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It was her freshman year at Harvard and the bright-eyed  
student had just completed her first assignment. The professor 
collected the papers, and the next day, when the student 

received her paper back, at the bottom the professor had written, 
“Is this the best you can do?” The student thought, “No,” and 
redid the paper. It was handed in again and received the same 
comment. This went on 10 times until finally the student said, 
“Yes, this is the best I can do.” The professor replied, “Fine, now 
I’ll read it.” 

“There comes a special moment in everyone’s life, a moment for which 
that person was born. That special opportunity, when he seizes it, will 

fulfill his mission – a mission for which he is uniquely qualified. In that 
moment, he finds greatness. It is his finest hour.”  

– Winston Churchill

Defining your moments of Excellence
STARTING THE CLOCK
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In college, students are sometimes given second or even third 
chances to do their best work. However, after graduation, the real 
world provides very few chances to take our work back for revisions. 
The challenge and responsibility of leadership offer even fewer  
second chances.  

In today’s information-rich and time-poor world, we must build 
excellence in real time as we juggle competing demands, virtual 
teams, fluid priorities and high-velocity change. Excellence is not 
created “when we have time for it.” It’s built moment by moment. 

The building blocks of excellence are moments…literally. That is, 
defining moments. 

According to Nobel Prize winning scientist Daniel Kahneman, we 
experience thousands of individual moments every waking day. 
These “moments” last only a few seconds. If you consider your 
strongest memories, positive or negative, you’ll notice the imagery 
in your mind is actually defined by your recollection of a precise 
point in time.  

In some cases, a single encounter can change your life forever. 
Think of your own defining moments. Are they literally moments? 

Defining moments might be positive or negative, but either way, 
we are never the same after experiencing one. These moments 
shape who we are and who we will become. As Mufasa, the Lion 
King himself, said to his son, Simba, from the heavens, “You are 
more than you have become.” These few words created a positive 
defining moment for Simba and those around him. 

Fantasy or reality, it works the same. So let’s look at reality. 

7 MOMENTS … THAT DEFINE EXCELLENT LEADERS
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We might be defined by a word of encouragement from a colleague 
or, just as likely, from a word of discouragement. We might be 
defined by a moment of glorious victory or one of horrendous  
failure. We might also be defined by a moment of perfect intuition 
or one where our best judgment was ultimately found faulty. Or 
perhaps, the moment we commit ourselves to a goal or the moment 
we decide to go another direction.  

We could also be defined by the moment when we decide to make 
our team’s experience different than the ones we had in the past or 
the moment we experience a positive example and decide to model 
it for our own team. We may even be defined by the moment a 
boss lets us know he believes in us or even the moment of honest 
self-reflection that urges us to take action. 

Defining moments, indirectly or directly, create a new direction or 
perspective for us. Consider runner Georgene Johnson. She got to 
the starting line of a weekend race 15 minutes early. It was a  
mistake in timing that became a defining moment in her life. 

The 42-year-old secretary had registered to run in a 10 kilometer/ 
6.2 mile race that Sunday. The race started at 8:45 a.m. There was 
also a marathon scheduled to begin 15 minutes earlier. Both races 
used the same starting line.  

Georgene took off at the sound of the starting gun. Four miles down 
the road, as the race route took the runners out of downtown and 
into residential areas, Johnson said she experienced a sick feeling 
that she was possibly in the wrong race. A few minutes later, 
another runner confirmed her suspicions.  

Star t ing the  C lock
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Instead of stopping and retracing her steps, she joined about 4,000 
runners taking part in the Revco Cleveland Marathon. Rather than 
quit, she decided to keep going (no doubt a defining moment!) and 
hung on to finish her first 26-mile race.  

“As stupid as I felt out there running, I’m proud of myself,” 
Johnson said after the race. “I guess I was in better shape than I 
thought. I feel fine.”  

Johnson finished the 26-mile marathon in four hours and four 
minutes, good enough for 83rd place in the women’s division – 
definitely qualifying as one of her life’s defining moments. Why? 
Until that time, her longest run was eight miles. 

Like Johnson, we each experience our own defining moments on 
the road to leadership excellence.   

It is important to be aware of our defining moments. They make 
us who we are. Additionally, we have the opportunity to create 
defining moments for our employees every day. In fact, the  
pathway to leadership excellence is paved with these moments – 
positive defining moments we create for others. 

I remember earlier in my career, I was hungry to advance to an 
executive leadership position. I thought I was doing all the right 
stuff, but I wasn’t getting there as fast as I had hoped. So I asked a 
respected friend and colleague what he thought it would take for 
me to break through to the next level. He sat quietly and thought 
for a minute, then with penetrating eye contact he slowly advised, 
“Well, Lee, from my perspective, you should probably focus more  
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on performing your current role excellently than worrying about 
your next move.”  

It was incredibly valuable and humbling advice, a defining moment 
for me and my (never ending) journey toward leadership excellence. 
This defining moment taught me that excellence is achieved in the 
moment, not in the future. 

This book describes seven moments that define excellent leaders, 
and each chapter outlines strategies to create defining moments 
for our teams. 

The clock is running. Not a moment to waste. So let’s get started! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“If you’re doing your very best, you won’t have  

any time to worry about failure.” 
– H. Jackson Browne 

Star t ing the  C lock
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7 MOMENTS … THAT DEFINE EXCELLENT LEADERS
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“Your life changes the moment you make a new,  
congruent and committed decision.” 

– Anthony Robbins

Giving your all-time best
A MOMENT TO COMMIT

1

As we have all learned through some of life’s harder  
lessons – whether it’s helping a friend through a tough 
time, coaching a little league team or working on a 

critical project – giving our best always gets the best results. 

The moment we totally commit ourselves and begin giving 100 
percent, a certain momentum develops. People naturally gravitate to 
those who are committed and start working in the same direction. 
Total commitment results in a certain, magical boldness – a  
boldness that has genius and power. 
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Andrew Carnegie said, “The average person puts only 25 percent 
of his energy and ability into his work. The world takes off its hat 
to those who put in more than 50 percent of their capacity and 
stands on its head for those few and far between souls who devote 
100 percent.” We compete against our own potential every day.  

I personally experienced the power of 100 percent commitment 
(and lack thereof!) when I wrestled with publishing a book for two 
years. I was consulting and writing leadership articles, and so I 
thought it might also be time to write a book. I went through all 
the motions, from working with agents to sending proposals to 
writers’ conferences, but I never seemed to turn the corner from 
aspiring writer to published author. There always seemed to be an 
obstacle, although I now realize it was a result of my less-than-full 
commitment to my goal. 

One obstacle after another…two years and counting. Then one 
day, I was at a client’s office. My defining moment of commitment 
came when I saw a big box filled with practical handbooks sitting 
on my client’s desk. 

I quickly flipped through one of them and jotted down the  
publisher’s name as I said to myself, “I can do this!” My moment of 
commitment turned into action, and with the incredibly gracious 
support of the publisher, I had my first book in print six months 
later. My defining moment helped me envision possibilities that I 
could only see through fully committed eyes.   

Our commitment to our teams can have the same transforming 
effect. Committed leadership inspires committed teams. During 
the most challenging time in history for the airline industry, as an 
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example, Southwest Airlines’ employees voluntarily forfeited  
$5 million in vacation time and $1 million in pay to help the  
company stay financially viable. Employees also took over the  
lawn and facility maintenance at corporate headquarters. These 
employees were simply reflecting a deep commitment – personal 
and professional – they felt from their leadership. When we lead 
with 100 percent commitment, this is the kind of commitment to 
excellence we can inspire in return. 

Even with 100 percent commitment, however, leadership is not 
always a smooth flight. If we want to pilot our teams to excellence, 
we have to understand we can’t just kick back in a comfy first-class 
seat. Now we have responsibility for not only ourselves but also for 
the success of our teams. Our teams are depending on us to set a 
good course, keep them posted on our progress and make smart 
decisions. 

Jumping into the pilot’s seat brings many more responsibilities 
than privileges. But those who are defined by their 100 percent 
commitment to leadership excellence reap the rewards of flying 
high above the rest! 

Here are three strategies to seize your moment to commit: 

l Think excellence 

l Create a compelling cause  

l Secure your foundation. 

 

 

 

A Moment  to  Commit
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Think Excellence 
Excellent leadership is defined by excellent thinking. Words and 
acts of excellence are preceded by thoughts of excellence. 

Our minds are magnets. What we focus on is what we get. Our 
thoughts and beliefs have that much power. Think about it! We 
receive what we believe about leadership. This works just as  
powerfully with negative thoughts as it does with positive thoughts. 

You might be asking, “How can I be positive all the time when 
negative situations are a reality – they just show up in everyday life?”  

Yes, bad things do happen and they sometimes “just show up.” Any 
leader would be hard pressed to remember a week when no curve 
balls were thrown at him. However, it is our interpretation that 
makes a situation negative. A surprise event or a challenging 
moment doesn’t drag us down. The way we think about what  
happens determines the ultimate outcome. 

Like it or not, our thoughts and interpretations of people and 
events directly influence our beliefs and, ultimately, our leadership 
actions. Henry Ford once said, “Whether you think you can or 
cannot, you’re right.” In other words, what we think is what we get.  

Hannah Teeter understands this. While most girls were playing with 
dolls or getting ready for their high school proms, Hannah, Olympic 
gold medalist in the half-pipe snowboarding event, was trying to 
keep up with her four older brothers. She learned whatever they 
were willing to teach her about snowboarding, and they urged her 
to “push higher” and “go big.” 

After standing atop the highest step on the medalists’ podium in 

7 MOMENTS … THAT DEFINE EXCELLENT LEADERS
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Torino, Italy, Hannah was interviewed by a television commentator. 
He asked Hannah, “To what do you attribute your gold medal 
performance at the young age of 19?” 

“My secret sauce,” she said, “is my brothers, having great parents 
and being able to stay positive about anything and everything 
that’s come my way. Keeping a positive outlook is definitely key to 
success on a snowboard or in any competition.” 

Hannah is right.  

An attitude of excellence is the secret sauce for today’s successful 
leader. Excellent leaders mentally reframe situations to help their 
teams view challenges in a positive light…they take a new picture. 
Facts are facts, but the view we take is our choice.  

Our experiences are much less important than how we choose to 
think about them. Our interpretations of experiences either limit 
or enable our future success. Here’s an example: A mission-critical 
project you are leading has “promotion” written all over it, but it 
bombs – it’s over budget, past its deadline…the works. How we 
choose to interpret those facts is how we shape our future. Am I a 
failure, a poor leader who is maxed out and on the way out? Or am 
I a great leader in the making who is learning some tough lessons 
that will help ensure success on the next project when my true  
colors will really show?  

Ed Zander chose his view when he took over as CEO of Motorola. 
His first order of business was to turn around the $37 billion  
communications giant…to recover its excellence and its leadership in 
one of the fastest-moving markets on the world’s business horizon. 

A Moment  to  Commit
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What did this process require? A “nothing but excellence” level  
of commitment. 

“One of my challenges at Motorola is to get this thing moving a 
heck of a lot faster than it is today,” Zander explained.  

Just a few years prior to Zander’s appointment as CEO, red ink 
was gushing from every corporate pore and Motorola was headed 
for life support. Known for inventing the cell phone and a string 
of other major innovations in its 75-year history, Motorola had 
been struggling under the burden of older technology.  

Zander felt pressure to “clean house” upon his arrival. He heard, 
“You gotta come in and fire everyone and get your own team. It is 
easier if you bring in people you know.” Instead, his defining 
moment came when he decided to expect excellence from the 
existing leadership team. With only a few exceptions, he kept the 
same team and instilled a commitment to excellence in them and 
throughout the organization. Zander took the more difficult and 
longer path to change, but building sustained, team commitment 
is like that – there’s no shortcut or easy path. 

Even in the face of downsizing 60,000 of Motorola’s 150,000 
employees, Zander stayed focused on the excellence that could be. 
His next move was to jumpstart new technology and innovation 
that led to the company’s rebirth – the launch of the ultra cool and 
ultra thin Razr cell phone. This was followed by its first iTunes-
compatible cell phone – the Rokr.  

Bottom line: Within two years of Zander’s arrival, Motorola’s  
revenues were up 28 percent and its financials had made the jump 
from red ink to black. 

7 MOMENTS … THAT DEFINE EXCELLENT LEADERS
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Deep commitment to excellence never rests. So Zander isn’t taking 
any time-outs any time soon. He says he still has a couple of years 
of hard work ahead of him before the turn around is complete and 
he takes Motorola to the next level. In the meantime, he’s giving it 
his best…and expecting the same from his team. 

At any moment during daily leadership, we can fall victim to our 
own thinking. Self-doubt and fear are the enemies of leadership 
excellence. Our commitments define us and our teams depend on 
us. The choice is ours. Think excellence…always! 

 
l    l     l     l     l 

  “The greatest discovery of my generation is that human beings  

can alter their lives by altering their attitudes of mind.” 
– William James  

l     l     l     l     l 

 

Create a Compelling Cause 
We often hear, “Make every minute count!” But count toward what? 
How do we know if they count? We have to measure our time 
against something – it’s our purpose – why we do what we do.  

One of the most powerful human needs is the need for meaning or 
significance. We all want to contribute to something that’s bigger 
than ourselves. 

The world of work offers great opportunities for people to connect 
with a purpose, a cause, and mix their own secret sauce. The reality 

A Moment  to  Commit
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is that people care less about working for a company and much 
more about working for a compelling cause. Without a compelling 
cause, our employees are just putting in time. Their minds might 
be engaged, but their hearts are not.  

Meaning precedes motivation. Our cause answers the most  
fundamental question, “Why do we do what we do?” 

A team without a cause is a team without passion. Our team 
members may achieve short-term results, but they won’t have the 
heart to go the distance. We might find that their hearts are much 
bigger than their jobs. If we get our team inspired about a cause, 
their hearts will follow. Our cause forms a bridge to a brighter 
tomorrow…and we have to build it! 

A compelling cause is not a project goal, financial target or strategic 
plan. Our employees won’t get emotionally charged about a “10 
percent net profit,” a “20 percent return on investment” or a “30 
percent increase in market share.” A compelling cause is a reason 
to be excited about getting up and going to work every day – to 
dread Fridays and love Mondays. 

Compelling causes come in all varieties – perhaps it could be to 
help others, to make the world a better place, to innovate or to 
win. Walt Disney’s cause is “to make dreams come true.” Coke 
worked diligently to develop its cause: To put a Coke within reach 
of every person on Earth. Pepsi’s cause – to “beat Coke!”  

Your team’s cause may not be apparent at first glance. For instance, 
a company that distributes building products to homebuilders may 
not seem to have a compelling cause, but a deeper look reveals they 

7 MOMENTS … THAT DEFINE EXCELLENT LEADERS
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“help make the American dream a reality.” Now, that’s a cause 
worth working for! 

Excellent leaders don’t wait for their organizations to communicate 
a cause their teams can commit to. They take the initiative to define 
a cause for their own teams. They are bold. They step back and look 
at the big picture.  

Our first step is to consider how our team improves conditions for 
others. What difference are we making? It should stir the emotions. 
We must also keep our cause real and relevant because people can 
only commit to what they understand.  

For example, a customer call center may have a cause to brighten 
the day of each and every caller. An information technology 
department’s cause could be to improve personal productivity.  
For a purchasing department, it might be to ensure all company 
products are made with the best raw materials available.  

In a recent discussion with a client, we talked about how a  
compelling cause can ignite a personal commitment to excel at a 
job. She was reflecting on one of her first jobs as a dishwasher in a 
hospital. But she did not recall her job as one of only a dishwasher. 
Her cause was “to help ensure a clean, healthy environment so 
patients could heal as fast of possible.”  

Wouldn’t you be more committed to washing dishes if that were 
your cause? 

Explaining a compelling purpose can not only create a defining 
moment for employees, but it can also ignite a commitment  
to excellence!  

A Moment  to  Commit
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l    l     l     l     l 

“Happiness comes from following one’s passion.   

Success comes from work that you are passionate about.” 
– Anonymous 

l     l     l     l     l 

 
Secure Your Foundation 
I recently built a new house and discovered that leadership  
corresponds to the phases of home building. Constructing a house 
occurs in three major phases: foundation, framing and finish-out.   

Building a team, like building a house, requires starting from the 
ground up. Our foundation, like our values, affects our team the 
same way all the time. Eventually, we reach the moment of  
commitment when we lay our foundation. The homebuilder is 
committed to a certain floor plan – the way the house will flow – 
once the foundation is set. The team builder is committed to how 

his team will flow and interact – their values. 

Most leaders remember the first time they articulated their  
foundational values. I remember mine. I called them “Lee’s 3 F’s” – 
Focused, Fair and Fun. They formed the foundation for what my 
team and I could expect from each other.  

Framing defines the parameters (systems and processes) within 
which each team member performs their job.  

The finish-out adds the final, personal touch – it makes each house 
special and each relationship unique. Finish-out makes each person 
feel the house or team we built is their very own. As a result, they 
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treat it with a sense of ownership vs. an “apartment job” they view 
as short term.  

Regardless of how well-designed our framing and finish-out are, 
our team’s house can only be as strong as the leadership foundation 
we have built…and our commitment to excellence can only be as 
strong as our foundation.  

I recently saw a poster that read, “When the winds of change blow 
hard enough, even the most trivial of objects can become deadly 
projectiles.” As leaders, we are the structural engineers who ensure 
integrity of our foundational values. When the storms of crises hit, 
we want to be sure our house is built on a strong foundation.  

Sometimes cracks in our foundational values are difficult to detect. 
Our tendency is to fix the problem at hand. We see a crack in the 
floor tile, so we replace the tile. A bedroom door doesn’t swing 
quite right, so we adjust the hinges. A window doesn’t close flush, 
so we caulk the bottom to seal the gap.  

Cracks on our team’s foundation can initially look like a simple 
finish-out or framing problem. It’s funny how we can find ourselves 
continually fixing the same framing and finish-out problems, but we 
do not realize these are symptoms of a deeper problem. For instance: 

l Employee morale is dipping, so we implement an employee 
recognition program. 

l Departments are not communicating effectively, so we have 
a meeting to discuss it. 

l Personal accountability for results is eroding, so we restructure 
departments. 

A Moment  to  Commit
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l The level of employee input and ideas for cost saving is too 
low, so we pull together a committee to look at it. 

If we find ourselves dealing with the same issues repeatedly, we  
are probably not going deep enough with our solutions. What 
looks like an innocent crack in the wall (a small blip in employee 
turnover) could actually indicate a deeper crack in our foundation 
(employees see a disconnect between values and actions).  

Leadership commitment requires us to fight for and protect our 
team’s values. Cracks in our foundation must be detected and 
addressed in real time.  

A simple and practical way for a leader to demonstrate a  
commitment to team values is to define the rules of engagement. 
These rules describe how a team will interact. They are like the 
“We Card.” signs we see in every convenience store. Those signs 
were created to help the store workers.  

In the past, convenience store workers had to ask each customer 
wanting to buy alcohol or tobacco for identification to ensure he/ 
she was of legal age. This became awkward for the store workers. 
They had to visually assess who might be close to legal age (not a 
position I would want to be in). As a result, they had to risk the 
legal implications if they did not ask for identification from someone 
who was not of age. They also had to deal with the wrath of those 
who were offended by being asked for identification.  

Today, with the help of “We Card.” signs, workers only have to 
point to the sign. No fuss, no risks, nothing personal. It’s a rule of 
engagement that is understood by all parties. 

7 MOMENTS … THAT DEFINE EXCELLENT LEADERS

7 Moments_INTERIOR_2018.qxp_Book Interior  10/19/18  4:04 PM  Page 22



23

Defining the rules of engagement for our teams can yield similar 
benefits. They create accepted ways of interacting, so teams do not 
have to think about or debate what is appropriate in each situation.  

Think back to your school days. Each teacher, usually on the first day 
of the year, explained the classroom rules of engagement: raise your 
hand if you have a question, request a hall pass to use the restroom, 
place your homework on your desk each morning, respect others’ 
property, etc. These rules helped both the teacher and students 
focus on the most important things in the classroom – learning. 

Defining the rules of engagement helps our teams (and ourselves!) 
focus on what’s critical for excellent performance. They might 
address how to: make decisions, share information, consider ideas 
for improvement, coordinate handoffs, review work, challenge  
prevailing thought, prioritize and resolve conflict.  

Our team values offer hints for appropriate rules of engagement. 
Our current challenges might also be a place to look for ideas. For 
example, one team who was having trouble getting all input on the 
table during their staff meetings defined these rules of engagement: 

l Speak your mind during meetings, not after. 

l We accept and encourage constructive disagreement as  
necessary to yield the best decisions for our team – nothing 
personal. 

l We will present a unified front to the rest of the organization, 
regardless of disagreements during meetings. 

l All problems must be presented with a solution. 

A Moment  to  Commit
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Rules of engagement do not have to be wordy, but they must fit our 
teams and be embraced by them. Here are some other examples: 

l All reports must be reviewed by at least one other team 
member before leaving our department. 

l If an issue is not resolved after five e-mails, you must meet 
(by phone or in person) to resolve the issue. 

l Customer-related tasks are always a higher priority than 
internal tasks. 

l No team or committee meetings last more than one hour. 

l Every project is debriefed for lessons learned within one 
week of project completion. 

Excellent leaders keep their rules of engagement visible and apply 
them to decisions they make…even small decisions. These leaders 
also rely on their entire team to ensure each member (included 
themselves!) is performing within the rules of engagement. In 
other words, they lead and work by these rules.  

Our values form the foundation of our leadership commitment. 
We must pour a strong and even foundation before we build a 
house to lead in. 

l    l     l     l     l 

“Leave no questioning in anyone’s mind as to where you stand.” 
– Anonymous 

l     l     l     l     l

7 MOMENTS … THAT DEFINE EXCELLENT LEADERS
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l Think excellence   

l You are the conductor of your own thoughts.  
No one else can control them for you. 

l Mentally reframe challenges to view them in a  
positive light. 

l True commitment never rests…keep pushing. 

l Create a compelling cause 

l Answer the question, “Why do we do what we do?” 

l Keep it simple and easy to understand – people  
commit to what they can understand. 

l Think big – your cause should stir the emotions.  

l Secure your foundation 

l Define and live by your team’s foundational values.  

l Look at repeat problems for symptoms of cracks  
in your foundational values. 

l Define rules of engagement to reinforce your  
team values.

 

Reflecting on…

A MOMENT TO COMMIT

“The difference between ‘involvement’ and  
‘commitment’ is like an eggs-and-ham breakfast:  

the chicken was ‘involved’ - the pig was ‘committed.’” 
– Anonymous
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