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We’re assuming that you have completed 
an introductory course based on The 
Leadership Challenge, have completed the 
Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI), and 
have had some experience in living The Five 

Practices. 

You may have developed a basic 
understanding of this practice and have had 
some experience in working to Challenge the 

Process. You already may have embarked 
on—or even completed—a challenge 
project using The Five Practices framework. 
Completing the activities in this workbook 
will help to support and sustain the work 
you already have begun on your journey to 

becoming a stronger leader.

Why The Challenge Continues�?
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PRACTICE 3

CHALLENGE THE 

PROCESS
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Search for 

opportunities 

by seizing the 

initiative and by 

looking outward for 

innovative ways to 

improve.

Experiment and take 

risks by constantly 

generating small wins 

and learning from 

experience.
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Small Wins

As you may recall, the third practice of exemplary leadership, Challenge the Process, 

includes two commitments listed on the opposite page.

When did you fi rst begin to implement strategies for Challenge the Process?

Month ___________________________ Year_________________________

A key tenet of The Leadership Challenge is the idea that success is built from small wins. In 

the trenches, day-to-day, and in the face of mistakes and obstacles, it is easy to lose sight 

of this. Remember, leadership is a journey. Before you continue on your journey to better 

Challenge the Process, take a few minutes to document some successes you have had so 

far. Write down a few specifi c things that have gone well as you worked to Challenge the 

Process. Consider times when you have stretched yourself, encouraged others to try a new 

way of working, and made a real eff ort to learn from a mistake. These do not have to be 

breathtakingly big successes. Think about small accomplishments.

Now look at your list of small wins. Take a moment to breathe and savor them. 

Although this workbook will help you to continue to improve in how you Challenge the 

Process, it is critical that you not fall into the trap of focusing only on things that do 

not go well and things that still need work. Your wins are important and should not be 

discounted. Give yourself a pat on the back! Go ahead; really give yourself a pat on 

the back.
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Rate Yourself

Below are the six behaviors from the Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) related to 

Challenge the Process. If you completed the LPI some time ago and have retaken it recently 

in preparation for this professional-development experience, write your scores for “then” 

and “now” in the spaces provided. (If you have not taken the LPI, you will be given a few 

minutes to take it now.) Where do you think you are strongest? Circle those items. What 

areas would you like to work on further? Put an asterisk beside those items.

THEN NOW

3. I seek out challenging opportunities that 
test my own skills and abilities. 

8. I challenge people to try out new and 
innovative ways to do their work. 

13. I search outside the formal boundaries 
of my organization for innovative ways to 
improve what we do. 

18. I ask “What can we learn?” when things 
don’t go as expected.

23. I make certain that we set achievable 
goals, make concrete plans, and establish 
measurable milestones for the projects and 
programs that we work on. 

28. I experiment and take risks, even when 
there is a chance of failure. 
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NOTES:
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Who Do You Know Who 
Challenges the Process?

Often in discussing those who have challenged the process, we think of people who 

have changed history, such as Martin Luther King, Jr., and those who have accomplished 

extraordinary physical feats, such as climbing Mt. Everest. 

Can you think of someone less prominent who has successfully challenged a process? 

What did the person do? 

Why did he or she do it? 

What was the outcome?
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“We cannot get 
extraordinary things 
done by keeping things 
the way they are.”
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When I Challenged the Process

Think of a time when you challenged a process and then complete the 

items below.

1. The process I challenged was __________________________________________

2. The challenge was consistent with my values and vision because _________

___________________________________________________________________________

3. Was I being pressured to make this challenge? What were the forces 

driving me?

4. The beliefs and feelings that drove me to challenge this process were

5. What other choices could I have made? What would have been the likely result(s)?
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6. After I challenged the process, what happened?

7. My challenge brought changes (how or what) in these ways:

8. Challenging the process changed others in these ways:

9. Because I challenged this process, the people I lead or I obtained the 
following results:
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10. The effect this had on my current and future status is

11. I am satisfi ed with the outcome in these ways: 

12. I am not satisfi ed with the outcome in these ways:

13. What I learned from challenging the process is 
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Still Stuck on Identifying 
Opportunities to Challenge 
the Process?

Walk around your work area. Where and why do people seem 

frustrated? Where are roadblocks `and bottlenecks? What factors, 

processes, and so on are at the root of delays, grievances, and 

customer complaints? Ask: “How can this be improved?” Try some 

upside-down thinking: “Why do we do this?” “Why don’t we do that?” 

“Why do we do it this way and not that way?”

Things to Watch For

__ Ineff ective procedures __ Ineff ective policies

__ Strategies that are not working __ Systems that are not working

__ Commonplace bad behaviors __ Practices that irritate customers

__ Lack of proper training __ Projects that need redirection

__ Reports we don’t use __ Mediocre results that we accept

__ Work that does not add value __ Useless or ineff ective meetings

New Opportunities to Pursue

__ New products or services __ New customer groups

__ New markets __ New technologies

__ New processes __ New systems

__ New procedures __ New policies

__ New projects __ New competitive strategies

__ New performance goals __ New behavioral/cultural norms

__ New personnel __ New organizational structures
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70 Reasons Not to 
Challenge the Process

Whenever someone suggests a change, it seems that a choir of 

negative voices is waiting to shoot down the idea. Which of these 

reactions or objections have you heard? Which are the top three that 

your organization, and those whom you lead, tend to use? How many 

are valid?

  1. The savings are only peanuts.

  2. That’s not our responsibility.

  3. That’s Joe’s job, not mine!

  4. We don’t have enough help/manpower.

  5. It’s against company policy.

  6. We don’t have the authority.

  7. We’ve always done it this way.

  8. Have you gone through the proper channels?

  9. It’s too complicated.

10. You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.

11. It’s a good thought, but impractical.

12. Let’s think about it some more.

13. Management would never go for that.

14. The client won’t like it.

15. They won’t hold still for that.

16. Write up a formal proposal on it.

17. We’ll be a laughing stock.

18. We tried something like that years ago, and it didn’t work.

19. We would lose money in the long run.

20. We’ve done all right without it.
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21. Let someone else try it fi rst.

22. What’s the use?

23. There’s not enough time.

24. It’s too hard to sell.

25. I don’t see the connection.

26. It’s not practical.

27. What you are really saying is. . . .

28. It leaves me cold.

29. Let’s all sleep on it.

30. You’re right, but. . . .

31. We can’t afford the tools/machinery.

32. It would cost too much.

33. If I thought it would work, I’d have done it.

34. It’s not in the budget.

35. Where will the money come from?

36. You can’t do that!

37. We’re not ready for that.

38. This isn’t the right time for it.

39. Everybody does it this way.

40. It isn’t progressive.

41. It would be too hard to administer.

42. It’s too radical.

43. It’s too complicated.

44. The idea is unsound.

45. Production won’t accept it.

46. We can’t hold up production for that.

47. Engineering won’t approve it.

48. My boss won’t like it.
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49. It’s too much trouble to get started.

50. So what? We’re making a profi t.

51. The schedule doesn’t allow any changes.

52. Who is going to do it?

53. Our product is different.

54. It won’t apply to our problem.

55. Don’t move too fast.

56. It will set a bad precedent.

57. I don’t have enough background information.

58. Is there an easier way to do it?

59. We’ve got something just as good now.

60. I’m too busy to decide now.

61. It doesn’t match our mission statement.

62. It will take too long to test.

63. It will make our present equipment obsolete.

64. Let’s form a committee to study it.

65. It will increase our overhead.

66. That’s too “ivory tower”/theoretical.

67. What do our competitors do?

68. Has anyone else ever tried it?

69. It won’t work in our industry/business.

70. We have too many projects now.

Adapted from “120 Ways to Deter Innovation,” from www.jivesoftware.com. Used courtesy of Mike Oswalt.
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What are some typical reactions/objections to innovative ideas in your work area 

or organization?

Which three reactions/objections are most frequently used in your work area and by those 

you lead?

1. _______________________________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________________________
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Try to turn each reaction/objection into a question, starting with the words, “How can 

I?” or “How can we?” For example, if the objection is, “Our staff  isn’t ready for this,” you 

might ask, “How can we prepare our staff  for this?” Sometimes what look like red fl ags are 

opportunities in disguise.

QUESTION 1 :

QUESTION 2 :

QUESTION 3 :
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“Rules and processes 
exist to expedite 
business, 
not ritualize it.”–MARGARET HEFFERNAN
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Refl ection: Your Reasons to 
Not Challenge the Process

Be honest. When you see something that needs to be challenged, 

what does your inner critic say? What reason really holds you back?

 1. I don’t have the time.

 2. I’ve got too much on my plate.

 3. I’ll be punished if I fail.

 4. They don’t pay me enough to take on this kind of project.

 5. I’m not disciplined enough.

 6. Someone will steal my idea.

 7. If it ain’t broke, don’t fi x it.

 8. If I succeed, too much will be expected of me.

 9. I’m too close to retirement.

10. I’ve never done anything like this before.

11. I don’t want to go to any more meetings.

12. I’m trying to simplify my life, not complicate it.

13. My other projects will suffer.

14. I’m not sure how to begin.

15. I’m not smart enough to pull this off.

16. Summer’s coming.

17. Maybe next year.

18. I’m thinking of quitting.

19. It’s not my job.

20. Other ______________________________________________________________

21. Other ______________________________________________________________
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Which three do you think or use most frequently?

1. _______________________________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________________________

Try to turn each into a question, starting with the words, “How can I?” or “How can we?” 

For example, if the reason is, “It’s not my job,” you might ask, “How can I make it my job?” 

or “How is this actually part of my job?”

QUESTION 1 :

QUESTION 2 :

QUESTION 3 :

C
H

A
L

L
E

N
G

E
 T

H
E

 P
R

O
C

E
S

S
|    P

A
G

E
   1

9
  

PW-3.indd   19PW-3.indd   19 29/04/10   10:49 AM29/04/10   10:49 AM



What Else Holds You Back?
“WHAT IF I FAIL?”

What’s holds you back from challenging the process? For many leaders it simply is the fear 

of making a mistake. Here are some ideas that may help you to overcome that fear.

The Mistake Bank. With the slogan “Learning from faux pas, mistakes, and decisions gone 

wrong,” the Mistake Bank provides an online community in which people share “your 

mistakes that you think others could learn from.” See http://mistakebank.ning.com/.

The Dutch Institute of Brilliant Failures. Using Christopher Columbus as the defi nitive 

example, the site (http://www.briljantemislukkingen.nl/page/engelse-pagina/) defi nes a 

“brilliant failure” as meeting the following criteria:

 ◾ The innovator strives with good intentions (not at the expense of others or society at 

large) to achieve his or her goal.

 ◾ The innovator does all he or she can to avoid unnecessary errors: failure through poor 

preparation or silly mistakes is not brilliant failure!

 ◾ The innovator does not achieve the original goal; if the actual result was not 

intended but has value for the individual or society, we can offi  cially classify it as a 

brilliant failure!

 ◾ The innovator learned something from the failure; even if it was not what was 

intended, he or she learned what not to do. Above all, the person’s experiences, 

courage, and perseverance may well inspire others.

The Queasy Eagle Award. The Mayo Clinic gives this award to individuals who attempt 

innovation but fail for the right reasons (and while upholding the clinic’s “do no harm” 

value).

One common reason for hesitating to Challenge the Process is the expectation that we will 

get everything right on the fi rst try. How do you react to the mistakes of others? Do you 

overreact? Do you ask, “What did we learn?” Do the people who work for you trust you to 

let them make, and learn from, mistakes?
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“Nothing undermines 
innovation more 
effectively than fear. By 
the same token, nothing 
encourages innovation 
better than fi nding 
ways to cope with 
fear. Real innovation 
is most likely to take 
place among those who 
aren’t hamstrung by 
anxiety.”—RICHARD FARSON, WHOEVER MAKES THE 
MOST MISTAKES WINS
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Risk-Taking Worksheet

In many ways, to Challenge the Process is to take a risk. List the risks 

that you anticipate facing in the near future and circle the level of 

each risk:

1.

Risk 1 is��LOW��MEDIUM��HIGH

2. 

Risk 2 is��LOW��MEDIUM��HIGH

3. 

Risk 3 is��LOW��MEDIUM��HIGH
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For each of the risks listed, answer the following questions:

1. What results do you expect?

2. What concerns do you have about this risk? 

3. What is the best possible outcome?

4. What is the worst possible outcome?

5. What do you stand to gain or lose?

6. What can you do to increase the chance of success and 
positive outcomes?
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7. Write a brief action plan related to each risk.

Risk 1.

Risk 2.

Risk 3.
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“There always are 
endless reasons not to do 
something—take action, 
make a decision, etc. 
Get out of that box.”
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What Holds Back Those Whom 
You Lead? Do They?
THE CAR

Think about those whom you lead. As a group, they form the vehicle with which to 

successfully Challenge the Process. What functions does each of your constituents fi ll?

A.

B.

C.

D.

E.

F.

G.

H.

I.

A. Rear-view mirror: Always looking at where we’ve been and what 
we used to do.

B. Steering wheel: Keeping things on course.

C. Horn: Shouting out warnings, sometimes unfounded.

D. Headlight: Keeping the vision in focus, helping to see into the distance.

E. Engine: Propelling the car.

F. Tires: Smoothing the ride over the bumps.

G. Spare tire: Resources, ready with “Plan B.”

H. Fuel: Providing energy and spirit.

I. Trunk: Full of old baggage.
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Which functions help in moving forward successfully? Which hinder?

What do you need to do to develop a sleeker, faster car?

Sometimes what you perceive as blocking behavior is really an important asset—like 

the horn. Sometimes an obstacle is a person who is always looking backward. How 

can you maximize your assets? How can you help the person who is having trouble 

moving forward?

Which part of the car are you? 
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When asked to comment on the secret of success, 
Soichiro Honda (yes, that Honda) said that it was 
90 percent failure and 10 percent introspection 
(understanding cause of the failure and fi xing it).
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What Holds Back Those 
Whom You Lead? Do You?

Part of your job as a leader is helping others to Challenge the Process 

by encouraging risk taking. Encouraging risk taking requires:

1. Instilling trust

 ◾ How do you respond to missteps and mistakes?

 ◾ Do you overreact?

 ◾ Do you become angry?

 ◾ Do you punish your constituents for failing?

 ◾ Do you help them to save face?

 ◾ Do you say, “What can we learn from this”?

 ◾ How do you respond to their ideas and suggestions?

 ◾ Have you ever said anything on the list of seventy-two reactions/

objections above?

 ◾ Do you shoot the messengers?

 ◾ Do you support them?

 ◾ Do you say, “Let’s see if we can fi gure out a way to make that happen”?

 ◾ Do you celebrate small wins and small steps?

2. What have you taught those you lead about Challenge the Process?

 ◾ Do you encourage activities that stimulate thinking about when and how to 

Challenge the Process?

 ◾ Do you help to provide them with “hindsight”?

 ◾ Do you provide them with interesting training opportunities (including those not 

directly related to work, for instance, “lunchtime learning” programs)?

 ◾ Do you give them credit when they succeed?

C
H

A
L

L
E

N
G

E
 T

H
E

 P
R

O
C

E
S

S
|    P

A
G

E
   2

9
  

PW-3.indd   29PW-3.indd   29 29/04/10   10:49 AM29/04/10   10:49 AM



“Nothing undermines 
innovation more 
effectively than fear. By 
the same token, nothing 
encourages innovation 
better than fi nding 
ways to cope with 
fear. Real innovation 
is most likely to take 
place among those who 
aren’t hamstrung by 
anxiety.”—RICHARD FARSON, WHOEVER 
MAKES THE MOST MISTAKES WINS
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What Is the Real Problem?

In the book Unleashing Innovation, authors Nancy Tennant Snyder 

and Deborah Duarte share reports of Whirlpool’s failed approaches to 

getting its workforce to be more creative, including sending people 

to “creativity” workshops. Management fi nally realized that the 

problem was not that employees were not creative, but that 

processes, systems, politics, and old rules were blocking creativity.
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Helping Those You Lead to Challenge 
the Process: What’s in It for Them?

Sometimes the change initiatives introduced by someone else just 

sound like additional work. In thinking about encouraging those you 

lead to support you when you Challenge the Process and to Challenge 

the Process eff ectively on their own initiative, consider what makes a 

challenge meaningful and important to them. Some people are energized 

by a challenge itself. Others fi nd meaning in the chance to contribute 

to something important, the chance to learn something new, and/or the 

chance to improve something that aff ects them.

How can you help your constituents to fi nd meaning in this practice? Be as specifi c 

as possible.

PERSON 1 .

PERSON 2 .
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PERSON 3 .

PERSON 4 .

PERSON 5 .
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“People eagerly engage 
when they want something 
to improve.”—SETH GODIN
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Refl ect: Lorenzo’s Oil

Watch the 1994 fi lm Lorenzo’s Oil (available for purchase from sellers 

such as Amazon.com and for rent from sources such as Netfl ix). It is a 

fi lm about a young boy with a devastating medical condition and the 

journey his parents make in challenging the processes of the medical 

establishment and the attitudes of their peer group. After watching it, 

refl ect on these questions:

1. In what ways did the parents, Augusto and Michaela Odone, Challenge 
the Process?

2. What were some of the small wins?

3. What were some failures?

4. At one point Michaela Odone expresses her concern that spending time 
looking for a treatment will take her away from precious time with her son. 
Why did she move forward with the challenge?

5. What other sacrifi ces did this challenge require?

6. It often is easy to dismiss the objections of others as mere resistance 
to change. However, sometimes objections are legitimate concerns that need to be 

addressed. Thinking about Lorenzo’s Oil, what objections were raised by others as the 

processes were challenged? Were all the objections unfounded? What were the points of 

view of those who expressed resistance? Consider, for instance, the frequency with which 

doctors encounter desperate parents willing to grasp at any straw.

7. How did the Odones deal with these objections?

8. The Odones were not leaders in any traditional sense; they had no 
position in the medical community. How did they exercise their infl uence in the 

absence of formal authority?

9. What lessons are here for those who may not have titles or positions that 
give them authority over others?
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Conclusion

What are two or three actions you can take to enhance your success 

when you Challenge the Process?

1.  

2. 

3. 
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Additional Resources

If your impulses or emotional reactions, such as over-reacting to bad 

news, aff ect the ways in which you respond to mistakes, resources 

on emotional intelligence may prove useful. A good starting point is 

Daniel Goleman’s book, Emotional Intelligence. There also are many 

resources on EI available on the web.

For more general information on innovation and risk taking, consult:

Anthony, S., Ehring, M., & Gibson, L. (2006, May). Mapping your innovation strategy. 

Harvard Business Review. Available at http://ww3.harvardbusiness.org/corporate/

assets/content/SDAnthony.pdf

Block, P. (2003). The answer to how is yes. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler.

Gawande, A. (2008). Better. New York: Picador.

Gladwell, M. (2008). Outliers. Boston: Little, Brown and Company.

Snyder, N., & Duarte, D. (2008). Unleashing innovation. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
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NOTES:
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