructions, correcting, or announcing that dinner was ready. And when I ate, I ate alone in the kitchen nook with its built-in table and benches. A table I studied closely as I ate my toasted cheese sandwich and Campbell’s cream of mushroom soup. The table was covered with a heavy coat of green paint, filling the cracks between the boards that made up the surface.


  Mimi’s house was dark and cold. I never understood why I was only allowed to be in the kitchen, the bathroom, and my upstairs bedroom, never the living room, where big west-facing windows warmed the room. I wasn’t allowed to use the bathroom during the night. Mimi gave me a bucket in case I needed to pee. Once, I pooped in the bucket, not in defiance but cause I had to, and Mimi got mad and scolded me. Strange, confusing rules.


  A boy named Kenny boarded with Mimi for a short period. He was a year or so younger, but that didn’t matter — I just loved him being there. Finally, some company, even though he was more distressed than I was. He cried a lot. So, I made up stories, hoping to make him feel better. It seemed to work, and I loved making up the stories.


  When we were both in bed for the night, Kenny would occasionally ask me questions as I was about to drift off to sleep. Once pulled awake by his voice and my need to be connected, I asked, “What?” having missed his question.


  Kenny asked again, “Teddy, how is paint made?” Delighted to be asked, I made up an answer.


  I spun my tale, and soon, Kenny drifted off to sleep. I still remember the warm closeness that telling Kenny a story gave me.


  I knew it wouldn’t last. Sure enough, Kenny left with his dad one day and never returned, but the pain that went with being lonely did. The hollow ache returned as if part of me had been carved away.


  Living with Mimi, I was genuinely disconnected from anything familiar or comforting. Sometimes, I heard a humming sound I knew no one else could hear. It was only in my head.


  Friends were not allowed to visit, although I don’t remember having any friends then. I must have had school friends. Maybe they didn’t make an impression. Anyway, with no one to be close to, I was lost.


  I knew that I was adopted. I’d known for as long as I could remember. I think I somehow absorbed the assumption that part of being adopted and “special,” as Mom liked to say, meant I wasn’t to question things like being boarded with strangers. Mom did say we mustn’t upset Dad. Not upsetting Dad was a mission or a mantra — something we were always guarding against. Questions about our family were on the list of things that upset Dad.


  So, I didn’t ask. It was only as I wrote this that I realized what the most obvious question was. Six decades after being boarded out, I now know what I could have asked.


  “Mom, why can’t I go with you? Couldn’t I attend the school where you teach and live with you?”


  Mom had taken a job teaching fourth grade in Olympia, not too far from Seattle but far enough that she needed to stay there during the week.


  She’d gone back to work to cover our living expenses. Dad had suffered a mental breakdown and was still recovering while I was boarded with Mimi. That much, I’d been told.


  Ironically, all my adult life, I’ve asked lots of questions. I’ve used questioning to negotiate deals and develop professional relationships. I question friends and family as part of my everyday conversational style. But as I examine my questioning a bit further, it comes to me that only recently have I become more comfortable asking deeply personal questions, especially of those closest to me.


  I now think my hesitation — my internalized restriction goes back to those days when I was afraid to ask why I was left behind.


  Mom and Dad are long gone. I never asked. But I know the answer now.


  I was adopted. I was taken care of as required by the obligation that the Leonhardts had taken on. They had signed a contract and did “the best we could” to fulfill the requirements of that commitment. When I did act out and pushed the edges, Dad often reminded me that there were places where they put bad boys. I knew he meant prison. So, it was clear to me even then that being with Mom and Dad was conditional. And I learned that safety resides in “not rocking the boat,” as Mom would say, and staying on the surface of things. Even though I knew something was wrong, not asking questions was ingrained in me. I could have been completely abandoned at any time. That was the risk.


  I was afraid that if I asked, I’d never be allowed back to a place where I felt safe. And I did feel safe in the Seattle house I considered my home.
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  Part One


  Chapter Three


  Given Up


  The Chicago train platform — gray light, the chill of the morning, and a whiff of diesel. A crunch of couplers. Iron against iron reacting to the pull by an unseen engine on a long line of passenger cars.


  We waited alone, beside a train not yet ready to be boarded, Mom, Dad, and me. We were early.


  Suddenly, Dad’s hands gripped my waist, and he lifted me high into the air. I must have been three. I remember the surprise of it, the rush of cold air against my face, and then I was in the hands of a stranger standing at the top of the mail car steps — a man in a nickel gray uniform, his cap tilted, his arms strong, but unfamiliar.


  He laughed and said something cheerful. My father laughed too. The train jerked, couplers crunched, and we rolled forward. I screamed.


  I knew — I knew — I was being given away again.


  That certainty, I’m sure, came from somewhere deeper than memory. Nancy Verrier called it a Primal Wound in her book by that name — a reflex reaction built in long before words. I’d been handed off many times by then, though I couldn’t have counted them. But my body remembered. The panic, the sudden heat under my skin, the sense that my world could vanish in an instant. The train only moved a few feet before stopping, and my father reached out to take me back, concerned at my distress, although not knowing what he’d done. But something inside me had already shut tight.


  Now, when I think about that day, I see how well I learned the lesson: don’t trust the arms that hold you — they might not be there when the train starts to move.


  My skin spoke the language of distress before I could. Red, inflamed, erupting whenever threatened. The doctors called it dermatitis, an allergy, maybe nerves. Whatever it’s called, it’s my body’s way of saying what I couldn’t: I’m terror-stricken. Don’t give me away again. Don’t make me start over again.


  That rash first showed up when I was just a few days old, according to the social worker’s report. A full-body eruption. Angry red blotches that made me look burned. It cleared up after a few weeks, once I’d settled in with the foster mother who kept notes on me — her small observations written in a looping hand: “Smiles when I smile. Likes to be held. Laughs easily; he’s a very smart boy.”


  Reading her prose decades later, I could feel her love. Did I seduce her with my smile? Maybe.


  Fostered and adopted children often develop winning smiles to gain favor, to survive.


  Five months after birth, I was given away again — this time I was given to the Leonhardts. Adopted, and the rash came roaring back. My new mother, Betty, wrote in her diary that I couldn’t keep my milk down, that my skin was raw and red. She worried, she soothed, she did her best, reached out to the neighbor ladies for help and support. She was trying her best, but my body was screaming at the loss of the security I’d found with my foster mother.


  After a time, I settled, and I remember the sounds and smells of my new Dad cutting the lawn, and I still find those sensations comforting.


  Then the train trip to the east to show me off to Dad’s relatives, with the terrifying mail car experience in Chicago. I must have been on guard throughout that trip, although it couldn’t have been all bad; I’ve loved trains ever since.


  The following year, when I was four, Dad broke down, mentally and emotionally. I remember the terrifying night he began throwing plates. Mom had him “committed” as they used to say. With the plate-breaking incident, my feelings of closeness with Dad and Mom tailed off. I was sent to live with Mom’s mother — grandmother — first in Seattle and later in Monterey. Grandmother is mean.


  Tap, tap, tap, I can hear grandmother approaching, her cane tapping. “Teddy, Teddy, where are you?” Then louder, demanding. “Don’t hide from me.”


  I’m playing under the dining room table. It’s warmer there. Grandmother saves money by keeping the heat low. I’m not hiding. But I want to be hiding. Seeing the small throw rug, she’ll have to cross, I imagine, grabbing one corner of the rug tight and tugging it hard, the exact moment she puts her bearing foot on it, and down she goes, crashing down on the hardwood floor where the small rug used to be.


  I don’t do it. The memory of that fantasy still strong after all these years.


  I do kindergarten in Monterey. The cycle began again: separation, fear, my skin erupts.


  Returning from California, I entered first grade in Seattle. Now Dad is out of the institution, but Mom keeps her teaching position in Olympia. So, I’m sent to live with the McCoubreys in Seattle during the school year. They were a retired couple Mom met through church. Nice enough, but not mine. I went back to my adoptive parents for the summers, then off again, first with the McCoubreys and later a woman named Mimi, for school.


  By the time I was nine, I’d been taken from and placed with new people eight times.


  In protest — or maybe defiance — I flunked fourth grade. Mom had been teaching fourth.


  With my being sent back, Mom left her teaching position to be a full-time mom. I think she was ashamed, as a fourth-grade teacher herself, that her son had flunked the grade.


  And with my shame and embarrassment at not going into fifth grade, I was hospitalized with another full-body rash. I remember the red baths, the soothing ointment, scratchy sheets, the way the nurses looked at me — like I was contagious. Maybe I was, in a way. The stigma of being damaged goods can spread like a fever.


  The hospital was terrific. Removed from my classmates and the shame of flunking, I sat in my bed, drew pictures, and read comic books like Blackhawks, Superman, and I discovered Mad magazine. One of the young male nurses slipped me a copy of Mad. Mad showed how ridiculous the world really was.


  Mom visited me every day, bringing new supplies and treats. Sometimes she would read to me. This is how I was introduced to Robin Hood and the tales of King Arthur. She’d sit by my bed, sometimes reading out loud and other times telling me interesting things from her own reading. She loved the Reader’s Digest. And I discovered the beauty of the grown-up illustrated stories through that magazine. I loved the drama and power of the comics, but I wanted to escape into the adult world. The adult illustrations showed the way.


  After a week or so, my rash had reduced, and I was released from the hospital.


  I didn’t have words for what was shaping me beyond the discussions Mom and I had about what she was reading and shaping the world. An interest she kindled in me, I still have. These talks helped me feel closer to her and see extended conversations as a form of love. These talks were never about anything intimate. They were about politics, wars, important people, history, social movements, stuff happening in the world.


  I learned it was safest to stay quiet about feelings and anything about our family life. Mom would quickly change the subject or end the conversation if I brought up a “sensitive subject,” as Mom called anything off-limits.


  I was trying to build something that looked like a life. With the Mom talks, I learned all kinds of stuff. With the adventures in the comics, I invented adventures. From magazines, I saw what my adult life could be. And what to do to be on my way there. Every school morning, I put on my smile and began dressing for what I saw as the look of cool. First, any jeans and a plaid shirt, later only Levi’s and a t-shirt, under a light jacket, with the influence of James Dean. Telling myself this was what growing up was supposed to look like. I’d already learned the standoff pose that Dean adopted. That pose was my default safe place.


  Always watchful, I learned how to fade into the background, to be good, to wait until the adults were ready for me again. I learned to separate in place — to withdraw without moving, to make a hidden room inside myself where I could sit and wait until the danger passed, reading comics, or pretending to be a Blackhawk, Robin Hood, Sir Lancelot, or, later still, James Dean.


  That trick became a habit, then a skill, then a way of being.


  Later, in boardrooms and studios, I could be the calm one. The one who could hold the tension, who didn’t flinch when others were uncomfortable. People mistook that stillness for confidence.


  But it wasn’t confidence. It was survival.


  Even now, when someone I care about says something sharp — not cruel, just careless — I can feel the child in me retreating to that inner room. The walls go up. My skin tightens. I go quiet. Robin, my wife, knows that look. She’s patient with it. But I can sense her concern. She grew up in a family that stayed close, a family with a deep love for each other. Her connection with her parents is strong and loving, even though they are long gone. I envy that. Sometimes I feel guilty for not feeling the same toward mine.


  I’ve spent most of my life trying to find the story that holds all the broken pieces together.


  Looking back, I can trace the pattern in my skin like a map: each rash marking a time when connection failed. My body remembers what my mind tried to forget. It’s as if my skin has been the narrator all along — telling the story in raised red script.


  I used to think healing meant erasing those marks. Now I think it’s more about reading them — learning what they have to say. Maybe that’s what this memoir is: my attempt to read my own skin, to understand what the body remembers when the mind can’t bear.


  The Chicago train platform is long gone, but I still feel the motion of that moment — the lift, their laughter, the short, terrifying ride. The certainty that I was being given up again. Dad’s arms taking me back, not knowing he’d just confirmed that love is temporary, home is transient.


  That moment set the routine — the leaving and returning, the trusting and retreating. It also gave me a way to watch closely, to see the subtle behavior shifts, to read the emotional weather. It’s helped me be better at my work later in life. As a child, I learned to read the danger. As a man, I learned to read the room.


  I’ve lived a life I’m mostly proud of. I built a career, traveled the world, raised a son I adore, who gave me two grandsons. From the outside, you may not know how many times I’ve had to coax myself out of that inner hiding place. The difference now is that I know what it is. I know where it began. And I’m learning that I don’t have to disappear when I’m hurt.


  I still get the rashes, sometimes. They flare when I’m under pressure, when something important feels at risk. They’re quieter now — the child on the train has begun to trust that this time, no one’s letting me go.
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  Part One


  Chapter Four


  ‘Mom’s Diaries’


  My mother’s thoughts and feelings from the past.


  The covers are leather. Dark red leather. Green leather. Occasionally, pink leather. A few had little straps to hold them closed, with a lock. All worn from years of handling. All smelling of old paper slowly breaking down. Little books with lines and dates. Some had places to record the weather, the temperature, and whether it rained. Some were simply notebooks — Mom put the dates on the pages herself.


  She filled in her diary every day during the first year or so that I was with them. Later, long periods passed without entries.


  There were decades-long stretches of her life in which I know she was carefully dairying, but she discarded them. Thankfully, I do have some from my early years.


  In my few photos of Mom from those early days with baby me, she is smiling widely. She often told me how happy she was to get me and to be a mother. And how much she loved me.


  It was February of 1946, and I was only five months old. World War II had just ended. Dad was home from serving in the Pacific. All the men in the neighborhood were home. Mom often described a feeling of new beginnings after the horrible dark war years. And the baby boom was on. It seemed to Mom that everyone had a new baby.


  Just after bringing me home to Seattle from Centralia as her newly adopted baby, she wrote…


  “Mrs. Sodano and Mrs. Peck helped me with Teddy today. Both have three children. Mrs. Sodano has a fourth on the way. Both have far more experience with babies than I do.


  “Teddy has a rash. The social worker thought it was from the anxiety of a new home. She thought it would disappear in a few days. But it seemed to be getting worse, and he is not eating. He can’t keep the evaporated milk down. Mrs. Sodano gave me some cream to put on the rash. If we don’t see an improvement, I’ll get someone to help me take him in.” (Mom didn’t drive.)


  A few days later…


  “Mrs. Sodano got me some soy-based formula. It works better than evaporated milk. It’s been two days now, and he keeps it down.


  “He’s such a happy baby. Smiles a lot. Smiles when we pick him up and when the ladies come over.”


  And a week or so later, Mom noted…


  “The rash is mostly gone now. Mrs. Peck has a scale, and we weighed Teddy today. He is sixteen pounds again. That is what he weighed in Centralia two weeks ago. He has regained the weight he lost. And he is sleeping better. Both Ted and I slept through last night. A relief for both of us.” (My adoptive father was named Ted.)


  Mom’s connections to the neighbor ladies were strong in those years. She was thrilled to have me, enjoying the
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