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This book is dedicated to Mo Anderson. Farmgirl, teacher, CEO, Oklahoma Hall-of-Fame member, and real estate legend, you have been a beacon of light in the world of business. Every decision you make is filtered through your high standards. Every person you lead is treated with dignity and respect. Every victory you achieve is always a win-win. Your standards are high… and your integrity is even higher. You have always brought people together in a world that divides. I am glad to call you friend.
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1 BRING PEOPLE TOGETHER


FOR MORE THAN FIFTY YEARS, I have committed my life to helping people lead better. At the age of twenty-five, I came to the conclusion that everything rises and falls on leadership. That realization motivated me to give my life to studying and teaching leadership. In fact, today I am even more convinced of the crucial importance of leadership than at any other time in my life. But the state of leadership today makes me incredibly sad as a leader.

Leadership can be a blessing or a curse. It can help people rise to a better life, or it can cause people to fall into despair. I have personally witnessed both outcomes. My organizations are dedicated to achieving the former goal. Maxwell Leadership has trained and certified fifty thousand coaches in seventy-two countries. In the past, my nonprofit organizations trained more than five million leaders around the world, and today they are working with leaders in six nations to promote transformation in their countries. Whether I’m interacting with business leaders, volunteers, or government leaders, when I’ve finished working with them, I ask them these questions: How are your people? Are they better or worse off as a result of your leadership? In other words, are the people rising or falling because you are their leader?

What’s sad is that we are living in a world where disagreement reigns and, instead of conditions getting better for people because of good leadership, people are becoming disillusioned and bitter because of bad leadership. In the United States, many people pick a side and turn against everybody they see as being on the other side. In our culture, there is a chasm between us and them. On our side are the people who think, act, look, vote, eat, live, speak, and work like us. On the other side is everyone else. People spend their time fighting about many issues we shouldn’t be fighting over. Even when someone “wins,” it’s a bad win because it’s not a win for most people.


WHY ARE THINGS GOING DOWNHILL?

What makes the difference between good and bad leaders? What causes the rise or fall of the leadership that impacts people? Skills and values. Leadership rises when leaders possess good leadership skills and good values. It falls when leaders’ skills or values are poor. It may be obvious that leaders who lack good skills are incapable of helping people. What’s less obvious is the impact on people when leaders don’t possess good values. If the values and skills are both lacking, leaders drag the people down with them. If their skills are good and their values are bad, they manipulate people for their own benefit. As a leader, whenever you move people for your own advantage, it creates a win-lose situation, which is always wrong.



	Good Skills & Good Values

	Leaders Raise Up Their People




	Poor Skills & Good Values

	Leaders Can’t Help Their People




	Good Skills & Poor Values

	Leaders Manipulate Their People




	Poor Skills & Poor Values

	Leaders Drag Down Their People





So now you know why I’m sad as a leader. Today I see more falling than rising in the leadership world. My sadness has moved me to write this book.





LOOKING FOR WAYS TO DIVIDE

Unfortunately, in the United States politics sets the standard for how people treat each other, and it isn’t positive. You can easily see the shift in leaders at the top in presidential elections. In the past, candidates would fight hard against one another, but after the election, they would acknowledge each other’s efforts, shake hands, and say, “Good match.” Then they’d work with everyone from both sides until the next election. It was like a boxing match or mixed martial arts bout where two fighters beat each other up but showed good sportsmanship at the end by shaking hands. They respect the other person’s commitment and sacrifice, and as a result, they experience a sense of brotherhood or sisterhood because they’re both fighters and know what it takes to enter the ring. That can create a natural bond.

Today, politics is less like sport and more like war. Politicians fight hard, and they have little respect for their opponents. Some appear to genuinely hate each other. At the end of the race, their attitude seems to be, “I fought hard. I won. You don’t deserve to get a say. Your side needs to submit to me!” No wonder a recent poll found that 63 percent of Americans have little confidence in elected officials, 67 percent have “not too much” or “no confidence” in the federal government, and 70 percent believe lower trust in people makes it harder to solve the country’s problems.1 Unfortunately, at the same time, people look at politics and think, This is how we should do things, and they follow their lead. What a mess! We can’t build anything worthwhile on hate. As Maya Angelou said, “Hate, it has caused a lot of problems in the world but has not solved one yet.”2





DISRESPECT HAS BECOME COMMON

This propensity to fight and disrespect other people has spread and bled into nearly every aspect of life. It is becoming increasingly difficult for us to work with one another and to accomplish worthy goals. Illinois governor JB Pritzker pointed out the negative way people treat one another in a commencement address he delivered to the 2023 graduates at Northwestern University. To entertain his audience, he used quotes from the American television show The Office. One quote by the fictional character Dwight Schrute gained a lot of attention: “Whenever I’m about to do something, I think, Would an idiot do that? And if they would, I do not do that thing.” Pritzker went on to explain how the “worst kinds of idiots” are people who are cruel to others:


Somewhere along the way in the last few years, our society has come to believe that weaponized cruelty is part of some well-thought-out master plan. Cruelty is seen by some as an adroit cudgel to gain power. Empathy and kindness are considered weak. Many important people look at the vulnerable only as rungs on a ladder to the top. I’m here to tell you that when someone’s path through this world is marked with acts of cruelty, they have failed the first test of an advanced society. They never forced their animal brain to evolve past its first instinct. They never forged new mental pathways to overcome their own instinctual fears, and so their thinking and problem solving will lack the imagination and creativity that the kindest people have in spades.

Over my many years in politics and business I have found one thing to be universally true: the kindest person in the room is often the smartest.3



Kindness, consideration, and empathy used to comprise the minimum standard of conduct when we interacted with one another, but too many people no longer embrace and practice those values. According to Gallup, 50 percent of Americans rate the overall state of moral values in the US as poor. And more than 75 percent of Americans believe morals are getting worse. They cite the greatest problem as a lack of consideration for others.4 And based on my experience traveling around the world, I’d guess the statistics in other countries would be the same or, in some cases, even worse.

People have always disagreed with one another. Talk to any other person in the world, and you can find something you disagree about. Why should we let that bother us? Margaret and I love each other dearly and have been married for more than fifty years, yet we don’t agree on everything. My CEO, Mark Cole, and I don’t agree on everything, yet we’ve worked well together every day for more than twenty years. What we’ve accomplished together is significant. Nobody agrees on everything, and nobody is right all the time.




DISAGREEMENT? OFTEN. DISRESPECT? NEVER!

One of the reasons we don’t come together and work with one another is that we no longer see people on the other side as merely disagreeing. We see them as disagreeable human beings. We assume their motives are wrong. And the moment we think a person’s motives are wrong, we lose trust.

There’s a significant difference between believing the other side’s ideas are wrong and believing their motives are wrong. If I think people are wrong in their opinions or ideas, I’ll be willing to engage in discussion and seek common ground. However, if I think their motivation is wrong, I’ll draw lines, build walls, and refuse to engage in any kind of positive conversation because I believe they mean to do harm. That ends the relationship.

Most of us today seem to possess a very strong confirmation bias. We seek out information and data that confirm what we already believe, ignoring all the rest. We listen to experts whose opinions confirm our own. We don’t want to entertain or weigh opposing views. We want our views affirmed.

Good leaders need to rise above this attitude and help the people they lead do the same. How? We need to possess a strong collaboration bias. We need to bring people together to increase our understanding of each other and broaden our perspective.

Good leaders bear the weight of responsibility for finding the best answers for any challenge or problem. They understand that neither they, their team, nor their “side” may know the best solutions. As a result, they commit themselves to remaining open-minded and listening to everyone, including people who oppose them or who are on the other side. This is true in any kind of setting. Bill Haslam, a success in business as well as government, where he served two terms as the mayor of Knoxville and two terms as governor of Tennessee, believes that task is easier in business organizations than in the public sector. He observed, “In a well-run company, the workforce, leadership, and board are all unified in the purpose and mission of the business. That’s not true in a government. In government, there are almost as many visions for what the government should do and be as there are citizens. Often, leadership in government means balancing competing valid interests.”5 No matter what the circumstances, if we want to be good leaders, we must come to the table, sit in the middle without choosing a side, listen to others, and work to bring people together.




WE NEED EACH OTHER

If you’re a leader and you allow yourself to get drawn into taking sides and working against other groups of people, you’re limiting your leadership. As leaders, we all need the people on the other side. Our side doesn’t have all the answers. Believing we do is arrogant. I’m not always right, and neither are you. And those on the “other side” are not always wrong. If you don’t listen to them, you’re shrinking your influence and limiting your impact. If you can’t work with people who disagree with you, you will never become the leader you could be. No one will ever convince me that you can choose only half of the people and get as much done as if you work to lead all the people.

You lose the best way when you must always have your own way. If you become entrenched on one side and spend your time fighting for it, everyone eventually loses. This path of mistrust and division will never lead us anywhere we want to go. We can’t divide people and expect to accomplish positive results. Conversation and collaboration will always come up with better answers than isolation and exclusion.

Let’s face it. It’s easier to find agreement with people like you, who are against the same things you’re against. Politics today is built on rallying people around what they’re against. Candidates are trained to build their stump speeches on what’s wrong because it incites a stronger emotional response in voters. From there, the politician hopes to engage in a transaction: “Vote for me, and I’ll do something about this thing we hate.” But when leaders take sides, build their lives on what they’re against, and win at the expense of others, it creates an environment and culture of haves and have-nots. The winners get the spoils, the losers get the shaft, and the people in power do whatever they can to get their way and stay in power. This is what many white people in the United States did during slavery, Reconstruction, and the Jim Crow era. This is what many leaders do today in developing countries and nations with authoritarian regimes. Whoever is in power characterizes their side as right, and the other side as wrong and inferior.

As we look at the current state of leadership, if we think all these problems have been created by “the other side,” we’re missing the point. If we want a better culture, a better country, and a better world, we need to look in the mirror and recognize our own contributions to the division we’re experiencing. We need to have a change of heart and mind in how we treat people. Instead of widening the chasm between us, we need to build bridges and move toward others while looking for common ground. The way to do that is to become a leader who takes the high road. That is what this book is about.




THE THREE ROADS WE CAN TAKE

I believe people choose one of three paths when they interact with others: the low road, the middle road, or the high road. As I describe them, you’ll recognize people you know based on how they treat others. Let’s start with the middle road because that’s where most people tend to travel.



The Middle Road

When we travel the middle road, we value fairness. We are open to give-and-take to keep things even. We think, I have received this much, so I should give that much. We are willing to compromise—as long as we’re getting at least as much as we’re giving, and we’d prefer that we get our share first.

That can work if we are trying to be positive, though this kind of mindset is limiting because it is very transactional. What about on the negative side? When people taking the middle road get hurt or taken advantage of, their natural reaction is to take an equal measure of revenge. Old Testament law states, “But if there is serious injury, you are to take life for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, burn for burn, wound for wound, bruise for bruise.”6 But that doesn’t bring people together. As Mahatma Gandhi is reputed to have said, “An eye for an eye makes the whole world blind.”7

I understand why many people choose the middle road. It makes sense. It seems to promise security. We can calculate what we give and what we get to try to keep everything in balance. We can seek justice when we’ve been wronged. When democratic governments work, their leaders often take the middle road, with people coming to the table willing to compromise. They will give something in order to get something.

But there are downsides to middle-road thinking. We might be willing to work with people on the other side, but we want the other side to make the first move. We want them to listen first, then maybe we will decide to listen too. We want them to acknowledge the good ideas our side offers first, and then maybe we will be open to their ideas. We want them to be fair first, to change, to give us justice, and to make things right. Then—maybe—we will treat them the same way. Until then, we wait. And sadly, we often continue to wait.

Another downside of the middle road is that if we take it, we will always be calculating and keeping score. What many don’t know is that they’re missing a whole level of living that can’t be achieved through calculation. They’re missing out on the greater blessing that comes from living and giving on the high road.




The Low Road

Before we examine the high road, let’s look at the low. Where people on the middle road strive for fairness, people on the low road think only of themselves. On the low road, they look out for number one, as the old saying goes. Truly, we’re all naturally selfish. I know I am. But low-road leaders take from others and don’t even think about giving anything back. Why? Because they believe taking is the only way they can get what they want. If they don’t do whatever it takes to get what they desire, they believe they will be left out or get left behind.

I’ve also observed that more and more people who travel the low road think the world owes them. They see themselves as victims. So when they take from others, they believe they are settling a score or making the world fair for themselves. But because they consistently take from others to get what they want, they are actually making the world less fair. They are taking advantage of others for the benefit of themselves or their side. And when low-road people have positions of leadership, they do even greater damage because they devalue other people. They belittle, criticize, and undermine others to get what they want or maintain the upper hand.

Leaders on the low road leverage the chasm that separates people. If they could, they would widen it. If they can’t, they’ll settle for talking about how deep and wide and uncrossable it is. They don’t want to build bridges. They keep people divided as much as they can because they believe it will help them maintain whatever position and power they have.

Low-road people can suck the life out of others because they think only of themselves and getting what they want. Ironically, even though they are constantly taking, they are never satisfied. They live in a perpetual state of neediness. The more they take, the more they want. The cycle never ends.




The High Road

Where the middle and low roads are me-first, the high road is others first. High-road people intentionally give first without worrying about receiving anything back. They aren’t trying to make their interactions fair, because they acknowledge life isn’t fair. They value every person and treat each one well whether that individual is traveling on the low, middle, or high road. As a result, they want to keep the balance in the other person’s favor because they know it makes the world a better place. And they don’t worry about not getting their share because they believe there’s enough to go around for everyone.

The Cambridge dictionary says the meaning of “take the high road” is “to behave in a moral way when other people are not behaving morally.”8 But when I refer to the high road, that’s not exactly what I’m advocating. High-road leadership has nothing to do with being morally superior or righteous. The high road is not necessarily the moral high ground. Being a high-road leader doesn’t make you better than others. Nor is traveling the high road simply a matter of good character. Yes, high-road people have good character, but so do many middle-road people.

The ability to take the high road requires something more. It requires the right mindset. Instead of focusing on self, we must focus on the well-being of others. Instead of promoting ourselves, we must promote others. Instead of gathering attention for our benefit, we must direct it to others. We must look for the good in people to try to bring out their best. This is a mindset anyone can choose to adopt. And when we find ourselves engaging in low-road behavior, which everyone does at times, we shouldn’t make excuses. We should correct ourselves, make amends, and return to the high road.

Now that you understand the three roads, compare them side by side:



	High-Road Leaders

	Middle-Road Leaders

	Low-Road Leaders




	Value Others

	Seek Value from Others

	Devalue Others




	Bring People Together

	Move Back and Forth

	Divide People




	Close the Gap between People

	Live with the Gap between People

	Widen the Gap between People




	Give More Than They Receive

	Give Equal to What They’ve Received

	Take More Than They Give




	Give First

	Give Back

	Give Nothing




	Don’t Keep Score (Unconditional Giving)

	Keep Score (Conditional Giving)

	Don’t Keep Score (Unconditional Taking)




	Want You to Win

	Want Us to Win

	Want Me to Win




	Treat Others Better Than They Are Treated

	Treat Others the Same as They Are Treated

	Treat Themselves at Others’ Expense





If you want to help create a better world, commit to being a high-road leader. Treating others better than they treat you, and with consistency and without judgmentalism, is the best way to bring people together, and it’s the only way to make the changes we want to see in our world.






LESSONS FROM MOM AND DAD

I’ve tried to live and lead on the high road, but I think a lot of the credit for that belongs to my parents. I won the parent lottery. I knew I was unconditionally loved by my mother. She pointed out my flaws and corrected me while still loving me completely. That helped me know myself and accept myself as I was. The great sense of security that resulted caused me not to think the worst about others. Receiving unconditional love made me want to give it to others.

If you received unconditional love, you’ve got a good foundation for valuing others and taking the high road with people. But even if you didn’t, please know that you can still choose that pathway. While everyone else is judging people, you can extend them grace. When everyone else is taking from them, you can give. Think about the positive impact you could make by doing that. If you’re not sure whether it’s worth the effort, just think about how you would feel if somebody forgave you, encouraged you, showed you grace when you fell short.

My mother taught me to see people the right way. My father taught me to treat people the right way. What they gave me, I want to share with you.




WHY THE HIGH ROAD IS THE BEST ROAD

I know of no better way to live and lead than on the high road. The high road is not only a better way of living and the best way of leading others; it also yields many practical benefits that produce better results:


1. The High Road Brings People Together

High-road leaders don’t focus on the chasm between people. They focus on connection. They build bridges instead of walls. They find common ground to build bridges so they can get to where other people are. They intentionally take steps of faith toward other people. They are willing to go first, give first, serve first, trust first. They know these are the steps toward creating better relationships, workplaces, neighborhoods, communities, cities, countries, and cultures.




2. The High Road Brings Out the Best in People

High-road leadership is about valuing people according to their potential. I’ve always found that when you believe the best about people and give them your best, it brings out their best. When you value people and add value to them, you create a world of value. If you want to be a high-road leader, you must always try to give more than you receive. You will have to treat people well on their bad days as well as their good ones. Is it true that if you always take the high road some people will take advantage of you? Yes. But that’s their problem. High-road leaders don’t get angry or try to get even. They just move on and work with others who desire to become their best.




3. The High Road Creates Winners Without Creating Losers

More and more leaders today see leadership as a zero-sum game, where the only way to win is to make sure the other person loses. When you take the high road, you don’t try to create losers, and you don’t see every disagreement as a war. If you define a win as giving first, how can you lose? You can take pleasure in helping others better themselves and their situation. You can make sure the other person wins first. And if you receive something in return, it creates a win-win. That’s a bonus.




4. The High Road Has Less Traffic

If you become a high-road leader, you will be taking the road less traveled. While you are serving others and bringing people together, other leaders will be serving themselves. Most will be traveling the middle way. The worst will be on the low road. If you take the high road, you will stand out because your actions will be so different from others’. That will get you noticed as a leader. It will attract others to you because most people enjoy spending time with leaders who are positive and generous. And by traveling on the high road, you will experience a better life because it truly is more blessed to give than receive.




5. The High Road Is the Path to Significance

When your focus is on only yourself and what you can achieve, you may become successful. This is the path many people travel in life. But significance lies on the path of helping others and making the world better. If you will work to see things from other people’s perspectives, make the shift toward adding value to them, and start helping them regardless of whether it benefits you, your life will become more fulfilling. You will experience significance, which is far more lasting than success.







MY CLIMB TO A HIGHER ROAD

My parents set a great example for me, but I must admit, I didn’t start out as a high-road leader. Like many people, I began as a middle-road leader who wanted to get his needs met first. When I started leading in my first position, I was constantly recruiting people and trying to persuade them to buy into my vision. I believed that if they would help me, they would benefit from being part of something greater than themselves, and I also wanted to add value to them along the way. But then one day I went to see Zig Ziglar speak at a convention, and he said something that grabbed my attention: “You can have everything in life you want, if you will just help enough other people get what they want.”

That was a revelation to me. I realized I needed to reach out to people, find out what they needed, and help them get it. Then I would get what I need. This was an important step toward the high road. It didn’t put me on the high road. I was still on the middle road, and my thinking was still transactional, but it prompted me to start giving first. And that’s when I began to discover the fulfillment that comes from helping others. I got a taste of significance, and I became convinced that human beings were created for significance, not mere success.

I believe if you make the first move by placing others ahead of yourself and adding value to them, you will begin to feel fulfilled. That will make you worry less about whether it benefits you directly. Too many people miss out on this because they don’t realize they must take this first step. But once you experience the joy of helping others, you’ll never want to turn back. And eventually, if you keep going to others first and giving first, you can become a high-road leader.





THE PRACTICES OF HIGH-ROAD LEADERS

I’ve given a lot of thought to what it means to be a high-road leader, and I’ve talked about it with many people. What I believe is that all high-road leaders share common practices. If you are to be a high-road leader, you must do these twelve things:


Bring People Together

Value All People

Acknowledge Your Humanness

Do the Right Things for the Right Reasons

Give More Than You Take

Develop Emotional Capacity

Place People Above Your Own Agenda

Embrace Authenticity

Be Accountable for Your Actions

Live by the Bigger Picture

Don’t Keep Score

Desire the Best for Others



Every time you take these actions, you are traveling the high road in leadership. You are leading to serve others, not just yourself.

I must warn you: High-road leadership requires patience. Bringing people together takes time. But striving to stay on the high road is worth the effort. Yes, there are times you will make low-road decisions or engage in low-road behaviors. All of us do. When those things happen, don’t pull away from others in embarrassment. When you sense you’ve done something wrong, admit your fault, apologize, and make things right if you can. That puts you back on the right path to the high road. And here’s some great news: when we make U-turns like that, we can travel light in this world. We won’t hold grudges, we’ll rebound faster after mistakes, and we won’t be weighed down by guilt or hobbled by second-guessing. What leader doesn’t want that?




FOLLOW THE (HIGH-ROAD) LEADER

If you’ve never witnessed people practicing high-road leadership, you may have a difficult time believing it’s possible and trusting the process. And this is a problem. Many young people today have never seen good models of high-road leadership. Most of the leadership examples they’ve seen come from politics, entertainment, or social media. If that’s where you’ve received your modeling, then you’ve seen more than your share of the low road. But that doesn’t mean you have to go in that direction. You can enjoy living another way.

Seek out living examples of high-road leadership. If you can’t find any, learn by reading about high-road leaders past and present. One that I admire most is Abraham Lincoln. We think people today live in a divided time! He faced much worse division and racial conflict. While the different sides today fight with words, in his time they fought with guns and bayonets. Nobody looks at Abraham Lincoln and says he had no problems to deal with.

In the face of all that, he continually took the high road with others. He didn’t try to win public opinion. He didn’t defend himself when he was insulted. He took the blame when his generals failed. He left his office door open—literally—so that anyone could walk in off the street and talk to him. He even filled his presidential cabinet with his opponents because he was aware that he didn’t have all the answers, and having his ideas challenged made him better. He never believed that people who had different perspectives or opinions were wrong or evil, the way people do today. He was humble and open enough to listen to his opponents, learn from them, change, give them credit, and help the country.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if leaders didn’t serve themselves today? How can we change that? By changing ourselves first. By choosing to take the high road and encouraging others to do the same. If you have that desire, then turn the page and read on. Each of the following chapters teaches a leadership practice that will help you live on the high road. There’s no telling what you might be able to accomplish if you travel that road. But even if you don’t do all that you hope, you will live with fewer regrets. And the people you touch along the way will benefit greatly.







The Pathway to Bringing People Together: COMMON GROUND

The fastest and most proven way to bring people together in a world that divides is to find common ground. I’ve touched on this throughout this chapter. When you find common ground, you create ways forward that didn’t exist before. When you bring people together you make it possible for them to work together to improve their team, organization, neighborhood, city, and culture.

To be a high-road leader, when your instincts tell you to fight, you need to extend a hand of friendship. When others build walls, you need to look for a gate. When others say you have nothing in common, you need to double your efforts to discover something—anything—you share in common so that you can create a way to meet and build a relationship. High-road leaders are connectors.






2 VALUE ALL PEOPLE


HAVE YOU EVER HAD A conversation that was no big deal to the person who gave you advice, but it changed the trajectory of your life? I engaged in one of those the day I graduated from college. It occurred at dinner that night. I was sitting at the table with my parents; my fiancée, Margaret; and my siblings, Larry and Trish. I was on the cusp of transitioning into my adult professional life. In a few days, Margaret and I would get married and go on our honeymoon. As soon as we got back, we would move to Hillham, Indiana, where I had accepted my first position as the pastor of a small country church. As we sat and ate, I asked my dad a simple question: “What’s the best advice you can give me as I start my career?”

Dad was a pastor who’d led successful, growing churches. He’d also served as a district leader of pastors, and he was currently leading the college I’d just graduated from as its president, so he had a wealth of experience and wisdom.

“Son,” Dad replied, “value people, believe in them, and love them unconditionally. Do those things every day, and you will be successful.”

I don’t recall whether we talked more about it, and I don’t think the conversation was long. That may have been all he said. What I remember is that his words resonated deep within me. I had seen my father value everyone he met. I had seen him express his belief in people thousands of times. And I had seen him be kind and loving to all sorts of people. On top of that, I’d experienced the unconditional love that my mother gave. So I understood his advice, and it made sense. I told myself, I’m going to do that.


STARTING OUT ON THE RIGHT FOOT

Valuing people, believing in them, and loving them unconditionally became the framework for everything I did as I started my career. When I met people for the first time, I showed them that I valued them. As I worked with people in the church, I expressed my belief in them. I reached out to as many people as I could in the community. Even when I was leading meetings with the board or planning events, I worked to demonstrate those values. I was a young, inexperienced leader with the desire to produce and achieve. I believe embracing these values helped me to take a kinder and a gentler approach to leading others than I might have otherwise. And people responded very positively.

I even brought those values into my speaking. Every time I communicated, my desire was to express how much I valued the people in my audience, how I believed in them, and how much I loved them. I wanted to empower people, build them up, and inspire them to grow and change. To do that, I always tried to communicate in positive terms. How can anyone demonstrate a positive belief in people by being negative? It just doesn’t work. I emphasized what people could do, not what they should not do. That set me apart from many of my colleagues in other churches.

That’s not to say I was doing everything right. While I was getting a lot done in my church and being recognized in my career, I was also driven by my own selfish desire to be liked. I was a people pleaser. When someone didn’t like me, I would do whatever was needed to win them over. Because I’m naturally good with people, I could usually figure out how to accomplish that. But I had to learn that it was more important for me to love people than for them to love me if I was to become a more effective leader. You can’t effectively lead people if you need people.

In hindsight, I recognize that I was learning to practice high-road leadership, though I wouldn’t have called it that back then. I was simply following my dad’s advice and my own instincts. These values became the core of my leadership. And Dad’s advice was right. Treating people the way he suggested did make me successful; adding additional leadership skills made it possible for me to cast vision, equip people, and take an organization where it needed to go. By the time I was twenty-five years old, I was leading the most respected church in the denomination. At age twenty-eight, I was the most influential person in the denomination. And the success I experienced gave me the confidence to believe I could have a greater impact in the wider world.




HOW TO VALUE ALL PEOPLE

If you want to become the best leader you can be, you need to learn how to lead people on the high road. How can you do that? Start by valuing all people. Here’s what that means:


Embrace the Value of All People

At the heart of high-road leadership is willingness to value all people. That is the start of everything. If you don’t accept and embrace the idea that all people have value and deserve to be treated with dignity, you will always struggle in your leadership. And it will be impossible for you to be a high-road leader.

Valuing people is not about giving them compliments or making them feel important. Nor is it about getting them to like you (my problem early in my career). No, it’s seeing all people’s worth as human beings, letting them know you see that worth, and helping them to feel their worth and believe it themselves. If we are to take the high road, we can’t pick and choose who we value. We should never devalue someone by accepting others’ low opinion of them or placing a low value on them ourselves.

People can sense whether we truly value them. They know when we are sincere and genuine. They can tell when we are being phony. And they know when we devalue them. In my opinion, as a culture we lost our way when we went from simply disagreeing with others to devaluing them because we disagree. That’s when we crossed the line into low-road leadership. It’s one of the reasons so many people are so angry all the time. And when others take the low road with them, they become even angrier. It’s always easier to make a negative point than to make a positive difference. But nobody ever wins with anger. It’s a negative emotion that doesn’t add value to anyone.

You may be wondering how you can value all people when you may know nothing about them. That was a question I was asked recently at a conference with the top educators of public schools from across America. They were interested in learning about the curriculum my nonprofit foundation uses to develop millions of students internationally. In roundtable settings, the curriculum teaches students to value others by choosing to embrace and live good values. Teachers in the South and Central American schools where it has been taught have seen the transformative impact it makes. And when it was tested in several South Carolina schools, teachers saw a significant decrease in disciplinary issues among students who took the course. To help the educators understand the curriculum, I not only explained it, but we also asked them to participate in one of the roundtables.

During a Q and A afterward, one of the leaders challenged my assertion that I value all people. “How can you make the claim that you value all of us, that you value me?” she asked. “You don’t even know me. How is that possible?”

“I respect your question, and I want to answer it,” I responded. “At the same time, I want to respect you and not offend you, so I want to ask your permission to answer you openly, because my explanation includes my faith. Would that be okay?” When she nodded, I said, “God created everyone in his image, so everyone should be valued. He values them, so I value them. When I look at the life of Jesus, I see he loved everyone unconditionally and valued everyone greatly. Even as he walked to his death, his motivation was to love broken and hurting people, not to condemn them, win arguments, or elevate himself.”

She seemed to accept my explanation. I wanted to communicate that since Jesus practiced high-road leadership every minute of his life, and I want to be like him, I must be willing to serve people, not focus on winning.

But you don’t need to have any faith at all to acknowledge that everyone needs to feel valued. Every human being desires to feel their intrinsic worth and have someone else acknowledge it. As leadership professor and author Marilyn Gist says in her book The Extraordinary Power of Leader Humility, “Every human being has and needs a sense of self-worth—of dignity.”9 That includes more than our friends and family, more than those who help us and are pleasant to us. It includes people who are different from us, people from “the other side,” and who treat us poorly or take advantage of us. I think C. S. Lewis may have said it best: “There are no ordinary people. You have never talked to a mere mortal.… It is immortals whom we joke with, work with, marry, snub, and exploit.”10

Let me say one more thing about embracing the value of all people. To do it, you don’t have to abandon good leadership practices. You can still be highly strategic. For example, in our effort to transform nations, my foundation works with the top 10 percent of the people in a country. We begin by teaching values to the leaders in the highest positions to promote positive transformation. Someone asked me recently, “If you value all people, why don’t you start with the people who are suffering the most?” It’s because we do value them that we start at the top. If we help the bottom 10 percent, their needs will be met and it will stop there because they aren’t in a position to help others. Influence filters down, not up. However, if we reach the leaders and help them to embrace good values, which includes the value of valuing others, then they will mobilize and reach most of the remaining 90 percent. By starting with the people capable of reaching others, we are giving all the people a chance.
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