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INTRODUCTION: WHY THIS FRAMEWORK MATTERS 

Leadership is a journey, not a destination. Whether you've been leading for twenty years or 
twenty days, whether you manage one location or twenty, you're somewhere on this journey 
right now. 

Most of us didn't study leadership in school. We learned by watching others—some good, some 
not so good—and by making mistakes along the way. We got promoted because we were good at 
the work: operations, sales, finance, collections. But here's the truth: being good at the work 
and being good at leading people are completely different skills. 

This framework will help you: 

• Understand where you are on your leadership journey 
• Identify what's required to move to the next stage 
• Practice intentional development rather than accidental growth 

 

THE FOUNDATION: ETHICAL LEADERSHIP 

Before we explore the three stages, we need to establish two foundational principles. Think of 
these as your North Star—the ethical compass that guides all leadership decisions. 

1. The Platinum Rule 

The Golden Rule: Treat others as YOU want to be treated 

• Passive approach 
• Assumes everyone is like you 
• One-size-fits-all management 



The Platinum Rule: Treat others as THEY want to be treated 

• Active approach 
• Requires curiosity and attention 
• Individualized leadership 

Why it matters: The Platinum Rule means you can't just manage everyone the same way. You 
have to actually know your people. You have to pay attention to what each person needs to 
succeed. 

Example: You might prefer direct, immediate feedback. But if someone on your team needs 
time to process criticism privately, the Platinum Rule requires you to adapt your approach to 
serve them, not your preference. 

Practice question: What's one thing you've learned about a team member that changed how you 
work with them? 

 

2. Simple Ethical Compass 

Before any major decision, ask yourself three questions: 

1. Can I explain this clearly? 
If you can't articulate the reasoning, you probably haven't thought it through. 

2. Is it consistent with what I've said before? 
Consistency builds trust. Inconsistency destroys it. 

3. Would I want to be treated this way? 
The ultimate test of fairness and dignity. 

Why it matters: This compass makes leadership decisions clearer and more consistent. When 
you're grounded in something solid—dignity, respect, the Platinum Rule—you don't have to 
agonize over every decision. You have principles to return to. 

Important truth: No one wants to follow an unethical leader. You can be competent, 
charismatic, and strategic—but if people don't trust your ethics, they won't genuinely follow you. 
They'll comply, but they won't commit. 

 

THE THREE STAGES OF LEADERSHIP 

Overview: Understanding the Journey 



The leadership journey consists of three stages. Each stage builds on the previous one. You 
cannot skip stages. You can't inspire people if you don't know their names. You can't build 
culture if you're not consistent. You can't create meaning if you haven't earned basic trust. 

But you CAN choose to grow. You can intentionally move from one stage to the next. 

Think of it like a mountain path: 

• You start in the trees (Stage 1) 
• You move to the mid-slope (Stage 2) 
• You reach the vista with broader perspective (Stage 3) 

But here's the key insight: 

STAGE 1: USEFUL STAGE 2: IMPORTANT STAGE 3: ESSENTIAL 
About YOU About THEM About SOMETHING BIGGER 
Your skills & execution Your team's development Your legacy & lasting impact 
Your ability to deliver Building capacity in others Systems & culture that endure 
"Can I do the work?" "Can I help others succeed?" "What will outlast me?" 

Important note: You don't abandon earlier stages. A Stage 3 leader still needs to be competent 
(Stage 1) and still serves their team (Stage 2). But their focus expands. Their why gets bigger. 

 

STAGE 1: THE USEFUL LEADER 

What Useful Leadership Looks Like 

You are here if: 

• You manage tasks and solve problems 
• You keep operations running smoothly 
• You hit your numbers 
• You make sure things don't fall apart 

Your focus is on YOU: 

• Can I do the work? 
• Can I execute effectively? 
• Can I deliver results? 

Common behaviors: 

• If someone calls in sick, you cover the shift 



• If a customer has problems, you fix it 
• If inventory is off, you figure it out 
• You're the person who makes sure the doors open 

Why this stage is necessary: Every organization needs people who can keep things running. 
Stage 1 is the foundation. There's nothing wrong with being here—but it's not enough if you 
want to lead. 

 

Recognition at Stage 1: Seeing the PERSON 

Stage 1 leadership requires seeing the PERSON, not just the employee. 

The Recognition Reality Check: 

Think about your team right now. How many could you call and genuinely ask, "Are you okay?" 
(not "Where are you?" or "Where's that report?") 

How many would hear that as genuine concern, not just their boss checking up on them? 

If that number is low, you're operating primarily at Stage 1. 

Why this matters: Your people know whether you see them. They know whether you care 
about them as humans or just as workers. And that knowledge shapes everything about how they 
show up for you. 

 

Stage 1 Practice: Learn Names 

The challenge: What's one NAME you learned this week? 

Not a name you already knew. A NEW name: 

• A team member's child 
• Their pet 
• Their hobby 
• Something they're worried about 
• Something they're proud of 

This is Stage 1 work. Seeing people. Learning names. Noticing things. It sounds simple, but it 
requires intentionality. It requires you to slow down and pay attention. 

 



The Transition: What Got You Here Won't Get You There 

The skills that made you a great Stage 1 leader won't automatically make you a Stage 2 leader. 

Stage 1 → Stage 2 requires a capability shift: 

FROM (Stage 1) TO (Stage 2) 
Solving problems yourself Teaching others to solve problems 
Knowing all the answers Asking questions that help people think 
Executing tasks Building systems 
Managing work Developing people 

This isn't about Stage 1 being inadequate. Stage 1 is necessary—it's the foundation. But Stage 
2 requires you to intentionally develop new skills on top of that foundation. 

You don't abandon what made you good at Stage 1. You build on it. 

 

STAGE 2: THE IMPORTANT LEADER 

What Important Leadership Looks Like 

You are here if: 

• You build capacity in others 
• You develop people systematically 
• You create systems that work when you're not there 
• You explain the WHY behind decisions 

Your focus is on THEM: 

• Can I help my team succeed? 
• Can I develop others? 
• Can I build capacity beyond myself? 

Common behaviors: 

• You don't just say "Do this"—you explain why it matters 
• You notice when someone is ready for more responsibility 
• You coach and give feedback intentionally 
• You create opportunities for growth 
• You document processes and build systems 



 

Recognition at Stage 2: Seeing RIGHTS & POTENTIAL 

Stage 2 leadership requires seeing your team's potential and recognizing their rights as human 
beings who deserve respect and fair treatment. 

The Critical Shift: At Stage 1, you see the person. At Stage 2, you see what they could become. 

 

You Don't Declare Leadership—You Earn It 

Leadership is not something you declare. It's something your people give you when you've 
earned it. 

Your company can promote you. They can give you a title, an office, a place on the org chart. 
But that's authority, not leadership. 

Leadership happens when your team chooses to follow you: 

• When they trust your judgment 
• When they believe you have their best interests at heart 
• When they see you make hard decisions fairly and consistently 

You can't force this. You can't demand it. You have to earn it through your actions over time. 

 

The Bidirectional Challenge 

Your team is evaluating you on three questions: 

1. Can you actually do this? (Competence) 
Do you know what you're talking about? Can you make good decisions under pressure? Or are 
you in over your head? 

2. Do you mean what you say? (Integrity) 
If you say something matters, do your actions back that up? Or do you say one thing and do 
another? 

3. Are you worth following? (Legitimacy) 
Do you treat people fairly? Do you keep your word when it's hard? Do you take responsibility 
when things go wrong? 



Your team is watching. They're evaluating. They're deciding whether to give you their trust, their 
effort, their commitment. 

You earn recognition through consistent action over time. Not through grand gestures. 
Through daily choices. Through intentionality. 

 

Stage 2 Practices: Earning Recognition 

Practice 1: Explain the WHY 

Think about the last time you delivered bad news or made an unpopular decision. Did you 
explain WHY? 

Stage 2 leaders don't just announce. They help people understand: 

• The context 
• The constraints 
• The reasoning 

When you explain why, you treat people as rational adults who deserve to understand. When you 
just announce, you treat them as children who need to obey. 

Practice 2: Demonstrate Integrity 

Ask yourself honestly: 

• In the last month, have you admitted to your team that you didn't know something? 
• Have you kept a commitment when it was inconvenient or costly? 
• Have you taken responsibility for a mistake without deflecting? 

These behaviors earn recognition: 

• Admitting you don't know = humility, humanity, learning 
• Keeping hard commitments = integrity, reliability 
• Taking responsibility = courage, trustworthiness 

This is how you become an Important Leader: Through consistency. Through integrity. 
Through intentional choice. 

 

Learning From Everyone 



"The tree which moves some to tears of joy is in the eyes of others only a green thing that stands 
in the way." — William Blake 

The same reality looks different depending on who's looking. Every leader you've encountered is 
teaching you something—if you're paying attention. 

Reflection questions: 

Think about the worst leader you've had: 
What did they do that made you miserable? Now ask yourself: Do I ever do that? Even a little 
bit? 

Think about the best leader you've had: 
What did they do that made you want to give your best? Now ask yourself: Am I doing that? Am 
I showing up that way? 

Learning from everyone requires intentional reflection. You have to choose to think about 
your experiences, extract lessons, and apply them. 

 

STAGE 3: THE ESSENTIAL LEADER 

What Essential Leadership Looks Like 

You are here if: 

• You create meaning and purpose 
• You embody values (not just state them) 
• You transform how people see their work 
• You shape culture and identity 

Your focus is on SOMETHING BIGGER: 

• What will outlast me? 
• What systems and culture am I creating that endure? 
• What legacy am I leaving? 

Common behaviors: 

• You don't just say "We value respect"—you show respect in every interaction 
• You don't just talk about integrity—you make hard choices that demonstrate it 
• You shape how people talk to each other, treat each other, support each other 
• You help people see dignity in their work 
• You connect daily tasks to larger meaning 



This is the leader people remember twenty years later. The leader who changed how they saw 
themselves. 

 

Recognition at Stage 3: Seeing PURPOSE & MEANING 

Stage 3 leadership helps people connect their daily work to something that matters. You help 
them see they're not just executing tasks—they're part of something meaningful, special, and 
impactful. 

The Essential Leader develops other leaders. Leadership is a huge responsibility. You invest 
in the next generation. 

 

Case Study: Ted Lasso's Journey 

Ted Lasso's story illustrates the three-stage journey perfectly: 

Stage 1: Struggled 

• Didn't know soccer 
• Made mistakes 
• Didn't understand the culture 
• Team didn't respect him 

Stage 2: Earned Trust 

• Showed up every day with curiosity 
• Learned people's names 
• Asked questions 
• Admitted what he didn't know 
• Kept his word 
• Built consistency (remember when he fixed the cold showers?) 
• People started following him because they wanted to, not because they had to 

Stage 3: Created Meaning 

• The "BELIEVE" sign wasn't just decoration 
• It was an invitation to be part of something bigger 
• He helped people see winning wasn't just about trophies 
• It was about becoming better versions of themselves 
• He transformed the culture 



Key insight: Ted used the same tools we've discussed—curiosity, the Platinum Rule, 
intentionality. He didn't skip stages. He journeyed through them. By the final season, his team 
trusted him enough to execute crazy tactics that would never have worked in season 1. 

 

The Pygmalion Effect: Belief Shapes Reality 

When someone sees potential in you, it changes how you see yourself and how you show up. 

The Pygmalion Effect means people often live up to the expectations others have of them. 

As a leader, this is your greatest leverage and responsibility: 

What you BELIEVE about others 
→ shapes your ACTIONS toward them 
→ shapes how they SEE THEMSELVES 
→ shapes how they SHOW UP 

Example: When Maverick looked at Rooster and said "you got this," he wasn't just offering 
encouragement. He was transforming belief. 

When someone believes in you, you start to believe it too. 

 

The Purpose Question 

Take 60 seconds right now. Don't skip this. 

What do you want your people to say about you when you're not in the room? 

Not what they DO say. What do you WANT them to say? 

If you could overhear them talking about you at lunch or in the break room, what would you 
hope to hear? 

[Take 60 seconds of silence. Really. Think about it.] 

 

Your Roadmap: The Gap Is Your Map 

There's probably a gap between what you HOPE they'd say and what they'd ACTUALLY say. 

That gap is not failure. That gap is your roadmap. 



It shows you where you need to grow. It shows you what requires intentional development. 

Examples: 

• Maybe you hope they'd say you're fair, but you know deep down you have favorites → 
That's your roadmap 

• Maybe you hope they'd say you're supportive, but you know you don't always have their 
backs when things get hard → That's your roadmap 

• Maybe you hope they'd say you helped them grow, but you know you haven't had a real 
development conversation in six months → That's your roadmap 

You can't skip from Stage 1 to Stage 3. You can't wish yourself into being an Essential Leader. 

But you CAN look at that gap and say: "Okay. That's where I need to work. That's where I 
need to be intentional." 

And you can start Monday morning. 

 

YOUR MONDAY MORNING COMMITMENTS 

These aren't tips or tricks. These are intentional practices that will move you through the stages 
if you do them consistently. 

Practice #1: The Monday Morning Practice (Stage 1 → Stage 2) 

Every Monday morning (or whatever day you start your week), go to each person on your team 
and ask one question: 

"What's one thing going well for you?" 

Not "What are you working on?" 
Not "Where are we on that project?" 
Just... "What's one thing going well?" 

What to do: 

• Listen to their answer 
• Remember it 
• Reference it later 

Why it works: This practice forces you to see the person, not just the employee. It builds 
connection. It demonstrates that you care about them as humans, not just as workers. 

 



Practice #2: The Fair Process Commitment (Stage 2 → Stage 3) 

Before any difficult decision—before you deliver bad news, change a policy, or discipline 
someone—ask yourself three questions: 

1. Can I explain this clearly? 
2. Is it consistent with what I've said before? 
3. Would I want to be treated this way? 

What to do: 

• If you can answer yes to all three → Move forward 
• If you can't → Rethink your decision 

Why it works: This practice builds integrity and fairness. It ensures your decisions can 
withstand scrutiny. It demonstrates that you're thinking about impact on people, not just 
operational convenience. 

 

Practice #3: The Dignity Practice (Stage 3) 

At least once a week, tell someone on your team—specifically and personally—the impact their 
work had. 

Not: "Good job." 
Not: "Thanks for your hard work." 

But: "When you did X, here's the impact it had. Here's who it helped. Here's why it mattered." 

Why it works: This practice helps people see that their work has dignity. That what they do 
matters. That they're not just completing tasks—they're making a difference. 

This is how you create meaning. This is how you transform culture. 

 

THE CHOICE 

Your team already knows what kind of leader you are. They knew before you started reading this 
guide. They've been watching you. They've been evaluating. They've been deciding whether 
you're someone worth following. 

The question is: Six months from now, will they tell a different story? 



You can't skip stages. You can't jump from being a Useful Leader to being an Essential Leader 
overnight. 

But you CAN choose to grow. You can choose to develop. You can choose to be intentional 
about your leadership. 

That choice starts Monday morning: 

• With one question: "What's one thing going well for you?" 
• With one decision made fairly and explained clearly 
• With one person told specifically why their work matters 

The difference between a useful leader and an essential leader isn't talent. It's not charisma. 
It's not natural ability. 

It's intentional, consistent practice over time. 

That's the work. That's the journey. 

 

RESOURCES FOR CONTINUED DEVELOPMENT 

Books Organized by Stage 

USEFUL STAGE: Foundation & Seeing People 

• Leaders Eat Last by Simon Sinek - Learning to see people as humans, not resources 

USEFUL → IMPORTANT TRANSITION 

• What Got You Here Won't Get You There by Marshall Goldsmith - Why execution skills 
don't transfer to leadership 

• Multipliers by Liz Wiseman - Moving from solving problems to developing problem-
solvers 

IMPORTANT STAGE: Building Capacity & Systems 

• The Advantage by Patrick Lencioni - Creating systems and organizational health 
• Dare to Lead by Brené Brown - Vulnerability and courage in leadership 

IMPORTANT → ESSENTIAL TRANSITION 

• Start With Why by Simon Sinek - Moving from execution to purpose 
• The Infinite Game by Simon Sinek - Playing for meaning, not just metrics 



ESSENTIAL STAGE: Creating Meaning & Purpose 

• The Road to Character by David Brooks - Who you are vs. what you do 
• Man's Search for Meaning by Viktor Frankl - Finding and creating meaning 

Additional Materials 

Essay: "The Useful, The Important, The Essential: A Framework for Human Development and 
Organizational Leadership" - Available on the APRO website for deeper philosophical 
exploration 

Contact: Charles Smitherman, CEO, APRO, csmitherman@rtohq.org 

 

FINAL REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
Use these questions to continue your intentional development: 

Stage 1 Assessment: 

• How many of my team members could I call and genuinely ask "Are you okay?" 
• What names (kids, pets, hobbies, worries, dreams) have I learned this month? 
• Am I seeing people or just managing workers? 

Stage 2 Assessment: 

• When was the last time I explained WHY behind a decision? 
• Have I admitted what I don't know? Kept hard commitments? Taken responsibility? 
• Am I building capacity in others or just doing everything myself? 
• What systems have I created that work without me? 

Stage 3 Assessment: 

• What do I want my people to say about me when I'm not in the room? 
• What's the gap between that hope and reality? 
• What meaning am I creating? What will outlast me? 
• How am I helping others see dignity in their work? 

The Most Important Question: What will I do Monday morning to move forward on this 
journey? 
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This framework builds on the work of many leadership thinkers and philosophers: 

• Axel Honneth's recognition theory 
• Marshall Goldsmith's insights on leadership transition 
• Simon Sinek's work on purpose and meaning 
• The wisdom shared by LEAP Level 3 leaders like Dan Fisher and Mike Tissot 

Most importantly, it builds on the collective experience of leaders like you—people who show 
up every day trying to do better, be better, and help others grow. 

Remember: Leadership is a journey, not a destination. You never finish. But you can choose to 
grow intentionally. 

And that choice starts now. 
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