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Abstract 

Commencement Address given to the University of Toronto, June 
15, 2005.  

In this talk I enumerate and briefly discuss eleven commitments 
that form the foundations of an extraordinary life and of 
leadership. They range from a commitment to a never-ending 
search for truth, a willingness to delay gratification, to recognition 
that since success breeds failure managing success is a difficult 
challenge.  

Keywords: Leadership, Extraordinary Life, Principles for Living, 
Success 

 
 

 
Harvard NOM Working Paper No. 06-05 

 
Barbados Group Working Paper No. 4-05 

 
 

© Michael C. Jensen 2005 
 
 
 

You may redistribute this document freely, but please do not post the electronic file on the web. I 
welcome web links to this document at http://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=744786. I revise my papers 

regularly, and providing a link to the original ensures that readers will receive the most recent 
version. Thank you, Michael C. Jensen 

 

http://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=744786


© Michael C. Jensen 2005 

Leadership1 

Michael C. Jensen 
 

Jessie Isidor Strauss Professor Emeritus 
Harvard Business School 

Managing Director Organizational Strategy Practice 
The Monitor Group, Cambridge, MA 

 
MJensen@hbs.edu 

 
Presented at the University of Toronto Commencement Ceremonies 

Toronto, Canada 
June 15, 2005 

Introduction 

Interim President Iacubucci, Dean Martin, Dean Sirnova, Trustees, Graduates and 

family members, faculty and guests: 

I am honored to be here. To you graduates: you are fortunate to have chosen to 

attend one of the best universities in the world. My congratulations to each of you for 

successfully completing a tough program. I’m an economist and an organization theorist. 

But today I wish to speak to you mostly about leadership 

                                                
1  An earlier version of this talk was given at the Commencement Ceremonies of the Simon School of 
Business at the University of Rochester, 2001. 
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The context 

You are entering the world in the middle of what I have called the Third Industrial 

Revolution, in the middle of a huge technological revolution, in the wake of the peaceful 

ending of the Cold War and the victory of capitalism over communism and socialism as a 

way to peacefully organize the cooperation of free human beings, and at the dawn of 

what may well be a hundred-year-war for freedom from terrorism. I could go on at length 

about the costs and strains placed on society in adjusting to these new conditions, but 

time does not allow me to do so.  

What I do want to say is that with great leadership, the costs of the adjustment to 

the new industrial, political and social regime can be much lower. Each of you can help 

provide this leadership, but it will require being an extraordinary person. I’d like to speak 

with you this afternoon about what it means to be an extraordinary person, and the how to 

achieve it. Rather than show you a picture of a great leader, like a picture of a great golf 

swing, I’d like to give you a peek into the qualities that can give you access to being a 

great leader.  

I wish to recognize the thoughts and contribution to what follows of a practicing, 

but non-academic, philosopher, Steve Zaffron -- and his colleagues at Landmark 

Education. Steve and the men and women he is associated with at Landmark are doing an 

enormous service to the world in helping people live extraordinary lives. I commend 

them and their programs to you. 

Leadership and the nature of an extraordinary life 

Being an extraordinary person requires intense effort, and it is something I urge 

each of you to strive for in your lives -- your personal lives, your family lives, your 
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organizational lives, and your community lives. It requires at least the following eleven 

major commitments: 

1. Be committed to a never-ending search for truth. 

This seems obvious, and each of us will tell ourselves that we do this all the time. 

Yet, if you look closely at behavior, few human beings actually do this more than 50% of 

the time in our lives, and I include everyone present here today – including me. Most of 

us run from truth when we are frightened, when it promises emotional or psychic pain, 

and most of the time we don’t even know that we are frightened or that we are running 

away from the truth. This behavior is hard wired into the neurobiological structure of the 

brain. But it can be overcome. The message is the same as that for physical conditioning, 

no pain, no gain. And here the pain comes from forcing ourselves to move toward the 

source of emotional or psychic pain each day in our lives. 

2. Take personal responsibility for the problems in your life. 

When we make a list of the causes of the problems in our life, we should start that 

list with the simple word, ME. Ask yourself how often you or those around you do this. 

More frequently the first thing on the list is THEY, IT, or THEM, not me. This simple 

change is empowering, because I can change me, while it is difficult or impossible to 

change They, It, or Them. 

3. Be committed to delaying gratification.  

By delaying gratification we create investment, we gain patience, we become 

enabling to those around us. Delaying gratification also means that we incur pain earlier, 

whether it is from stopping the procrastination that is a part of almost all our lives (to use 

a simple example), or by facing up to difficult personal, family, or business issues earlier 

rather than later. 
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4. Be a person of honesty and integrity. 

This means you operate within the rules of the game you are in, you are clear 

about the principles of your life, you live up to them, and you respect and honor your 

words and your declarations.  

Virtually no one can be in total integrity at all times. But being a person of 

integrity, you recognize immediately when you are out of integrity, and you take 

responsibility for, and clean up, whatever mess you have created. 

We often justify being out of integrity because it is too costly to us. But it is 

important to recognize that integrity and honesty are most valuable to ourselves and 

others only when it costs us something to honor these principles. Yet, it is inherent in 

human nature that it is exactly these times when we are likely to forgive ourselves the 

obligation to maintain integrity. 

Even more often we justify being out of integrity because it would be too costly to 

another person. And the ultimate act of dishonesty to ourselves and to others is when we 

justify being out of integrity in order to protect the institution of which we are a part. As 

evidence I offer you the constant stream of scandals in both the governmental and private 

sector in which the defense of institutional reputation plays such a large role. 

5. Be someone who is enrollable in life. 

This means you are always the possibility of yes. You do not always say yes, but 

you are the possibility of yes. You let the world and the opportunities it presents into your 

life. You are both enrollable and enrolling, in that you bring opportunities and 

possibilities to others. It is easy to see the stilting effect that one person who is not open 

to change and innovation can have on his or her associates, whether it is in the 

community, workplace, or family. Such a person is not a leader. 
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6. Be committed to living a life in which you do not make others wrong, 

you do not invalidate others, and you do not dominate others.  

Living such a life is difficult, because this is what we humans do in much of our 

waking hours. An extraordinary person commits to continually reducing the amount of 

this activity in his or her personal life. 

7. Be committed to courage.  

Being courageous does not mean acting without fear. All human beings have fear. 

Being courageous means acting in the face of fear, standing up to unfair odds, and 

persevering in the face of opposition. 

8. Be a person who produces results in the world with absolutely no force. 

This means no coercion, no domination, no manipulation, and no guilt. You get 

results only through requests, invitations, and offers. An offer is a situation in which you 

make a request and also are straight about what will happen if the person chooses not to 

accept the request. 

9. Be a person who is peaceful in the chaos of life.  

This requires us to fundamentally give up the notion that “there is something 

wrong here.” Giving this up means that everything in life is exactly the way it is 

supposed to be, and exactly the way it is not. In the space of such detachment you can be 

both peaceful and powerful. This detachment does not mean that we have no 

commitments to ideas, principles or causes, or that we are satisfied with the current state 

of the world. But we can fulfill those commitments much more powerfully from a 

position of peace, than from one of upset, fear, anger or rage. 

10. Be committed to the proposition that “Happiness is not the absence of 

problems, and it is not the accumulation of wealth or prestige”.  

As Scott Peck says in the first line of his best selling book of all time, The Road 

Less Traveled, “Life is difficult.” He is correct. No one has a life without problems and 

difficulties. This is another of the characteristics of what it means to be human.  
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Happiness then is given by how we manage the problems we’ve got, not the 

absence of problems. If we manage large problems well, we can be very happy. If we 

manage small problems poorly, we can be assured of sadness and travail. 

There is a corollary to this: People can be measured by the size of the problems 

they undertake: Great accomplishments never come without great problems. Big people 

undertake large problems (like the elimination of world hunger). Small people restrict 

themselves to small problems (like whether the waiter was polite). 

11. Be committed to managing success, while being aware of its dangers.  

To manage success you must understand that managing it well is one of the most 

difficult challenges we face in life, indeed, a challenge greater than that given by 

managing troubles, or even managing failure.  

Very shortly after we achieve major success, we begin to fail. This happens 

because in some way that I don’t fully understand, success breeds failure -- almost as 

surely as night follows day. If you doubt this, look at the effects of success on most 

lottery winners, sports and entertainment stars, highly successful families such as the 

Kennedys, the Rothschilds, the Gettys, and many, many others including business people, 

political figures, and even scholars.  

Moreover, this proposition applies to businesses and other organizations as well. 

The corporate landscape is littered with formerly highly successful organizations that lost 

their way and missed the boat. General Motors, Chrysler, Kodak, ITT, Xerox, Olympia 

and York, Shell, and Westinghouse are only a few examples. It is far too easy for 

successful people and organizations to indulge themselves and to become confident that 

they have found the way, the only way, and they relax, engage in self-serving 

congratulatory behavior that justifies themselves, makes themselves right, and dominates 

others. This is also accompanied by internal quarrels over power, influence and other 

petty matters. Such behavior is a recipe for failure. It may take a while, but it will happen. 

And it does not have to. Beware. 
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In closing 

In closing, let me say what is undoubtedly obvious, but worth repeating. Your 

minds, your reputation and your integrity are your most valuable assets. Invest in them. 

Guard them. Resist the temptation to be short-term oriented in your management of them. 

You will make mistakes. That is what it means to be human. But clean up your messes, 

take responsibility for the costs you impose on others, and get complete with those who 

depended on you and whom you let down. 

The result will be a life that is powerful, honorable and rewarding -- a life that is 

truly worth living. 

I wish each and every one of you, your families and your loved ones, the best of 

fortune in your journey. 




