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Introduction
How does a guy who seems so much like the neigh-
bor next door succeed as the most powerful leader
in the world? People underestimate George W.
Bush, but time and again he rises to the occasion.

Warren Wilhelm, a professor at the Harvard Busi-
ness School, believes that “intelligence is the most
basic leadership characteristic of all.” But Bush’s
success seems to debunk that notion. Bush doesn’t
claim to be an intellectual genius, nor is he academi-
cally inclined like his predecessor, Bill Clinton, who
was a Rhodes Scholar. Bush attended Yale Universi-
ty but only received a C-minus average. His SAT
scores were average and his IQ a bit above average.

But Bush has other important attributes. Two
key factors have explained his success. First, he
consistently employs 10 timeless principles of
leadership. Those principles have been used
throughout the ages by successful leaders.

Second, and just as important, Bush has what
used to be called “horse sense.” Indeed, he points
to that for his successful handling of crises: “I’ve
got good common sense and good instincts.” Be-
cause of that, he says, “I’ve got confidence in my
abilities. I love to be underestimated.” 

If the point of leadership is to know where
you’re going, know and be able to communicate
your values, and be disciplined enough to carry
them out, then Bush is a leadership genius.

1. Identify Core Values
Whether you’re the leader of the free world, a busi-
ness executive, departmental manager or head of a
household, the job starts with values. Values guide
and motivate us — and the people who work with
us. In fact, values are the reasons a leader has fol-
lowers. People are drawn to a person who stands
for something — one who courageously says, “I
believe in this and I’ll fight for it.”

Bush knows what he stands for. He’s serious
about his three personal core values: family, faith
and integrity. There’s ample evidence from his life
that those three values drive his actions. His politi-
cal agenda of compassionate conservatism, for ex-
ample, aligns completely with those values.

Bush has an advantage when it comes to
building a values-driven team, since as governor of
Texas and president of the United States he has
been able to choose his staff. If you inherit a team
it’s more difficult. But you still must work with your
team to identify in simple language five or fewer
values that you can all share and live. 

Values drive behavior. Getting your team on the
same page will enhance performance and results.

2. Inspire Through Vision
Though his father may have downplayed “the vi-
sion thing,” Dubya understands it well: “I believe
my job is to set agenda, to articulate the vision and
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to lead.” Leaders must focus on the big picture and the
overarching questions. Either by nature or through
practice, they must learn to get high enough above the
action to see the whole picture. 

Even before entering politics, Bush had a skill for
creating a compelling vision. He had a dream of a new
ballpark for his Texas Rangers team and made it come
true. Running for governor, he campaigned on funda-
mental reform in four major areas: welfare, juvenile jus-
tice, tort law and education.

A great vision must include a stretch goal of high
standards, should highlight something unique about
our capabilities, and must focus with vivid imagery on
the future. It should bring people together with a unify-
ing theme, emphasizing shared values.

3. Become Credible
Even with values and vision, a leader will fail if he or
she isn’t trustworthy. New York Times reporter Frank
Bruni, in Ambling Into History, says of Bush: “Even
after many months in the office, he could not stop
pinching himself, misting up and reminding himself that
he was in possession of something delicate and sa-
cred: the people’s trust.”

Integrity is crucial to trust. So are results. Perhaps
no modern president has earned as much respect for
integrity as Jimmy Carter, but history remembers him
as a president who couldn’t move beyond the details
and get the job done. Richard Nixon and Bill Clinton,
on the other hand, were acknowledged as highly profi-
cient at making things happen. But their integrity left
much to be desired.

Bush understands that trust is a two-way street: the
more you extend trust to others, the more they’ll trust you
in return. In the frightening days following the 9/11 at-
tacks, Bush told military staff who were constantly bring-
ing him updates: “Don’t bring this to me. I’ve given you a
task and I have full confidence in you to carry it out.”

4. Bring in the Right People (1)
In most organizations we say we’re going to “interview
someone.” Bush says he’s going to “recruit someone.”
We say we’re going to “decide on who we want to
hire.” Bush says he’s going to “choose.” We say we’re
going to “offer the person the job.” He says he’s going
to “convince the person to join our team.”

Bush’s description of his hiring philosophy empha-

sizes selling himself, the organization, the cause and
the position to the right person for the situation — not
the person selling himself or herself and Bush deciding
whether to buy. 

He knows what he wants, discovers whether the
position and the organization match someone before
he interviews that individual, and uses his interviews to
focus on how the person’s personality melds with his
own. He also knows that when you’re looking for peo-
ple smarter than yourself — which is what you should
be doing if you want the very best — you’ll be selling
instead of buying.

5. Bring in the Right People (2)
Not only does Bush have the courage to hire experts
who are smarter than he is on various topics, but he
also has the common sense and discipline to leave
them alone to do their jobs. “I know that I cannot possi-
bly know all the information necessary to make good
decisions about all the matters that come before differ-
ent agencies, boards and commissions,” he says. “I se-
lect people who are qualified, who share my conserva-
tive philosophy and approach to government, and then I
expect them to make the calls as they see them.”

That can be scary if, unlike Bush, you don’t get to
hire your team from the very best in the country but
have to make do with a staff already on hand. They
may not seem like the leave-’em-alone kind. 

You might be surprised, however. Allow yourself to
be open to the possibility that more of them are the
leave-’em-alone kind than you’d imagine. Some of
them, with the new environment you create, can trans-
form themselves. And yes, the people who can’t adjust
will have to go.

6. Encourage Collaboration
Supporters and critics alike praise Bush for his skill at
building alliances and rallying the troops. He instinc-
tively knows how to bridge and bring together people
with different views. One classmate compared Bush to
Tom Sawyer, the literary character who not only got his
friends to whitewash a fence for him but also made
them feel lucky for getting to do it. He’s a charmer who
generates that kind of enthusiasm.

In building collaboration, it’s vital to know when
faced with a decision which of the following classifica-
tions it falls into:
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• Decide and Announce: For some urgent or crisis
decisions, you must take into account the relevant op-
tions, make the decision and then announce it.

• Gather Some Input, Then Decide: You check in
privately with some key advisors or stakeholders and
then decide and announce.

• Gather Some Input from the Team and Then De-
cide: You assemble the team, get input from all of them
and then decide.

• Consensus: You work to ensure that every mem-
ber of the team is willing to support a decision and help
implement it. They don’t have to be wildly enthusiastic
about it, but willing to move forward with it.

• Delegate with Constraints: Provide guidance and
be willing to accept decisions, although you retain the
right of veto. Using that veto, however, will require you
to do a lot of rebuilding of trust.

7. Communicate
People value truth, so, like Bush, give it to them directly
and clearly. Bush’s give-it-to-’em-straight messages
have impact. They’re easy to visualize.

Saying it straight also creates an environment that
encourages others to say it straight. Your staff will be
more direct and honest with you.

Whether writing or speaking, use short sentences
and powerful, optimistic and positive words. Look peo-
ple in the eye. Keep your voice firm, using pauses and
pacing for emphasis. President John Kennedy actually
wrote pauses into his speeches and noted the places
where he wanted to say a sentence quickly or slowly. 

Finally, everybody loves a good story, so use sto-
ries to paint pictures.

8. Be Disciplined and Focused
If it’s noon, President Bush will likely be out jogging,
part of a midday fitness break of 90 minutes to two
hours that refreshes him to attack the rest of the day.
Meetings never last more than five minutes past the
scheduled time, and he arrives on time for events. He’s
in his office at precisely 7 a.m. each day (20 minutes
earlier than before 9/11) and leaves at 6 p.m., to work
out again. Weekends at Camp David start midway
through Friday afternoon.

Bush is disciplined and focused. He knows what
he needs to do his best — and makes sure he gets it.

9. Trust Your Instincts
Much of Bush’s success as a leader is explained by his
willingness to trust his gut. Bruni, who covered him on
the campaign trail, wrote, “I think that on some instinc-
tive level, Bush sensed little disturbances in the atmos-
phere around him and calibrated his actions according-
ly. Politicians are seducers — at least the good ones
are — and Bush was practiced in the art of seduction.”

To sense those little disturbances, you must be in
the moment, alert to subtle clues, rather than wrapped
up in your own issues.

10. Hold People Accountable
In dealing with staff, Bush understands the importance
of preaching results. His message: don’t talk to me
about great ideas, lofty notions or big plans. Where’s
the beef?

In baseball, he learned that what counts is wins
and losses. He holds people accountable, knowing that
when they’re accountable they produce. The name of
his campaign plane? Accountability 1.

Conclusion
George Bush was an average student, a party guy and a
mediocre athlete — but he parlayed his modest talents
into being president of the United States. Take the prin-
ciples in this book, study them, learn them and practice
them, and you too can succeed at leadership. e
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