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Praise for The Imperfect CEO



“The Imperfect CEO is a breath of fresh air in a world obsessed with shiny leadership veneers. It reminds me of a truth we lived at WD-40 Company: you don’t need to be perfect—you just need to care, learn, and create a place where people can do their best work. Jim Brown shows leaders how to turn “oopses” into opportunities, build cultures where blame goes to die, and strengthen accountability in ways that actually lift people up. His stories are real, his model is practical, and his heart for people comes through on every page. If you want to lead a tribe—not just manage a team—this is the book you’ll read, share, and dog-ear.”


— Garry Ridge, Chairman Emeritus, WD-40 Company; USA Today Bestselling Author, Any Dumb-Ass Can Do It; and The Culture Coach


“The Imperfect CEO is a book for leaders who believe, like I do, that culture is the heartbeat of a healthy business. Jim Brown puts real words to the day-to-day realities we all face—building teams, handling pressure, and keeping people first while growing an organization the right way. Nothing here is theory; it’s lived experience, and it shows.


As I read, I kept nodding. Jim lays out the habits that build trust and the blind spots that quietly chip away at it. This book gives leaders a clear path to creating an environment where people want to do great work and stick around. It’s one I’ll be sharing with my team.”


— David Hopper, Board Chair, LeaderOne Financial


“After years in the C-suite, leading through complexity and transformation, I’ve learned this: culture isn’t a ‘soft’ variable—it’s the decisive one. In The Imperfect CEO, Jim Brown captures the real work of leadership with clarity and courage. He shows how humility, accountability, and trust shape performance far more than strategy decks or org charts ever will. This book isn’t about polishing perfection; it’s about building leaders and cultures that can actually thrive. Every CEO—and every leader who wants to be one—should read it.”


— Monica Cohen, Executive Advisor and Speaker, and former Senior Executive, $24B Dairy Farmers of America


“I learned a long time ago that leadership is about how people are wired and function to achieve results in the real world. Boiled down to its essence, leadership is about making relationships and results work together—love and expectations. Too little love, and high expectations destroy any hope of sustainable results. Too little expectation, and the results never appear. This book goes straight at this dilemma of integrating and the deeper issue many CEOs face: imbalance within themselves. Jim has given a structure for leaders to first examine themselves and then build their organizations in alignment with how humans are designed to be fruitful. Read this book and allow it to coach you to grow and lead so everyone gets better.”


– Dr. Henry Cloud, New York Times Bestselling Author, Boundaries; Psychologist; and Leadership Consultant


“As a university president, I see every day how culture shapes outcomes—whether in a classroom, a research lab, or an executive team. The Imperfect CEO names that truth with unusual clarity. Jim Brown gives leaders a framework that is both practical and deeply human, showing how trust, accountability, and shared purpose turn good intentions into real momentum. His Ascent Model resonates with what we teach our students and expect from our leadership: growth rooted in humility, clarity, and collaboration. This book will challenge leaders to rethink how they show up—and it will equip them to build cultures where people can do their best work. It’s a timely guide for anyone responsible for leading people through complexity.”


— Scott Green, President, University of Idaho


“Jim Brown’s The Imperfect CEO is a masterclass in leadership for the moment—melding hard truth with generous insight and actionable guidance.


Having led communications in several Fortune 50 companies and chairing a major healthcare system board, I’ve seen what happens when four working generations, sweeping technology shifts, and cultural ambiguity collide in the C-suite. This book speaks to that collision zone with clarity, nuance, and urgency.


Through vivid stories, real-world examples, and a model grounded in collaborative culture, Jim gives leaders permission to wrestle honestly with the generational divides, misaligned targets, and cultural fractures that can too often sabotage high-potential organizations.


Like Jim’s must-read first book on board service, The Imperfect CEO is grounded in a wealth of large enterprise experience but accessible enough for a startup or a church leadership team. It belongs on the desk of every leader who believes culture can propel companies—or poison them.”


— Brian Besanceney, former Chief Communications Officer (Fortune 50 companies: Walmart & Boeing); Chair, Board of Orlando Health, Inc.


“Healthy, high-performing organizations aren’t commanded by hierarchy but cultivated by humility. In The Imperfect CEO, Jim shows how human-centred leadership drives the relationships and results the world needs.”


— Allison Alley, President and CEO, World Vision Canada


“In every organization I’ve led, one truth has been constant: culture determines whether strategy ever sees daylight. The Imperfect CEO gets to the heart of that reality. Jim Brown captures the subtle choices leaders face every day. They either build trust or quietly erode it. His blend of story, insight, and practical guidance makes complex issues feel doable, even for teams under pressure. I especially appreciated how he helps leaders stay human without losing effectiveness. This book is a timely reminder that imperfect leaders, when self-aware and grounded, can create extraordinary environments for people to thrive.”


— Edna Lopez, former Senior Executive, Farelogix and Amadeus


“The Imperfect CEO speaks directly to the leadership realities I see every day in churches and other Christian-led organizations. Jim Brown masterfully uses the ancient art of story-telling to give leaders a clear, grace-filled pathway for building healthy teams—rooted in trust, clarity, and accountability. What struck me most is how actionable his insights are. They help leaders navigate conflict, align around mission, and create cultures where people flourish and ministries thrive. This book doesn’t shy away from the tough stuff; it meets leaders right where they are and gives them tools that work in real life. I recommend it to every faith-based leader who wants to strengthen their organization’s culture, maximize their impact, and better reflect Christ to the world.”


— Jay Bransford, CEO, Best Christian Workplaces


“The Imperfect CEO captures the tension many of us feel as leaders who care deeply about people and performance. I saw myself in these pages—especially in the moments where valuing people was mistaken for inattention to business. What I appreciated most was the practicality of the insights; these are ideas you can put to the test in the here and now. This book shows why collaboration and culture aren’t soft—they’re the backbone of lasting success.”


— Shari Sekel, CEO, PenFinancial Credit Union


“In my work with students and leaders across generations, I see a common thread: people want meaning, clarity, and a culture they can trust. The Imperfect CEO captures that reality better than any leadership book I’ve read. Jim Brown moves past stereotypes about Millennials, Gen Z, or Boomers and gets to the heart of what actually drives performance—shared purpose, honest communication, respectful inclusion, and leaders who own the environment they create. The stories are real, the framework is practical, and the cultural insights are spot on. If you’re leading a team in today’s fractured workplace, this book will help you build a culture where people can thrive together.”


— Jeff LeBlanc, Lecturer, Management, Bentley University, and Author, Engaged Empathy Leadership


“In industries defined by disruption and rapid reinvention, such as the travel industry, leaders need more than technical skill—they need a way to make sense of complexity while keeping their teams grounded. The Imperfect CEO offers exactly that. Jim Brown gives leaders a practical framework for navigating growth, tension, and change without losing their people along the way. His stories ring true for anyone who has led through expansion, restructuring, or shifting market realities. What impressed me most is how usable the Ascent Model is—clear, memorable, and immediately applicable. For leaders who want to elevate performance while strengthening trust, this book provides a roadmap that actually works.”


— Ellen L. Keszler, former Executive Officer, American Airlines, Sabre, and Travelocity


“The Imperfect CEO is a timely and compelling book. Company culture has been a sleeper issue for too long, but Jim Brown shines a light on it with clarity and urgency. Both management teams and boards now have a practical tool to see where they are and how to get where they need to be.


Having invested in and served on the boards of more than 20 early-stage companies, I only wish this accessible model had been available for every one of them. It would have helped prevent the all-too-common distractions that arise when growth outpaces attention to culture.”


—Terrell Jones, Founder, Travelocity; Founding Chairman, KAYAK; and Chairman, Amgine.ai


“The Imperfect CEO does for leadership what The Imperfect Board Member did for governance. Jim Brown lays out a clear pathway that guides leaders at any level to lead their teams to sustained fruitfulness, drawing out their team members’ creativity and building the workplace environment that will keep them engaged and flourishing. As a senior leader, I found the book inspirational, affirming, and helpful.”


— John Pellowe, CEO, Canadian Centre for Christian Charities


“In a fast-moving tech company, culture is everything. Jim Brown’s principles have helped our team lead with greater clarity and alignment. The Imperfect CEO distills those lessons brilliantly. Every leader should read it.”


— Greg Apple, CEO, Amgine.ai


Early in my career at Procter & Gamble I learned that performance is driven not just by process, but by the beliefs, behaviors, and culture of the team behind it. In The Imperfect CEO, Jim Brown takes that truth seriously and gives it a home in leadership practice. He doesn’t shy away from the messy reality of being a real person in charge, yet he shows how that honesty becomes a source of organizational health. If you’re a leader who knows the numbers matter, but you also know it’s the culture that really moves them, this book will change how you lead.


— Larry Siff, CEO, Neptune Advisors and C-Level Community


“As someone who has spent decades strengthening pastors, coaching church leaders, and serving ministries across the nation, I don’t often read a leadership book that feels this close to real life. The Imperfect CEO read like someone had been walking beside me through the highs, the heartbreaks, and the holy weight of leading God’s people. Jim Brown names what many of us experience but rarely articulate—and he does it with insight that sticks. This book will steady leaders who feel stretched and remind them what healthy, faith-filled leadership can actually look like.”


— Adam Durso, President, Leading Leaders Collective


“The Imperfect CEO is a thoughtful and timely contribution to the leadership conversation. Jim Brown captures the lived reality of guiding people through complexity and change, and he does it with clarity and heart. His framework helps leaders foster environments where trust grows, purpose strengthens, and teams move forward together. This book will serve anyone committed to leading with integrity and genuine care.”


— Marc Jerry, President, Renison University College, University of Waterloo


“Having known Jim Brown for over 20 years, I can attest that his wisdom and authenticity shine through every page of The Imperfect CEO. Jim’s blend of honest storytelling and practical frameworks offers leaders a clear path to building healthier, more human organizations. His focus on trust, vulnerability, and growth is both timely and transformative. This book is a must-read for anyone seeking to lead with heart and real impact.”


– Santiago “Jimmy” Mellado, President and Chief Executive Officer, Compassion International
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FOREWORD



by Stephen M. R. Covey


The Imperfect CEO beautifully delivers something rare in leadership literature: a deeply honest, highly practical, and distinctively human roadmap for leading organizations through a changing, shifting, disruptive world. And it’s done with both humility and courage.


The combination of both a story and a teaching model is masterfully done. You’ll be drawn in by the fable—a vivid and relatable narrative that holds up a mirror to modern leadership—and then grounded in a model that gives you a clear, practical path forward. As with all of Jim Brown’s work, this is not mere theory. Instead, it’s intensely practical and actionable, even transformational.


The great thing is that you don’t need to be a CEO to benefit from this book! Any leader can benefit. You just need to be willing to grow. You just need to be open to the idea that your leadership story isn’t finished, and that your best contribution may lie not in being the perfect leader, but in being the learning one.


But before we talk about the book, let me tell you a little more about the person behind it. 


The Person


I first met Jim after a conference in Canada where I had presented on my book, The Speed of Trust, and he had presented on his earlier wonderful book, The Imperfect Board Member. We took the time then to start to get to genuinely know each other, which ignited a close friendship that’s spanned nearly two decades. The Imperfect Board Member has had staying power during this time, not only because of the insights Jim provides but also because he lives the enduring principles he writes about.


Jim’s a trusted consultant to boards of directors, CEOs, and senior leadership teams across industries and countries. He’s taught and coached hundreds of leaders. And he’s built and refined a unique and effective framework for creating “organizational health,” not as a buzzword but rather as a measurable, livable reality.


During that time, I’ve come to know Jim well enough to say, with great confidence, that he is one of the most insightful, wise, and caring people I have ever met. He’s a convincingly good human being.


And his leadership voice is equally strong, clear, and compelling.
 

What’s always stood out to me most magnificently about Jim is his character, which is manifest in the way he leads, coaches, and teaches. Among many talents, he has a gift for making complex things simple. He is simultaneously deeply insightful while also being immensely practical. He teaches principles without arrogance, and he’s relevant without the ego.


On top of that, he both leads and writes from a starting place of trust.


And now, with The Imperfect CEO, Jim offers that same grounded wisdom to leaders at every level who are willing to embrace something more powerful than perfection: progress.


The Premise


This remarkable book starts with a premise that’s both sobering and hopeful: Many CEOs today are feeling increasingly out of sync with their own people and culture, and they don’t quite know why. What used to work in the past doesn’t seem to work as well anymore.


Jim takes us right into that dynamic through a compelling story. It’s a leadership fable that reads like real life. Because it is real life. David Slater, the protagonist, is not a caricature. He’s not a villain. He’s a capable, accomplished, well-intentioned CEO who finds himself increasingly at odds with his team, his culture, and even his own instincts. Through his eyes, as well as through the voices of his executive team, we see the clash between outdated leadership paradigms and today’s vital need for something more.


Those moments of reckoning when a leader is willing to confront their own blind spots is where this book shines. It doesn’t shame. It doesn’t blame. It simply invites the reader to ask an honest question: What if there’s a better way to lead?


And there is.


This narrative brings vividly to life the very shift I explore in my own work, Trust & Inspire, around the journey for leaders and organizations to move from “Command & Control” to “Trust & Inspire.” Jim dramatizes this shift in story. And the result is extraordinary.


In the past, command and control was seen as a strength. Now, it’s becoming increasingly irrelevant, even a liability.


In the past, leadership was about being the smartest person in the room. Now, it’s about seeing, communicating, developing, and unleashing the greatness of others.


In the past, success meant managing people. Now, it requires trusting and inspiring them.


The Framework


The fable unfolds alongside a simple yet powerful framework: the OrgHealth Ascent Model. This model identifies four essential components of a healthy, high-functioning organization:




	
1.Collaborative Culture—where silos come down, voices are heard, and the team works together for the good of the whole.


	
2.Leadership Accountability—where those in charge model the values and behaviors they expect from others.


	
3.Strategic Momentum—where there’s not just a plan but a living, breathing strategy that’s aligned, communicated, and advancing.


	
4.Talent Magnetism—where people don’t just stay, they thrive in such a way that others want to join them too.





Each of these elements is essential. Lacking any one of them will impact organizational health. And all of them are dramatically enhanced by one thing: trust.


Trust is not merely a soft, nice-to-have social virtue. Rather, it’s a hard-edged economic driver and performance multiplier. It’s the one thing that changes everything. And in The Imperfect CEO, Jim shows exactly how trust (or the absence of it) shows up in every part of organizational life, from culture and communication to performance and purpose.


In short, if you want organizational health, you have to focus on all four elements of the Ascent Model. That’s what this book helps you do. And all four elements work dramatically better when built on a foundation of trust.


The Heart


What makes The Imperfect CEO especially powerful is its emotional and relational honesty. The story doesn’t sugarcoat the tensions that show up in leadership teams: the miscommunications, the assumptions, the tone-deaf moments, the eroding trust. You’ll find yourself wincing at some of the exchanges because they’re so familiar. But you’ll also find yourself inspired by the breakthroughs, especially the courage of a leader to say, “I don’t know how to fix this, but I know I need to.”


That moment of vulnerability is the turning point.


It’s also the key to everything.


The reality is that the old way of leading is no longer sufficient for the challenges and expectations of our time. Today’s workforce doesn’t want to be managed, but they do want to be led. And they especially want to be led by someone they can trust. Someone real.


Real doesn’t mean flawless. Real means honest. Authentic. Learning. Evolving.


That’s why I believe this book matters. Because it shows, through story and structure, how leadership is no longer about perfection but rather about connection. It’s about inspiration and collaboration. And it’s about modeling the behavior you’d like to see, trusting those you lead, and inspiring others by connecting with people and connecting to purpose. This is doing the inner work to become the kind of leader others want to follow.


The Invitation


So, here’s my invitation to you as a reader: Don’t just read this book. Work with it. Apply it. Test it.


Jim has brilliantly structured the book to be more than a story but also a coaching experience. At the end of key chapters, you’ll find “Coaching Highlights” with questions, prompts, and practical tools you can use immediately to reflect, adapt, and apply. These are not theoretical exercises; they are real-world practices designed to help you lead better, starting now.


Being “imperfect” is not an indictment, but rather a vital and necessary condition. Because the imperfect leader who listens, learns, and leads with trust and purpose is the one who will build the healthiest organizations. As well as the most enduring legacies.


Jim has given us a gift by showing us the way. And it comes at the right time.


The world is desperately in need of leaders who are less interested in looking good and more interested in doing good. Who are less interested in being right and more interested in doing what is right. Who are willing to admit what they don’t know and eager to learn what they should. Who understand that health matters: not just physical health but also cultural, relational, and organizational health.


That kind of leadership begins not with perfect mastery, but rather with genuine honesty. It requires both humility and courage simultaneously, to go along with authenticity and vulnerability. And it is elevated by a combination of empathy and performance.


The Imperfect CEO is a guide to that kind of leadership.


So, take this book seriously. Let it challenge you. Let it coach you. Let it change the way you show up as a leader.


Because when you lead from a place of trust, humility, and courage, your imperfection won’t hold you back.


It will open you up. To growth. To connection. To impact. To inspiration. To what’s possible.


And that’s the kind of leadership we need now more than ever.


Stephen M. R. Covey


The New York Times and #1 Wall Street Journal best-selling author of The Speed of Trust and Trust & Inspire
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