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The case for affirmation in leadership 
By Tom Bengtson 
 
“Positive leadership” is not a particularly innovative term and I have to say I was skeptical upon 
seeing the book’s title. A lot of time, positive is another word for optimistic; while you can 
always look at something in a positive way, that doesn’t necessarily have a lot to do with reality. 
I don’t necessarily care how things look; I care how they are. 
 
But author Jon Gordon gets the dilemma and frequently throughout his 187-page hardcover book 
denies there is anything Pollyanna about positivity. “We are positive not because life is easy,” 
Gordon tells us. “We are positive because life can be hard.” 
 
Gordon’s main message is to lead with love -- love the people who work for you and you have a 
better chance of leading them successfully. He acknowledges the wisdom in the old adage 
“people don’t care what you know until they know that you care.” 
 
Successful organizations are clear about their purpose. Gordon calls it “mission.” While every 
company has a mission statement, Gordon encourages leaders to live their mission rather than 
spending time telling people their mission. He said when a person carries their mission in their 
heart, it energizes the person – as well as those around them.  
 
“Research from the HeartMath Institute (www.heartmath.org) shows that when you have a 
feeling in your heart, it goes to every cell in the body, then outward – and people up to 10 feet 
away can sense the feelings transmitted by your heart,” Gordon says. Seems a little hard to 
believe, but it helps me understand a guy like radio personality Denis Prager who is always 
saying people have an obligation to be happy. His theory is that if something is bothering you, 
you don’t have the right to ruin everyone else’s day by carrying around a glum attitude that 
covers the office like a dark cloud. Even when feeling down, we should put on a happy face, 
Prager says, and my sense is Gordon is saying the same thing. 
 
Sometimes a smile is all it takes to spread goodwill, and Gordon notes that smiling produces 
serotonin, the chemical in your brain that makes you feel good. Interestingly, the smile produces 
more serotonin in both the smiler and the person seeing the smile. 
 
Gordon defines leadership as a transfer of belief. “The beliefs you share with your team and 
organization have a big influence on what you create, build and accomplish,” he says. Those 
beliefs, he says, are stronger than circumstances. He notes that a good leader defines his or her 
circumstances; he or she does not let the circumstances define them. For example, he cites the 
economic downturn of 2008 as a time when many people retreated from the economy, while 
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many Silicon Valley companies “refused to participate in the recession. They were too busy 
trying to save the world.” People in many of those companies shared a strong sense of mission 
about the importance of their work and it powered them through difficult circumstances that 
sidelined other, perhaps less-focused companies.  
 
The difference between success and failure, he writes, is belief. Dramatic, certainly, but 
nonetheless true, if not always, then undoubtedly sometimes. 
 
Good leadership, by nature, transmits hope to others. And, hope is faith in the future. “Being a 
positive leader is all about leading with faith in a world filled with cynicism, negativity and 
fear,” Gordon writes on page 63. “The ultimate battle we face every day is the battle between 
faith and fear.” 
 
Leaders have to connect with the people they hope to lead. Gordon says in order to connect with 
others, “you have to be someone who creates connections.” In other words, the best way to build 
solid relationships is to facilitate the strengthening of relationships. I can see how this works in 
an organization. If you can help members of your sales team develop relationships with 
prospects, you will most certainly develop relationships with those salespeople. If you can help 
your employees be successful, their success will lead to your success.  
 
A clear sense of purpose is essential to the success of any enterprise, and Gordon notes people 
get tired while working without a clear sense of purpose. “We don’t get burned out because of 
what we do. We get burned out because we forget why we do it,” Gordon writes. Later, Gordon 
adds: “The research shows that people are most energized when they are using their strengths for 
a bigger purpose beyond themselves.” Gordon does a good job describing what that means: 
 
I met a mortgage broker at a conference who told me that her job is to save marriages. “How do 
you do that?” I asked, wondering how this was possible as a mortgage broker. She said during 
the great recession we found that if people lost their homes their marriage was more likely to fall 
apart. “So I made it my mission to help people find ways to keep their home so they can keep 
their marriage intact.” It was no surprise she was number one in her company. 
 
You might wonder, who helped this woman see the deeper meaning in her work? Who helped 
her see her mission? Gordon says: “If you are a leader, you have a purpose and it’s to inspire 
others to live theirs.” 
 
Gordon has written a worthwhile book that most people can read from cover to cover in an 
afternoon. He makes a lot of references to sports and the various famous coaches and athletes 
he’s counseled, which comes across a little cliché, maybe even showy. But the message is solid. I 
did not expect much going into the book, but have concluded my reading of “The Power of 
Positive Leadership” with many worthy thoughts to keep in mind.  
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