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“Len’s book came at the perfect time for me. I’ve been thinking a lot about my legacy and the kind of lasting impact I want to make on the world. In Self Less, Len demonstrates through his own powerful, personal, and sometimes emotional stories about his life and development as a leader, that selfless leadership does indeed work. In fact, it can help to move mountains and inspire others to dream their own big dreams. Compelling story. Practical advice. Perfect timing for me and the world. Buy this book today, read it as soon as possible, and start applying its brilliant wisdom today.”

Jack Canfield

Coauthor of the New York Times bestselling The Success Principles™: How to Get from Where You Are to Where You Want to Be; Coauthor of the #1 New York Times bestselling Chicken Soup for the Soul® series; Founder, Transformational Leadership Council


“Self Less is not an easy read. Not a quick read. And that is intended to be the ultimate compliment. I’ve read dozens of leadership books that one can flip through, pick up a clever one-liner here and there, and then get on with life. My advice: Make Self Less a slow—even very slow—read. Pause, contemplate, nod, frown, and get your head into the right place. Do those things, time and again, and this may well end up as the best leadership book you’ve ever read. It damn well made me pause again and again, think, and nod, and frown, and reflect. Wish I’d read it twenty years ago! Thanks, Len.”

Tom Peters

Business Management Guru; Bestselling Author of twenty classic books, including the groundbreaking, In Search of Excellence


“Len’s message in Self Less parallels my transformation where, though a series of revelations, the lens through which I saw our 12,000 global team members was completely reversed. My business education and professional experience caused me to see the people in our organization as “functions for my success.” But, like Len, a family experience caused my lens to completely change, and I saw the team members as someone’s precious child rather than an engineer or production worker.

Len clearly was impacted by his sense of responsibility to his children, and I have always said that parenting and leadership are identical. It is the sense of responsibility for those in your span of care at home and where we work. The result is a dramatic shift from a me focus to a we focus where we embrace the profound responsibility of leadership.

Embracing Len’s message in Self Less is the key to addressing the “poverty of dignity” we are seeing in the world where people feel used to achieve someone else’s goal, rather than cared for as they work together to achieve mutual objectives. The world Len and I imagine is truly a society where people think of others first.”

Robert Chapman

Chairman of the Board and CEO, Barry-Wehmiller Companies; Bestselling Author, Everybody Matters: The Extraordinary Power of Caring for Your People Like Family


“This book is chock full of insights from a lifelong leadership student, teacher and practitioner. Mark Twain famously quipped, “I didn’t have time to write a short letter, so I wrote a long one instead.” Len has taken the time here to thoughtfully and concisely pen what’s needed for a leader to reach the peak of the organizational pyramid; be it in academics, commerce, nonprofits, or civic life. Immediately after devouring it, I sent a copy to each of my kids. This sage guide will serve them—and you—well.”

Bob Eckert

Chairman Emeritus, Mattel, Inc.


“Len’s personal stories of selfless leadership and its role in organizational change are both engaging and inspiring. His approach mirrors very closely the leadership style my family has followed, and I think that both my dad and his good friend and colleague, Peter Drucker, would have wholeheartedly approved.”

Junro Ito

Senior Managing Executive Officer, Representative Director, Seven & I Holdings; 1989 Graduate of the Peter F. Drucker and Masatoshi Ito School of Management, Claremont Graduate University


“Len does more than talk about putting others first—he shows how he has learned selflessness over decades of leadership. In reflecting on his auspicious career in higher education, Len has distilled key lessons that tomorrow’s leaders will need to succeed. His life stories beautifully underscore the power of perseverance and the joy of helping others flourish.”

Linda A. Livingstone

President, Baylor University


“Len Jessup offers lessons on leadership in a highly readable story emphasizing teamwork and the benefits of finding success for everyone. Selfless leadership offers a path forward in the modern world of division and polarization.”

G. Gabrielle Starr

President, Philip and Gertrude McConnell Professor of Human Relations, Pomona College
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Wag more, bark less.




TO ME, THIS ADAGE always meant I needed to be nicer to others by barking and growling less. Plus it seemed like a good mantra for life. But it was only later that I realized it was also an effective mantra for leadership.


As I evolved into leadership roles, I realized that while “wag more, bark less” was a key ingredient of good leadership, it didn’t go far enough. In addition to being nice and less grouchy, I also needed to improve the way I thought about others. I needed to consider their wants, their fears, and their aspirations.


Rather than solely think about my goals, I needed to consider why my teammates and I were on this journey and what they wanted to achieve from it. In short, I needed to do more with others and think of myself less.


When Were You at Your Best?


This concept crystalized for me at a recent leadership retreat I typically hold for my teams just before the start of each year.


I often collaborate with other people as I establish the format for these retreats. And this year I worked with a terrific doctoral student, Jen, who is studying positive organizational psychology and evaluation sciences. Jen is wrapping up her dissertation and has her own consulting business doing various forms of organizational development. Jen and I have taught and published together, and she is great to work with. Not only is she great at what she does, but she is smart as well. And so I thought it would be good to ask her to help me with the retreat. This turned out to be a smart move!


Jen helped me map out an effective agenda, and she led several exercises for the participants. We had a lot of new people in the group, and we also had individuals from all over the organization who weren’t familiar with one another. Our goal for the introductions was to bring people together by creating an exercise that would clearly establish we were in a safe space and give participants the freedom to be themselves.


For the introductory exercise, Jen asked all thirty participants to privately reflect on a moment in their lives when they felt they were living as their best self. This moment could come from a pivotal time at work or a key instance in their personal lives. After identifying this moment and having the group reflect, Jen instructed us to jot down a few notes about this moment, which everyone would use to introduce themselves to the group. What unfolded was truly remarkable.


As fellow participants, Jen recommended that she and I go first. And so both of us shared some personal examples that helped participants loosen up. It took over an hour to finish this exercise, and while this was longer than our previous retreat introductions, this instance didn’t bother me. In fact, I was ecstatic. The exercise was perfect, powerful, raw, emotional, helpful, and instructive. It allowed team members to get to know one another, and it opened the room as a space for trust and mutual respect. And it helped set the tone for the rest of the retreat.


Many of the moments described by participants were an anecdote about serving others. Some shared moments that occurred in their professional settings, while others shared moments that occurred in their personal settings. The stories were moving, and numerous participants fought back tears as they shared. What surprised me was how open they were at telling captivating personal stories. I’d never realized so many of our extended leadership team members were driven in this way.


Perhaps the most helpful part of this exercise was when I shared my moment privately with Jen beforehand. As everyone jotted down their personal notes, Jen and I quickly shared our moments with each other. As I spoke, I was embarrassed by my emotional response and told her I might not be able to tell this story to the entire team. But Jen, as always, was very encouraging and asked me to give it a go.


So I went ahead and told my story, and as I did, the tears were tough to hide. While there were many professionally highlighted moments I could have shared, my mind went to a moment that happened on a night nearly twenty years before. This moment was about as personal as it gets and one that had professional implications as well.


The Lowest Moment of My Life


I had recently divorced and was living in northern Idaho at a beautiful home on Moscow Mountain, which my family and I affectionately referred to as the “mountain house.”


At that point post-divorce, my weekly schedule included keeping our two young children for several days each week. This routine was a tough adjustment, and most days followed a similar pattern. After finishing work over at the Washington State University, I picked my kids up at their after-school program, shepherded them home, and prepped dinner while they played in an adjacent room.


After eating, the kids would do their traditional “thank the cook” by helping me clean up the kitchen. Then, they would have some playtime, homework, and cleanup for bed while I thought about which bedtime story to read with them (or to make up for them). I loved that routine, even though I’m not sure how I found the strength. I certainly could not do it now as I don’t have nearly enough energy left in my reserves. But back then, life was different, and I wouldn’t trade those evenings for the world. I later had my mom and one of my sisters help me, but in the early days, it was just me.


One night, just after I’d tucked them into bed and doublechecked to make sure they were asleep, I breathed a sigh of relief and went in search of a nice Cabernet I’d hidden in the pantry. Pouring myself a glass and heading upstairs into the loft, I looked out the window and oversaw the stunning views below.


Peering out the large windows that overlooked the town of Moscow, I looked through the many pine trees surrounding my home and watched the sun set to my right. As I did, I enjoyed an unobstructed view into the valley, with the outline of the University of Idaho’s Kibbie Dome still visible amid the twinkling lights of the town.


Taking a few sips of my Washington Cabernet, two strong emotions washed over me. The first was an incredibly powerful, deep sense of loneliness. I’m not talking about the garden variety feeling of being lonely, where you think to yourself, Gee, I feel like doing something with someone, and so, maybe I should reach out to a friend and set up a lunch. Instead, I felt a deep, dark, painful, aching sense of loneliness—perhaps even bordering on despair. I had been warned about this by a good friend and mentor at the time, Lane. A few weeks before my divorce, Lane told me that these feelings were inevitable and that they would occur most often in the evenings when I was alone. Man, he was right.
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