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In Eyewitness to Power, you argue that 

it takes more than honesty and integrity 

to earn people’s trust, as Jerry Ford and

Jimmy Carter learned. How do leaders 

establish trust? 

“Trust is the coin of the realm.” That’s an old
saying, but it’s even more relevant for leaders
now than it used to be. People these days are
less willing to defer to authority than they were,
say, a half-century ago, partly because they’re
better educated and partly because in so many
realms–politics, business, and religion come in-
stantly to mind–they have been lied to and ma-
nipulated. So, leaders today can’t presume they
have people’s trust at the outset. Often it’s the
opposite. First, leaders have to earn people’s
trust. Then they can mobilize them.

Personal integrity is obviously the bedrock.
Few things can sabotage a leader more effec-
tively than being perceived as a liar, as Presi-
dent Nixon and, to a lesser degree, President
Clinton discovered. But we have also seen
plenty of examples in politics and elsewhere of
honest leaders who were surprisingly ineffec-
tual. Jimmy Carter is a saint but fell short as
president because the public wasn’t sure he
could get the job done. To have faith in a leader,

people must also believe in his or her compe-
tence and steadiness. That’s why it’s so impor-
tant that leaders have both character and capac-
ity. Each is essential to earning people’s trust.

What qualities make the best leaders 

so persuasive?

We tend to think of persuasion as the art of com-
municating well, and our best leaders have usu-
ally been great orators. One remembers Martin
Luther King, Jr., or among twentieth-century
presidents, the two Roosevelts, Kennedy, and
Reagan. But great leaders need to do more than
speak well. As Reagan said in his farewell address
as president,“I won a nickname, the Great Com-
municator. But I never thought it was my style
or the words I used that made a difference: It
was the content. I wasn’t a great communicator,
but I communicated great things.”

Reagan recognized that to stir people, you
must give voice to their own deep desires, in-
spiring them to believe they can climb moun-
tains they always thought were too high. The
leader and followers must unite around a shared
vision. If there is a misalignment, a speech won’t
work. Jerry Ford could’ve spoken with Lincoln’s
eloquence and still wouldn’t have won people
over with his pardon of Nixon; he believed in his
heart that it was the best way to move forward,
but he failed to get buy-in in advance, to build a
shared vision. On the other hand, King’s “I have
a dream”speech in 1963 wasn’t historic because
he was so lyrical, though he was certainly that.
It was the best of modern American speeches
because he beautifully gave voice to people’s
own dreams.

How do leaders use stagecraft without 

it being perceived as a type of deception?

Stagecraft has been a part of leadership through-
out history, and when it’s done right, it’s an im-
portant tool. FDR told Orson Welles that the two
of them were the best actors in America. Rea-
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gan once commented, “There have been times
when I’ve wondered in this office how you could
do this job if you hadn’t been an actor.” Even
George Washington put theatrics to good use.

When the Revolutionary War ended, the
British didn’t just pick up and go home, so
American troops couldn’t either. When Con-
gress wouldn’t pay them, officers in Newburgh,
New York, stirred up a near rebellion. In a fa-
mous incident, General Washington strode be-
fore the officers, started to read a statement,
then fumbled in his pockets and pulled out read-
ing glasses. The men had never seen him wear
glasses before. Washington said,“I have already
grown gray in the service of my country, and
now I am going blind.” The officers were so
moved by his speech that they rallied around
him and abandoned the rebellion. Some his-
torians will tell you Washington didn’t really
need those glasses – he was acting. And it was
very effective theater.

Washington’s stagecraft worked because it
came from an authentic core. Similarly, when
Reagan pulled letters written by ordinary peo-
ple out of his pocket and read them on national
television, it was theatrics, but it was honest.
He really did share the writers’ concerns, and
the audience sensed that. On the other hand,
phony stagecraft, which isn’t tied to truth or to
an uplifting vision, will nearly always backfire,
especially in today’s media-savvy world. When
the Monica Lewinsky story broke, Clinton re-
grettably asked Dick Morris to take a poll about
what he should say, and Harry Thomason
rushed in from Hollywood to coach the presi-
dent on wagging his finger into the camera,
denying all. It blew up in Clinton’s face, and one
of the most gifted presidents in recent times
paid a huge price.

Humility in a leader can be a double-edged

sword. When can it motivate followers?

President Eisenhower gained enormous self-
confidence as he went through life. In fact, by
the time he was talked into running for the
White House, he believed he was the best man
for the job. But Eisenhower never fell into the
trap that some CEOs and politicians do, of be-
lieving the rules no longer applied to him or
that he was any better than anyone else in the
eyes of God. He was never arrogant or conde-
scending, and he was thoroughly honest. That’s

the kind of humility people respond to–not the
kind we see in a Uriah Heep, which makes your
skin crawl.

The public wants leaders who have inner
steel. I believe Jerry Ford was one of the most
underrated of modern presidents. But when 
he told the country early on, “I’m a Ford, not a
Lincoln,” people misread that as a lack of self-
confidence and didn’t fully unite behind him.
Humility like Ike’s, which conveys absolute as-
surance but at the same time acknowledges 
a leader’s equality with followers, can be truly 
inspiring.

Can a leader recover from a lapse in moral

leadership? 

Columnist Mark Shields says that everyone now
knows that when you do something terribly
wrong and are caught at it, the first rule of dam-
age control is to get the truth out as soon as
possible. Yet when trouble hits, he says, people
always seem to embrace a second rule: Forget
rule number one. And so we have had a contin-
uing string of revelations and cover-ups that

have been even more damaging: Nixon, Clin-
ton, Enron, WorldCom, Tyco.… 

It takes nerve for leaders caught in a lie to tell
the truth and ask for forgiveness. It’s not just
that they fear embarrassment; they fear de-
struction. But Americans are enormously for-
giving: The Gennifer Flowers episode almost
sank Clinton when he was running for pres-
ident, but after he and Hillary appeared on 
60 Minutes and he acknowledged his transgres-
sions, the American people voted him in. Con-
trary to what Clinton’s advisers told him at the
time, I believe that if he had admitted his mis-
takes with Monica Lewinsky and offered to re-
sign, a majority would have rallied behind him.
And we would have been spared those awful
months of impeachment proceedings. Corpo-
rate executives might consider this the next
time someone blows the whistle.
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“Reagan recognized that to stir people,

you must give voice to their own deep desires,

inspiring them to believe they can climb 

mountains they always thought were too high.”




