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Most leaders don't wake up one day and decide to be schmucks. They don't show up thinking, today I'm going to ignore my people, hide behind my title, avoid hard conversations, and make work a little more miserable than it needs to be. It happens quietly. Gradually. By accident.

Good people become ineffective leaders not because they lack intelligence, work ethic, or ambition, but because they confuse authority with leadership, busyness with value, and performance theater with real results. Somewhere along the way, they stop serving the people they lead and start serving the role they occupy. That's where schmuckdom begins.

This book isn't about villains. It's about drift. It's about what happens when leaders choose comfort over truth, ego over service, and optics over substance, often with the best of intentions. It's about the small compromises leaders make in the name of efficiency, alignment, or the way things are done around here, until one day they realize their people no longer trust them, no longer bring their best ideas forward, or no longer believe leadership is on their side. And maybe worst of all, they don't tell you. They just disengage.

I've spent more than forty years leading people in environments where the stakes were real. Performance mattered. Standards mattered. Outcomes mattered. Along the way, I've seen extraordinary leadership, and I've seen the damage caused by leaders who meant well but slowly stopped paying attention to the human cost of their decisions.

But I've also run across my fair share of downright ineptitude, leaders you meet and honestly wonder, how in the hell did they end up in that chair? I've also been wrong. More than once. That matters, because this book isn't written from a pedestal. It's written from experience, earned, tested, and sometimes learned the hard way.

Leadership, at its core, is a service role. You don't work above people. You don't work around people. You work for people, while still holding them to standards that help them grow, not shrink. When leaders forget that they don't just fail as leaders; they erode trust, credibility, and dignity at work.

This book exists to help leaders stop becoming schmucks by accident, to stop confusing authority with leadership by choosing service over ego, truth over comfort, and people over performance theater.

You won't find trendy frameworks here. You won't find corporate buzzwords, leadership cosplay, or motivational fluff. What you will find are hard-earned truths about what it actually takes to lead human beings, especially when it's uncomfortable, inconvenient, or unpopular.

More importantly, this book is not a self-help guide or some pseudo twelve-step leadership re-education program. If most of that stuff actually worked, the self-help section in bookstores would be shrinking, not expanding.

I'm not trying to make you feel better either, and I'm not looking for agreement. Some readers will find plenty of reasons to disagree with this narrative, and that's okay. If you're thinking, you're engaged.

But if you walk away with even one idea that changes how you show up for your people, one shift that makes work clearer, fairer, or more human, then, in my view, it was worth the time it took to tickle these keyboard keys.

You don't have to be perfect to be a good leader. But you do have to be awake.

Let's get to work.
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PART I: START WITH YOURSELF
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Chapter 1: Drive Your Own Bus

As George Harrison said, "If you don't know where you're going, any road will take you there." (A paraphrase of Lewis Carroll, and one leaders ignore at their own risk.)

I didn’t always think this way.

Early in my life, I felt pretty directionless. It seemed like most people just kind of... fell into whatever their life turned out to be. Some had purpose, sure. From the outside, it looked like opportunity, timing, and a healthy dose of dumb luck.

Nobody ever pulled me aside and said, “Hey... pick a lane. Decide where you’re going and go there with conviction.” And if I’m being honest, I probably needed to hear it more than most. I’m inherently a bit lazy by nature. Left to my own devices, I can drift with the best of them—rudderless.

I also heard something growing up that never quite rang my bell: “You’ve got a lot of potential kid.” Heard it all the time. Still had no idea what the hell it actually meant. Turns out, “having potential” doesn’t mean a damn thing if you never decide what to do with it.

Where It Finally Clicked

It wasn’t until I joined the United States Air Force that things started to click. That’s where I began to understand what it actually meant to take control of direction, not just motion. That’s where the idea of driving your own bus showed up for me. Not as a slogan. As a decision. A conscious one. And I’ve been using that phrase ever since, because it solved something I didn’t even realize was broken.

Now here’s the part most leadership books would probably leave out. Figuring that out didn’t mean I had it locked in forever. Not even close. Years later, I found myself drifting again.

Military career ends after twelve years. Nasty divorce. A deeply rewarding stretch working in prison literacy, which, oddly enough, was one of the most meaningful things I’ve ever done. And then... uncertainty. Unemployment again. A move to the Midwest. A factory job and nightclub gigs. And this underlying feeling that I was still searching for something...but couldn’t quite put my hands on what it was. It’s a strange place to be, where you know you’re capable of more, you’ve heard it your whole life, but you still don’t have a clear grip on direction. That’s drift. And it doesn’t care how old you are or what you’ve already accomplished. I see it all the time, especially with younger folks coming out of undergrad or graduate programs. Plenty of talent. Plenty of potential. Not much direction. Veterans, interestingly enough, tend to have a better grip on this. Not always, but more often than not. They’ve had to decide, commit, and operate with intent earlier than most.

But, at some point, I had to face it head-on. No more waiting for the right opportunity. No more hoping something would click. No more blaming circumstances, timing, or anything else. There was really only one option left: Drive my own bus. Not halfway. Not when it was convenient. Fully. Because if I didn’t, I already knew exactly what would happen. I’d end up somewhere again...wondering how the hell I got there.

You Only Get Two Choices

Here’s the truth, not in theory, but from living it: If you don’t decide where you’re going, something else will. Your environment. Your boss. Your habits. Your fear. And none of those are particularly interested in getting you where you actually want to go. You get two choices. You can drive the bus of your life and leadership journey, which is the preferred option, or you can be a passenger in it.

If you gravitate toward option two and later find yourself saying you meant to end up in Tahiti but somehow wound up in the middle of the Sahara, well... that’s on you. 

You had a shot at self-determination and handed the keys to someone else. That’s not bad luck. That’s abdication.

I’ve been the guy sitting in the front seat pretending I had direction when I didn’t. Busy. Engaged. Saying the right things. But underneath it? Just reacting. That’s not leadership. That’s drift with better optics.

Direction Beats Speed

One of the most common leadership mistakes I’ve seen over the years is confusing motion with progress. I’ve sat in leadership rooms where calendars were packed, conversations sounded important, and nothing meaningful actually moved. Lots of talking. Very little deciding.

Everyone left busy. Nobody left clear. That’s not leadership. That’s activity pretending to be progress. Busy calendars, worthless nonstop meetings with no substantive outcomes, urgent emails that aren’t urgent at all, and constant activity can feel like leadership. It isn’t. Speed without direction just gets you lost faster. More importantly, your people are paying attention to whether you have a point of view. They’re listening for consistency. They’re watching how you make decisions when things get uncomfortable or inconvenient. When your direction keeps shifting, they stop trying to understand the why and start protecting themselves from the next crash they never saw coming. That’s not because they’re disengaged by nature. It’s because instability is exhausting. Driving your own bus doesn’t mean you have all the answers. It means you’re clear about the destination, even if the route changes.

The Bus Metaphor (Because It Matters)

Here’s the simplest way to think about it: You are the driver. Your values determine the route. Your people are passengers, not cargo. When leaders let others grab the wheel, people feel it immediately. Priorities change without explanation. Standards shift. Decisions feel arbitrary. Trust erodes quietly. When leaders lose the wheel, people don’t usually revolt. They adjust. They get quieter. They hedge more. They stop committing fully because they don’t trust where things are headed. And once that starts, you don’t feel it immediately. But it’s already costing you.

Borrowed Leadership Is Fragile

Leaders who don’t drive their own bus tend to rely on borrowed things: Borrowed opinions. Borrowed urgency. Borrowed outrage. They repeat language they don’t believe. They enforce standards they don’t respect. They defend decisions they wouldn’t or can’t make on their own. Over time, the gap between what they say and what they actually believe becomes clearly visible. This is where the brown lipstick starts to show. And everyone sees it, even if nobody calls it out. Not because the leader is dishonest by nature, but because it feels safer to align than to stand. Safer to kiss up than to question. Safer to be agreeable than clear. But safety is not the same thing as leadership.

What Driving Your Own Bus Does Not Mean

Let’s be clear about what this is not. Driving your own bus does not mean:

Ignoring feedback

Dismissing better ideas

Being rigid or stubborn

Leading in isolation

I’ve had people push back on this over the years, usually with some version of, “Well, you’ve got to play the game.” Sure. Just don’t lose yourself while you’re playing it. Strong leaders listen. They adjust. They evolve. But they don’t abandon their core beliefs just to stay comfortable. There’s a difference between adaptability

























Chapter 2: Decide What You Believe







































Chapter 3: Your Ego Is Not Your Amigo
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