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5 Ways to rise up in any organization
Young leaders want to rise up. They are not content to remain static. They want to move. Even a sideways move feels better than no movement, right? Whatever lane is inching forward slightly faster in rush-hour is your lane. Why? There's an inner drive that says, "Go. Keep going. Run!" This drive can be a destroyer of lives (see #4 below), but it can also make you a world-changing difference maker. Lin-Manuel Miranda captures this drive entirely in the song,“Satisfied” from Broadway-smash, Hamilton:
Hamilton: You strike me as a woman who has never been satisfied.
Angelica: I’m sure I don’t know what you mean. You forget yourself!
Hamilton: You’re like me I’m never satisfied.
Angelica: Is that right?
Hamilton: I have never been satisfied.
Angelica: My name is Angelica Schuyler,
Hamilton: Alexander Hamilton,
Angelica: Where’s your family from?
Hamilton: Unimportant there’s a million things I haven’t done. But just you wait, just you wait.
“Just you wait.” Perfect! I've thought that. I've felt that. I've prayed that. Have you? Maybe you have that inner drive but don't know where to go, what direction to run. That's normal. The big question isn't, do you have that drive? If you got it, you know it. The question is, how do you rise up? Are there things you can do when you're young and learning and growing that will set you on a path to rise up in any organization? Absolutely. And the world's gonna know your name! (Ok, I'm done with the Hamilton references.) Here are 5 Ways to Rise Up in Any Organization:
1. Be a positive voice
No one in a position of leadership wants to spend more than the minimum required time with a negative person. Why? Because negativity sucks. It sucks the life out of people. It sucks the courage from a team to dream big and think outside the box. It sucks your vision until it shrinks down to the status quo. And it sucks your ability to rise up out the window so quickly, you won't even see your potential go as it flies by. That'll never work. They'll never buy that. Why do we always have to change? We're dead. Who cares. This is a dying industry. This is just a job. What difference could we make? It’s not my fault. The CEO doesn't get it. Ugh. It pains me to even type this negativity.
Why not be a positive voice? This is my vision for Good News For Leaders. To positively and hopefully empower leadership for the good of all people. I'm not saying you should be naive or foolishly optimistic (see #5). Be willing to confront the brutal facts as Jim Collins says. Be a hyperrealist, embracing radical truth and radical transparency as Ray Dalio says. But do so positively! Even in the midst of disappointment, discouragement, and all manner of setbacks, YOU don't have to be another voice of negativity. We are in a 24/7 news cyclone of negativity, name-calling, and noise. Don't add to it. Bring a shovel and get to work. Your boss will notice and will (maybe not so unconsciously) note that you don't suck to work with. Your coworkers will see you as one of the good ones. Always leave your campsite better than when you found it. If you are a positive voice, you will rise up.
Reflection Questions:
	Do you tend to be more positive or negative in general? Why?

	When you voice your opinion, does it add energy to the room or do people tend to get defensive or combative in response? How would your team members answer for you?

	When you think of a positive leader, who comes to mind? What makes them inspiring to be around, listen to, or work for?

	Is there any practice, routine, or system that needs to change in order to allow a more positive culture in your team, department, or organization?

2. Volunteer for stuff
This may seem absurd given the amount of work that most young leaders have on their plate. But volunteering takes flexibility and initiative. And my observation is 99% of people don't take action in any area of life unless they are in significant pain or are greatly incentivized. In other words, it's costly to volunteer for stuff, and most people don't pay the cost. It doesn't have to be a vast new project every other week, but if you can (#4 being the controller on this decision), say yes to as many things outside your job description as you can.
As a leader, I notice when someone starts doing something helpful without being asked. They automatically move to a new category in my brain under the heading "helpful person." Now that's not just job security, that's job opportunity! Taking action when others are standing around waiting to be told what to do, is almost the definition of leadership. I love to tell young leaders that you don’t have to wait for a certain job description or leadership position to start leading. Leadership is using your influence to help people move from where they are to somewhere better. Be flexible and take the initiative. It’s worth it. You have no idea how the experience might help you down the road. It could be in your school or workplace. It could be at your church or a local nonprofit. If you volunteer for stuff, you will rise up.
Reflection Questions:
	When was the last time you volunteered to do something outside your job description? What did you do?

	What fear might prevent someone from taking initiative in their workplace?

	What obstacles do you face in your current role that prevent you from volunteering more?

	For volunteer opportunities outside your workplace, what is one problem in your community that you would love to address/solve in the next 5 years?

 
3. Know how to put points on the board
When my son, Tyler, played basketball one year, most of the young players on the team had never played basketball before. Their coach started teaching them the fundamentals of the game and clearly emphasized passing for the first few weeks of practice. Guess what they focused on in their first game? Passing. Passing isn't bad, it's necessary to the game! But passing doesn't put points on the board. They don't call it pass-ketball, it's basketball. Without making baskets, you'll never score points which means you’ll never win the game. This is a simple concept, yet there may be millions of employees working right now with no clue how to put points on the board of their organization.
If you aren't clear on this, have a conversation with your boss or their boss. Be unequivocally clear on what a win looks like for your role, team, department, or organization. When you know what a win looks like, you'll have clarity on how to put points on the board. Having clarity on this is a fantastic prioritization engine. It cuts through the clutter of what could be done and highlights what should be done ASAP. Passing is only helpful when it results in baskets! Activity without organizational progress is worthless. There is a small but significant difference between swimming and drowning: progress. The same amount of activity can be expended in swimming and drowning, so the effort isn't the most critical metric. It's your progress that's most important. Are you going somewhere? Is your effort resulting in points on the board? Nothing is more demoralizing than to realize that days, weeks, or months of effort resulted in no progress/movement/points/wins. If you know how to put points on the board, you will rise up.
Reflection Questions:
	What does a win look like for your organization? (this question is related to Peter Drucker’s famous question, “What is your business?”)

	How do you put points on the board? What contributes to making real progress toward a win for your organization?

	Do your main objectives and your daily calendar align with your organization’s wins/points? Why/why not?

	What is your most important work priority right now? (What about at home?)

	How could you reduce anything that seems like sideways energy (activity without progress)? Is there anything you need to stop doing?

4. Guard your energy
This is something that every young leader will face at some point in their life: an empty tank. You are finite, not infinite. You are undoubtedly human, not a god. Your energy is a renewable resource, but only if you guard it well. There may be a ton to do, projects/emails piling up, customers waiting, supervisors putting on the pressure, and opportunities you are missing, but if you're out of energy, everything will either come to a grinding halt, or you will burn out in a spectacularly unfortunate way. There are only two options: 1) choose to stop and rest and replenish your energy or 2) crash and burn, baby, burn.
I love coffee. Over the years, I've turned into a complete, unabashed coffee snob. And I'm an evangelist for good coffee and coffee shops. But caffeine is not a replacement for sleep. When I was a young leader, my motto was "I'll sleep when I'm dead." Now I know (and am firmly convinced) that's a terrible way to live. Seriously. If you keep going, keep driving without regard to your energy, you are on an unhealthy, self-destructive path. And you will turn to things to help sustain your unhealthy lifestyle in the short-term that will bring great harm to you and your loved ones in the long-term. Affairs come when you're exhausted, isolated, and your guard is down. Alcoholism and drug abuse can prop you up, then wind you down when you can't sustain your pace on your own. This is not good.
I am so passionate about guarding your energy because I've seen far too many talented, influential leaders fall to the temptation of an unsustainable pace and burn out. It doesn’t matter if you’re in business, politics, ministry, healthcare, or somewhere else. I want you not only to rise up, I want you to last long enough to help others rise up, too. I want to empower you to lead for the long-haul. Don't worry about finding a work/life balance. You'll never be balanced. If you work 40-50 hours a week, you will spend most of your waking hours working. The key is to find things, activities, and people that sustain and restore your energy. An energized employee is the most productive version of themselves. This is why study after study shows that working beyond 50 hours has no measurable impact on organizational productivity.
For me, a 40-50 minute bike ride along the Fox River in Appleton is the best way to reenergize. I get the same results when I turn off Netflix and just go to sleep at a reasonable hour. I schedule time to rest. It’s on the calendar. I feel better, I gain new perspectives, I enjoy my life more, I am less dependent on substances to keep me going, and I am a better version of me. This has a halo effect on everyone around me. If you guard your energy, you will rise up (and stay up).
Reflection Questions:
	Do you feel like you are in danger of burn out? Why/why not?

	Have you ever relied on substances to keep you going?

	Would your friends and family say you have a healthy pace or unhealthy pace?

	What restores your energy? 

	Who restores your energy?

	Do you have rest scheduled on your calendar? Do you plan for it like your life depends on it?

	What fear prevents you from taking a break?

 
5. Never stop learning
There's a lot to learn. If you have the humility and the wisdom to see it, you will notice how few of the things in your life you truly understand. Maybe you have a degree, perhaps you have several degrees, but there is still so much you don't know. I'm so thankful that I grew up in a family that valued education. EVERYTHING was a learning opportunity. We visited every museum ever including the mustard museum and the pony express museum (which, incidentally, were both more of a gift shop than a museum). My childhood instilled me with an outsized sense of curiosity. Curiosity—the drive to understand how things/people/organizations/industries work—has helped me rise up time and time again. Learning how to play musical instruments, how to sell to large companies, how to write software, how to speak publicly, or how to start an organization from scratch would’ve been impossible without the curiosity to learn something new. Like volunteering (# 2), most people never bother to keep learning. Being curious gives you an instant competitive advantage.
We live in a golden age of learning and personal development. If you're a young leader, there is no excuse for failing to grow. You only have one life to live, so don't waste the precious time you have. Redeem the time. Listen to podcasts and audiobooks while you mow the lawn, work out, and commute. Set aside money (personally and professionally) for conferences and soak up all you can while you're there. Set aside your ego and identify mentors and coaches to learn from in your career path (even Michael Jordan had a coach!). Develop a personal growth plan and work the plan. It's your life and it's your career for heaven's sake! Why would you not want it to get better? Understand that you are on a journey. Even when you rise to the top of your field, you will not have fully arrived. There will always be more room to learn and grow and develop. You have no idea what you are capable of. But if you choose to stop learning, you will be deciding your own limit. And how crazy is that?!? If you never stop learning, you will rise up.
Reflection Questions:
	What area do you most need to learn/grow in the coming year, 5 years, and 10 years?

	Do you agree with the statement, “There will always be more room to learn and grow and develop.” Why/why not?

	How do you best learn? (Books, conferences, classes, people, experience, etc.)

	Why is curiosity a competitive advantage?

	Who is someone in your field that you could look to and learn from as a coach/mentor?

	Do you have a personal growth plan? What would you include in a plan?

 
Conclusion
I hope you rise up. The world needs generation after generation of new leaders who make it their mission to lead for the good of all people. Listen to your inner drive and go. Keep going. Run! If you’re a positive voice, volunteer for stuff, put points on the board, guard your energy, and never stop learning—God only knows how far you might go! But as you rise up in whatever organization you find yourself, don't forget to help others rise as well. Pass on your wisdom. Become a coach/mentor and help people flourish.
I love you. I'm cheering for you. And I can't wait to see where your leadership journey takes you. Please share this eBook, discuss it with your team, and let's grow together. 
 
- David
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David Parks
Founder of Good News For Leaders, founding pastor of Appleton Gospel Church, husband of Holly, and dad of three kids. Ordained in the EFCA. Located in Appleton, WI. Personal mission: to help people find stability and hope in this crazy world by sharing good news every week.
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