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THE LEADERSHIP
CHALLENGE

How to Make Extraordinary Things 
Happen in Organizations
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“We need more exemplary 
leaders, and we need them more 

than ever… We need leaders 
who can unite us and ignite us.”

“If you want to have a 
significant impact on people, 

on organizations, and on 
communities, you’d be wise to 

invest in learning the behaviors 
that enable you to become the 

very best leader you can.”

“Leadership is not about who 
you are; it’s about what you do.”

“Leadership knows no racial or 
religious bounds, no ethnic or 

cultural borders.”

“Although the context of 
leadership has changed 

dramatically…the content of 
leadership has not changed 

much at all.”

In today’s fast changing world, leaders play a crucial role in leading 
and uniting people to solve the world’s challenges. The Leadership 
Challenge is about mobilizing people to create extraordinary results, 
and uniting people to turn challenges into successes. 

Based on 30 years of research, Kouzes and Posner found 5 timeless 
Practices of Exemplary Leadership behind these extraordinary 
results. Organizations whose senior leaders strongly demonstrate 
the 5 Practices delivered stronger financial performance over a 
5-year period, compared to their counterparts – with net income 
growth of almost 18 times higher, and stock price growth of almost 
3 times higher.

Leaders at their Personal Best: The 5 Practices of Exemplary Leadership

Leaders’ behaviors have a strong influence on workplace 
engagement and commitment. For decades, Kouzes and Posner 
have been interviewing leaders and their followers, focusing on 
the question: “What did you do when you were at your personal 
best as a leader?”. Based on thousands of interviews and case 
studies, they found that : 

•	 Leaders who consistently use all 5 practices are significantly more 
effective than those who use them infrequently. All 5 practices 
are needed for exemplary leadership. 

•	 Anyone can be a leader. Exemplary leaders exist everywhere, 
in every geography, industry, and demographic. In the best 
organizations, everyone is encouraged to act like a leader; and

The Big “So What”

Introduction
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“Leadership is a relationship 
between those who aspire to 
lead and those who choose to 

follow.”

“Titles are granted, but it’s your 
behavior that earns you respect.”

“To become a credible leader, 
you first have to comprehend 

fully the deeply held beliefs – the 
values, standards, ethics, and 

ideals – that drive you.”

“Values are guides. They supply 
you with a compass by which to 
navigate the course of your daily 

life.”

“You cannot lead through 
someone else’s values or 

someone else’s words… Unless 
it’s your style and your words, it’s 

not you.”

“Shared values are the 
foundational pillars for building 

productive and genuine 
working relationships…. (they) 
provide people with a common 

language.”

•	 Although the context of leadership has changed over the years, 
the 5 Practices have transcended time and context to remain 
relevant since their initial research 30 years ago.

Leadership is a Relationship 

Leaders get things done only by mobilizing others for shared 
aspirations, and this requires mutual respect, trust and confidence. 
Kouzes & Posner discovered that people consistently look for 
leaders who are honest, forward-looking, competent, and inspiring. 
In short, people follow those whom they believe are credible.

Leadership starts with the inward journey of discovering yourself.

To be a credible leader, you must first get clear about your values 
and guiding principles. Only when you have found your inner voice, 
can you express it authentically.

Know your values. Your values (e.g. collaboration, loyalty, 
honesty) guide everything you do, including your judgements, 
decisions, interactions and commitments. When you know 
and communicate your values clearly, others can commit to 
take the journey with you.

Express in your own words. Once you know what you want 
to say, you must give voice to them. Use your own words, so 
people know they are listening to you.

Affirm shared values. Besides knowing your own values, you 
must become equally clear about organizational values. The 
key is to concurrently honour diversity in the organization 
while identifying common values that are shared by others. 
By affirming these shared values, you (a) develop a common 
understanding of what’s expected, and (b) remind people why 
they care about their work.  For instance, Procter & Gamble 
(P&G) leaders constantly affirm their Purpose, Values and 
Principles, and their people look to the PVP to guide them in 
making the right decisions daily.

Practice 1: Model the Way

Clarify Values
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“Leaders are their organizations’ 
ambassadors of shared values. 

Their mission is to represent the 
values and standards to the rest 

of the word.”

“The behaviors and actions of 
leaders send clear messages to 
others about what’s important 
and what’s merely lip service.”

“Critical incidents create 
important teachable moments. 
They offer leaders the occasion 

in real time to demonstrate 
what’s valued and what’s not.”

“When others hear or read a 
story about someone with whom 
they can identify, they are much 

more likely to see themselves 
doing the same thing.”

Be the role model of the behaviors you expect from others. 
Demonstrate that you are truly serious about them.

Live the shared values. What you do speaks louder than what 
you say, so make sure you lead by example. This includes:

•	 How you spend your time. For example, if you value “service 
to others”, then you should be spending time and focus on 
your stakeholders, personally speaking to your customers 
etc.

•	 What you say/ ask. Use a set of vocabulary that’s unique 
to your values, as language frames how we view the 
world. Ask purposeful questions that (a) channel’s people’s 
attention in search of certain answers, (b) help people to 
take ownership of their points of view, and (c) forces you to 
listen more attentively. For example, if you wish to improve 
customer service, ask “what’s one customer suggestion that 
we adopted last week?”

•	 Seeking feedback. Seek feedback, so you know how you can 
better align your words and actions.

Teach others to model the values. Seek to align words and 
deeds at all levels of the organization, so everyone is a role 
model. Here are some useful tools:

•	 Critical incidents. When things go wrong, it’s an opportunity 
to learn and to reinforce values. For example, when there 
was an unexpected slippage in a project, senior manager Bob 
demonstrated his commitment (a core value) by canceling 
his vacation to help the team deliver the project on time.

•	 Stories. Stories are powerful for conveying messages. They 
set a context for the message, and show how people in the 
organization are walking the talk.

•	 Systems & procedures. The key values must be reinforced 
through all aspects of organizational practices e.g. 
recruitment, selection, training, recognition, promotions, 
events etc.

Set the Example
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“Leaders envision the future by 
imagining exciting and ennobling 

possibilities.”

“Organized efforts…begin with 
one person’s imagination… If you 

are going to be an exemplary 
leader, you have to be able to 

imagine a positive future.”

“Clarifying your vision, like 
clarifying your values, is an 

intuitive and emotional process 
of self-exploration and self-

creation. There’s often no logic 
to it.”

“To be able to envisage the 
future, you have to realize 
what’s already going on.”

“Envisioning the future requires 
you to stay in touch with your 

deepest feelings.”

•	
•	
•	

Leaders have a clear vision of what the future can be, and are 
confident they can deliver that future. To make your vision a reality, 
you must help others to see and own the shared vision.

As a leader, you must have a unique vision of the future that you 
are clear and passionate about, and that is for a common good. 
Only then can you get people to come together and commit to it.

Imagine the possibilities. Exemplary leaders are forward-
looking and have a “gut sense” of what the future can be. 
Explore your intuition fully, to get clear on what you truly care 
about and why.

•	 Look deep inside for your prominent message, the most 
persistent theme, idea or concern that grabs you, and what 
you want people to see and feel about the future.

•	 Consider these 4 factors:

i.	 Your past. Understand why something matters to you and 
why the envisaged future is important.

ii.	 The present. Observe and understand what’s happening 
around you. Spot patterns and what they are pointing to.

iii.	The future. Look ahead at emerging technologies, 
economics, demographics etc.

iv.	Your passion. Tune in to your deepest feelings and sense 
of purpose/ calling.  You’ll need them to sustain yourself 
in face of inevitable sacrifices and setbacks.

Find a common purpose. People don’t want to just follow the 
leaders’ vision. They want to fulfill their own hopes, visions and 
aspirations. Hence, you’ll need to involve people in the vision 
development process and find a shared vision that fulfills a 
common purpose.

Practice 2: Inspire a Shared Vision

Envisage the Future
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“The best leaders are great 
listeners…This sensitivity to 

others is no trivial skill. It is a 
truly precious human ability.”

“People commit to causes, not to 
plans.”

“You can’t command 
commitment; you have to inspire 
it. You have to enlist others in a 
common vision by appealing to 

shared aspirations.”

“Leadership is a performing art…
It’s no longer enough to write 
a good script… you’ve got to 

make it a show that people will 
remember.”

“Leaders get people moving. 
They energize and mobilize. They 

take people and organizations 
to places they have never been 

before.”

•	 Listen intently to others, so you know what they want and 
value to identify opportunities and shared aspirations; and

•	 Identify a worthy cause. People don’t commit to a plan; they 
commit to a cause that they believe in. They want to belong 
to something bigger and special. This typically involves (a) 
a challenge to prove themselves, (b) being part of a social 
experiment, (c) excelling at something, (d) doing good, and/
or (e) changing things for the better.

Now that you’ve identified the common purpose, you need to build 
the common ground and ignite passion and emotions for the vision. 
To achieve the extraordinary, we must capture not just the minds, 
but also the hearts. 

Appeal to Common Ideals. Help people to see how their 
dreams are aligned with your vision.

•	 Relate to what’s meaningful. Most people crave to be part of 
something significant and ground-breaking. They typically 
relate to ideas like freedom, world peace, self-actualization 
etc. You will need to communicate how, by being a part of 
your vision, people can concurrently make a difference and 
meet their own long-term goals.

•	 Make it special. Help people to feel special and proud 
of being part of something unique, so they become your 
ambassadors.

•	 Align your vision with people’s dreams. Get them excited by 
giving meaning, purpose, and showing how their dreams 
can be realized.

Animate the vision. Ignite the excitement and passion in others 
by bringing the vision to life.

•	 Use visual references and concrete examples, so others can 
see and feel how it aligns with their own goals, interests and 
aspirations.

Enlist Others
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“When relating hopes, dreams, 
and successes, people are almost 
always emotionally expressive.”

“You have to believe, and you 
have to develop the skills to 

transmit your belief.”

“Challenge is the crucible for 
greatness. Every single personal-
bests leadership case involved a 

change from the status quo.”

“It’s no longer business as usual, 
and exemplary leaders know 

that they have to transform the 
way things are done.”

“Change is the province of 
leaders. It is the work of leaders 

to inspire people to do things 
differently, to struggle against 
certain odds, and to persevere 

toward a misty image of a better 
future.”

•	 Use symbolic language. Influence behavior by using words 
and symbols (e.g. slogans, metaphors, analogies) that 
evoke the desired type of behavior e.g. “tribe” for a strong 
community.

•	 Practice positive communication. A positive approach focuses 
people on possibilities and innovation, while rejection or 
exclusion reduces mental efficiency. Express a genuine 
belief in others to help them develop will and confidence.

•	 Express your emotions genuinely and fully, to ignite others 
with your energy and enthusiasm. Help others to feel your 
passion, belief and open excitement.

Exemplary leaders don’t just pioneer new breakthroughs themselves. 
They constantly venture outside themselves and their organizations 
for potential innovations.

Seize the initiative. Leadership always involves change for the 
better.

•	 Make things happen. When you notice something isn’t 
working, take the initiative to improve it. For example, 
Starbuck’s Frappuccino was invented by a store manager 
who purchased her own blender to create and test her own 
product, until customers’ requests convinced Starbucks to 
invest in the drink.

•	 Encourage initiative in others. Create a climate that foster 
experimentation and risk taking. Facilitate initiative through 
training, step-by-step mental simulation and raising the bar 
incrementally so people can stretch themselves toward 
mastery.

•	 Challenge with purpose. Don’t challenge status quo just to 
shake things up; do it with a purpose.

Practice 3: Challenge the Process

Search for Opportunities
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“Leaders at all levels work 
outside their job descriptions 
and see opportunities where 

others don’t.”

“Insight without outsight is like 
seeing clearly with blinders on; 
you just can’t get a complete 

picture.”

“Leaders transform challenge 
into an exploration, uncertainty 

into a sense of adventure, 
fear into resolve, and risk into 

reward.”

“Small wins produce results 
because they make people feel 
like winners and make it easier 

for leaders to get others to want 
to go along with their requests.”

Exercise Outsight.

•	 Go outside your experience. To change “business-as-usual”, 
you must actively learn what is happening outside your 
organization, e.g. what buyers want, new innovations & 
competitive practices.

•	 Enhance communication internally and externally to tap on 
new ideas as they emerge

•	 Stir imagination. Create new ideas by forcing comparisons 
across non-related industries e.g. ask how Google would 
manage your data, how Disney would engage your 
consumers, how Toyota would improve your production 
process etc.

•	 Make every task an adventure. Most organizational 
breakthroughs come from seemingly mundane tasks. Hence, 
keep looking for new ideas and innovation in your daily jobs. 

Leaders convert risky experiments into safe learning opportunities, 
recognize and support good ideas, are willing to challenge the system, 
generate small wins and opportunities to learn from experience.

Generate small wins. Break down a complex and far-off vision 
into small milestones, and move people forward step-by-step.

•	 Build psychological hardiness. Hardiness is a trait that can 
be learned by improving 3Cs - Commitment (to make 
things happen), Control (to influence what’s happening) and 
Challenge (to learn from both successes and failures).

•	 Chunk it down: Break down a big challenge into small, 
actionable steps. These small wins add up to generate huge 
successes.

•	 Profit from small wins. Small wins build confidence and attract 
people who want to be successful, laying a foundation for 
larger successes. 

Experiment and Take Risks
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“Failures and disappointments 
are inevitable. How you handle 

them is what will ultimately 
determine your effectiveness 

and success.”

“Learning is the master skill. 
When you fully engage in 
learning….you are going 

to experience the thrill of 
improvement and the taste of 

success.” 

“Leaders foster collaboration by 
building trust and facilitating 

relationships.” 

“Trust comes first; following 
comes second.”

Learn from experience. Failure is inevitable, especially in 
innovation. Rather than blame or criticize when things go 
wrong, recognize failures as learning opportunities, and 
encourage people to openly share what works and what 
doesn’t.

•	 Be an active learner. Embrace your challenges with a growth 
(not fixed) mind-set, i.e. believe that your skills and qualities 
are not fixed, but can be molded and improved.

•	 Create a climate for learning. A learning environment can 
only be cultivated by leaders who open and collaborative. 
Strong leaders must balance their high expectations with 
the ability to be nurturing and motivating.

•	 Strengthen resilience. Assign tasks that are challenging but 
within a person’s skill level. When experiencing a setback, 
emphasize that it is only temporary and focus on possibilities 
for future victories. Focus on rewards, not punishments.

A big dream can only be fulfilled through a team that has trust and 
relationships, competence and confidence. Strengthen others by 
giving them confidence and developing their competence.  Help 
them to feel a deep sense of belonging and ownership.

Create a climate of trust.

•	 A sound investment. A climate of trust frees up people to 
contribute and innovate, which can lead to higher employee 
satisfaction, information flow, and profitability.

•	 Be the first to trust. Take the first step to open up, release 
control and show vulnerability first. 

•	 Show genuine concern for others. Show (through action) that 
you are willing to put others’ interests before your own. 
This requires listening with empathy and seeing the world 
through others’ eyes.

Practice 4: Enable Others to Act

Foster Collaboration
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“For cooperation to succeed, 
roles must also be designed 

so that every person’s 
contributions are both additive 

and cumulative to the final 
outcome.” 

 
“Leaders accept and act on the 
paradox of power: you become 
more powerful when you give 

your own power away.” 

“By providing choice, you 
are enabling others to lead 

themselves.”

•	 Share knowledge and information. Sharing your knowledge 
demonstrates your knowledge and credibility, and sets an 
example for others to do the same. This builds both trust 
and improved performance.

Facilitate relationships. To collaborate successfully, people 
must feel that they need, and can count on, one another.

•	 Develop cooperative goals and roles, so people feel they are 
“in it together”. Promote a common goal instead of individual 
goals, to encourage teamwork. The roles must be designed 
like a jigsaw so everyone can see how they fit together.

•	 Support norms of reciprocity, such that people are willing to 
be cooperative but unwilling to be taken advantage of. This 
produces more predictability in stability in relationships.

•	 Structure projects to promote joint effort, and help people 
to understand how working together will deliver greater 
results than working on their own.

•	 Support face-to-face interactions. Although virtual trust is 
useful, there are limitations. Face-to-face interaction fosters 
a sense of identification and reduce misunderstandings. If 
you expect to interact in-person frequently with someone, 
you are also more likely to cooperate with him/her.

Exemplary leaders allow people to take ownership and responsibility 
for  their group’s success. They are ready to give up control and to 
develop leaders around them.

Enhance autonomy. When people feel in control, they are 
more resourceful, creative and persistent.

•	 Give choices. To develop a self-directed team that takes 
initiative, we need to give them some freedom of choice. 
Give people options and let them take responsibility for 
their choices.

•	 Allow job discretion. Structure jobs to allow people to exercise 
discretion and independent judgement in making decisions 
and taking actions.

Strengthen Others
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“Making people smarter is the 
job of every leader.” 

“The best leaders are the best 
learners.” 

“Your constituents can’t act like 
owners and provide leadership 

if they lack a fundamental 
understanding of how the 

organization operates.” 

“Getting to the finish line of any 
demanding journey demands 

energy and commitment. People 
need emotional fuel to replenish 
their spirits. They need the will 
to continue and the courage to 
do something they have never 

done before.”

•	 Build accountability. Choice and accountability are closely 
linked. By allowing others to choose, be accountable and 
responsible for their results, and supporting them with the 
necessary resources (e.g. time, money, information), you are 
increasing their influence and discretion. In so doing, your 
own influence as a leader also grows.

Build Competence and Confidence. Besides choice, latitude 
and accountability, people also need knowledge, skills, 
information, and resources to do a job properly, as well as the 
confidence to do so.

•	 Educate and share information. People will be proficient in 
their task only insofar as they know how to do it. As the 
business grows, employees must be trained and involved in 
the decision-making processes that affect their work.

•	 Develop competence and ownership. Help people to see how 
their work relate to business goals, provide job variety and 
involve them in decisions that affect their performance.

•	 Develop confidence. People who are confident tend to take 
action more proactively, are more resilient and dare to make 
tough choices.

•	 Provide coaching. Constructive feedback and guidance from 
a coach determines how far people can grow their potential. 
High-improvement learners are 4 times more like to have 
1-on-1 conversations with their managers than those who 
did not.

The road to success can be long and arduous. Exemplary leaders 
motivate and support their followers through genuine care and 
appreciation.

Expect the Best. To bring out the best in your team, you need 
to believe in their ability and to deliberately develop their 
potential.

Practice  5: Encourage the Heart

Recognize Contributions



Copyright © 2017  Skool of Happiness Pte Ltd. • All Rights Reserved.

KEY QUOTES

11

“Recognition is the most 
powerful currency you have, and 

it costs you nothing.”
- Jessica Herrin, CEO of Stella & 

Dot 

“When it comes to encouraging 
the heart, personalizing 

recognition pays off.” 

“Wherever you find a strong 
culture built around strong 

values, you’ll also find endless 
examples of leaders who 

personally live the values.”

•	 Show your belief. To bring out others’ potential, help them to 
feel accepted and valued, and have the skills and resources 
to be successful. This starts a virtuous cycle to help people 
achieve the great performance expected of them.

•	 Clarify goals and rules. Be clear on the expected outcomes, 
rules of the game, and team members’ roles. Clarify goals 
(or short-term focus) and values (long-term direction), and 
recognize people for their achievements.

•	 Give regular feedback, so people know if they are ontrack, 
are able to learn/ adjust and grow their confidence.

Personal Recognition. Personalized recognition, delivered 
sincerely from the heart, is more effective than “standard” 
recognition.

•	 Develop relationships, built on trust, loyalty and commitment. 
Get to know your people, what roles they play, and how 
they feel and think. 

•	 Incentivize creatively. Use appreciation, creative and informal 
rewards (e.g. personalized gifts) on top of formal rewards.

•	 Say “Thank You”. Consistently express your appreciation.

Create community spirit. We are biologically wired to be social 
animals. Celebrations fulfill our need to connect and socialize.

•	 Hold public celebrations. Celebrating accomplishments in 
public makes recipients feel valued, improves performance, 
reinforces commitment and showcases success and role 
models.

•	 Promote camaraderie. Celebrations remind people that they 
are not alone, and foster a sense of team achievement.

•	 Invest in fun as a core ingredient for productive and creativity.

Celebrate the Values and Victories



Copyright © 2017  Skool of Happiness Pte Ltd. • All Rights Reserved.

KEY QUOTES

12

Be personally involved. People are more likely to be committed 
when they feel personally attached to those involved.

•	 Be there personally. Take time to personally engage with 
people e.g. visiting customers, attending events etc.

•	 Share stories. Personally “catch” and recognize people doing 
the right things, and share these stories publicly. 

•	 Develop culture. Include celebrations as part of your 
organizational calendar and organizational life.

The book is packed with more than 100 real-life examples and case 
studies, with background on relevant research and experiments to 
help the reader understand the 5 leadership practices and how to 
apply them.  Each chapter ends with a “Take Action” segment with 
suggested action steps to get started. 

For more information and useful exercises and action plans, you 
can visit their official website or download their mobile app. 

Other Details in the Book to 
Look out For

About the Authors of The 
Leadership Challenge

Jim Kouzes and Barry Posner are authors 
and speakers who have been working 
together for more than 30 years. They 
are best known for their work on 
leadership, and have won numerous 
awards including the American Society 
for Training and Development’s 
highest award for their Distinguished 

Contribution to Workplace Learning and Performance. 

Kouzes and Posner have co-authored more than a dozen books, 
and developed the highly-acclaimed Leadership Practices Inventory 
(LPI), a 360-degree questionnaire for assessing leadership behavior 
and The Student LPI. They frequently speak and conduct leadership
development seminars for organizations worldwide.

http://www.leadershipchallenge.com/home.aspx
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About ReadinGraphics

ReadinGraphics captures pearls of wisdom 
from the best books around the world, chunks 
down concepts into simple, actionable steps, 
and presents them in graphics that you can 
absorb at a glance.

We cut through the clutter to bring ideas to life, making it easier to 
see, organize and apply insights to create breakthroughs.

Find out more about us at https://readingraphics.com
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