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Leaders Eat Last , Simon Sinek (2017)  

 An organization’s success or failure is based on lead-
ership excellence--not managerial acumen. When you are with 
Marines gathering to eat, you may notice that the most junior 
are served first and the most senior are served last. The price 
of leadership is the willingness to place the needs of others 
above your own. The cost of the leadership privilege comes at 
the expense of self-interest. Good management is clearly not 
enough to sustain any organization over the long term. “If 
your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do 
more and become more, you are a leader.”  

Empathy is a leader’s greatest asset. Good leadership 
protects an organization from internal rivalries that can shatter 
a culture. If certain conditions are met and the people inside an 
organization feel safe with each other, they will work together 
to achieve what none of them could achieve alone. The result-
ing organization towers over their competitors. They don’t set 
out to change their employees—they set out to change the 
conditions in which their employees operate. Returning from 
work feeling inspired, safe, fulfilled and grateful is a right to 
which we are all entitled. Every employee is someone’s son or 
daughter. Leaders see money as a commodity to be managed 
to help grow their people. It is the ability to grow one’s people 
to do what needs to be done that creates stable, lasting success. 
Great people make the guy at the top look like a genius. 

The power of the Spartan army did not come from 
the sharpness of their spears--it came from the strength of their 
shields. “A warrior carries a helmet and breastplate for his 
own protection, but his shield for the safety of the whole line.” 
Likewise, the strength and endurance of a company does not 
come from products or services but from how well their peo-
ple pull together. Every member of the group plays a role in 
maintaining the Circle of Safety and it is the leader’s role to 
ensure that they do. This is the primary role of leadership, to 
look out for those inside their Circle. As gatekeepers, leaders 
establish the standards of entry.  

Leaders significantly impact people’s sense of be-
longing and willingness to pull together and contribute to the 
team. When an organization is small it is susceptible to outside 
dangers. It is also much simpler to manage the Circle. As an 
organization grows the leaders at the top must trust the layers 
of management to look out for those in their charge.  

However, when those inside the bureaucracy work to 
protect themselves, progress slows and the organization be-
comes susceptible to external threats and pressures. Weak 
leaders extend the benefits of the Circle of Safety to only their 
fellow senior executives and a chosen few. Everyone outside 
the inner circle is forced to work alone or in small tribes to 
protect and advance their own interests. Strong leaders extend 
the Circle of Safety to include everyone who works for the or-
ganization. So their self-preservation is unnecessary and fief-
doms are less able to survive. With clear standards for entry 
into the Circle and competent layers of leadership to extend 
the Circle’s perimeter, the stronger and better equipped the or-
ganization becomes. It is easy to know when we are in the Cir-
cle of Safety because we feel it. We feel valued by our col-
leagues and cared for by our superiors. Absent a Circle of 
Safety, paranoia, cynicism and self-interest prevail. 

But leaders want to feel safe too. No matter what 
place we occupy in the pecking order, everyone wants to feel 
valued by the others in the group. If we are having a bad day 
at work and our performance suffers, instead of yelling at us, 
we wish our bosses would ask us, “Are you okay?” And like-
wise, we as members of the Circle have a responsibility to our 
leaders—that’s what makes us valuable to them. The pressures 
from Wall Street, corporate boards and threats from competi-
tion are intense. And for a small business, just finding enough 
clients to help keep the doors open is hard enough. The ability 
to improve ROI can be impossible, at least in the short term. 
The threats from outside are too great to worry about how peo-
ple feel inside. Stress and anxiety at work have less to do with 
the work we do and more to do with weak management and 
leadership. We feel no loyalty to a company whose leaders of-
fer us no sense of belonging or reason to stay beyond money 
and benefits.  

It is not the demands of the job that cause most stress, 
but the degree of control workers feel throughout their day. 
Less control, more stress. The lower someone’s rank in the or-
ganizational hierarchy, the greater their risk of stress-related 
health problems. Workers lowest in the hierarchy have an 
early death rate 4 times those at the top. Jobs that give workers 
less control were linked to higher rates of mental illness as 
well. A supportive, well-managed work environment is good 
for our health. Those who feel more control, are empowered to 
make decisions instead of waiting for approval, suffer less 
stress.  

That a third of all employees want to leave their jobs 
but don’t tells us they would rather work elsewhere but see no 
other option to improve how they feel about their jobs beyond 
quitting. Like the Spartans, we must learn that our strength 
comes not from the sharpness of our spears but from our will-
ingness to offer others the protection of our shields. From a 
business standpoint, treating people well in any economy is 
more cost effective than not. Working late does not negatively 
affect our children, but how we feel at work does. Eating to-
gether and doing things as a family matter. Equally important 
are conferences, company picnics and the time we spend 
around the watercooler. The more familiar we are with each 
other, the stronger our bonds. Social interaction is also im-
portant for the leaders of an organization. Roaming the halls of 
the office and engaging with people beyond meetings matters. 
Four chemicals in our body contribute to our positive feelings-
-endorphins, dopamine, serotonin and oxytocin.  

Endorphins mask physical pain with pleasure. “You 
can’t laugh and be afraid at the same time,” Dopamine is re-
sponsible for feeling satisfaction after we’ve finished an im-
portant task; it makes us purposeful with a bias for progress. 
Dopamine is also highly addictive. Cocaine, nicotine, alcohol 
and gambling all release dopamine. On the other hand, lasting 
feelings of happiness and loyalty require engagement with 
others. We can get more done together working with people 
we trust, than we can alone.  

Animals have no positive feelings when cooperation 
is offered and thus no incentive to cooperate. Serotonin and 
oxytocin encourage pro-social behavior and help us form 
bonds of trust and friendship so that we look out for each 
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other. It is because of these 2 chemicals that we have societies 
and cultures. When social incentives are inhibited, stress in-
creases as do paranoia and mistrust. When the leaders of an 
organization create a culture that inhibits release of these 
chemicals, it sabotages our careers, happiness, and the success 
of the organization itself. 

Oxytocin is most people’s favorite chemical. It’s the 
feeling of friendship, love or deep trust. It is the feeling we get 
when we’re in the company of our closest friends or trusted 
colleagues. Without oxytocin we wouldn’t want to perform 
acts of generosity. It makes us social. Unlike dopamine, which 
is about instant gratification, oxytocin is long-lasting. It feels 
good to help people. Seeing or hearing about acts of human 
generosity inspires us to do the same. It’s the reason it is im-
portant when world leaders shake hands. People who claim to 
be happy live 35% longer than less happy people. Oxytocin 
boosts our immune systems, makes us better problem solvers 
and more resistant to the addictive qualities of dopamine. Un-
like dopamine, which is responsible for instant gratification, 
oxytocin gives us lasting feelings of calm and safety. 

Cortisol is responsible for the stress and anxiety we 
experience. As social animals, we feel stress when we feel un-
supported. The immune system is one of the functions that the 
body deems nonessential, so it shuts down during cortisol 
bursts. Whereas oxytocin boosts our immune system, cortisol 
compromises it. Serotonin boosts our self-confidence and in-
spires us to help those who work for us. Oxytocin relieves 
stress, increases our interest in our work and improves our 
cognitive abilities, better enabling us to solve complex prob-
lems. It inspires us to work together.  
  Companies and organizations are our modern tribes. 
People who wear phony couture clothing don’t feel the same 
pride or status as those who wear the real thing. Faking it 
makes us feel phony. Status is biological, we have to earn it to 
feel it. The cost of leadership is self-interest. For many over-
paid leaders, we know that they took money and perks and 
didn’t protect their people. We accuse them of greed and ex-
cess when we feel they violate what it means to be a leader. 
Their reputation suffers when they break the social contract of 
leadership. This is why a publicist may recommend to a celeb-
rity client that they get involved in charitable work. It is im-
portant to maintain that deeply seeded social contract—that 
our alphas are supposed to serve. Leadership is the choice to 
serve others with or without any formal rank. When it matters, 
leaders choose to eat last.  

Without oxytocin, we would only make short-term 
progress. Leaps of greatness require the combined problem-
solving ability of people who trust each other. The selfish 
chemicals, endorphins and dopamine, give us short-term re-
wards. The selfless chemicals, serotonin and oxytocin, take 
time to build up in our systems. Bonds of love, trust and 
friendship take time to feel. Our motivation is determined by 
the chemical incentives inside all of us.  

In strong organizations, people will break rules when 
it is the right thing to do for others. If good people are asked to 
work in a bad culture in which leaders do not relinquish con-
trol, then the odds of something bad happening go up. People 
are more concerned about following the rules out of fear of 
getting in trouble or losing their jobs than doing what’s 
needed. Our ability to get things done together produces one 

of the greatest paradoxes of the modern era. In our pursuit to 
advance, we have built a world that makes it harder and harder 
for us to cooperate. The more we try to make ourselves feel 
better, the worse we feel. That only a minority of employees 
feel fulfilled and happy at work is our own doing. With an ex-
cess of dopamine to drive us and cortisol flowing when we 
don’t need it, we are encouraged to look out for ourselves first 
and be suspicious of others. To a social animal, trust is like lu-
brication.  

Those born in the 1920s, with resources scarce, 
learned to work together and help each other make ends meet. 
Then the entire country went straight from the Great Depres-
sion into a great war. The Greatest Generation was defined by 
hardship and service. The 1950s were an era of giving one’s 
entire life to one company and of one company expecting their 
people to work there for their entire lives. Every generation re-
bels against the generation before it.  

The Boomers added 76 million people to the popula-
tion, a growth rate of 40% (compared to a less than 25% be-
tween 1964 and 1984). Unlike their parents, who were raised 
during economic depression and war rations, the Boomers 
were raised in times of rising affluence and prosperity. They 
started on a path of taking for themselves. We started to trans-
form from a country that would fight to protect a way of life 
into one that would fight to protect our preferences. When 
Boomers were young, they forced civil rights on an older gen-
eration. It was the young Boomers who demanded better pay 
for women and refused to accept injustices that prevailed in 
our society. The maturing Boomers set out to protect the world 
with which they were most familiar—a world of rising wealth 
and affluence. They became more concerned about their own 
happiness and well-being than for those around them. There 
were vastly fewer of the previous generation to balance the 
ideals of this new me-before-we generation.  

We were once able to sit down together with the goal 
of compromise. Service to others as part of our national iden-
tity was slowly replaced by service to ourselves. When Boom-
ers arrived in Congress relationships started to suffer and Con-
gress functions worsened. The Boomers would start to impose 
their will on the world around them, surrounded by outnum-
bered opposing voices. 

Disposability, a symptom of our excess, was pio-
neered. On August 5, 1981, President Reagan fired 11,359 air 
traffic controllers, every controller working for the FAA at the 
time. And it didn’t stop there. Reagan banned every one of the 
strikers from ever working for the FAA again for the rest of 
their lives, a ban that remained in effect until President Clinton 
lifted it in 1993. He unwittingly blessed the swift and aggres-
sive decision to use mass layoffs to guard against a short-term 
economic disruption. There was now a precedent for protect-
ing commerce before people. Such a redefining of the modern 
leader wreaked havoc on relationships in our companies (or 
our society) as in our families.  

Long-term thinking gave way to short-term thinking 
and selfish replaced selfless. Analysts exert much pressure on 
managers to meet short-term goals, impeding firms’ invest-
ment in long-term innovative projects. When we have less, we 
are more open to share what we have. A Bedouin tribe or no-
madic Mongolian family doesn’t have much. Yet they share 
because it is in their interest to do so for they know that they 
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may be the travelers in need of food and shelter another day. A 
new set of values and norms was established for our busi-
nesses and our society—a system of dopamine driven perfor-
mance that rewards us for individual achievement at the ex-
pense of the balancing effects of serotonin and oxytocin that 
reward us for working together and building bonds of trust and 
loyalty.  

We don’t do well with abundance. It can short-circuit 
our systems and damage us and our organizations. It abstracts 
the value of things and relationships. By its nature, scale cre-
ates distance, and at a distance human concepts lose meaning. 
The more distance, the more we amplify abstraction, and the 
harder to see each other as human. We need to manage ab-
straction. Milgram’s experiment (measuring our propensity to 
inflict pain on others) occurs every day in offices across the 
country and around the world. Abstraction is no longer re-
stricted to physical space; it also includes the abstracting na-
ture of numbers. 
  Command and control perpetuate a system in which 
we are more likely to do what’s right for us. Self-preservation 
becomes our primary focus. As Milgram showed, when we 
can’t see the impact of our decisions, when people become an 
abstraction, 65% of us have the capacity to kill someone. Too 
many leaders of companies justify their actions as within the 
law while ignoring the intention of the laws they aim to up-
hold. We need to form bonds of trust. Our survival depends on 
it. 

The largest ships in the period before the turn of the 
20th century were ferries. Regulations that outlined the re-
sponsibilities of the ship owners were based on how ships 
were used at that time—as ferries. By the time the Titanic set 
sail in 1912, however, the regulations had not yet been up-
dated to reflect this. The Titanic was 4 times larger than the 
largest legal classification of ships of the day. Similarly, Apple 
and others contend that paying their actual tax liability would 
hurt their ability to compete. (This is the same argument car 
manufacturers used in the 1950s as seat belt requirements 
were being considered. They feared that the existence of a seat 
belt would lead people to think their cars were unsafe.) In 
2011 American taxpayers contributed $1.1 trillion to the gov-
ernment whereas corporate taxes totaled just $181 billion.  

When our leaders give us something noble to be a 
part of, it empowers us to do the right thing when called upon. 
It is not about good people or bad people. Many of us work 
out of sight of those our decisions affect. But we are visually 
oriented. We pursue things we can see. The most valuable 
thing we can do to serve our constituents is to know them per-
sonally. The ability to maintain distance, even anonymity, has 
made it easier to stop acting with humanity. Nothing replaces 
face-to-face meetings. A live concert is better than the DVD. 
Even bloggers must appreciate the irony of bringing together 
the champions of the blogosphere to meet in person to share 
ideas about the supremacy of the blogosphere. We must wait a 
generation before we feel the full effects of our modern bias to 
replace real interactions with virtual ones.  

Bill Gore would build a new factory, sometimes next 
door to an old one, with each factory capped at 150 people. 
People  cannot maintain more than about 150 close relation-
ships. Amish and Hutterite communities are about 150 in size. 
The size of a company of Marines is about 150 people. Many 

businesses manage their growth by focusing on cost efficien-
cies but ignore efficiencies of human relationships. And, it is 
the strength of those human relationships that will help man-
age at scale. The only way to manage at scale is to empower 
all levels of management. Managers must become leaders in 
their own right, which means to take responsibility for the care 
and protection of those in their charge, confident that their 
leaders will take care of them. It is imperative for us to see the 
impact of our time and effort for our work to have meaning 
and to be motivated to do it even better. Simply showing radi-
ologists a photograph of each patient led to a dramatic im-
provement in diagnostic accuracy of their findings. 
 We are expected to feel something for the numbers 
and think about the people. We want, however, to feel for the 
people and think about the numbers. We are more tolerant of 
missteps or occasional bad decisions made by a CEO whom 
we believe to be genuinely committed to the protection of 
their people. A leader can offer time and energy to those in 
their care, and in turn those managers would be more willing 
to give their time and energy to their subordinates. Business is 
a human enterprise. It may even be why we call a business a 
“company.” It takes time to know someone and sustain a rela-
tionship, personal or professional. Our world is one of impa-
tience--of instant gratification, a world ruled by dopamine. 
“Destructive Abundance” happens when selfish pursuits are 
out of balance with selfless pursuits--when the players focus 
on the score and forget why they play the game. 
 Goldman bankers were known as “billionaire Boy 
Scouts” in the 1970s for their seeming desire to always try to 
do the right thing for clients--“Long-term greedy.” “The cul-
ture was the secret sauce that made this place great and al-
lowed us to earn our clients’ trust for 143 years. But today I 
see no trace of the culture that made me love working for this 
firm for many years.” The Taj Mahal Palace Hotel learned that 
graduates from 2nd-tier business schools often treat others bet-
ter than those from top-tier business schools. At 3M, innova-
tion results from a corporate culture of collaboration and shar-
ing. More than 80% of 3M’s patents have more than one in-
ventor.  

The tyrant leader exists only to preserve his wealth 
and power. When distance is created, abstraction settles in and 
soon after comes paranoia. “Those at the top have all the au-
thority and none of the information. Those at the bottom, have 
all the information and none of the authority.” In his book 
Turn the Ship Around!, Captain Marquet detailed the steps he 
took to develop an environment in which those who know 
more, the people who are actually doing the work, are empow-
ered to make decisions. Under his leadership, the crew of the 
Santa Fe, once the lowest rated in the entire US submarine 
fleet, became the best-rated crew in Navy history. “The goal 
of a leader is to give no orders.” Leaders provide direction and 
intent and allow others to figure out what to do and how to get 
there.” Nine out of the 14 officers aboard the Santa Fe went 
on to command their own ships. The Santa Fe didn’t just 
make progress, it made leaders. The more that energy is trans-
ferred from the top of the organization to those doing the job, 
the more powerful the organization and the leader. 

Basic training for the officer corps, OCS, Marines 
will tell you, is more of an officer selection process. Leader-
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ship is also a matter of character—not just strength, intelli-
gence or achievement. Taking responsibility for one’s actions 
must happen at the time you perform your actions, not when 
you get caught. When we cannot trust those who are supposed 
to be responsible for us, bad things occur. Marines are good at 
what they do because they trust each other and believe that the 
Marine to the left of them and to the right of them, regardless 
of rank, will do what needs to be done. This is the reason they 
are so effective as a group. 

We are hardwired to constantly assess the infor-
mation people give us and their actions. The most common 
display of poor integrity in the business world is when a leader 
says what others want to hear and not the truth. In the 1980s, 
2/3 of members of Congress lived in Washington, D.C. Now, 
they fly into Washington for a short workweek, arriving at 
Congress on Tuesday and returning to their home states on 
Thursday evening. They no longer  socialize together as rou-
tinely as the previous generation of legislators--with little op-
portunity to develop trust. Members of Congress have gone 
from sharing power to hoarding it. With no guiding vision or 
purpose, they’ve moved from governing as a selfless pursuit to 
governing for selfish gain. When we disconnect from the peo-
ple with whom we work, we focus more on our own needs. 
How can our Congress have the credibility to tell the world 
how to make peace when they seem incapable of demonstrat-
ing it? The founding fathers of the US have a strong legacy 
because they built to last far beyond their lifetimes 

The notation “Shareholder Value” appealed to activ-
ist corporate raiders and company CEOs, the very groups that 
benefit most from it. GE’s trajectory matched the trajectory of 
the market for the time Welch was in power. All of the bene-
fits of higher performing teams result from feeling safe and 
believing that their leaders have their well-being at heart. The 
number of internal complaints goes up when companies start 
looking at their end-of year numbers and prepare for layoffs to 
meet their projections. Corporations own themselves. They 
have no legal requirement to maximize share price, as many 
have claimed. The companies most successful at maximizing 
shareholder value over time are those that aim for goals other 
than maximizing shareholder value. 

During the 3 years prior to the Deepwater explosion, 
BP racked up 760 “egregious, willful” safety violations. Over 
the same period, Sunoco and ConocoPhillips had each had 8, 
while Exxon had only 1. The company estimates the cost of 
overall settlements at $7.8 billion, on top of the $17.6 billion 
fine imposed for environmental violations. A ban on drilling 
in the Gulf combined with a longer process for obtaining off-
shore oil and natural gas permits were estimated to cost the US 
more than $24b in lost oil and natural gas investment.  

GE was not built for hard times. Nor was Enron. Or 
WorldCom. Or Tyco. These companies had something else in 
common as well: they all had hero CEOs who maximized 
shareholder value for the short term and managed the lives of 
human beings like numbers on a spreadsheet. Even Welch 
himself would eventually call the focus on shareholder value 
the “dumbest idea in the world. Your main constituencies are 
your employees, your customers and your products.” We, the 
shareholders, are just as susceptible to the lure of profits over 
people. 

While Walmart and other major retailers have rallied 
behind an effort to defeat an increase in the federal minimum 
wage, Costco executives have been vocal in their support of it. 
“Instead of minimizing wages, we know it’s a lot more profit-
able in the long term to minimize employee turnover and max-
imize employee productivity, commitment and loyalty.” Cus-
tomers will never love a company until the employees love it 
first. 

Just as every doctor in our country learned the im-
portance of sterilizing their instruments, so too must every 
leader of every organization do the little things necessary to 
protect their people. But first, they must admit they are the 
root of the problem. Thanks to the dopamine released by alco-
hol, the feelings of struggle, intimidation, fear, anxiety and 
paranoia go away when people drink. This is why controlling 
alcoholism is so difficult. Teenager is a time when all of us 
deal with feelings of insecurity and inadequacy--when we 
transition from needing the approval of our parents to needing 
the approval of our peers—a need that lasts a lifetime. 

Good regulations attempt to balance a benefit with its 
cost. Walter Cronkite served as anchorman of the CBS Even-
ing News from 1962 to 1981 and was considered “the most 
trusted man in America. Cronkite and other newsmen of the 
day were driven to give people the information they needed. 
The news fulfilled an obligation to the public--the loss leader 
that permitted NBC, CBS and ABC to justify the enormous 
profits made by their entertainment divisions. 

With the advent of cable television and CNN, the 
news began to transform from a public service and the jewel in 
the crown of the networks into a 24-hour opportunity to get 
more jewels. One by one, sometimes with the support of Con-
gress and sometimes acting alone, the FCC dismantled all 
standards to which networks needed to adhere to qualify for a 
broadcast license, with some sense of balance by serving the 
public good. The greatest casualty in the network and TV 
news business came in 1987 with the elimination of the Fair-
ness Doctrine. Introduced in 1949 to prevent a broadcaster 
from using a network to advocate one perspective to ensure 
that views expressed would be balanced by opposing voices. 
The current state of television news is what happens when the 
drive to be first or to boost ratings is put ahead of the drive to 
serve the public interest. 
 The problem lies with the media executives who see 
the dissemination of information as part of their business and 
not their mission. News organizations went from delivering 
the news you need, even if you don’t want it, to the news you 
want, even if you don’t need it. In a healthy society, the drive 
to win should not precede the desire to take care of the very 
people we claim to serve. Children of the 1930s and 1940 
grew up with the poverty of the Great Depression. The major-
ity of today’s younger people credit older generations with a 
stronger work ethic, higher moral values and greater respect 
for others. 

Millennials start their own businesses at much 
younger ages than older generations did. They are more con-
nected and technologically savvy than their Boomer bosses. 
But they are poor communicators, lack the instinct to be pro-
active, cannot handle critical feedback, are impatient, unable 
to commit, and have a sense of entitlement. They lack re-
sourcefulness, writing skills and demand early promotions. 
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They are dismayed that their bosses don’t understand them or 
their lifestyles, give them enough feedback, take full ad-
vantage of their skills or show enough appreciation for their 
work.  

Over-parenting, ubiquitous technology and greater 
opportunities for instant gratification sometimes conflict with 
the corporate environments in which they Millennials work. 
“I’d so successfully researched, planned and constructed [my 
children’s] comfortable childhoods that I’d failed to teach 
them how to adapt to the world on its terms.” Millennials in 
their companies seem unprepared and lack initiative and re-
sourcefulness. They feel that they lack decent mentorship at 
work or that their bosses don’t give them enough direction. 
Where their parents helped them while growing up, many Mil-
lennials now look to their bosses to do the same. 

Eve Branson, Richard Branson’s mother, tells the 
story of how she helped her then 7-year-old son overcome his 
severe shyness. When driving home from a nearby village one 
day, Eve pulled the car over 3 miles from their house and told 
Richard to get out. “You will now walk home,” she said. “You 
will have to talk to people to find your way home.” Branson 
went on to become one of the most successful and famous en-
trepreneurs in the world. While Branson and others point to 
the interdependence of self-esteem and traits like persever-
ance, self-responsibility and the ability to problem-solve, most 
parents attempt to instill self-esteem in their children through 
verbal praise and extrinsic rewards, which have the opposite 
effect—a decline in intrinsic motivation. Rewards for basic 
participation encourage complacency and overconfidence. 
Many Millennials in the workplace struggle with criticism. A 
group raised to think they are special, and accustomed to regu-
lar praise and rewards find few of those things in corporate 
culture. Work isn’t giving them the very things upon which 
their self-esteem is built. 
 True multitasking does not actually exist. Shifting be-
tween tasks can cost as much as 40% of our productive time. 
The more external interruptions we experience, like a text or 
an e-mail alert, the more we self-interrupt--interruptions lead 
to more interruptions, delay completion of work and increase 
feelings of pressure and stress. Multitaskers make more mis-
takes, remember less and are worse at analytical reasoning. 
“It’s not that students are dumb, it’s that they’re trying is less 
effective because they’re distracted by everything else.” They 
are better at being distracted. More young people are develop-
ing an addiction to distraction, to the dopamine-producing ef-
fects of the digital technologies and online activities that dis-
tract them. It may be that we are addicts. We have strict age 
restrictions for alcohol, cigarettes and gambling because we 
know that brains and neural pathways of teenagers are still 
forming. Because we do not formally recognize digital addic-
tion in the US we have done little to restrict young people’s 
access to dopamine-producing digital activity. In both China 
and South Korea, Internet addiction is recognized, and in Ko-
rea it’s treated as a psychiatric disorder. Korean schools also 
work proactively against digital addiction. Starting in 2nd 
grade, students are required to learn about responsible com-
puter use and healthy digital habits. “How a young person 
chooses to spend their time will have a profound effect on 
their brain for the rest of their lives.” When we’re very young, 
the only approval we need is that of our parents. As we go 

through adolescence we transition to seeking the approval of 
our peers. Someone who finds the dopamine- and serotonin-
releasing effects of alcohol as a teenager can become condi-
tioned to alcohol to suppress emotional pain instead of adopt-
ing other, healthier coping mechanisms. 
 The biology and mechanics of addiction are the same 
as other dopamine-producing things, like gambling, smoking, 
texting and engaging with social media. When our children are 
conditioned to look for a digital hit when they are stressed, 
they will turn not to a person for support but to a device. 90% 
of Millennials want to use their skills for good, and 6 in 10 re-
port a “sense of purpose” as the reason they chose to work for 
their current employer. While doing research for this book, I 
met amazing, wonderful, smart, driven and optimistic Millen-
nials who quickly became disillusioned with their entry- or 
junior-level positions because they didn’t feel like they were 
making a real difference. 

Drive-by philanthropy, “giving,”  has become an-
other area in which Millennials try to multitask. Their desire to 
do good in the world looks like disconnected, symbolic ges-
tures that don’t add up to much—for the giver or for the cause. 
(This is the generation that gave us FOMO—fear of missing 
out). Opportunities to lead and feelings of safety and belong-
ing do not suddenly appear when we reach the mountain peak. 
These are the things we develop on the upward journey. Too 
many companies don’t offer Millennials a sense of purpose, 
cause or belief. 

Teenagers socialize less in real life, while engaging 
in social media more. The pattern continues into college where 
there is less chance to form tangible relationships with their 
peers. Social media is an easy way to feel excluded. Millenni-
als are well practiced at curating their lives. They know better 
than anyone how to manage their personal brands and present 
themselves as they want to be seen. But there are no digital so-
lutions to the very real issues that Millennials, and the genera-
tion to follow, face. These are human problems that require 
human solutions.  

Civilizations die from suicide. Dangers inside our or-
ganizations threaten us most. For over 75 years, Alcoholics 
Anonymous (AA) has helped people beat the dopamine addic-
tion of alcoholism. Most of us have heard of their 12-step pro-
gram to recovery and most of us know the first step—admit-
ting we have a problem. But few of the alcoholics enrolled in 
AA find sobriety until they complete Step 12--the commit-
ment to help another alcoholic beat the disease. Step 12 is 
about service. Service is the key to breaking our dopamine ad-
dictions in our organizations too. The connections required to 
beat addiction must be real. They cannot be virtual. The pur-
pose of AA meetings is to make people feel safe.  

Oxytocin. Those feelings of trust and love, all those 
warm and fuzzies are critical to helping us beat addiction. 
Healthy release of oxytocin through acts of service, sacrifice 
and selflessness on behalf of others, not only help us beat or 
ward off addiction, they help us live longer. Individuals who 
never married are more than twice as likely to die during mid-
life as those who are married throughout their adult life. Trust-
ing relationships not only protect us at home but at work too. 
In cultures like the Marine Corps, in which the bonds of trust 
run deep, the “intangibles,” as the Marines call them, help 
maintain the strength of the system and its integrity. Whenever 
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there is a human bond involved we find strength to endure—
and to help.  

In an effort to get us to help one another during times 
of struggle, our bodies release oxytocin. Our “best days at 
work” were ones when we helped each other endure or over-
come hardship. Those in the military often speak with fond-
ness of their time deployed. They won’t say they enjoyed it; 
they might even say they hated it. But many will say they were 
grateful for the experience. This is the result of the oxytocin 
we feel, knowing we made it through thanks to the help of oth-
ers. In times when resources are scarce and danger looms, we 
naturally come together. This is why the 4 major uniformed 
services work so well together in a combat situation, but 
bicker like spoiled children back at the Pentagon.  

The developing world loses 50% of its food because 
people aren’t looking after it properly. The developed world 
loses 50% of our food because we throw it out unnecessarily. 
Abundance destroys value. We need to redefine hardship for 
our modern age of abundance. Though most large corporations 
today started small and innovative, they lose their ability to in-
novate when they get big. This is one reason we find Apple 
such a fascinating company. It has repeated its success multi-
ple times. For a larger, more successful company, survival is 
not the motivator--growth is. To inspire us, we need a chal-
lenge that outsizes the resources available. We need a vision 
of the world that does not yet exist. Leaders of great organiza-
tions frame the challenge in terms so daunting that no one 
knows what to do or how to solve it. But if the resources are 
vastly greater than the problem before us, then abundance 
works against us. Profit, in a great leader’s mind, is a fuel, not 
a destination.  

Empathy is a second by second, minute by minute 
service that [we] owe to others if [we] want to call [ourselves] 
a leader. Leadership is not a license to do less; it is a responsi-
bility to do more. Everything about being a leader is like being 
a parent. It is about committing to the well-being of those in 
our care so that they may carry our banner long after we are 
gone. 

 
[The price of leadership is the willingness to place the needs 
of others above our own. The cost is the expense of self-inter-
est. It is the ability to grow our people that creates stable, last-
ing success. Companies and organizations are our modern 
tribes. Leadership is the choice to serve others with or without 
any formal rank. Endorphins and dopamine give us short-term 
rewards. The selfless chemicals, serotonin and oxytocin, take 
time to build up in our systems. Service is the key to breaking 
our dopamine addictions. All of the benefits of higher per-
forming teams result from feeling safe and believing that their 
leaders have their well-being at heart.] 


