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Foreword

			by Verne Harnish

			When I was a teenager, I worked with the famous archeologist Cynthia Irwin-Williams at the Salmon ruins in New Mexico. Nine hundred years after the construction of the Chacoan pueblo, the team excavated over one-third of the pueblo, recovering almost 1.5 million artifacts from the site. Williams’s trained eye took seemingly basic pieces of pottery, instruments, and tools and turned them into stories, revealing the intricacies of this civilization. Reflecting back, it was amid the dirt and dust in the pueblo that I learned the importance of a well-executed discovery process. 

			Too often, leaders oversimplify. From purpose statements to core values, even our own development, we sacrifice depth for generalizations and simplicities. But when you oversimplify you lose the richness, the edges of what makes a culture truly unique and reveals the bigger story. Understanding and then activating what’s in the edges is critical to unlocking opportunities for your organization. 

			I like to remind people that that word, organization, shares its root with the word organism. What leaders have to realize is that this entity is its own kind of living being with its own unique fingerprint and its own personality, comprised of the unique attributes of the individuals who work for you. That’s why it’s so important to do a discovery exercise so that you truly understand and respect the uniqueness of the organism you’re leading.

			The discovery process of an archeologist is not unlike the practices originally outlined by the great Jim Collins. Just as Cynthia Irwin-Williams and her team identified artifacts to ascertain what was going on hundreds of years ago, leaders must also leverage their own artifacts, in this case their employees, to discern the true nature of their culture. 

			As you embark on your own discovery, be open to what you could learn. The essence of archeology is that when you’re looking for one thing, you find another. When you’re doing an archeological dig, you often find duplicates and hundreds of items that don’t really matter, but then you’ll get something that’s really interesting—something that illuminates a part of the culture you never knew or couldn’t exactly name—and that’s the fun part of this discovery process. 

			It’s apparent that, throughout his journey, Adam has done the work of a genuine discovery process, both in his personal development and in the organizations he’s led. His vulnerability about his own successes and failures gives you an example of what it means to lead like a human. With each experience he’s learned necessary lessons to succeed in the role he’s in today and to appreciate the needs of others. After all, you can’t lead like a human until you understand humans. 

			I love that Human is in the title of this book. Leaders are constantly searching for that secret to success or plug-’n’-play playbook, but the truth is that there is no silver bullet. If you’re hoping to find that here, then this isn’t the book for you. Adam has learned, as I have, that discovering and leveraging the nuances of your team unlocks results. Of course, he’ll share resources and tips, but there’s this wonderful undercurrent about the work needed to be done to better understand yourself and your team; embrace this discovery process. As you read this book, recognize these layers and that the true learning will be in the nuanced application for your unique organization. 

			
Introduction

			
Unlock Your Potential

			It’s probably fair to say that I’ve had more jobs than Forrest Gump. I’ve been a salesperson, an academic advisor, a pastor, and even a traveling musician. If you saw my LinkedIn page, you might think, “What in the world is this guy doing?” Indeed, I’ve worn so many proverbial hats in my day that it’s hard for me to even track what I’ve done in what year. But these roles have all brought their own challenges and achievements that have led me to where I am today.

			Hi! My name is Adam Weber, and I cofounded Emplify, an employee-engagement measurement company created to help people achieve their true potential at work. While my career path has been decidedly wandering, today I am intentional about where my life journey is leading me. It might have taken me many years, but I finally have the answer to the question, “What do I want to do every day?” The answer: I want to help people achieve their true potential and become the very best version of themselves.

			Today, people don’t often know what they could become. All too often, today’s employees find themselves in unfulfilling jobs where they waste away the hours between 9:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m. These dead-end jobs are draining the life out of our people. They do meaningless tasks to check a box without understanding how they’re moving the business forward or what impact their work is having. Their idleness, however, is not always their fault—it is due to lack of true leadership in their organizations. Their managers are not mentors helping them achieve greatness but stumbling blocks impeding an employee’s journey at every turn.

			This has led to a culture where managers spur their teams along with brute force, frustration, and dated leadership tactics. They dictate their demands from behind closed boardroom doors and expect the employees under them to execute on their orders immediately. They believe that they have the answers to every business question and that they alone have those answers. They think it a waste of time or unwise to ask their team for input and would never share their own shortcomings with their staff. I don’t mean to scare you, but these managers are everywhere, in every industry, and they are wreaking havoc on your organizations right now. They stifle the productivity and growth of individuals and limit the bottom line of your businesses. But how do we solve this problem? How can we transform these monster managers into something more beneficial for you and your employees?

			In both my successes and failures, I’ve discovered how to lead people in ways that grow both the business and the employee. My hope is that by transparently sharing my journey, I can nudge you along on yours, helping you become more of the leader you were meant to be and in turn creating teams of people who bring their best selves to work every day. And when you fill your teams with motivated people, great things will start happening for your company. This might sound like an uphill climb, but trust me: it’s simpler than it seems. It all starts with leading like a human.

			While I’ve honed my own leadership practices over my professional career, my mission to maximize the potential in people is a highly personal one. It was inspired by someone incredibly close to me: my mom. In a way, to know me is to know my mom. Her courage, humility, and leadership cultivated in me a deep conviction to help and guide those whom I come across. The lessons she taught me through her actions affected me in ways I am still realizing to this day.

			Surrounded by poverty and addiction, my mom grew up next to the coal mines in rural Maybeury, West Virginia, population under one thousand. Unlike the fictional Mayberry, her hometown was the opposite of idyllic Americana. When I was a boy, she took me to the house she’d grown up in. I remember washing machines lined up across the creek that ran in front of her house, serving as a makeshift bridge from her home to the country road running through town. That road went to one of the only buildings in town: the post office. On that trip, I saw how the residents of Maybeury made what they could from what little they had. Each and every one of them struggled to get by and get unstuck from the depression of Maybeury.

			In the Maybeury of my mother’s childhood, if you had a job, it was somehow related to coal mining. Coal was the backbone of the US economy at that time and provided jobs to countless workers across Appalachia. As she grew into a teenager, however, society was beginning to shift away from coal. As this once-booming industry began to decline across the United States, for Maybeury, this meant a sudden scarcity of jobs and a suffering economy. Many of the town residents found themselves without a job and, what was worse, no education to help them find another career. My mom realized from a young age that education gives you more than just knowledge—it gives you the freedom to choose what your life can be.

			Instead of resigning herself to her own circumstances, she leaned into the hand she’d been dealt. She knew that in order to get out, she’d have to put in twice the effort; she challenged herself because no one else was going to. In high school, she studied hard and excelled as a star student. She became the first person from my family to graduate college, where she got a degree in teaching from Ball State University in Muncie, Indiana. After she graduated, she taught in the poorest neighborhoods of Muncie and was committed to helping children raised in poverty find their own way out.

			Growing up, I remember how she’d take in her students, going so far as to invite them into our homes when they had nowhere else to go. One of her students, in fact, became my foster brother and lived with us for several years. I watched her as she coached and mentored these kids into becoming the best versions of themselves. She knew what it was like to grow up with nothing, and she wanted to show every kid she taught that they had a chance, and she would be there to guide them on their new path.

			I still carry the lessons my mother imparted in me. At the core, she taught me two things: your current circumstance is not your permanent circumstance, and when you find the way you can affect others, lean into it and spend your life doing that work. Her principles and strength have been my true north, guiding me to where I am now. To me, my mom embodied what it meant to lead like a human. I’ve read countless books on leadership and have experienced a wide spectrum of bosses, but none of them have been as influential as my mother’s approach to caring and nurturing the people around her. She showed me that when you help people see their own potential, you unlock in them a passion for growth that is unstoppable. And that is what it means to lead like a human. It’s a radically different approach to leadership than what you’ll find in other books on leadership. As you go through the chapters ahead, I hope this book will give you permission to shed what you think a leader should be and lead like a human.

			During my career, I’ve met folks who’ve encouraged and lifted me up. I’ve also encountered people who have—shall I say—done the exact opposite. In each of these interactions, I’ve gathered examples of both excellent and poor management. These anecdotes, combined with years of trial-and-error leadership, have helped me create what I believe is a simple yet effective plan for leading teams in the modern workforce. Lead Like a Human is a practical guide to building highly engaged teams by being a genuine and authentic leader focused on drawing out the very best in those you manage. This book will help you create the teams you’ve dreamed of while leading in a way that will bring out the best in you too.

			
Chapter One

			
The Accidental Entrepreneur

			If there is an aroma
faint in the evening breeze
take a grateful breath and
move in that direction.
Your road will be there,
glowing in the moonlight.
Your compass rose has opened.
You must go north.

			—“True North,” by Doug von Koss (abridged)

			The first step of my journey toward leading like a human started in a church. Well, when I say “step,” it was more of a stumble. The church was called Commonway and was located in Muncie, outside Indianapolis. At first I was just the music leader in the church, but a series of events beyond my control led to me becoming the pastor of this congregation. It was in this little church in Muncie where I’d find out who I was truly supposed to be. My time at Commonway taught me valuable lessons that shaped me into the entrepreneur and leader I am today.

			People often ask me how I went from being a pastor of a small community church to an entrepreneur who cofounded a people-engagement company. I admit it doesn’t seem like an obvious career shift. The candid answer is that both of these roles came to be by accident, but not a “whoops” one like stepping on a LEGO or knocking over a glass of water in a restaurant. These accidents were more like opportunistic moments that spurred me to grow, even if I didn’t recognize that at the time. I had the willingness to say yes in these tough situations, which helped me become a fast learner despite the chaotic and uncertain times. In the midst of these moments, I found my true purpose and felt something unlock in me—a desire to lead.

			When I first joined Commonway, I never intended nor dreamed that I’d one day be the pastor there. At the time, I was making my living as a wandering musician, and I came to the church one Sunday on a whim. My girlfriend, Cara, and I had recently moved to the neighborhood and were looking for ways to become involved in the community. Almost immediately, we were greeted by the young pastor who led the small church. He wasn’t that much older than me, but already he had a community who looked to him for guidance. He was searching for someone to play the guitar and lead worship songs during services. As a wayward musician, I was shocked when he asked if I’d take on the gig. He offered me a hundred dollars a week, which, at the time, was an incredibly generous offer. I hadn’t expected to walk into Commonway and find work as a musician, but there it was—an opportunity waiting for me to take it.

			Back then, the congregation was tiny—only about twelve folks and the young pastor. Commonway, however, had a leader with a strong vision. This young man, who wasn’t even thirty yet, wanted to create a church that would be welcoming and unique. I admired his conviction and the passion he brought to this endeavor. It wasn’t long before I knew I wanted to help him realize his dream of creating a new kind of church community. Everyone at Commonway did. It was an exciting time, and the entire congregation was all in. It felt amazing to be making something of value surrounded by passionate folks.

			As Cara and I became more involved in the church, we began to know these folks intimately. Most of them were young people on their own journeys who’d come to Commonway to fill their own individual needs. Whether that was community or something deeper, the church and its pastor sought to make a home where its people could be their best selves. I saw in the pastor a real desire to help these people and was reminded of how my mother had worked with her students. Before too long, I was asked to help out as the music minister at Commonway—a staff position and a step up from my role as the musician. That being said, the Commonway “staff” consisted of only two people: myself and the pastor. Nevertheless, we were determined to create a space of growth for these people whom we’d come to call family.

			Over the next year, our congregation grew from twelve to over 250. Our little church was full of folks crammed into our small auditorium on mismatched chairs and couches pulled from different rooms. People from all walks of life came to Commonway just to see what it was all about. Even the mayor and his family were there during Sunday services. My position as the music leader was becoming a real job—although I believe the pay stayed around a hundred dollars a week. Doing good, it must be said, doesn’t always pay the bills.

			During this time, the pastor and I would often exchange amazed looks at the number of people coming through our doors. Commonway had struck something in the community, and the people were turning up in droves. The church that I helped grow had become a home not only to me and my family, but to many others as well. Real adults with real kids were coming to Sunday services. Commonway was feeling more and more like a legitimate church, despite the fact that the pastor and I were making it up as we went along (“Fake it till you make it”).

			Three years went by. Cara and I got engaged. And I continued to lead the music each Sunday morning while we prepared for our wedding day. One Saturday in 2007, a week before the ceremony, I received a call. It was my young pastor friend. He confessed to me that he had made a terrible mistake, and felt it was wise to officially step down from his position. As the only staff member, I was told I’d be taking over as the pastor of Commonway Church. I was suddenly promoted from music minister to pastor, and I had less than twenty-four hours to write a sermon for the next morning. This would be the first sermon I’d ever have to write, and I had to do so with no formal training. Let me tell you—I was in way over my head.

			Something you need to know about me is that, at this time, I had kind of wandered through life, from opportunity to opportunity. I didn’t have a clear plan of what I wanted to do—unlike Cara, who has diligently been working on her dream of being an architect since she was a little girl. It’s a quality of hers that I’ve always loved, because I know I’ve never had it. But now, I was being called upon by my community to step up to a position that I had no experience in. I was stunned at what to do. I mean, think about it: I had gone from a guy on the street with a guitar to the pastor of a church where the mayor went for spiritual guidance.

			From the moment I heard that my friend was stepping down, I could see this home and all we had spent three years building together beginning to crumble apart. I thought about canceling the service the next morning, but I knew I couldn’t. It would mean the end of Commonway—not just for me but for the entire congregation. I thought about calling it quits and stepping down myself, but then I thought about these people and how much they needed that home. Determined, I put aside what I was doing and wrote that first sermon.

			The next morning, I walked into the church so nervous that I was shaking. I tried to calm myself before I entered the auditorium, but it didn’t help. I couldn’t shake my own feeling of inadequacy. Our sermons at Commonway were conducted in the round, which meant that I stood in the middle of the group and spoke to a crowd who completely surrounded me. I stood in the middle of these 250 congregants and could feel their eyes on me. Not everyone had heard the news, so I had to be the first to break it to them. The pastor had stepped down, and I was taking over. My voice almost cracked; my mouth was bone dry.

			I felt so woefully underprepared. Who was I to speak and have all these folks hang on to my every word? That being said, I knew I couldn’t just sit there in silence. I unfolded the small paper in my hand and looked down at the sermon I had written the night before. When I looked up, something had changed in the way I saw these people. I could feel that I was holding these folks—their hopes and fears, aspirations and doubts. I felt the weight and the sadness of an entire group of people on my shoulders. But instead of giving up, I breathed deep and leaned into the discomfort.

			After I finished the sermon, I walked off the stage and into a back room where there was a small closet in the corner. Without thinking, I opened the door to the closet and then shut it behind me, cloaking myself in darkness. As the door closed, I felt a well of emotion open up inside me and pour out in a big blubbery mess. I was crying, and it was because I was exhausted. What I couldn’t see then, however, was that I wasn’t just exhausted—I was changing. On that Sunday, I was becoming the person I was meant to be, and that outpouring of emotion was a result of feeling the pain that comes with growth. I was discovering my personal mission.

			When I think back on that Sunday, it’s clear to me that I was being stretched. I had been pushed to the edge of my ability for the first time, and I realized what I was truly capable of. That day was the pivotal moment when I stopped wandering and started doing what I was made to do. And I didn’t find that moment in myself. I found it in the faces and hearts of my congregants, who leaned on me for guidance. I realized that by doing the hard and scary thing with humility, I had become the leader my community needed.

			Before that day, I don’t think I’d ever worked hard. To speak candidly, life was a thing that just kind of happened to me. I breezed through school by leaning on intellect rather than effort. In college, I went to class when I was supposed to but also never missed a chance to jam with my bandmates. While at the end of my four years my degree said sociology, I really had a triple major in playing music, making friends, and playing video games. My area of expertise was in original Nintendo, and, if you must ask, I play a mean Tecmo Bowl.

			My life wasn’t hard, but it was aimless. Thanks to my parents, I had a good upbringing. They shielded me from the poverty and difficulties that my mother endured. The trials she had been through gave her a strong passion to help others. I had witnessed this trait in her but hadn’t fully comprehended it until that day. When I spoke to those 250 people in that church, I felt what my mother had instilled in me as a child coming to life—a passion for unlocking the true potential in people. I found that as a pastor, but today, as a leader and entrepreneur, I still try to live my life by those values she inspired in me.

			If my time at Commonway stretched me by throwing me into a situation unprepared, my time as an entrepreneur taught me the importance of trying, learning, and trying again when you are starting something new. Opportunities come at you quickly, and you need to be ready to take them on. And that is an incredibly accurate description of how I met Santiago Jaramillo, now my business partner. It all started with a blog post I’d written years after I left Commonway to pursue a position in sales. He’d stumbled upon my post while he was in his last semester of college. Santi, as he was known to those close to him, reached out to me on Twitter because he was interested in learning more about what I had written and how I understood sales. Little did I know how this chance encounter would alter the course of my life.

			“I’m trying to start a business and need to learn sales. I’d love to hear your story. Would you be up for coffee?” I figured that I had nothing to lose, and I was always willing to help out a young person just getting their start. I agreed to meet with him.

			The next week, I walked into a nearby Starbucks and saw a bright-eyed young man who was definitely not the typical recent college graduate. The first thing I noticed about Santiago was his incredible charisma. He was charming and affable, but also incredibly serious about the work he was doing. After we both sat down with our coffees, he sketched out a business plan in front of me on a brown Starbucks napkin. While he spoke, I began to realize how truly special and strong this person was.

			One of the first things that stood out to me about Santi was his commitment to making the world a better place. As we got to know each other, we discovered that we shared a passion for creating businesses that could make a global impact. Santi was brilliant and energetic and had a drive that I’d lacked at his age. He worked hard because he knew he had meaningful work to do. He had ideas but also the plan to get them done. His own excitement spread to everyone with whom he worked. For a moment, I was reminded of the passion of the folks at Commonway setting out to start something new. After that first coffee in mid-July 2011, I called my wife and told her, “I think I’ll be working for that kid someday.”

			The next day, I went back to my sales job. I was working on a couple of pitches to new customers, but my mind kept wandering back to Santiago and his project. It was a solid idea. He knew how the business would run and had a vision for how it could disrupt the industry. The problem was that he only had one customer. And a business with just one customer is … well … mostly an idea. Throughout my day, I kept jotting down new ideas to help him get customers quickly—almost like doodles in the margin of a school notebook. That night, I called up Santi and told him it was time for our next coffee. I couldn’t wait to share these ideas, because I hoped it would help him along.

			We met for coffee again, and, almost immediately, the pens hit the napkins. This time, it was me drawing out a sales strategy for him. I had thought through his offerings and the problems they solved. I showed him some outlines for how I thought he could grow and scale. I realized I was getting excited by his prospects and what starting this business would mean for him. Halfway through our meeting, he stopped me, looked me straight in the eyes, and said, “You have to do this with me.”

			I had never thought about starting a company before. It had always been my life’s work to support others—my time at Commonway showed me that. Now, however, with this recent graduate sitting in front of me, I had the opportunity to start something new—something fresh and something that could be mine. Once again, I was hearing a call similar to the one that I’d heard at Commonway. Those coffee chats and scribbles on napkins were beginning to take the form of something much larger than Santi or myself. I had accidentally become an entrepreneur with this recently graduated whiz kid.

			But building a new business wouldn’t be easy. I knew it would take a lot of my time, with a tremendous risk of failure. I had a family to support and a mortgage to pay too. Putting the pen down, I told Santiago, “I’d love to, but you’ll have to sell my wife on it.”

			The next day, he showed up to my house with a slide-deck presentation and a very elaborate spreadsheet. My wife opened the meeting. “So, you graduated college last month and you want to offer my husband a job?” Our sons—three and four years old—were playing with their fire trucks beside us. A stray block thrown from the youngest landed right in front of Santi before he had the chance to answer. Shaken, he paused for a moment and then started his presentation.

			Sitting in our living room, he went through his proposal and explained exactly why he needed a business partner and how I could help. He was talking faster than an auctioneer. Before long, I could tell he was sweating. While on the surface he looked calm and composed, I later found out he was so nervous that he’d soaked through his undershirt.

			Cara is not like me, and that’s why I love her. While I am impulsive, she’s methodical. While I think with my heart and let its impulses guide me, Cara is a practical woman with a brilliant mind for planning. Throughout the meeting, my wife took in everything Santi was saying—listening intently, nodding when appropriate, and taking notes when needed. At the end of the speedy presentation, he opened up the floor for questions. She looked down at her notepad, took a breath, and said, “I do have one question. Will we have insurance?”

			Santi paused, coughed, and blurted out, “Of course, of course. He’ll have insurance.” (Cut to Santi, fifteen minutes later, fanning his soaked undershirt and googling “How do you set up insurance for employees?” in his car parked in our driveway.) The presentation completed, we ushered our guest to the front door to say good night and that we’d be in touch. After the door closed, Cara turned to me and said, “Adam, if you don’t do this, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

			Two weeks later, I joined as a cofounder of Bluebridge, our napkin idea turned company. We built a mobile engagement platform for nonprofit organizations. Within our first year, we had over a hundred customers, but for two people with big dreams, we’d chosen too small of a market. While sales were growing rapidly, what I really found myself drawn to was my position as leader of a team. Of course, I loved growing the business, but I loved growing my team even more.

			At first, I started with a team of five folks who were about the same age as Santiago. For most of them, it was their first job right out of college. For me, it was my first time being a manager. By now you probably see the trend here: first an accidental pastor, then an accidental entrepreneur; and now, at Bluebridge, I was an accidental manager. With my team, however, I never wanted them to feel like accidents I had to handle. I wanted to lead them with intention and purpose.

			I decided that what I needed to do was to completely invest myself in these people. Their journey was my journey. When they stumbled, I stumbled too. We were learning together, and I became committed to seeing them grow. I knew that the only way for our business to accomplish its goals would be to train and motivate my team to create something exceptional.
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