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  Introduction

  
  




I didn’t write this book to impress anyone.

I wrote it because I’ve spent over 25 years in leadership—leading teams through chaos, growth, burnout, and rebuilds—and I’ve learned some things the hard way.

Things no management seminar or leadership retreat ever bothered to tell me.

See, there’s “leadership theory,” and then there’s what it actually feels like when you’re carrying the weight of a team on your back, trying to hold the standard when everything around you is falling apart.

That’s the difference between truth… and true.

This book is my true.

It’s not a manual. It’s not a checklist. It’s not a soft pitch about vision boards and culture slogans.

It’s about the real stuff—what it costs to lead well, what happens when you get it wrong, and how to build an environment your people actually want to show up to. Not out of pressure. Not out of fear. But by choice.

Most leadership advice I’ve seen focuses on processes, tools, and KPIs. But the longer I’ve been in it, the more I’ve realized: it’s not about the process. It’s about the people. It’s about building something they can believe in—and giving them a reason to stay.

That’s what this book is about.

I’ve made mistakes. I’ve learned lessons. I’ve seen what happens when leaders cling to control and when they finally let go. And I believe, deeply, that there’s a better way to do this.

And here’s the part most people don’t talk about: when you lead from the right place—when you build something solid, treat people like they matter, and stop trying to control every inch of the system—you find joy again. You stop surviving leadership and start finding meaning in it. You wake up proud of what you’re building and who you’re building it with.

That fulfillment? It’s real. But you don’t get there by playing it safe.

If you’re a leader—or becoming one—and you’ve ever felt like you were carrying the whole thing alone, this is for you.

No corporate fluff. No sugarcoating. Just the truth, told from inside the trenches.

Let’s get to it.
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There’s this unspoken pressure in leadership—like you’re supposed to know everything already. You’re the one people look to for answers. For certainty. For confidence when the wheels start shaking.

And if you’ve been in it long enough—really in it—you start to notice the gap between what leadership looks like from the outside and what it actually feels like when you’re the one carrying it.

I’ve been carrying it for a long time.

My journey started over 20 years ago as a supervisor in the gas and oil industry, managing a manufacturing/fabrication team of 80 building equipment like natural gas processing plants and high-PSI gas compressors for refueling natural gas vehicles. Back then, I thought leadership was about keeping the lines moving and hitting those high-value schedules, no matter the long hours or heroic effort required. Fast-forward through stints in defense contracting, rail operations, and now welding, fabrication, and structural steel—I’ve led teams through brutal shifts, supply chain nightmares, safety audits that could shut us down, and economic slumps that tested everyone’s limits. I’ve seen good people grind through 12-hour days in sweltering fabrication shops, only to lose them to burnout or better offers. And through it all, I’ve wrestled with the same questions: How do you keep a team engaged when the work is relentless? How do you build loyalty in industries where turnover is the norm?

It’s not just corporate ops—I’ve seen similar struggles up close in other worlds, like direct marketers building downlines from scratch, juggling sales, recruitment, and retention while balancing family life. One bad month, and their team scatters—people ghost meetings, stop hitting quotas, or quit altogether. It’s a different battlefield from managing a rail yard or a defense project, but the core issue is the same: You can’t force commitment; you have to create conditions where people want to stay and fight.

I’ve led through chaos. Through growth. Through downturns. Through seasons where nothing made sense and everyone was tired but we had to show up anyway.

I’ve been the one pushing for more while watching good people mentally check out. I’ve been the one setting standards and watching culture quietly drift in the opposite direction. I’ve done the meetings, the metrics, the check-ins, the speeches. I’ve delivered expectations so clear they could’ve been etched in stone—and still watched people disengage.

Take my time as repair manager in rail operations, for instance. I was the number 2 at a large tank car repair facility with over 300 employees—a fast-moving, high-pressure blue-collar environment where we handled everything from routine maintenance to emergency overhauls on hazardous material cars. Tight deadlines from clients meant we couldn’t afford delays, and with a union workforce, every decision had to navigate contracts, grievances, and safety regs. I supervised 9 floor-level supervisors, which put me responsible for the entire workforce—coordinating shifts, ensuring compliance, and keeping the whole operation humming. We were in the middle of a massive infrastructure push, repairing tracks and cars across rugged terrain, with federal contracts breathing down our necks. I had this massive team, seasoned guys who’d seen it all, and I laid out the plan: hit these milestones, follow these safety protocols, and we’d all come out heroes.

But halfway through, the cracks showed. Guys started calling out “sick” more often, shortcuts crept into the work, and morale tanked. I pushed harder—more oversight, stricter check-ins through my supervisors—but it backfired. Two key foremen jumped ship to a competitor, union grievances piled up, and productivity plummeted. It wasn’t laziness; it was exhaustion from an environment that felt like a pressure cooker, with no room to breathe or own their piece of the puzzle. As the one accountable for it all, that failure hit hard—it was on me to bridge the gap between the floor and the top.

And over time, something became crystal clear:

You can’t make people care.

You can make them comply. You can get effort. You can get checklists and nods and filled-out forms.

But that’s not the same thing.

That’s not buy-in. That’s not ownership. That’s not pride.

I didn’t learn that all at once. I learned it the slow way—by leading actual human beings over actual years and seeing firsthand what sticks and what doesn’t.

You start to recognize the patterns.

You see that pressure works… until it doesn’t.

That top-down clarity always sounds great… until you realize it’s missing one thing: a reason people can own.

That control always feels necessary… until you see the cost of it in silence, tension, and turnover.

In defense contracting, where every project is classified and high-stakes, I once managed a team fabricating components for military hardware. The specs were non-negotiable, the timelines brutal. I thought tight control was the only way to avoid errors—micromanaging welds, double-checking every blueprint. But the team resented it. They’d comply during shifts, but the innovation dried up; no one suggested improvements because they didn’t feel trusted. Turnover hit 40% that year, and we barely met deadlines.

Meanwhile, I watched direct marketers face similar retention woes—recruiting excited new sellers, only to lose them when the “system” felt too rigid, without space for their own ideas or work-life balance. Patterns like these taught me: Control breeds compliance, but it kills the spark.

So I adjusted. I evolved. I learned that flexibility is the quiet superpower most leaders ignore. That you have to make space for people to think, to stretch, to take ownership—not just follow instructions. That what looks like “slowing down” is often the only path to real momentum.

But I’m not pretending it was easy.

Sometimes it felt like rebuilding the plane while flying it. Trying to honor people and still make payroll. Listening when I didn’t have the answers. Letting go of old systems even when they felt safer. Getting hit from every side—and still showing up because that’s what leadership requires.

There were days I questioned whether I had it in me. Nights I lay awake wondering if I’d lost the team, if it was too late to turn things around.

Sometimes I was met with blank stares. Sometimes with subtle resistance. And sometimes, outright defiance.

In gas and oil, I once had my team of 80 push back hard during a safety overhaul while we were building high-PSI gas compressors. We’d been running long hours on a high-value schedule, with everyone putting in heroic effort to meet delivery dates for refueling stations. I’d implemented new protocols after a near-miss incident in the fabrication shop, but they saw it as more bureaucracy, not protection.

One veteran fabricator confronted me: “You’ve got us jumping through hoops while the real issues—like outdated equipment and endless overtime—get ignored.”

It stung, but he was right. I had to swallow my pride, listen, and adjust—incorporating their input into the process. It wasn’t defiance for defiance’s sake; it was a cry for an environment where they felt heard.

That’s the reality of leading while building something that doesn’t exist yet. You’re drawing blueprints while laying bricks—while also trying to convince others it’s worth building.

Especially if you’re doing it without a playbook. Especially if you’re an operations manager in heavy industry, or a solopreneur like those direct marketers, trying to build something real in a world full of noise.

You know the challenge. You’re rallying people behind a vision they didn’t dream up. You’re building momentum without a safety net.

You’re not Disney. You don’t have a scripted ride. You have sweat, and hours, and an idea you hope is worth something.

And still, you show up.

That’s what makes this so important. That’s why the metaphor matters. Because when you’re in the thick of it, you don’t need a motivational poster. You need something real. Something that reminds you it can work—if you build it right.

Even with all that experience, some moments bring it all into focus. A flash of clarity that sharpens the thing you’ve been circling for years.

One of those moments happened at a theme park.

We were at Disney’s Animal Kingdom—riding the Kilimanjaro Safari. You sit in this open-air truck while a guide cracks bad jokes and points at animals like they’re in on the bit.

I wasn’t expecting much.

I’ve seen enough forced “experiences” to know when something’s been overly scripted. Most of the ride felt exactly like that. Some trees. A few half-interested animals lounging in the heat. A guide trying a little too hard to sell the magic.

And then we came around a bend.

And there they were.

Lions.

Not one. Not two. A whole pride of them—draped across this massive rock like they owned the damn resort. One was lounging on its side, another upright and still, another perched perfectly on the highest ledge like it was posing for a movie trailer.

It stopped me.

They were majestic. And confident. And completely unbothered by us driving by.

But more than that… they were centered. Settled. Like this wasn’t a performance—it was theirs. They chose to be there.

And it hit me weird.

Why were they there, in this enormous grounds full of shade trees and high grass? Why there, on that rock, baking in the hot sun?

I couldn’t let it go. So I dug deeper. What I found floored me.

Turns out… the rock is air-conditioned.

They cool it from underneath. Not for show. Not to guarantee photos. Not to sell the illusion.

They built the environment with the lions in mind.

They studied what made them comfortable. What would draw them in. What would cause them to choose that space over every other option in their habitat.

And they built it.

No training. No bait. No coaxing.

Just conditions that made sense.

And the lions? They showed up.

Predictably.

Consistently. Not because they had to.

Because they wanted to.

I sat with that for a while.

Not because it was surprising—but because it lined up perfectly with everything I’d been learning the hard way for years.

That’s what leadership really is.

That’s what culture is.

It’s not about pressure. It’s not about getting louder. It’s not about more complex systems to track who’s showing up and why.

It’s about creating the right conditions.

It’s about building the space where people want to be.

Where they show up—not to survive, not to be watched—but because something about the environment makes them proud to be part of it.

The rock didn’t save me.

It didn’t unlock some hidden leadership hack I’d never heard of.

But it did snap something into focus.

It gave language to what I’d been wrestling with for years.

Whether you’re leading a company, a crew, or a cause of your own… Whether you’re an operations manager fighting for retention in a fabrication shop or a direct marketer trying to build a downline that sticks…

You’re trying to build something people want to be part of.

Not something they’re pressured into.

Not something they’re stuck in.

Something they choose.

What Disney did with that rock? It reminded me how powerful it is when you stop trying to push people forward… and instead, build something they pull themselves into.

Because the rock isn’t about a management technique.

It’s about how we treat people.

It’s the day-to-day stuff. How we talk. How we lead. How we handle mistakes. How we show up when things go wrong—and who we become when things go right.

It’s not just about comfort. It’s about trust. About dignity. About creating a space where people feel like they matter.

The rock is the environment we build. And environments are built through choices—thousands of them. How we set expectations. How we give feedback. How we reward effort. How we treat the new guy. How we listen when someone pushes back. How we show people they don’t have to earn basic respect.

Anyone can demand results. Anyone can push for productivity. Anyone can use pressure as a lever.

But if you want people to bring their full selves—to fight for the mission like it’s their own—to stay when it’s hard and give more than what’s required?

You build the rock.

And if you build it right?

They’ll come. They’ll stay. They’ll protect it.

Because now it’s their rock, too.

And lions don’t lie..
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It’s easy to fall into the trap of control. Especially when things get messy.

The deadlines tighten. The margins shrink. People stop meeting expectations. And everything in you wants to pull the levers harder—more oversight, more meetings, more pressure. It feels responsible. It feels like leadership.

But control is expensive.

Not in dollars—at least not right away—but in energy, in morale, in trust. The price sneaks in through the side door. A little disengagement here. A little turnover there. Fewer ideas. Fewer conversations. More yes-men. Less ownership.

On paper, the job still gets done. But what you’re actually building is brittle.

Control-based leadership works… right up until it doesn’t. It creates results that only exist under supervision. Systems that require constant friction. People who perform just enough to avoid being on the radar—but never more than they have to.

And that’s the hidden cost: you end up leading compliance, not commitment.

You don’t get loyalty. You don’t get innovation. You don’t get momentum that carries when you step away.

You get a machine that only runs when you’re standing next to it.

And it breaks the moment you’re not.

Most leaders don’t set out to become control freaks. Nobody wakes up thinking, “I’d really like to choke the life out of my team today.” But it happens anyway. Not because of ego. Not because of power. Because of pressure.

Because you’re carrying deadlines. Customer demands. The weight of expectations from every direction. And the deeper you get into it, the more it starts to feel like the only way to keep things on track is to stay in control—of the outcomes, the people, the process.

“If I don’t stay on top of it, it won’t get done.”

“If I let up, things will fall apart.”

“If I don’t check in constantly, we’ll miss something critical.”

That voice starts to sound like wisdom. Like experience. But it’s not. It’s fear—just dressed up in a shirt and tie.

But the cost isn’t always loud. It’s not a dramatic failure or a blown deadline. It’s quieter than that. It’s the lack of curiosity. The missed opportunities. The empty space where new ideas should be—but aren’t. People stop bringing their best not because they can’t, but because it’s never been asked for. Not really.

You don’t even notice it at first. The ideas slow down. The initiative fades. People get quieter in meetings. You think they’re just focused. But really, they’re disengaging.

Not out of laziness. Out of learned helplessness.

Why speak up when it doesn’t change anything?

Why go above and beyond when someone’s just going to override the plan?

Why own it when they’re just going to check behind me anyway?

It’s not sabotage. It’s self-preservation. And it happens slowly—under the radar—until one day you realize you’re the only one really driving anything forward.

You’ve created a system that only works when you’re there to push it.

And the moment you step back, it stalls.

Because people don’t run toward pressure. They avoid it. They nod. They agree. They comply. But they don’t engage. They don’t care. Not really.













