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To make a difference that matters does not have to be a big project or the creation of a business. All that is required is for a person to act upon the values that are important to them. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]It can be a simple comment while standing on a street corner. It can be an act of kindness, an expression of gratitude, or a display of courage. It can be a word of honesty in a meeting or an act of sacrifice to help a friend in need. 

It just has to be an act of personal initiative that creates a beneficial change.

Leadership begins with personal initiative because, increasingly, companies depend upon their people taking steps to do the right thing in the moment of need. 

In the past, when we defined leadership as a title or a role, we were saying that organizational structure was the defining characteristic of leadership. The result was that anyone below the level of CEO could essentially say, “That’s not my job!” and pass it up to their supervisor or manager.

Small problems became large issues because initiative was squeezed out of the system. Maintaining order and integrity in the system of operation became the purpose of the company. The result was the spread of organizational silos that compartmentalized the legacy structures of the past.

The speed of change that impacts us today requires organizations to be agile and adaptive in responding to changing circumstances. It isn’t just that organizations need leaders who are equipped to take personal action within the parameters of the values and purpose of the organization. We need it through all kinds of institutional settings in society. 

Everyone - regardless of who they are, where they are from, or what their educational and occupational credentials – needs to be practicing leadership initiative.

When leadership is understood as a function of human initiative, then the motivation to take initiative is a personal one. The supervision of employees cannot simply be based upon an employment contract. Rather, the leadership initiative of employees needs to be encouraged as essential to the health and vitality of the company.

To say that we want people to take personal initiative is not to say that any initiative is okay. Rather, we need people to operate within a culture of shared values that guide the company and therefore guide the decisions and actions of every individual. 

Simply advocating for great employees to have greater responsibility will not work without an alignment of the three dimensions of Ideas, Relationships and Organizational Structure. I call these three aspects the Three Dimensions of Leadership.

Personal initiative becomes leadership impact when our actions influence others to act with us in a shared, coordinated fashion.

This is the key to understanding leadership in the 21st century. It is both personal and social. 

Our potential is not a defined amount of good that we can produce in our jobs or lives. There is no box out of which we draw our defined amount of life potential. Rather, potential is the opportunity that comes from an environment of openness to create impact, which is released through personal initiative.

Many of us seek to live quiet, respectable lives of meaning and service to people and places we care about. Too often, we find that we are bound by the obstacles that society and organizational structure place before us that keep us from realizing our potential. Most of us never even think that we have potential.

Do you want to know your potential? 

State what you care about, and how things would be different if you could give your whole self to its betterment. Remove the obstacles and watch what happens.

These obstacles to fulfilling our potential occur because we allow ourselves to be defined by social and organizational situations that have no clear purpose or outlet for creating impact.

Down deep within us are desires that constantly suggest to us that we are made for more than what we are doing. People join projects of participatory philanthropy, like breast cancer walks, or work at a soup kitchen for the poor and homeless, because they desire to live lives that matter beyond the mundane exercise of their daily duties. 

They spend their days sitting in offices looking forward to taking personal initiative outside of work. As a result, the potential for people to make a difference that matters at work is not even considered. 

The path from personal initiative to leadership impact is achieved by removing obstacles of the mind, body, and spirit where our desires find their expression. Obstacles of small ambition. Obstacles of poor discipline in how we live. Obstacles of relationships that we allow to hold us back from believing that if we give ourselves to some desire to make a difference, then we can achieve our goal. These are personal obstacles that we can change.

There are also the organizational obstacles of structure and institutional purpose, which treat people as cogs in a production machine. As long as a company functions this way, the people with a desire to make a difference that matters will decide to go someplace else. 

Retention of good people is achieved by creating a culture of values that support personal initiative. Our desire to make a difference that matters erupts from time to time in a moment of opportunity. 

These feelings are a signal to us about our potential legacy. Think of your life as a story that will be told by the generations that follow you. 

Your story is not about the results, but about the character of your life. 

At this point, all this may sound absurd. If it does, you have then identified one of the obstacles that stands in the way of reaching your life’s potential. 

There is no limit to our potential. But it does not mean that we can just go do anything. It means that our potential for impact is greater than our imagination can visualize. 

It is true today. It will be true on the last day of our time on this earth.
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