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As this year comes to a close, I've been thinking about what
really defines a successful year. Too often, in organizations,
: businesses, and government, we measure success by the
Foundation to reshape numbers, budgets balanced, projects completed, goals
future leadership with achieved. We point to the roads resurfaced, the new facilities
a focus on fostering built, the contracts closed, or the calls handled.

courage, empathy, and

humility in leadership All of that matters, but when you look at where we are today
positions. as a nation, divided in too many ways, struggling to find com-
mon ground, and questioning what leadership really looks
like, those numbers only tell part of the story.
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The real measure of success isn’'t found in
reports or spreadsheets; it's found in people.
In how we show up for one another. In the
moments of courage, compassion, and con-
nection that remind us who we are and why
we lead.

Think about your own team for a moment.
What moments stand out? Maybe it was the
new employee who stepped forward when
no one asked, or a supervisor who took time
to listen instead of reacting. Maybe it was
the morning a crew covered for a coworker
who was struggling, or the conversation that
helped someone regain confidence after a
setback. Those moments don’t make the an-
nual report, but they define the culture you
build every day.

Moments That Define Us

We've seen this play out across the country.
From our firefighters and first responders
in California who faced another devastat-
ing wildfire season, to the floods that swept
through Texas and the tornadoes that tore
across parts of the Midwest, men and wom-
en stood shoulder to shoulder, leading with
courage and grace, even as some were on
the front lines knowing their own homes had
been destroyed.

We saw it in small business owners who kept
their doors open when the numbers said they
shouldn’t, doing everything they could to
support the people who depended on them.
In the trades, crews worked through record
heat, material shortages, and long hours,
taking care of one another on the job site and
refusing to cut corners just to get it done. In
manufacturing, companies adapted pro-
duction lines to meet new safety standards,
choosing integrity over profit and setting
an example of what responsible leadership
looks like in action.

And in every one of those moments, whether
it was a firefighter in the field, a foreman on a
scaffold, or a business owner at a kitchen ta-
ble, leadership wasn’t defined by title or po-
sition. It was defined by purpose, courage,
and the willingness to do what'’s right when
it's hard.

Where Great Leaders Are Forged
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You see it in the classroom, in hospitals, and
across the nonprofit community, teachers,
nurses, and volunteers showing up day after
day, leading through compassion, not author-
ity. That's leadership. It's not about a title or
position, it's about showing up, serving oth-
ers, and leaving things better than you found
them.

We also see it in the quiet acts of kindness
that happen in every community, not the ones
that make headlines, but the moments that re-
store faith in who we are. For me, when | was
chief, it showed up in the simple things, like
being part of the Toys for Tots campaign, or
working with the Family Justice Center during
the holidays. Those efforts weren’t about pub-
licity; they were about people. | remember the
faces of parents who came through our doors
unsure how they’'d provide a meal or a gift,
and the relief that came when they realized
they weren'’t alone.

Those moments stay with you. The boxes of
food and toys were important, but what mat-
tered most was what they represented, hope,
dignity, and community. It reminded me that
leadership isn’t always found in boardrooms
or briefings. Sometimes, it's found in the
hands that pack a food box, the officer who
volunteers after shift, or the neighbor who qui-
etly shows up to help. That’s the kind of lead-
ership that sustains a community, one act of
Kindness at a time.

When Leadership Is Missing

The past several years have also reminded
us of the other side of leadership, the void
that's created when it's missing. We've seen
organizations falter not because they lacked
funding or skill, but because they lacked
trust. We've watched communities drift when
leaders stopped listening or started blaming,
when fear replaced courage and account-
ability gave way to excuses. We've seen what
happens when communication breaks down,
when people retreat into silos, and when ego
overshadows purpose.

We've seen it in government too, not just in
politics, but in practice.

Where Great Leaders Are Forged
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When collaboration gives way to competition,
when long-term vision is sacrificed for short-
term gain, and when the focus shifts from
solving problems to assigning blame, every-
one loses. The best public servants, whether
they wear a badge, run a city department,
or sit behind a council desk, understand
that leadership is service. It's about doing
the right thing for the people you represent,
even when it's not easy or popular.

The Power of Service

| recently interviewed Craig Culver, co-found-
er of Culver’s restaurants, on The Leader-
ship Crucible Podcast, and our conversation
left me thinking deeply about what it really
means to measure success. Craig shared
that after four decades of building one of
America’s most beloved restaurant brands,
the true reward isn’t found in sales figures or
store counts, it's found in people.

“At the end of every year, it’s not the sales
numbers or store openings that matter most;
it's the people who chose to stay, to grow,
and to believe in what we're building togeth-
er. That’s the real measure of success.”

— Craig Culver, Co-Founder, Culver’s Restau-
rants

His words capture the heart of what leader-
ship is all about. Success isn’t defined by
how much we achieve, but by how we lead,
serve, and invest in others along the way.
When we focus on building people, not just
performance, the legacy takes care of itself.

When leadership at any level forgets that
principle, progress stalls. Trust erodes. And
the people who depend on that leadership
are the ones who pay the price.

The Legacy We Leave

As we move into the holiday season and take
time to reflect, I'd encourage every leader to
look beyond what was accomplished and fo-
cus instead on how you led. Did you lead with
empathy? Did you create space for others to
grow? Did you help your teams find meaning
in the work when the days grew long”?

Where Great Leaders Are Forged
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Those are the questions that define not just a
good year, but a lasting impact.

At the end of the year, the true measure of
success and leadership isn’'t found in what
we built or earned, it's measured by the peo-
ple we strengthened, the trust we earned,
and the example we set. It's what endures
long after the year is over. When our focus
stays on what truly matters, people, purpose,
and integrity, the outcomes have a way of fol-
lowing.

Whether you lead a firehouse, a business, a
classroom, a construction crew, a nonprof-
it, a city department, or a team at the local
grocery store, positive results follow naturally
when you invest in the right things first. When
leaders choose integrity over image and peo-
ple over profit, success becomes more than
something we achieve, it becomes some-
thing we leave behind.

As we turn the page on another year, | find
myself reflecting not just on what was accom-
plished, but on what truly lasts. Each Decem-
ber, | think back on the projects completed
and the goals achieved, but more importantly,
| measure the year by the people | may have
helped along the way. The doors that were
opened for others to grow. The conversations
that offered encouragement when someone
needed a steady voice. That, to me, is the
true measure of a year well lived, and of a life
that leaves something meaningful behind.

Leading Forward

If the past year reminded us of anything, it's
that leadership is less about what we achieve
and more about how we lead through what's
given to us. No matter what your profession
is, the challenges keep coming. The pace
doesn’t slow. But in the midst of the clatter of
opinions and outrage that too often replaces
understanding, the best leaders keep their
focus where it belongs, on people, purpose,
and integrity.

As we move into 2026, the challenges before
us won'’t be solved by louder voices or stron-
ger egos, they’ll be solved by leaders who
remember why they lead.

Where Great Leaders Are Forged

Leadership has never been about power or
position; it's about service. If we're going to
address the problems we face today, we
need leaders who aren'’t self-righteous, but
self-aware. Leaders who will do the right
thing for the people they're there to serve.
Who lead with honesty, transparency, and in-
tegrity, and who put service over self every
single time. That's the kind of leadership our
communities, our organizations, and our na-
tion need now more than ever.

Five Ways to Lead Where It

Matters Most

1. Lead with Presence, Not Position

Leadership isn’t about power, it's about pres-
ence. The people around you don’'t need
another manager; they need someone who
shows up with consistency, compassion, and
clarity. Presence means walking the floor,
not just watching the dashboard. It means
checking in, not just checking boxes.

“Leadership is about being there when it mat-
ters most—not for the applause, but for the
people.”

2. Build Trust Before You Need It

Trust is the single most valuable currency
a leader holds, and it’s built long before it's
tested. Be transparent, take responsibility
quickly, and give credit freely. When people
trust your intentions, they’ll follow your direc-
tion, even though uncertainty.

“When trust is strong, challenges unite us.
When it's weak, even small issues divide us.

3. Put People at the Center of Every Decision

Before making a decision, ask: Who will this
impact? Numbers matter, but people matter
more. Leaders who understand that create
environments where others thrive, and when
you take care of your people, they’ll take care
of your mission.

People first’ isn’t a slogan—it’s a strategy for
long-term success.”
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4. Protect the “Why”

Across every sector, business, nonprofit, and
government, the pattern is the same. When
organizations lose sight of their purpose, they
grow disconnected form their purpose and the
people they serve. The focus shifts from peo-
ple to process, from service to self-interest,
and from integrity to image. Over time, trust
erodes, culture weakens, and the mission that
once inspired others becomes little more than
words on a wall. Staying anchored to the “why”
is what keeps leadership authentic and impact
lasting.

“When leaders protect the ‘why,’ they give their
teams a reason to keep believing in the work.”

5. Lead for Legacy, Not Applause

Legacy isn’t built at the end of a career, it's
built in the everyday choices that define how
we lead. The most respected leaders don't
chase recognition; they build people, create
trust, and leave things better than they found
them.

“When leaders choose integrity over image
and people over profit, success becomes
something we leave behind.”

Final Thought

As we move into 2026, | believe most people
in our country, our communities, and our orga-
nizations are searching for something steady,
something real. They'’re looking for leadership
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that unites rather than divides, that can de-
bate without demeaning, and that listens long
enough to truly understand.

We may not agree on everything, but we can
agree on this: we're stronger when we remem-
ber why we serve and who we serve. If we
lead with that in mind, if we put people before
politics, purpose before process, and integri-
ty before image, then 2026 can be more than
just another year. It can be the year we start to
rebuild the trust, respect, and unity that hold
everything else together.

Leadership has never been about titles or
applause, it's about impact. It's about show-
ing up with integrity when no one’s watching,
about serving others when it would be easier
to serve ourselves.

The world doesn’t need more volume; it needs
more vision, leaders who steady the course
when others lose their way. If we can lead
with empathy, humility, and purpose, we’ll do
more than strengthen our organizations, we'll
strengthen and empower the people within
them. We'll help heal our communities, rebuild
trust, and remind others what real leadership
looks like. Because in the end, that's the work
that matters. That's the legacy worth leaving.

“The real measure of leadership isn’'t found in
what you accomplish—it’s found in what con-
tinues to grow after you're gone.”

— Chief B
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Chief B's Key Leadership Takeaways

Leaders Are Readers

We don’t have to agree on everything to
move forward together. Unity isn’t about
thinking alike, it's about caring enough to
listen, learn, and find commmon ground.

Strong leaders dont avoid  tough
conversations; they engage them with
respect. Debate should sharpen ideas, not
divide people.

Listening long enough to understand, not
just respond, is one of the greatest acts of
leadership in a noisy world.

Trust is built quietly, in the follow-through, in

the honesty, and in the moments when no
one’s watching.

When we put people before process and
character before results, the outcomes have
a way of taking care of themselves.

Protect the “why” behind your work.
Purpose keeps us anchored when the pace
quickens, and the noise gets loud.

Inthe end, the legacy of leadership isn’t what
we accomplish, it's the lives we strengthen
and the example we leave behind.

| believe that to be a good leader, one must be on a continuous quest to gain more knowledge.
The leadership benefits of reading are wide-ranging. Evidence suggests that reading can
improve intelligence and lead to innovation and insight. To that end, we provide a few
suggested titles below for you to consider:

The Motive: Why So Many Leaders Abdicate Their Most Important Responsibilities

Patrick Lencioni

The Servant: A Simple Story About the True Essence of Leadership

James C. Hunter

Dare to Serve: How to Drive Superior Results by Serving Others

Cheryl Bachelder

Leadership and Self-Deception: Getting Out of the Box

The Arbinger Institute

Lead Yourself First: Inspiring Leadership Through Solitude

Raymond M. Kethledge and Michael S. Erwin

The Leadership Crucible is a 501c3 Foundation, and the material that is produced is intended to be shared with others. No part of this publication can be

reproduced or transmitted by any means for profit without prior written permission.
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