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The commitment that leaders seek and that forms the lifeblood of 

their leadership, arrives in four forms--political, intellectual, 

emotional, and spiritual. These forms of commitment combine in 

various ways to create different levels of energy that can become 

available to a leader’s purposes, the lowest level being political 

commitment, the highest level being spiritual commitment. Leaders 

appeal to higher levels of commitment by practicing the arts 

involved in inspiring intellectual, emotional, and spiritual 

commitment, each of which depends upon a different set of 

competencies.  

 
 

On May 22, 1782, just six years after the signing of the Declaration of Independence, U.S. Army 

Colonel Lewis Nicola, frustrated by the inability of the fledgling American Congress to raise 

funds to pay the army, wrote to President George Washington urging him to become king of the 

United States. Washington‟s refusal was adamant. He wrote back to Nicola on the same day: “If 

you have any regard for your country, concern for yourself or posterity, or respect for 

me…banish these thoughts from your mind, and never communicate, as from yourself, or any 

one else, a sentiment of the like nature.”
1
 

Nicola‟s desire for a sovereign ruler and Washington‟s rebuff reflect the early stages of a shift 

in human consciousness, and a revolution in human expectations about leadership. Nicola‟s 

urgings were in tune with previous human experience and with the inclination of human 

consciousness at that time. Until the early years of the twentieth century, enthroning a sovereign, 

a king or perhaps an emperor, was the thing for new nations to do. Greece enthroned a king in 

1829, Belgium in 1831, Norway in 1908, and Albania in 1913. The ill-fated King Faisal was 

installed by the British as the ruler of Iraq in 1921. Colonel Nicola was simply deferring to an 

impulse that continues in some places today, more than 200 years later. The impulse to 

sovereignty still holds sway in many organizations, and in recent years some business leaders 

have behaved like the worst of sovereigns, robbing the treasury to meet their own twisted needs 

at the expense of their “subjects.” 
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Democracy's Century 

A 1999 report by Freedom House pointed out that there were no true electoral democracies as 

late as the beginning of the twentieth century. Some countries, such as the United States and 

Britain, did have electoral systems, but large segments of their citizenry were denied the right to 

vote. Things had changed by the middle of the century, when 31 percent of the world‟s 

population lived in 22 democratic nations. By the end of the century, 62.5 percent lived in 120 

democracies, causing Freedom House to dub the 1900s as Democracy’s Century. Freedom 

House described this dramatic shift as one of “a growing global human rights and democratic 

consciousness.”
2
  

This shift has demanded leadership that is increasingly more respectful toward those being 

led: from the dismissive declaration, “Let them eat cake,” which is most often attributed to Marie 

Antoinette, to Herbert Hoover‟s patriarchal promise of, “A chicken in every pot,” to Martin 

Luther King‟s vision of all people singing together, "Free at last! Free at last!" 

Ancient wisdom about leadership is generally immaterial to the democratic consciousness. 

For example, Sun-Tzu‟s The Art of War, written about 500 B.C., advises leaders to regard their 

soldiers as their children. He and Renaissance philosopher Nicolo Machiavelli both extolled the 

virtues of deceit and firm discipline. But the volume and rapidity of modern communication, the 

ease of access to information and to varying opinions, along with an increase in literacy and 

sophistication in the world population, have all conspired to render humankind less susceptible to 

deceit. Democracy has made us less responsive to the firm discipline of those who would behave 

as sovereigns. Much of what the old texts advise does not play well today.  

We have become more difficult to lead. Another consequence of democratic consciousness is 

that acceptance of any particular authority is more optional than it once was. Political leaders can 

be voted in or out of office, new jobs can be found, with new bosses, and there is a different 

brand of religion in a synagogue, church, or mosque just around the corner. Today, we no longer 

rely on only two or three authoritative network news anchors to translate the world‟s events for 

us--cable television provides a plethora of authorities. The Internet has made it possible for each 

of us to develop our own authoritative voice by making ever more information and knowledge 

readily available, and by giving each of us a platform to reach the whole world with our own 

unique messages.  

The factors that have made us more difficult to lead provide, on the other hand, leadership 

opportunities. The ascendance of democratic consciousness is marked by liberation of the whole 

person--thought, feeling, and spirit. Thus, today‟s leaders must be capable of dealing with all 

facets of the whole person. This complexity is sometimes problematic because people are so very 

complex, yet it is also an opportunity because people who are able to be so much more 

themselves are able to commit so much more. Followers have grown up, and leaders must grow 

up as well. 

Where We Have Been 

In the middle of Democracy’s Century, leadership theorists such as Warren Bennis, Kurt Lewin, 

Peter Drucker, Douglas McGregor, and Chris Argyris began to examine leadership in the context 

of the new democratic consciousness. The leadership thinkers of the middle and latter half of the 

twentieth century saw the relationship between a leader and his or her followers through eyes 

that were more resonant with the new reality. 
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Near the end of the century, however, in 1989, Bennis asked, “Where have all the leaders 

gone?” He answered the question with a refrain from a popular folk song: “long time passing.”
3
 

Bennis decried the loss of such leadership greats as Churchill, Schweitzer, Einstein, Gandhi, the 

Kennedys, and Martin Luther King. It is as if a group of great leaders emerged in the middle of 

Democracy’s Century, then great leadership disappeared, and we have been trying ever since to 

figure out what they did so that we might replicate it.  

Bennis also reminded us that we need leaders because they take responsibility for the 

effectiveness and integrity of our institutions, and because they serve as both heralds and 

beacons for our common purposes. We do need leaders, but we need a different brand of leader 

from those who governed as sovereign rulers and perhaps even from those who captured our 

imaginations during the time of transition from sovereignty to democracy. 

Admirable leadership does still show up on the world stage from time to time when someone 

such as Rudy Giuliani leads New York City‟s response to the September 11
th

 terrorist attacks on 

the World Trade Center. But this kind of leadership is driven by crisis. As dramatic and profound 

as it may be, it is also occasional and fleeting, riveting us for only a few days or a few weeks. A 

devastating conflagration in the dry mountains of Arizona introduces us to a dynamic hard-hatted 

master of fire management. When the fire is extinguished, he is gone. An imposing general 

emerges triumphant from a brief war to free a tiny country--Kuwait. When victory is achieved, 

he no longer commands headlines. The shooting-star brilliance of leaders such as these reminds 

us of what has passed from the fabric our lives, but is not enough to create and sustain change, 

nor to meet the many ongoing challenges of our time.  

Like a long lost friend, in the absence of sustained leadership we are in danger of forgetting 

its face. Each Martin Luther King Day, we watch grainy black-and-white film footage of Dr. 

King extolling his dream. The setting on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, the rhythm of his 

speech, the power of his words, are still captivating--“Let freedom ring.” In cable programming 

and in films we watch actors portraying John and Robert Kennedy agonize over the Cuban 

missile crisis. We observe these images in much the same way we might page through an old 

photograph album. If we are old enough, we watch with nostalgia and a hint of longing. If we are 

young enough, we dismiss the relevance of the past, or we try to imagine what it was like to be 

among those giants. The images show us what has passed, but in our mind‟s eye Gandhi looks 

like Ben Kingsley; not quite the real thing, only an approximation--an actor strolling the banks of 

the Ganges. 

Where We Are 

Since Bennis warned us that leadership was lacking, recovering it has acquired the aspect of a 

legitimate obsession. A recent Internet search for the term “leadership” turned up 10.3 million 

web pages in a brisk twelve one-hundredths of a second. A search using the more narrow term 

“research about leadership” turned up more than 2.5 million pages: colleges and universities, 

institutes, consultants, foundations, training organizations, in business, communities, health care, 

government, education, the military, the arts, and the sciences. In short--everywhere. Another 

search for the term “leadership” at a popular online bookseller turned up more than 12,000 

books. 

With all of this attention, one might think we understand leadership much better than we once 

did. But some evidence does not support that assumption. A 1996 study of the use of the terms 

“leader” and “leadership” in a sample of both general interest and special interest American 
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publications concluded that, “there is no specific definition of what a leader is, who the leaders 

are, what leadership is, or even if it is necessary to define these terms in only one way.”
4
  

In addition, the researchers concluded, “There also appears to be an assumption of a common 

understanding of what a leader is and what characteristics are needed for leadership.” A more 

recent (but far less rigorous) scanning of newspapers and magazines gives no cause to believe 

these conclusions about our collective understanding of leadership have changed since 1996. For 

example, one newspaper uses the term “leadership” in headlines that accompany stories about 

people who speak out publicly about a controversial issue. Is the mere act of speaking out 

“leadership?” Or is something more required to earn that label? We have no consensus about 

what leadership means, but we think and act as if we do. 

A Definition of Leadership 

Leadership has become one of those phenomena we discuss while assuming we understand what 

it is we are discussing, and while assuming those we are talking with are speaking of the same 

thing. However, more often than we know, we and they have something quite different in mind. 

When we talk of leadership, we ought to be clear about what we mean. In this paper… 

leadership means inspiring others 

to commit their energy to a common purpose.  

This definition does not account for those leaders whose influence derives from their theories or 

talents in specialized fields--leaders such as Albert Einstein and Margaret Mead. This paper is 

addressed to leaders and prospective leaders whose mission is change, and who pursue that 

mission by deliberately setting out to alter the paths of organizations, institutions, and lives. It 

contains practical wisdom to help leaders develop the competencies needed to lead people whose 

lives are imbued with democratic consciousness.  

 

*   *   * 

 

A leader sounds a call to summon others. The call is a plea for commitment to a purpose that is 

defined, embodied, and symbolized by who that leader is and by what he or she says and does. 

The commitment that is summoned is often a transformational power, a force that can create 

substance out of mere dreams and promises through the dedication, involvement, and persistence 

of those who offer it. The commitment of others is the fulfillment of the leader‟s art; without the 

commitment of others, a leader is just a voice. 

Because leaders cannot lead without the commitment of others, understanding commitment in 

its various forms is central to their purposes. The four forms of commitment are: 

1. Political--commitment to something in order to gain something else 

2. Intellectual--commitment of the mind to a good idea 

3. Emotional--commitment that arises out of strong feelings 

4. Spiritual--commitment to a higher purpose 

These four forms of commitment combine in various ways to make up a four-tiered hierarchy 

from the shallowest to the most profound. Political commitment is at the lowest level, intellectual 

or emotional commitment at the next level, the combination of intellectual and emotional 

commitment at the next level, and spiritual commitment at the highest level.
5
 Figure 1-1 shows 

the four kinds of commitment combining to form four levels, from the shallowest at the bottom 

to the most profound at the top. The triangle in the figure represents the amount of human energy 

that becomes available as people make the various kinds of commitments described in the 
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diagram. Given the same number of followers, the least amount of energy is generated when 

commitment is purely at the political level, more energy becomes available when either 

intellectual or emotional commitment is inspired, still more when intellectual and emotional 

commitments are both inspired, and the greatest amount of energy when spiritual commitment is 

inspired.  

Although millions of Web sites and thousands of books offer guidance to leaders, the vast 

majority of this guidance calls attention to one of the four forms of commitment, but not to all of 

them. In other words, some guidance explains how to call for political commitment, some how to 

call for intellectual commitment, some how to call for emotional commitment, and some how to 

call for spiritual commitment. This paper provides a synthesis that will guide any leader to judge 

the level of commitment needed to produce change in any given situation, to know whether or 

not it is possible, and what the leader might do in order to gain that form of commitment from 

followers. 

 
Figure 1-1. Four kinds of commitment at four levels, from the shallowest level at the bottom to the most profound 

level at the top 

Political Commitment 

The shallowest form of commitment is political. It involves committing to ideas or actions when 

we have little or no drive to follow through because our motives have less to do with the object 

of our commitment, and more to do with what we might gain or avoid by offering the 

commitment itself. Political commitment appears in organizations when a person accepts an 

assignment, not out of any special feeling about its importance, nor because it seems a very good 

idea, but out of a desire to appear to be a “good soldier,” or to get a “ticket punched” for a better 

assignment, or out of fear of retribution should they refuse. For example, a man who was the 

marketing manager for a line of food items that were, by his own admission, vastly overpriced 

and contained no nutritional value, was doing his job well because success was a certain route to 
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a promotion. His commitment was not to the work itself but to career advancement. Political 

commitment also appears in personal life when we avoid speech or behavior merely because they 

are considered “politically incorrect” or when we take on the trappings of the moment because 

“everyone is doing it.”  

Political commitment is the basic fuel of most organizations. People are generally attracted to 

working in organizations by such promises as “good pay, ” “great benefits,” “opportunities for 

advancement,” and “a pleasant work environment.” These are all good things to have, and the 

nature of working for an organization involves employees pledging to perform an honest day‟s 

work in return for them. A lot gets accomplished when those in leadership positions agree to 

such promises, and political commitment is usually enough to get the job done as long as 

everything is going smoothly.  

Political commitment is usually enough when only lower-order change is needed: when 

people need to do more of something, or less; when only a small amount of new learning is 

needed; when an alternative way is sought for doing things that they already know how to do, or 

when adjustments are made to what already exists. Whenever a change is viewed as a necessary 

and normal part of the job, political commitment suffices.  

A leader whose primary call is for political commitment can usually expect “an honest day‟s 

work for an honest day‟s pay,” but not much more than that, and sometimes less. This variety of 

commitment is frequently halfhearted and short-lived. It lacks the oomph, verve, and sheer 

stubbornness needed to achieve a challenging common purpose. 

Intellectual Commitment 

A leader calls for intellectual commitment by asking followers to support a purpose because they 

are logically convinced of its value. In order to convince them, the leader constructs what 

cognitive psychologist Howard Gardner calls a “story.” He wrote, 

I view leadership as a process that occurs within the minds of individuals who 

live in a culture--a process that entails the capacity to create stories, to 

understand and evaluate these stories, and to appreciate the struggle among 

stories.
6
  

An important component of a leader‟s story is a vision of the future. It is a picture that a 

leader draws for followers--a picture of some ideal future state. The story might also contain a 

rationale for why the leader‟s particular story is better than the story his or her followers now 

accept, or why it is better than any particular competing story. 

Leaders call for intellectual commitment by both communicating and embodying their stories. 

The stories related by Gardner‟s leaders are about the leader and his or her followers pursuing a 

common quest. “Together,” wrote Gardner, “they have embarked on a journey in pursuit of 

certain goals, and along the way and into the future, they can expect to encounter certain 

obstacles or resistances that must be overcome.”
7
  

Gardner believes that these stories are primarily about identity, about who the leader is and 

who the followers might become. One good example of such a leader is Margaret Thatcher, 

named by Time Magazine as one of the 100 most important people of the twentieth century. Time 

called her the “champion of free minds and markets.”
8
 Thatcher‟s story was of a new kind of 

Britain, embracing a dramatic change. She convinced the British (not all of them to be sure, but 

enough to elect her as Prime Minister three times) to challenge their idea of themselves, to 

abandon governmental interference and embrace privatization of industry and services, as well as 

individual initiative. She reportedly told a group of aspiring business people, “The only thing I 
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am going to do for you is make you freer to do things for yourself. If you can‟t do it, I‟m sorry. 

I‟ll have nothing to offer you.”
9
  

The British at the time were not accustomed to such talk from their leaders. Thatcher was 

intolerant of the socialism, bureaucracy, and powerful intransigent unions that suffused British 

society. Her message was clearly a different story from the one Britons had been living.  

Intellectual commitment in combination with political commitment can accelerate lower-order 

change. If a person is politically committed to his or her work and a good idea presents itself, 

that idea will probably be pursued. 

Emotional Commitment 

A leader‟s call for emotional commitment is an appeal to gut feelings that compel people to act. 

Where intellectual commitment is about convincing people, winning emotional commitment is 

about moving them. Daniel Goleman is a psychologist whose work is about emotional 

intelligence, which refers to one‟s ability to know and manage one‟s emotions, motivate oneself, 

recognize emotions in others, and handle relationships effectively.
10

 Goleman, along with 

Richard Boyatzis, a professor of organizational behavior, and Annie McKee, an educator and 

business consultant, explored the significance of Emotional Intelligence to leadership in their 

book Primal Leadership. The authors make their view of leadership very clear when they state, 

Great leadership works through the emotions…even if they get everything else 

just right, if leaders fail in this primal task of driving emotions in the right 

direction, nothing they do will work as well as it could or should.
11

  

Goleman also points out that the evolutionary development of the human brain has furnished us 

with primitive and instinctive responses that may be inappropriate for a given situation in the 

modern world. He wrote, “For better or for worse, our appraisal of every personal encounter and 

our responses to it are shaped not just by our rational judgments or our personal history, but also 

by our distant ancestral past.”
12

 

Civilization has developed with a rapidity that exceeds the development of our emotional 

competence, says Goleman. And because emotions are impulses to act, our actions may be 

driven by impulses, such as anger, fear, and frustration, that are appropriate only to a time in our 

distant past. Emotional Intelligence is about understanding this, and also about employing our 

capacity to exert intelligent management of our emotions and behavior. 

According to Goleman and his coauthors, leaders are resonant when they are able to hit just 

the right emotional chord with their followers so that people feel uplifted and inspired. This 

resonance in turn amplifies and prolongs the leader‟s message. Sometimes that chord begins with 

the leader‟s hope and enthusiasm. But it might also begin when the leader empathizes by tuning 

into and expressing whatever emotions are present. Either way, says Goleman, “Emotionally 

intelligent leaders build resonance by tuning into people‟s feelings--their own and other‟s--and 

guiding them in the right direction.”
13

 A leader‟s resonance with followers gives rise to 

emotional commitment. 

Just as lower-order change can be accelerated by combining intellectual commitment with 

political commitment, so too can change be accelerated by combining emotional commitment 

with political commitment. If a person is politically committed and has strong feelings about a 

needed change, that change will probably be pursued. 
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Hearts and Minds Together 

David Hollister has thought intently about both intellectual and emotional commitment. He was a 

high school teacher in the 1960s, who later served nineteen years in the Michigan House of 

Representatives, where he was consistently recognized as a top legislator. In 1993 he ran a 

successful campaign for mayor of Lansing, and then was elected for a second term in a landslide 

win. He now leads a new state department on labor and economic growth.  

Hollister contrasts those who are intellectually committed with those who are emotionally 

committed. Intellectually committed people grasp the significance of whatever change is being 

proposed in historical terms. Hollister wrote, “These people have a sophisticated understanding 

of the interrelationships, the nuances, and the subtleties of the situation.” People who are 

emotionally committed have a different air: “Those with the emotional commitment are the 

traditional activists. They are highly motivated and are anxious „to get involved‟ to try to change 

conditions.”
14

  

However, says Hollister, intellectual and emotional commitment each have limitations. The 

intellectually committed may not be able to move beyond thought and into action. The 

emotionally committed, lacking broad perspective, may not fully understand the goals to which 

they are committing themselves and so may engage in action that is thoughtless and off target. 

Figure 1-2 summarizes the value and limitations of both intellectual and emotional commitment. 

 

COMMITMENT VALUE  
 

LIMITATIONS  
 

INTELLECTUAL 

Sophisticated 

understanding of the 

broader significance of 

the purpose. 

Possible inaction or 

halfhearted action. 

EMOTIONAL 

Motivation to get 

involved – to act on the 

purpose. 

Lacks broad perspective 

on the significance of the 

purpose. Actions may be 

unintentionally off-

purpose. 

Figure 1-2. The values and limitations of intellectual and emotional commitment. 

 

So intellectual commitment by itself may breed understanding but inaction, while emotional 

commitment by itself may produce action that runs amok. However, gaining both intellectual and 

emotional commitment--winning both minds and hearts--in the service of the same purpose 

offers the promise of great results. Jacob Bronowski acknowledged this in The Ascent of Man:  

Yet every man, every civilization, has gone forward because of its engagement 

with what it has set itself to do. The personal commitment of a man to his skill, 

the intellectual and the emotional commitment working together as one, has 

made the Ascent of Man.
15

 

For sustained change of any kind, other than that of the lowest order, the combination of 

intellectual and emotional commitment is the minimum commitment needed. 
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Spiritual Commitment 

There is yet a fourth form of commitment--the most profound form--spiritual commitment. As 

Figure 1-1 shows, this form of commitment yields the greatest amount of human energy, given 

the same number of followers. It was described eloquently in a keynote speech to the Mobius 

Leadership Forum at Harvard Business School by Deepak Chopra, who said, 

The leader…is the symbolic soul of a group, who acts as a catalyst for change 

and transformation.
16

 

Chopra defines spirituality as, “A domain of awareness…where we experience our universal 

nature.”
17

 In this domain we recognize the commonality of all humans at the soul level. This 

recognition becomes the root of love, compassion, and wisdom--all necessary if a leader is 

calling for spiritual commitment. For Chopra the magic of leadership is found in the relationship 

between leader and followers; a relationship in which leaders create followers and followers 

create leaders. 

And so if we understand this principle that leaders and followers cocreate each 

other, that they form an invisible spiritual bond; that leaders exist to embody 

the values that followers want, and followers exist to fuel the leader‟s vision 

from inside themselves, then we begin to understand why we see the type of 

leaders that we see in certain situations.
18

 

Such leadership is rarely seen in organizational life unless the organization itself is inherently 

spiritual or involves some form of helping. The term “spiritual” is used here not necessarily in 

the sense of “religious” but in the sense of a calling from some source larger than one's self. The 

call may be religious, but might also be from some other entity such as a community, a family, a 

set of ideals or values, or those who are in need. When we see people whose commitment attains 

this level, we experience them as “being on a mission.” The mission is usually long-term and 

sometimes seems to consume the person, as if they were seized by something larger than 

everyday life. Spiritually committed people give of themselves selflessly and with fervor. 

Unlike political commitment, the three higher forms--intellectual, emotional, and spiritual--

cannot be bought or sold. They cannot be demanded or coerced. Spiritual commitment in 

particular evades capture by anyone other than the person who experiences it. It comes from a 

deeper source than most people bring to their day-to-day work, and from a place within that 

many people in leadership positions do not touch.  

The kind of commitment leaders will attract depends on the depth at which they can tell their 

stories. If they are competent at articulating an idea in a compelling way, then they will draw 

people with intellectual commitment. If they are competent at articulating their idea in a way that 

also comes from the heart, then they will draw the kind of people who have heart for what they 

are trying to do; those who can offer emotional commitment. If they are competent at articulating 

an idea that comes from that deeper place within each of us--from the spirit--then they will draw 

spiritually oriented people who can offer the highest level of commitment. The kind and degree 

of commitment a leader draws depends upon his or her competence. 

Materials of the Leader's Art 

Those who expect to lead masterfully must be as versatile as was Michelangelo; they must be 

masters of three distinct art forms. Michelangelo fashioned the Pieta and the statue of David 

from blocks of raw marble, painted the vaulted ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican, and 

was a primary contributor to the construction of St Peter‟s Basilica. He was a sculptor, a painter, 
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and an architect: three distinct art forms. Inspiring intellectual, emotional, and spiritual 

commitments are each forms of art in the truest sense. 

Artists work with their materials and their competencies to provoke a response from others. 

For example, Michelangelo employed his various materials and diverse competencies primarily 

to inspire awe and reverence. Leaders, although they work with far less tangible materials than 

Michelangelo‟s marble, pigment, and building matter, nonetheless also employ their various 

materials and diverse competencies to provoke a response--commitment.  

The material used in the art of winning intellectual commitment is a story. The story is much 

more than merely a vision of what might be, or a tale about a quest for change, but is also a 

challenge to the very identities of followers. It is a summons to become more than they are, more 

than they can become by their own solitary efforts. This art calls for four competencies--insight, 

vision, storytelling, and mobilizing--in order to convince people of the story‟s worthiness.  

The material used in the art of winning emotional commitment is feeling. This art calls for 

competencies that are far more subtle and therefore more difficult to master--self-awareness, 

emotional engagement, and fostering hope. Inspiring emotional commitment entails moving 

people to go the extra mile to create concrete reality out of abstract purpose.  

The material used to win spiritual commitment is soul. Inspiring spiritual commitment is the 

least concrete of the three arts. The effects of storytelling and feeling can often be seen directly, 

while the effects of soul as it works in the relationship between a leader and followers can only 

be sensed in the most intangible ways; some measure of faith is required. Competencies for 

inspiring spiritual commitment are rendering significance, enacting beliefs, and centering. These 

are less solid, more numinous talents. Leaders inspire soul in order to engage people more fully 

and deeply. 

A story, feeling, and soul are a leader‟s forms of marble, pigment, and building matter. They 

are the stuff out of which a leader creates art--convincing, moving, and engaging people--

inspiring different forms and levels of commitment. The ten leadership competencies, along with 

the basic material of each and the desired response, are shown in Figure 1-3.  

Ten Competencies 

Here are descriptions of each of the ten competencies required for winning commitment. 

 

Winning Intellectual Commitment 

 

Insight--seeing what is, in a new way. Insight is a perception about a complex set of 

circumstances that is deeper and clearer than whatever perception prevails at the time. It often 

comes suddenly. For leaders, insight is most often about the needs or aspirations of a group of 

people. 

Vision--an ideal image of identity and the future. A vision proclaims a leader‟s commitment 

to work toward an ideal. It serves followers as a touchstone, and as a picture of where they are all 

going together. It also challenges them to consider who they are and who they wish to become. A 

vision is a leader‟s answer to the question, “What could be?”  

Storytelling--presenting the story in an unforgettable way. A leader‟s story contains his or her 

vision, the rationale for the vision, and ideas about what to do in order to achieve it. The 

presentation of the entire story must be compelling and inspiring. The leader is part of the story 

and must “walk the talk” and “be the story.” There is a consistency about leaders--who they are, 

what they do, and what they say. The story and the person support one another.  
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Mobilizing--transforming energy into committed action. A well-told story creates human 

energy. Leaders have three roles to play in transforming that energy into action: enrolling people, 

educating them, and helping them narrow the broad challenges described in the story into actions 

that they can and will perform. These three roles are enacted during an extended dialogue 

between the leader and followers that includes everything that happens between them. 

 

 

 

 INSPIRING 

INTELLECTUAL 

COMMITMENT 

INSPIRING 

EMOTIONAL 

COMMITMENT 

INSPIRING 

SPIRITUAL 

COMMITMENT 

Desired 

Response 

Convincing People  

Ensuring that they 

understand the purpose 

they are asked to 

support and its 

underlying rationale 

Moving People 

Increasing their 

motivation to act on the 

purpose they are asked to 

support 

Engaging People 

Captivating them with a 

sense of higher purpose 

or calling 

Material Story Feeling Soul 

Competencies  Insight 

Perceiving what is in a 

new way 

Vision  

Creating an ideal image 

of identity and the 

future  

Storytelling  

Presenting and 

embodying the vision in 

an unforgettable way  

Mobilizing    

Transforming energy 

into committed action 

Self-awareness 

Alertness to one‟s 

internal experiences and 

reactions 

Emotional Engagement 

Creating a flow of 

productive feeling 

Fostering Hope 

Encouraging the sense 

that something desirable 

is possible or is likely to 

happen 

Rendering Significance  

Drawing connections to 

a higher meaning and 

purpose 

Enacting Beliefs  

Translating spiritual 

beliefs and practices into 

leadership activities  

Centering 

The discipline of 

bringing in rather than 

leaving out 

Figure 1-3. Leadership competencies for inspiring intellectual, emotional, and spiritual commitment. 

 

Winning Emotional Commitment  

 

Self-Awareness--attentiveness to one‟s self. Emotions, motivations, hot buttons, strengths and 

weaknesses, style, values, the penchants that derive from the family of origin, and from life 

experience--all influence any attempt at leadership. Since the very self of the leader is his or her 

most potent (and perhaps only) instrument, it is wise to know that self well. 

Emotional Engagement--the ability to create a flow of productive feeling between the leader 

and his or her followers, and among the followers themselves. Emotional engagement depends 

heavily upon a leader‟s skill at empathy--sensing and prizing the feelings of others. A person 

knows a leader is empathetic when he or she feels heard and affirmed--not necessarily agreed 

with, but understood and accepted. 

Fostering Hope--creating the feeling that something desirable is possible or likely to happen. 

A leader‟s ability to foster hope depends upon his or her optimism; the tendency to believe that 



 

 12 

right will prevail, that good will triumph over evil, that hope is a fitting response to difficult 

challenges. The ability to instill hope through optimism is an essential leadership task. 

  

Winning Spiritual Commitment 

 

Rendering Significance--drawing the connections from the leader‟s insight, vision, and story 

to a higher meaning and purpose. By rendering significance to their insights, visions, and stories 

leaders help people come to full human maturity through the diverse forms of their individual 

lives. 

Enacting Beliefs--translating beliefs and principles into leadership activities, not as a religious 

statement, but as an endeavor of good leadership that wins high commitment.  

Centering--the discipline of bringing in rather than leaving out. In a leader‟s contacts with 

followers, mind, emotion, and spirit are invited in when they show up. Centering is the 

competency through which a leader brings all of the other competencies together as a seamless 

whole. 

Levels of Change 

Along with understanding the nature of commitment, and with mastering the competencies for 

winning intellectual, emotional, and spiritual commitment, a leader needs to ask and answer the 

question: What level of commitment is needed to effect the change that I am seeking? The 

answer is dependent upon the level of change involved. The lowest level of change demands 

little more than new behavior--doing something better for example, or doing it in a new way, or 

finding a fix for a problem in an existing system without changing the nature of the system itself. 

At this level of change, things chug along in first gear. The lowest level of change can usually be 

accomplished with political commitment, and can be accelerated by either intellectual or 

emotional commitment. 

Higher levels of change involve shifting gears upward. They require learning and looking at 

things in new ways. The nature of the system itself must change: A society relinquishes 

dependence on institutions in favor of individual initiative, democracy replaces dictatorship, a 

life insurance company becomes a full-service financial company, aging people transform 

themselves into a force for change, an arrogant industry embraces customer service. In changes 

such as these, a whole new story begins. Rather than applying remedies, something new will be 

generated. Such change transforms systems: A new lifestyle is adopted, a conversion occurs, the 

identity of those involved changes, not just their behavior, and the understanding of how the 

system works is revolutionized. Sometimes, something more than learning is required--perhaps 

rethinking the very ground of learning, asking how we learn, or adopting a whole new way of 

learning.  

Higher levels of change necessitate challenging old beliefs and adopting new ones, or they 

offer a test of identity, or they call for the trials and sacrifice that accompany passion. This kind 

of change requires at least the amalgamation of intellectual and emotional commitment, and 

perhaps commitment that can flow only from the spirit.
19

 

Self and Situation 

There is debate among leaders and leadership thinkers about whether it is possible to construct a 

list of ideal leadership traits, skills, or competencies, or whether the ability of any one person to 
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lead depends upon the situation in which leadership is needed. The answer to this dilemma ought 

to reside in science; yet so far science has not developed instruments sensitive enough to 

catalogue or measure the totality of human qualities and behaviors needed for leadership or 

accurately described the complexity of any given human situation. Leadership is profoundly 

philosophical and psychological, and therefore eludes scientific analysis.  

The position here is that leadership is an art that can be informed by science. Painters 

understand the chemistry of paint, photographers, the physics of light, and dancers, the potential 

and limits of human anatomy--they each know what science can tell them about their art. 

However, they also keenly observe what competencies, skills, and attitudes their situation 

requires, what others are doing, what works and what does not. And they spend countless hours 

practicing. 

Think of the competencies that are described here as a suggested color palette for plying the 

leader‟s art. Depending on the purpose of the art and on its subject, each competency might be 

more or less important from situation to situation. But the three questions the painter asks are the 

same as those a leader must ask. 

1. What does this scene require? A seascape needs a painter who is proficient at 

capturing movement; a company that must rise out of pain and cynicism will first need 

a leader who can engage emotionally. A desert scene needs a painter who is proficient 

at depicting openness; a directionless organization will first need a leader with insight, 

a compelling vision, and a good story. As the scene changes, the painter needs a 

different proficiency, the leader, a different competency. 

2. Have I developed the competency to do what the scene requires? Honest self-

assessment is needed here!  

3. If not, how can I develop the competency I need? Be alert to those competencies that 

will enable you to lead in a way which makes best use of who you are. Note especially 

those competencies that will make your leadership more personally fulfilling and that 

will best suit the organization you lead. 

 

                                           
1
Claremont Institute, “Rediscovering George Washington,” Public Broadcasting System Web 

site, 2002, http://www.pbs.org/georgewashington/multimedia/heston/lewis_nicola.html 
2
 Freedom House, “Democracy‟s Century,” December, 1999, 

http://www.freedomhouse.org/reports/century.html 
3
 Warren Bennis, On Becoming a Leader (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1989): 3. 

4
 Unabridged Communications, “Who Leads? A Report on the Usage of Lead, Leader, and 

Leadership in Selected Newsprint Media in 1996,” a report for Callahan, Smith & Gunter, 

Inc., www.members.aol/breakthruz/leadership.html 
5
 I came across the four-forms model of commitment many years ago and its origins are lost, at 

least to me. Variations of the model are used by many authors. 
6
 Howard Gardner, Leading Minds: An Anatomy of Leadership (N.Y.: BasicBooks, 1995): 22. 

7
 Gardner, Leading Minds: 14. 

8
 Paul Johnson, “The Most Important People of the 20

th
 Century: Margaret Thatcher,” Time 

Magazine, at http://time.com/time/time100/leaders/profile/thatcher.html (August, 2003). 
9
 Margaret Thatcher is quoted in Gardner, Leading Minds, 236 

10
 Daniel Goleman, Emotional Intelligence (N.Y.: Bantam Books, 1995): 43. 

11
 Daniel Goleman, et al., Primal Leadership (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2002): 3. 



 

 14 

                                                                                                                                        
12

 Goleman, Emotional Intelligence, 5. 
13

 Goleman, et al., Primal Leadership, 26. 
14

 David Hollister, On Organizing (www.educ.msu.edu/epfp/dh/main.htm). 
15

 Jacob Bronowski, The Ascent of Man (Boston: Little Brown, 1973): 438. 
16

 Deepak Chopra in a speech to the Mobius Leadership Forum annual conference at the Harvard 

Business School, April 11-12, 2002. http://www.mobiusforum.org/deepak.htm (November, 

2002). 
17

 Deepak Chopra in a speech to the Mobius Leadership Forum, April 11-12, 2002. 
18

 Deepak Chopra in a speech to the Mobius Leadership Forum, April 11-12, 2002. 
19

 The discussion of levels of change has its foundations in the various writing of Gregory 

Bateson about orders of change and of Robert Dilts about logical levels. 

 

 

 

About the Author 

 
Dick Richards has worked for most of his career as an agent of change, guiding 

organizations and people in pursuit of their aspirations. In practice, that has meant 

offering guidance and counsel to leaders and people in transition, developing change 

agents, designing and delivering training programs, articulating visions and values, 

facilitating whole system change, and helping teams and organizations work on the right 

things in the right way and for the right results. He has been a major contributor to three 

major corporate turn-arounds, and coached leaders or consulted for more than fifty 

organizations in over a dozen countries. He has done that work with an eye on the fact 

that change occurs when there is a shift in human energy between the physical, 

intellectual, emotional, and spiritual realms. One business pundit referred to him as a 

"corporate shaman." 

Dick‟s contributions are valued for insight into complex situations, clarity of 

communication, creative approaches to problems, skillful delivery, on-target intervention, 

and respect for the human spirit. Two of his gifts, remarked upon by clients, are his 

abilities to “talk hard about the soft stuff” and to create “an unusually effective 

combination of heart and mind, coupled with business sophistication and a results focus.”  

 

 

 
 

 
© 2010, Dick Richards 

This paper contains excerpts from the book, The Art Of Winning Commitment, by Dick Richards. It was prepared for the 

exclusive use of the United States Air Forces in Europe. Please for permission to copy or distribute: dickrichards@cox.net  

 


