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ometimes it’s hard to recognize the person you used to be. For example, before I 
decided to shave my head, I had hair. Before that, I had a lot of hair—so much, in fact, 
that kids in high school would tease me about it. “Amiel,” one clever fellow would say 

before Physics class, “how many showers did you have to take yesterday to wash all that 
hair?” Ouch—that one still stings. But here’s the thing. If you show people who know me 
today a photo of that thick-haired kid, they won’t believe it’s me. In fact, I don’t believe it’s 
me. The guy with all the hair and the guy with a shaved head are different people. Isn’t it 
obvious? 
 
Changing on the inside operates the same way. Even if your DNA is identical and your body 
shape remains similar, the way you make sense of your experience can shift dramatically. 
Things that used to provoke outbursts of rage become minor nuisances. Meanwhile, people, 
ideas, and conversations that before were completely foreign to you can move to the center 
of your life. So, when you look back and compare who you were then to the person you are 
today, you may feel confused. Was that really me—or wasn’t it? Have I really changed—or 
haven’t I? And if I have changed, what makes me think that this is the final destination? 
What would it be like to develop myself further, and how can I raise the odds of that 
happening?  
 
These questions are deeply human. They are also profoundly about leadership. In fact, I got 
into the business of developing leaders shortly after discovering that, contrary to rumor, 
leaders are human beings. They are complex. They live in a world of conversations, 
relationships, and emotion. And they grow and develop, sometimes through luck and 
accident, but frequently as a result of conscious intent and deliberate practice. 
 
This collection explores how leaders develop, what can get in the way, and who you could 
become if you practiced speaking, listening, and thinking in new ways. It is comprised of 
columns I wrote between 2003 and 2012 for my newsletter How We Lead. The writings span 
a decade of time in which my life—and the world—changed in profound ways.  
 
The e-book begins with a personal story of how a 30-something consultant came to see 
sustainability and clean energy as part of his life mission (Waking Up the World). It ends with a 
prescription for having better conversations with people who see things very differently 
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from you (My Assessment, Your Assessment). In between I offer tips and insights about how to 
more skillfully lead, learn, and live. 
 
If you’ve come across my writing before, you know that it is biased toward actionable 
insights. Not vague descriptions of competencies, but specific actions you can take with your 
words, body, and mind. How do we know that something is actionable? It has to pass the 
“videotape test.” This phrase came to me one day while conducting a stakeholder interview 
about an executive I was coaching. When I asked the interviewee, a colleague of my client, to 
assess my client’s strengths and weaknesses, he gave me two lists of adjectives. They 
sounded impressive but provided very little that would be helpful to my client. So I said, 
“Please provide a detailed example. What I’m looking for is something so specific that if I 
were following him around with a camcorder (this was before iPhones and iPads), I could 
capture it on film.” To my surprise, the person responded by giving a detailed description of 
an interaction he had had with my client. It was real, and it was actionable. The interviewee 
passed the videotape test.  
 
This e-book scores pretty well on that test. A few columns fall short, but most pass with 
flying colors. To paraphrase a famous saying, the actionable is where it’s at. I argue that to 
get better at leadership, you need to practice certain skills thousands of times (Practicing 
Leadership: The Rule of 300/3000); show how authenticity is a valuable quality that nonetheless 
can interfere with improving your leadership skills (Practice, Fakers, and the Sincerity Police); and 
reveal how understanding what makes you tick on the inside can help you perform better on 
the outside (Odes to Two Leaders). You’ll also find a passionate inquiry into what ultimately 
drives all of us (Leaders Want to be Loved. What’s So Wrong With That?) and a specific set of 
moves to make when you’re angry (Leading When You’re Ticked Off). The collection also 
encompasses the following themes: 
 

• Most leadership skills involve conversations, both those we have with others and 
those we have with ourselves. 

• Cynicism makes it harder to grow. Love makes it easier.  
• Emotional intelligence isn’t a side dish you can dabble in when it strikes your fancy.  
• Organizations work better when leaders treat people not only as human beings, but 

as adults with legitimate concerns and commitments.  
• It’s never too early—or late—to start calling BS on yourself. Not to shame 

yourself, but as a reminder that you have only begun to scratch your full potential. 
 
I hope you find this useful and provocative. Enjoy! 
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LEADING WHEN  
YOU'RE TICKED OFF 
 
First published November 2007  
 

etting ticked off at someone else is a great opportunity to practice leadership. So, 
too, are those times when we realize someone else is peeved at us. Counterintuitive? 
Perhaps. But we all get angry, and it's the tough moments that often distinguish 

good leadership from mediocre leadership. For these moments present us with a choice: 
 

• Take the low-road paths of emotional withdrawal-leading-to-resentment (both well 
traversed by others, habitual to us, and what people expect) OR 

• Take the high-road path of skillful emotional leadership (unfamiliar to us and others 
and therefore a pleasant surprise to all). 

 
What differentiates high-road emotional leadership from low-road emotional leadership? 
  
Three things: our intent, our body language, and our verbal language. 
 

• Intent: Who are we taking care of when we respond in tense moments? Ourselves? 
The other person? Nobody? When leading from the high road, we take care of 
ourselves, the other person, and the relationship. All three. 
 

• Body Language: Each of us has habitual ways of moving our bodies when we are 
ticked off. Some of us cross our arms. Others point fingers or bang fists. Many of us 
show our anger in our faces. By becoming aware of our habitual body language and 
shifting to something new, we can reshape how we feel and how others perceive us. 
(For a fascinating view of how facial muscles reveal emotions across cultures, see 
Paul Ekman's book Emotions Revealed). 
 

• Verbal Language: Few of us are taught the verbal language of high-road leadership, 
and an equally small number has role models to show the way. This makes it both 
challenging and rewarding to learn such language once we are well into adulthood. It 
feels like learning a foreign language. Because of this, I spend a good portion of my 
time with leaders suggesting new words and asking them to practice these words 
with me and with others. 
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The remainder of this article provides examples of verbal language that has proved useful in 
heated moments.  
 
EIGHT LANGUAGE STRATEGIES FOR HIGH-ROAD LEADERSHIP  
 
Before giving examples of skillful emotional language, I'd like to address a concern that 
leaders often express to me. "These new words feel artificial," they say. "How can I say these 
things and still be myself?"  
 
My response to this concern goes like this:  
 

• "If I propose language to you that feels 0 percent authentic—in other words, you like 
neither the words nor the intent behind them—then give that language the boot. 
Otherwise, you'll feel lousy, and others will see you as phony. 

• Any language that feels 100 percent authentic isn't adding any value. It's just more of 
the same. And you'll get the same outcome. I can only assume you are not fully 
satisfied with this outcome, because otherwise you wouldn't be here talking with me. 

• Effective language feels 50 to 75 percent authentic. In other words, it doesn't reflect 
the person you have been in the past, but feels at least partly like the person you are 
becoming. 

• Speaking in new ways makes you a new person—not completely, of course, but 
enough to have an impact on your leadership and your relationships with others." 

 
In this spirit, I offer eight language strategies that characterize high-road emotional 
leadership: The Paraphrase, The Gentle Probe, The Pause, The Three Breaths, The Timeout, 
The Do-Over, The Slow Mo, and Name That Emotion.  
 

1. The Paraphrase. A simple way to avert escalation and promote mutual 
understanding is to repeat back what we have heard—in other words, to paraphrase. 
Let's say Bob has just told me that my report was late. I feel hot under the collar and 
am tempted to defend myself or attack him. Instead, I say, "Bob, let me make sure I 
understand you. What I'm hearing is that you received the report from me after I 
promised it. Is that correct?"  
 
Paraphrasing like this may seem pointless, but it actually accomplishes two things. 
First, it allows me to make sure I am hearing what Bob actually said, rather than what 
I think he said through the distorting filter in my head that is listening for evidence 
of distrust. Second, the very act of paraphrasing helps me connect with Bob at the 
very moment I feel like fighting.  

 
2. The Gentle Probe. Probing means asking the other person to tell us more about 

what happened, what they think, what they feel, etc. Returning to the example of 
Bob, I might say, "Bob, I'm guessing that the late report had a negative impact, and 
I'd like to hear what that was from your perspective. Would you be willing to say?" 
Or, "Bob, it's very important to me to deliver things on time, so I'm curious: was this 
an isolated incident, or are there other examples I should be aware of?"  
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Said with sincerity (at least 50% sincerity!), the gentle probe can quickly shift the 
dynamics of a conversation and relationship. It is so unexpected—one might even 
say, so bizarre—that it may just shift both people out of their habitual patterns.  

 
3. The Pause. Sometimes the difference between escalating and reconnecting is five 

seconds. This is how long it takes to pause, take a breath, and consider an 
appropriate response. When you notice yourself getting upset, try this: 
 

• Acknowledge what's been said: "I'm hearing that [rephrase what the other 
person said]." 

• Declare a pause: "I'd like to take a few moments to digest that." 
• Pause. 
• Choose an appropriate response. 

 
4. The Three Breaths. This one is simple: When you're ticked off, take three deep 

breaths, and then respond. You can combine this with The Pause or any of the other 
strategies.  

 
5. The Timeout. What about those times when a five-second pause or three breaths 

isn't enough? What can you do when you're so hurt or angry that anything you do or 
say will lead to a conversational explosion, harming you, the other person, and the 
relationship? One solution is to call timeout. The steps go like this: 
 

• Declare a timeout. You can say something like this: "I'm realizing that despite 
our best intentions, this conversation isn't going so well. Let's take a timeout 
and come back to this in 30 minutes/tomorrow/next week. Will that work 
for you?" 

• Calmly walk out of the room, step away from the conversation, remove 
yourself from the phone conversation, or otherwise separate yourself from 
the action. Graceful exits are nice, but sometimes a clumsy exit beats hanging 
around until things escalate. 

 
6. The Do-Over. Let's say you suddenly realize in the middle of a conversation that 

you've put your foot in your mouth by saying something that is harmful to respectful 
dialogue. While the first instinct of many of us is to either berate ourselves or ignore 
it, there is another alternative. We can simply acknowledge we've taken a wrong turn 
and adjust our response. For example, right after you've started to criticize someone 
else, you might pause as you catch yourself, take a breath, and say, "Wait—let me 
rephrase that. What I mean to say is that___"  

 
7. The Slow Mo. Another strategy is to slow down the conversation, or at least your 

part of it. This can include: 
 

• Talking more slowly. 
• Pausing more frequently while you are speaking. 
• Letting other people finish speaking. This can be difficult when you are 

triggered, because your first impulse will likely be to put up a shield, fight 
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back, or withdraw. Letting other people finish means continuing to listen 
even when you're upset. 

 
8. Name That Emotion. Most of us have a habit of reacting emotionally without 

knowing which specific emotions are driving this reaction or where they come from. 
In other words, we don't own our emotions. Our emotions own us. The result is that 
we either end up in stupid fights or hold in our anger until it boils over or gradually 
seeps out as constant low-grade irritation. An alternative is to name our emotions to 
ourselves and others. Books like Marshall Rosenberg's Nonviolent Communication detail 
how to do this in different situations. Here are some examples: 
  

• "When you said no to my request, I felt disappointed because I need your 
support." 

• "When you interrupted me in the meeting this morning, I felt hurt because I 
am committed to contributing my ideas." 

 
The basic structure is this: "[Name], when X happened I felt Y because I value/need 
/care about/am committed to Z."  

 
A Recent Example  
 
Two hours ago, our kitten, Bela, bit me on the finger while I was petting her. My first 
instinct was to yell at her or hit her. Instead, I said, "Bela, I just observed you biting me. Is 
this correct? (The Paraphrase) Was it something I said? (The Gentle Probe) Wait, I need a 
moment to really feel that bite (The Pause)." After taking Three Breaths, I realized my finger 
still hurt and I had done nothing to deserve this, so I said, "Bela, I know that both our 
intentions are good, but I don't think this conversation is going so well. Let's take a minute 
here" (The Timeout).  
 
When I came back ten minutes later, I reached out to pet her, only to feel her teeth dig even 
more fiercely into my finger. I started to curse, then caught myself, said, "Let me rephrase 
that" (The Do-Over) and very slowly (The Slow Mo) said, "Bela, when you bite me, I feel 
furious because I value positive relationships, and how can I ever hope to coach people to 
take the high road when I can barely take it with my own kitten?" (Name That Emotion).  
 
Without missing a beat, Bela began to purr, I smiled, and all was well. 
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PRACTICING LEADERSHIP 
THE RULE OF 300/3000 
 
First published January 2008 
 
 

ecently I introduced my coaching clients to a principle I call the Rule of 300/3000. It 
is one of the most important and least discussed principles in leadership development. 
I didn’t invent the concept. I heard about it from Richard Strozzi-Heckler's book 

Leadership Dojo and then coined the expression. Here it is: 
 
The Rule of 300/3000 
 

• If you want to get good at something, you need to practice doing it over and over 
again.  

• To be specific, it takes 300 repetitions to develop a bodily memory of a skill and 
3000 repetitions to fully embody it. 

• Therefore start practicing right now.  
 
Example: learning to drive stick shift. When you first learn to drive a manual transmission 
car, shifting from first to second gear (or from second to third) is incredibly challenging. 
When do you push your left foot down? Can you time it with your right foot? When do you 
move the gear? Does your hand even know which gear is where? Coordinating these 
movements is hard. As a result, initial attempts typically produce a combination of stalls, 
erratic acceleration, and multitudes of disturbing sounds coming from who-knows-where in 
the car. Do you know anyone who skipped this step in learning stick shift? I don't. This is 
why some people give up and switch to an automatic. 
 
Those who persist require roughly 300 repetitions of shifting gears before they can smoothly 
coordinate their feet and hands once they have decided it's time to shift gears. In other 
words, after 300 repetitions, they can perform this task effortlessly once they choose to   
perform it. This is an achievement. Yet an experienced driver doesn't even think about when 
to switch gears. In fact, she typically isn't even aware of which gear she is in at any given 
moment. This is a higher order skill. Getting to this level requires an additional 2700 
repetitions past the point of bodily memory, or 3000 repetitions in total. Hence the Rule of 
300/3000. 
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How does this apply to leadership? Leadership involves a different mix of skills than driving 
a car (yes, even in organizations where everyone is "driving change"). It also calls for higher 
orders of cognitive, relational, and emotional complexity. Yet the equation, I assert, is the 
same. Consider the following examples: 
 

• Publicly thanking direct reports for recent accomplishments. Do this 300 times, and 
you know how to appreciate skillfully once you've decided to do it. Do it 3000 times, 
and it becomes part of who you are. 

 
• Communicating bad news to the CEO rather than filtering it out in favor of good 

news.  After 300 repetitions, you can do this comfortably albeit with effort and 
consternation. After 3000 repetitions, you do it effortlessly. 

 
• Being grounded and centered when problems arise and emotions are high. After 

you've practiced your response to the 300th problem, you know how to ground and 
center your body once you set your mind to it. After the 3000th problem, you do this 
naturally. 

 
• Speaking more succinctly in executive-level meetings. 300 repetitions give you bodily 

memory. After 3000 repetitions, you're a natural.  
 

• Delegating more effectively by making clear and direct requests that include 
timeframes and conditions for satisfaction. It takes 300 requests to do it smoothly. It 
takes 3000 requests to do it without having to think about it.  
 

Leaders I know get energized by the Rule of 300/3000, because it captures two dimensions 
of their experience: 
 

1. It has taken hard work and a lot of practice to get to where they are today in their 
careers. I asked one executive, "So how did you get so good at giving presentations 
to large groups?" Her reply: "Because I did a gazillion of them." At the time, she had 
considered speeches part of her job, something she had anticipated with either dread 
or excitement depending on the situation and her mood. In retrospect, she saw that 
she had been practicing an important skill. 
 

2. Taking their leadership to the next level isn't an overnight process. Even after 
practicing delegation for six months, one executive still gets feedback that his 
requests are not always clear. The Rule of 300/3000 offers an explanation: you've 
only practiced 1423 times. You are exactly where you should be after 1423 
repetitions. Keep it up. This message is comforting—it protects against the inner 
critic—and inspiring—it creates a powerful challenge for the future. 

 
So what are you practicing today? 
 
Great. And how many times did you practice it? 
 
The reason frequency matters is simple math: 
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• If you practice three times a day, you will develop bodily memory in three months 
and embodiment in three years. This is actually quite a solid pace. 

• What if you practice only once a day? Nine months to bodily memory and nine years 
to embodiment.  

• Some leaders think once a week is enough. That's fine, but they'll be practicing for 
six years until they have bodily memory, and it will take nearly sixty years for 
embodiment. 
 

Perhaps this is the real reason why formal executive education—even six-week classes— 
often fails to produce higher-quality leadership: not enough real-world (or even simulated) 
practice opportunities! 
 
This also can explain why the so-called 70/20/10 Rule makes sense to most managers and is 
a wonderful guide for anyone designing leadership development experiences. (The 70/20/10 
Rule says that you get 70 percent of learning from on-the-job experience, 20 percent from 
hanging around mentors and other role models, and 10 percent from classroom training and 
books.) It makes sense because we get better at things we practice on-the-job, consciously, 
and with a genuine intent toward excellence. 
 
Here's what I'm practicing today and my estimate of the practice count: 
 

• Eating six small meals each day that have sufficient protein—6 repetitions. 
• Writing about leadership—175 repetitions. 
• Strengthening my muscles by working out at the gym (today it's legs and abs)—250 

repetitions. 
• Completing 2-minute-or-less tasks in my inbox right away rather than deferring 

them—350 repetitions. 
• Pointing out to my clients specific examples of progress they have made—550 

repetitions. 
• Completing a daily 40-minute practice of stretching, yoga, tai chi and deep relaxation 

to relax, ground and center my body—1800 repetitions. 
• Brushing my teeth—over 25,000 repetitions. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


