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CHAPTER 1

Choosing Courage

S
tuart Scott will always be remembered as a trailblazer. As the first 

Black anchor on SportsCenter, ESPN’s flagship program, Scott’s 

use of slang, his references to Black music and culture, and his 

clever catchphrases helped ESPN appeal to younger viewers—espe-

cially younger Black Americans. 

Scott’s style was influential. “African Americans throughout the 

history of this country have been told that we needed to conform, to 

assimilate. That we needed to be less street, be less hip-hop, be less 

hood. Just be less,” recalled Michael Smith, a sports journalist and 

former ESPN commentator who grew up watching Scott on television. 

“We had to be less of ourselves in order to make the majority feel 

comfortable. For Stuart to come along and be every bit as good and 

professional, as sharp, as polished as any broadcaster doing it, but yet 

still be able to be as authentic and connected and representative of the 

culture as he was—it was just incredible.”1

Beyond his on-air brilliance, Scott fought a well-documented, mul-

tiyear battle against terminal cancer and became an inspiration to 

many beyond his sports viewers. Upon his death at age forty-nine, he 

was universally praised by fans, colleagues, athletes, and journalists; 
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in a written statement, President Barack Obama commended Scott for 

being a pioneer: “Stuart Scott helped usher in a new way to talk about 

our favorite teams and the day’s best plays.” 

That’s the part of Scott’s story many of us know. Keith Olberman, 

his longtime colleague, shared another part few people knew. “I can-

not think of anybody I worked with in sports whose professional cour-

age I have admired more,” he said in a heartfelt tribute.2

Olberman was referring to Scott’s behind-the-scenes struggles at 

ESPN. Though he is praised today, Scott received strong pushback 

from some viewers, media critics, and an ESPN executive. He was told 

to stop using language that most of the audience—meaning “white 

viewers”—didn’t understand or he’d be taken off SportsCenter. “It 

was awful,” recalled his wife, Susan. “People really don’t know how 

awful it was. . . . Stuart was desperately frustrated.” 

Scott’s response to this pressure, said Olberman, “was the single 

most impressive thing I’ve ever seen a television sportscaster do.” 

Faced with two apparent choices—to back down and tone down his 

style to protect himself and his career or to lash out—Scott decided 

on a more creative option: he defied the directive from above but did 

so in a way that made it nearly impossible for the executive to carry 

out his threat. 

Scott went on air and publicly congratulated ESPN on its willingness 

to accept crucial aspects of American culture that had traditionally 

not been adequately represented on TV. This brilliant, gutsy act neu-

tralized the executive, who now had little choice but to let Scott carry 

on or be seen as explicitly against tolerance and respect for Black 

culture. 

That, Keith Olberman wants us all to remember, was a brilliant act 

of workplace courage.

What Is Workplace Courage? 

Throughout my career, I’ve heard hundreds of stories of people like 

Stuart Scott who’ve acted courageously at work. 
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Take Chris, a medical student, who pushed a supervising psychia-

trist to order a simple diagnostic test before sending a suicidal patient 

in the ER to the psych ward. Because of Chris’s courage to challenge 

authority, the medical team discovered that the patient’s unremit-

ting pain was caused by a vascular disease, which was resolved with 

surgery.3

Or consider Jackie, who launched a marketing and sales campaign 

that her organization’s president was against. “If you want to do this, 

your job is on the line,” he told her. “If it works, you stay. If it doesn’t, 

you can find something else to do.” Jackie, after a few days of in-

tense deliberation, decided to go for it. Though the campaign was 

a success—she’s told it was the most successful one in the company’s 

history—and she kept her job, she was never thanked for her work. 

Though these examples may not fit into the traditional view of 

courage, which, historically, has focused on physical acts, Stuart 

Scott’s, Chris’s, and Jackie’s feats are surely courageous.4 Each faced 

a choice to act or not, and—despite the threat in all three cases, of 

recrimination from their superiors—each chose to step up when most 

people wouldn’t. 

In scholar-speak, I define workplace courage as work-domain-

relevant acts done for a worthy cause despite significant risks perceivable 

in the moment to the actor.5 But put more simply, workplace courage is 

taking action at work because it feels right and important to stand 

for a principle, a cause, or a group of others, despite the potential for 

serious career, social, psychological, and even physical repercussions 

for doing so. 

Workplace courage comes in many forms. It is speaking truth to 

power—and to peers, subordinates, and other stakeholders whose be-

havior is causing problems or falling short of what’s possible. And it 

includes acts aimed at personal and organizational growth, such as 

taking on stretch assignments, owning bold initiatives, and innovat-

ing within or beyond one’s current organization. 

You’ll notice that these acts represent “everyday” opportunities for 

courage—the kinds of things we might hope we’d do routinely. When 

it comes to courage, we need not go looking for special occasions or 
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wait for a single big moment. We need only decide to act when the 

chances come, which they do for all of us. 

This runs counter to how many people view courage—as a rare 

trait that’s practiced only by exceptional people. In fact, thinking of 

it this way is counterproductive and an excuse for our own inaction. 

As educator and social activist Parker Palmer has written, if exam-

ples like Rosa Parks’s unwillingness to move to the back of the bus 

in the 1950’s South are going to inspire us to our own action, rather 

than merely be something we passively admire, “we must see her 

as the ordinary person she is. That will be difficult to do because 

we have made her into superwoman—and we have done it to pro-

tect ourselves.”6 As Palmer correctly notes, we have to take her, and 

others, off the pedestals we’ve placed them on to avoid holding our-

selves to the same standard of virtuous action when the opportunities  

arise. 

I’ve had the privilege of meeting some amazing people as I’ve stud-

ied workplace courage, and I can assure you that they range across 

gender, ethnicity, nationality, physical appearance, political orienta-

tion, religious commitment, education level, and so many other di-

mensions we use to categorize people. A few are rich or high-status, 

but the vast majority are not. Unless we normalize acting coura-

geously, seeing it as a possibility and responsibility for everyone, too 

many of us will keep waiting for others to do it, hiding (uncomfort-

ably) behind assertions like “We can’t all be Mandela or Gandhi” or 

that we’re going to do it later when we have more power.

You’ll always have something to lose, and there’s no credible ev-

idence that says an abundance of courage in others is right around 

the corner to save us. If you want to make things better at work, for 

yourself and for others, the only thing you control with certainty is 

your own willingness to take action. 

As I’ll detail in this book, courage is about skills that can be learned 

and developed: there are specific things you can do before, during, 

and even after a courageous act to increase the odds that the risk you 

take isn’t for naught. And there are plenty of opportunities to practice 
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everyday courage, building your “courage muscle” a little at a time by 

starting with relatively safer, more manageable acts from which you 

can learn.7 It’s these skills, honed through practice, that differentiate 

those who act—and act competently—from the rest who don’t.8

Why Courage Is in Short Supply

We know in the abstract that courage is valuable (even if we wish some-

one else would be the one to act). Winston Churchill said courage was 

the first of human qualities because it guarantees all the rest.9 Writer 

C. S. Lewis likewise claimed courage wasn’t merely a virtue, but “the 

form of every virtue at the testing point, which means at the highest 

point of reality.”10 The leadership literature is also rife with claims 

about courage as a virtue, attribute, trait, or behavior pattern needed 

for effective leadership. My own students certainly believe that cour-

age differentiates those leaders who succeed from those who fail over 

the long run.11

Protecting and inspiring others. Solving problems. Pursuing op-

portunities. Growing and innovating. Put that way, it seems clear that 

we should want and be motivated to be more courageous. So, why 

aren’t we?

We’re Programmed to Avoid Unnecessary Risks

Because humans have evolved to (subconsciously) prioritize perpet-

uating their genes, it’s quite logical to worry about not doing grave 

harm to ourselves in all types of social settings. We’ve also spent most 

of our time as a species living in small groups or clans, and so making 

sacrifices for those not very closely related to us—such as risking one’s 

family’s well-being to do what is right for a large group of employees 

or citizens scattered around the globe—probably isn’t instinctive for 

most of us. It’s a conscious choice we have to make against these very 

primal instincts.
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Our instincts are often reinforced by vicarious learning. Sadly, we 

see too many cases of people getting ahead at work—at least in the 

short run—despite, or even because of, their lack of courage. While it 

may eventually catch up to you, there are certainly enough examples 

of “getting ahead by going along” for people to believe that courage 

might be for naive losers. When I asked a sample of my MBA students 

to think of someone highly successful in a leadership position over the 

course of an entire career, and then rate that leader on a set of char-

acteristics, courage scored highest—higher than technical knowledge 

or skills, intelligence, and work ethic. But when I asked them to think 

of and rate another leader who has been highly successful in a leader-

ship position for just a short period of time, courage rated last (with 

work ethic at the top). So, in the eyes of these ambitious young people, 

courage is clearly a hallmark of those who have had highly admirable 

careers. They don’t, however, think it’s as important as other things 

when one is getting started. The question, of course, is when courage 

will kick in for those who spend years rationalizing that “it’s just not 

time yet.” In my experience, the answer is too often “never.”

Our language has also evolved to remind us of the benefits of con-

formity and risks of challenging the status quo: phrases like “Be a 

team player,” “Be loyal,” “Don’t rock the boat,” “Don’t risk your ca-

reer over this,” “We’ve always done it this way,” “Everybody does it,” 

and “Let it go” are abundant, whereas those pointing to the value of 

speaking up and persisting in change efforts are few in comparison 

and suggest significant hardship (e.g., “Fight tooth and nail” or “Stick 

to your guns”).12

There’s also the fact that, whether or not we are willing to admit 

it, most of us want to be liked. And given the intense pain that social 

rejection can bring, we certainly don’t want to be disliked. Hence, it’s 

natural to view life, and leadership in particular, as an extended pop-

ularity contest. Consciously or not, we avoid doing things that might 

anger or alienate the people whose approval we seek so they’ll con-

tinue to like and endorse us. If you doubt that, check out the behavior 

of posters on Twitter, Facebook, or any other social media platform.13
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There Are Real Risks

Beyond the instinctual and culturally reinforced bases for frequent 

conformity and conflict avoidance, it’s undeniably true that courage is 

in short supply because it is inherently risky. People do sometimes see 

their promotion prospects vanish, some do lose their jobs, and some 

do suffer broken relationships and deeply bruised egos as a result of 

courageous action at work. 

In most modern work organizations, there are plenty of risks. Even 

in places like the United States, where the First Amendment of the 

Constitution protects free speech, most employees with at-will con-

tracts (and that’s the vast majority these days) can’t say what they want 

without potential repercussions. Want to publicly criticize public offi-

cials in the United States? Go for it. Want to criticize your organiza-

tion’s leaders? Tread carefully.

Fortunately, many fewer of us face physical risks at work today than 

at any time in history, though firefighters, police officers, oil rig work-

ers, and miners, among others, still routinely put themselves in harm’s 

way. And, to a surprising degree, so do those who deal with angry cus-

tomers or former employees.14

Most of us do, however, face potential career risks.15 Despite all the 

talk about flatter organizations with more shared leadership, most 

people still have bosses and are still wage dependent in one way or an-

other.16 If we push the envelope too far, we could get fired, blackballed, 

held back, or otherwise negatively impacted financially.17 As William 

Deresiewicz noted in his book Excellent Sheep, people don’t like it when 

you challenge the consensus because you’re forcing them to question 

it as well.18 You’re trying to surface for clear consideration the doubts 

that others are working hard to keep below the surface. Numerous 

former Wells Fargo employees, for example, reported being fired for 

minor violations like slight tardiness shortly after speaking up inter-

nally against the illegal sales tactics that eventually led to hundreds 

of millions of dollars in penalties and a congressional investigation.19 

Career risks for speaking up loom large even in environments like 
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the military where physical courage is expected. The most decorated 

military leaders sometimes still feel “afraid to paint the true picture” 

to those above them, and some certainly face career consequences for 

going against their boss’s wishes.20

Social risks also loom large. For most of humans’ time on earth, 

being ostracized by those around you wasn’t just psychologically 

unpleasant—it was life-threatening. You courted death if you were left 

alone to face violent predators and harsh environmental conditions. 

While today you’re unlikely to actually die if your coworkers shun 

you, that doesn’t mean we don’t have horrible fears of “social death.”21 

Indeed, some research suggests that “social rejection is perceived by 

the brain and other mechanisms as similar to physical injury.”22 Con-

sider the social consequences Edwin Raymond, a New York City po-

lice officer, has faced for trying to change routine practices in the 

police department, such as how arrest statistics are used. He’s been 

called “crybaby,” “rat,” “zero,” and worse on anonymous officer mes-

sage boards. Even his friends have told him he’s nuts for continuously 

trying to do what’s right against such significant pushback.23

Often, acts of courage court both social and career risks. Sam Polk, 

a former hedge fund trader in New York, described how difficult it 

was to speak out against the “bro talk”—the belittling, sexist banter— 

that made it hard for women to advance on Wall Street. “It feels really 

good to be in the in-crowd,” he acknowledged, and to protest typi-

cal male behavior would have “been embarrassing and emasculating” 

and “bad for my career.” As a result, he “stood silent hundreds of 

times as men objectified and degraded women.”24 While it’s easy to 

be the armchair critic about rich Wall Streeters, it’s more useful to 

acknowledge that it’s hard for any of us to go against the grain of 

strong norms and, as Polk noted, “even harder when doing so means 

jeopardizing millions of dollars in future earnings” for challenging a 

“culture of brutal conformity.” 

Standing out also poses psychological risks. No one wants to feel stu-

pid or impotent. Taking on high-visibility projects or stretch assign-

ments beyond one’s current competence courts public embarrassment. 

When you show vulnerability in facilitating the work or well-being of 
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others, you risk being seen as weak or incompetent. Implementing a 

truly innovative product or process you developed could cast you as 

the champion of a failed experiment. Sure, these behaviors sometimes 

also expose you to career and social risks. But they expose you to 

psychological risks every time. You’re your own judge and juror, and 

when you’re really pushing boundaries, there’s a real chance you’ll 

take at least a temporary hit to how you feel about yourself. “Look-

ing stupid” or “feeling incompetent” or “being a failure” are often 

self-imposed labels and, hence, represent the psychological risks of 

workplace courage.

In our studies of thirty-five acts of workplace courage, Evan Bruno 

and I have consistently found a strongly negative correlation between 

the level of risk (and courage) attributed to a behavior and the fre-

quency with which the behavior happens when it could. Put sim-

ply, when perceived career, social, psychological, and physical risks 

for doing something go up, the willingness to do that thing goes 

way down.25

And, unfortunately, these risks suppress courage even among the 

most powerful. I’ve had countless senior leaders tell me that they don’t 

tell their bosses or boards what’s really going on for fear of career 

repercussions, and just as many tell me they pass up opportunities 

for courageous action to avoid social or psychological consequences. 

Others similarly note that too many of today’s CEOs “wait for public 

opinion to tell them what to do.”26 The same is true in politics—too 

many politicians putting their own interests above principled stands 

has led to an “unprecedented deficit” of courage in the halls of Con-

gress today, says Eliot Cohen, the dean of the School of Advanced 

International Studies at Johns Hopkins.27

Why Courage Matters

Given all these risks, you might be ready to put this book down now. If 

I’ve validated your fears about workplace courage, why is it worth read-

ing on? Are there really enough upsides to counteract all these risks? 
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The truth is, we don’t have nearly enough strong, systematic evi-

dence about the conditions under which courageous workplace acts 

produce good and bad outcomes for both the actor and others or the 

organization itself. 

Still, a core premise of this book, and the focus of several subse-

quent chapters, is that how we engage in workplace courage can make 

a big difference in whether we bring success or harm to ourselves 

and others. That is, we can be more or less competent in our coura-

geous action. Assuming for now that a courageous act is performed 

competently, what are some reasons to expect that good things might 

happen?

Your Courage Matters for Others

Let’s start with the chance to directly affect important outcomes. As I 

argued in the preface, courage at work can protect others, solve prob-

lems and avert disasters, and lead to opportunities seized and various 

forms of innovation and growth. Stuart Scott paved the way for more 

diversity in sports broadcasting, Chris saved a patient from intense 

physical and emotional suffering, and Jackie spearheaded the most 

successful campaign in her company’s history. This is undoubtedly 

why people at the top of organizations, and those charged with over-

seeing them on behalf of others, claim to value courage so much.28

Conversely, the costs when employees fail to demonstrate courage 

can be immense, in both human and financial terms. Volkswagen 

shareholders have lost billions of dollars (already) following the rev-

elation that the automaker sold millions of cars worldwide with soft-

ware used to cheat on emissions tests. According to one commenter 

who had worked on emissions software for one of the Big Three US 

automakers, “There was simply no way this didn’t involve a concerted 

effort by many individuals.” Surely some of them had the sense to 

know that this fraud was not just wrong, but eventually going to 

be detected and to lead to great harm to the company’s many key 

stakeholders.29
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Courageous acts, or their absence, can also have more indirect ef-

fects on performance through their impact on how others feel and be-

have. A single act of courage, particularly by those in leadership roles, 

can inspire others to be more committed, to work harder, to do things 

of benefit to the organization that they can’t be made to do (scholars 

call these “citizenship” or “extra-role” behaviors), and even to perform 

their own courageous acts. When I asked a group of executive MBA 

students to describe the impact on them and others of a courageous 

behavior by a leader, they used words like “great sense of pride,” “mo-

tivated to work harder and be more creative,” and “energized.” “It has 

been a career-defining moment for me, as it taught me and others 

how to be courageous and accountable,” said one. “It reinvigorated 

our sense of purpose and commitment,” said another, adding that it 

“strengthened our resolve and confidence in each other that we were 

prepared to face any challenge and be successful.”

In contrast, the responses I received from another group of execu-

tive students who described the impact of a leader’s failure to act with 

courage in a specific situation show the incredibly negative effects that 

can result from being seen as having failed the courage test. Respon-

dents said they “felt angry and undercut,” “lost confidence in, and 

respect for, the leader,” and “lost faith in the competency and ability 

of the department manager from that day forth.” Another said that 

he was “disgusted and saddened that I was being overseen by such a 

cowardly individual with low moral fiber.” I doubt any of these indi-

viduals were going the extra mile for those bosses anymore. Those 

with options were probably looking to get out. 

In this final commencement speech to US Naval Academy grad-

uates in 2011, former defense secretary Robert Gates summed up 

nicely just how important courageous action is. Not just physical cour-

age, he clarified, but “the courage to chart a new course, the courage 

to do what is right and not just what is popular, the courage to stand 

alone, the courage to act, the courage as a military officer to ‘speak 

truth to power.’” For those who will become leaders, he told the young 

men and women, “the time will inevitably come when you must stand 
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alone. When alone you must say, ‘This is wrong’ or ‘I disagree with 

you and, because I have the responsibility, this is what we will do.’”30 

Being courageous is, in short, how we fulfill our obligations to others 

under difficult circumstances.

Your Courage Matters for Yourself

I’ll also offer you two broader reasons to choose courage: legacy and 

regret. Our legacy is what endures after we’re gone. Beyond tangible 

things like money or buildings, it’s what people say about us, how they 

remember us, and what they do or don’t do because of the impact we 

had on them. And legacies tend to be about what we did—at least if 

we’re talking about a positive legacy. Research shows that regrets, in 

contrast, tend to be about the things we didn’t do, but wish we had. 

This links opportunities for courage inextricably with the shaping of 

our legacy and our regrets.

Let’s look a bit more at regret first. Admonitions to avoid regret are 

commonplace throughout history, be it President Teddy Roosevelt re-

minding us that “it is hard to fail, but it is worse never to have tried to 

succeed,” or poet John Greenleaf Whittier’s warning that, “for all sad 

words of tongue and pen, the saddest are these, ‘It might have been.’” 

And, indeed, research does suggest that “regret” is a major theme 

among those who look back on their life as they age, with that regret 

stemming more from things not done than from trying things and 

not succeeding.31 John Izzo interviewed 235 people between ages 59 

and 105, and found “Leave no regrets” to be one of the five secrets to a 

great life. To do this, he argued, “We must live with courage, moving 

toward what we want rather than away from what we fear.”32 When 

we don’t, suggests the research of Australian nurse Bronnie Ware on 

patients in their last twelve weeks of life, we live not just with a psycho-

logical burden, but physical illnesses related to bitterness, resentment, 

and regret.33

It doesn’t take until the end of life to have regrets haunt us. Sam 

Polk, the hedge fund trader mentioned above, is middle-aged. He 
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lives with deep regret about what he didn’t do during his eight years 

on Wall Street, and with sadness and fear for the world his daughter 

will enter as an adult. He’s used those feelings to make major changes 

in his life: he left the trading environment, owned up to his part in 

perpetuating a sexist culture, and has started Everytable, an organi-

zation whose mission is to bring healthy food to low-income commu-

nities at affordable prices.34

For all of us who have screwed up an attempt to do something bold, 

it sure may feel like we’re more likely to regret actions taken and gone 

wrong. Over the longer term, though, research shows it’s regret for in-

action that tends to linger.35 The enduring potency of “I should have” 

regrets probably stems from it being harder to tell ourselves a con-

vincing story about why we didn’t do something. That’s why courage 

matters, why it’s so important to push beyond your fears, to embrace 

actions outside your comfort zone before it’s too late. Not just because 

you can do a lot of good for others by daring to stand up and speak 

out—though I think that’s the main and most important reason—but 

also because when you don’t, you live with regret. 

As for our legacy—whether we’ll be remembered much at all after 

we’ve left a job, an organization, or the Earth and, if so, for what—

that depends on what we do now. While our preferred legacy is deeply 

personal, I’ve learned about a number of common aspirations by sur-

veying people anywhere from thirty-five to eighty-five years old. In-

terestingly, whether they were just a decade or two into their careers, 

or well into retirement, what people hoped their legacy would be was 

pretty similar. They wanted to be remembered as people of high in-

tegrity, people who’d served others well, people who’d made a posi-

tive difference in the lives of those they’d worked with and on their 

organizations. Most of all, they wanted to be remembered as good 

to, and role models for, those closest to them. In explaining these as-

pirations, they didn’t talk about the wealth or titles or awards they’d 

accumulated. They talked about acts of service, of taking risks on be-

half of others. They talked, in short, about times they’d been willing 

to show courage rather than take the easy or more comfortable path. 
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Sometimes they suffered personal consequences, but they didn’t re-

port regret. They reported hope that these acts would lead to them 

being remembered as they desired.

. . .

I’ve collected far too many workplace courage stories done by people 

like you and me to believe it’s impossible to hope for more. There is 

much we can learn from the collective experience of those I’ve stud-

ied that can help tip the balance in favor of competent courage. We 

can understand how to set the stage via our ongoing actions so that 

we’ll be more likely to succeed when the time for courage arises; we 

can improve our clarity about our key values and purpose, and hone 

our sense of the best timing for a bold move; we can learn all kinds of 

techniques for managing ourselves and others more skillfully in the 

heat of the moment; and we can learn what to do after our big mo-

ments to keep the ball rolling or contain any damage. Perhaps most 

importantly, we can choose to see courage as a skill and not a natu-

ral endowment. When we do, we can commit to the kind of practice 

needed to make courageous acts seem less daunting and more likely 

to go well. 

To be clear, there’s no magic bullet for eliminating the risks or 

guaranteeing good outcomes. If there’s no risk at all, we’re not talking 

about courage. It’s precisely the riskiness of the kind of acts I’ll talk 

about in this book that makes courageous action the truest test of vir-

tue. As the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre reminds us, “If someone 

says that he cares for some individual, community, or cause, but is un-

willing to risk harm or dangers on his, her, or its own behalf, he puts 

into question the genuineness of his care and concern.”36 I think most 

of us do genuinely care. We just need a healthy dose of instruction 

and inspiration to help us take productive steps forward. That’s what 

I hope this book provides you.
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What’s Next 

In the chapters that follow, I’ll use findings from years of my own re-

search and insights from many others’ work to systematically explore 

these ideas. My aim isn’t just to inspire you to act, but also to provide 

useful diagnostics, frameworks, and tools that increase your chances 

of having maximum impact when you do.

In chapter 2, we’ll look closely at truth to power—the category of 

behaviors most closely connected to people’s conception of workplace 

courage. Truth to power behaviors include confronting or challeng-

ing direct bosses or other higher-ups, acting with more autonomy 

than you technically have, protecting or promoting others, and own-

ing (rather than hiding or denying) your mistakes. 

Chapter 3 is all about candid conversations and bold actions, other 

common types of behavior that require courage at work: difficult con-

versations and actions involving peers, subordinates, and other im-

portant stakeholders like customers or external partners. We’ll also 

look at other bold actions, like taking stretch assignments or personal 

responsibility for major initiatives, starting a new venture, or making 

principled stands. While some of these may seem like, and technically 

are, everyday learning behaviors or part of people’s jobs, they’re done 

with surprising and disappointing infrequency due to their perceived 

riskiness. 

Once we’re on the same page about what workplace courage looks 

like, and you’ve done some initial self-assessment using the Workplace 

Courage Acts Index as a guide, you’ll start your personal journey to-

ward more frequent and competent courage by building your courage 

ladder in chapter 4. Choosing courage is about committing to prac-

tice—to taking small and specific action steps that will help you slowly 

but surely improve how you feel, think, and behave during situations 

that feel risky but also important. I’ll encourage you to choose an ac-

tion from the bottom of your courage ladder, so your initial steps feel 

more manageable and likely to lead to some early wins and motivation 

to keep climbing.
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To increase the odds that your courageous acts actually change 

something for the better, I’ll describe in part 2—chapters 5 through 

9—what, collectively, differentiates courageous acts that seem to have 

the largest and most enduring positive effects, and fewest negative 

effects, from those that fail to have the intended influence or keep 

the actor from undue harm. Drawing from hundreds of experiences 

shared with me and a host of related studies I and others have done, 

I’ll share how people from all walks of life enacted multiple aspects of 

what I call the Competent Courage framework to increase their odds 

of successful action.

In chapter 5, I’ll first talk about creating the right conditions for suc-

cessful courageous action. The focus here isn’t on a particular coura-

geous act, but rather on how we behave over time to enhance the odds 

that we succeed when we do step up and to minimize downside risks. 

We’ll delve into the importance of a strong internal reputation, which 

involves being seen as emotionally intelligent, humble, kind, and gen-

erous, and also as a consistent high performer. We’ll also look at ways 

to optimize one’s own autonomy to act with less fear of retribution. 

This includes keeping your job mobility high and taking steps to be 

less financially dependent on your specific employer. 

Chapter 6 focuses on choosing your battles—deciding which specific 

acts to undertake. You’ll learn about developing the discipline to both 

know what matters most to you, and also what things automatically 

set you off even if they’re not that important. While your emotions 

are an important guide, for sure, competent courage is also about 

understanding what your ultimate objectives are and being in control 

of when you act and when you hold back in the service of longer-term 

success. 

Choosing your battles is also about timing. The competently cou-

rageous avoid pushing an issue too early, when those they must influ-

ence aren’t ready or able to pay attention; conversely, they don’t wait 

until it’s too late to matter. The saying “A crisis is a terrible thing to 

waste” also applies here. Challenging the status quo is a lot harder 

when you’re seen as the sole impetus than when you’re acting amid 

some other obvious source of internal or external pressure for change. 
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No matter how well you set the stage and choose your battles and 

their timing, you’ve also got to be skilled at managing the moment itself 

when it comes. That’s the focus of chapters 7 and 8. In chapter 7, we’ll 

focus on managing the message, which is fundamentally about under-

standing the targets of your action—how they see the issue, what they 

care about, and what kinds of data and solutions they are most likely 

to find compelling. Knowing this allows you to make many import-

ant decisions, including those involving the framing of your message. 

It helps you know, for example, whether to present something as an 

opportunity with an upside or a necessary response to a threat. It also 

helps you decide to paint your picture in primarily economic or cul-

tural terms, and to find ways to connect your issue to their priorities. 

In chapter 8, we’ll turn to the importance of successfully managing 

emotions—both yours and those you seek to influence—during critical 

moments. Shaking in your boots while talking, going silent, or liter-

ally fleeing the situation because you’re so scared at the first sign of 

resistance aren’t hallmarks of effective courage acts. And, while being 

angry might fuel your action, failure to control your anger under-

mines success. Failed communication happens in part because when 

you’re being overwhelmed by your own emotions, it’s darn near im-

possible to focus on managing others’ emotions. Thus, we’ll also focus 

on some strategies for harnessing, rather than being hijacked by, the 

emotions involved during courage opportunities. 

Chapter 9 examines the importance of taking action after the act. 

Though we don’t spend as much time thinking about it—perhaps be-

cause we’re just relieved to have finally done something or are busy 

licking our wounds—what we do after a bold act can also be vitally 

important. This chapter delves into the importance of following up, 

whether to clarify your target’s position and solidify next steps, or to 

check in and address lingering negative emotions. We’ll learn the im-

portance of thanking those who have helped you and sharing credit 

for any wins. And we’ll look at the importance of persistence—accept-

ing that meaningful change requires multiple, sustained efforts—and 

the choice to see setbacks as data to learn from rather than reasons 

to give up. 
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Having reviewed the principles of competent courage, we turn, in 

part 3, to putting them into action. Chapter 10 invites you to decide 

on and commit to your next steps. Then we’ll return to the courage 

ladder you started in chapter 4 and walk through some specific tools 

for managing the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses that 

can help you start cultivating courage one step at a time. I’ll share some 

strategies for turning your goals into routine practice, such as using 

implementation intentions and public commitments to override our 

tendency to fail at developing new habits. 

In chapter 11, I’ll end by encouraging you to get clear about your 

“must dos.” No matter how skilled you become, how much you in-

crease your “can do” based on the ideas and tools in this book—you 

also need to understand what you want your life to stand for. Why? 

Because no amount of skill eliminates all risk. So if you want to 

increase the chances you push past that risk and act anyway, you need 

to keep front and center what you consider your responsibility to do, 

either merely so you can look yourself in the mirror without shame, or 

because you want to avoid long-term regrets while building a legacy 

you and others will feel good about. It’s up to you.

One Final Note

Before moving on, let me address one question you may already have: 

“Do you think everything you’re saying here is universally applica-

ble?” My answer, in short: No. I’d be skeptical of any social science 

book that claimed to be presenting something that applied perfectly 

in any context, and you should be too. 

Given my data sources and my own cultural embeddedness, this 

book speaks most directly to the situation in the United States. There 

are many cultures where the behaviors described in this book would 

be even more risky due to political environments and judicial pro-

cesses that offer no guarantees against severe punishment for speak-

ing up or acting against the rules. For example, Omeleye Soworo, 

who runs a website providing online news to Nigerians, has succinctly 
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described the reality in Nigeria: “It is not so much a problem of free-

dom of speech, but freedom after speech.”37 There are many other 

places around the world where speaking up may be legally allowable 

and not likely to get you jailed or killed, but nonetheless remains very 

difficult due to cultural norms. In its report on the Fukushima nu-

clear accident, for example, the Independent Investigation Commis-

sion concluded that the accident was a “disaster ‘Made in Japan.’ Its 

fundamental causes are to be found in the ingrained conventions of 

Japanese culture: our reflexive obedience; our reluctance to question 

authority; our devotion to ‘sticking with the program.’”38

This said, many of the phenomena described in this book are really 

a function of natural human tendencies in the face of common oppor-

tunities for courage. So while the risks may be different around the 

world due to varying physical, social, and economic circumstances, 

I’m pretty sure that in almost any culture, humans—especially those 

organized in social hierarchies—will find the behaviors examined in 

this book to at least sometimes reflect courageous action. 

In the end, part of being competently courageous involves adopt-

ing and tailoring the general principles that can work in your context. 

On that front, your expertise certainly exceeds mine.

Remember

•	 Workplace courage is about taking action at work on behalf of a 
principle, a cause, or a group of others, even though one knows there 
could be serious career, social, psychological, and even physical risks 
for doing so.

•	 Courage is risky, but it’s also hugely important for ourselves and for 
others. Choosing courage in key moments helps us build the legacy 
we want and avoid the regrets we don’t want. Acts of courage at 
work can protect others, help solve problems and avert disasters, and 
lead to opportunities seized and to various forms of innovation and 
growth. Courage acts also impact how others feel and behave. They 
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can inspire commitment, bolster trust, and lead others to act more 
courageously.

•	 The lack of courage permeates all levels of organizations, but so do 
positive examples from people who differ on every conceivable char-
acteristic. Thus, thinking about courage as constituting specific acts, 
not an innate characteristic of a limited number of people, helps us 
recognize that we all share responsibility for being courageous and 
that skill comes from preparation and practice.

•	 We can all improve our competence, and hence the likelihood of 
positive outcomes when we act courageously, by studying what oth-
ers do well before, during, and after their acts of courage, and by 
committing to practice those kinds of behaviors.
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