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Optimism - Your Leadership Advantage
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Today's world never stops changing. Leaders face one crisis after another, seemingly without any breaks.
This constant stress triggers our body's fight-or-flight response, which was useful when dangers were
simple and short-lived. But now this response actually hurts our ability to lead well.

The solution? Developing our optimism. And this is actually easier than you might think!

What Optimism Really Means

Most people think optimism means being cheerful all the time or having a naturally positive personality.
That's not true. Real optimism is a skill you can learn. It's a way to face uncertainty that combines hope
with the courage to take action.

True optimism means you can see both problems and possibilities at the same time. You don't ignore
bad news. Instead, you acknowledge it while also looking for ways to move forward. Your company might
be losing money AND your team might have great ideas for new products. Both things can be true.

Negative Thinking Hurts Teams

Our brains naturally focus on threats and problems. This was helpful when humans lived in caves and
needed to avoid dangerous animals. But in business, this negative focus creates major problems.

When leaders always think about what's wrong, their teams get stuck too. Everyone becomes reactive
instead of creative. The science is clear: negative emotions slow down thinking and limit options. Positive
emotions speed up thinking and open up new possibilities.

Even worse, a leader's mood spreads through the whole organization. If you're always worried and
negative, your team will be too.

Turning Uncertainty Into An Advantage

Here's a powerful idea: uncertainty can actually help you as a leader. Instead of fighting against
unpredictable changes in business, smart leaders learn to approach the unknown with curiosity and
energy.

This means getting comfortable with constantly adapting while keeping your core values. You don't need
all the answers right away. You just need confidence that you can find answers by staying engaged and
trying new things.
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Putting This Into Practice

Start meetings differently: Instead of asking "What's wrong?" try asking "What's working well that we
can build on?" You're not ignoring problems. You're just approaching challenges from a position of
strength.
Notice small improvements: Train yourself to see small progress, even during hard times. Most
change happens through tiny steps that add up over time. But leaders often miss these signs while
waiting for big breakthroughs.
Build support networks: Don't try to stay positive all by yourself. Create systems like peer groups,
coaches, or trusted advisors who can help you keep perspective when things get overwhelming.
Use "Yes, and" thinking: When you have to share bad news, try this approach: acknowledge the
problem AND point out related strengths or new opportunities. This isn't about spinning the truth.
It's about telling the complete truth.

The Difference Between Hope and Courage

Hope is important, but it's not enough by itself. Hope helps you imagine better possibilities. Courage
helps you actually do something about those possibilities.

As a leader, your job isn't to remove all uncertainty for your team (anyway, that's impossible!). Your real
job is to show people how to move forward creatively even when you don't know exactly what will
happen next.

Sometimes this means letting old systems fail when they don't work anymore. You need confidence that
something better can emerge if you adapt consciously instead of desperately holding onto outdated
approaches.

How Optimistic Leadership Spreads

When leaders genuinely show optimistic engagement with uncertainty, they create what experts call
"safe emergencies." This means environments where teams can take necessary risks and face difficult
realities while still trusting that everyone can handle whatever comes up.

This isn't about fake reassurance or pretending everything is fine. It's about consistently showing that
challenges and possibilities can exist at the same time. It's about proving that moving toward the
unknown with curiosity works better than hiding behind defensive planning.

Why This Matters Now

The world has become too complex and unpredictable for old-style leadership based on control and
certainty. The leaders who will succeed are those who learn to treat the future like an improvisation
challenge rather than a problem to solve. They help their whole organization do the same.

In today's environment, optimism isn't optional. It's the basic skill that lets leaders turn uncertainty from
a threat into a competitive advantage.

The key is remembering that optimism is something you do, not something you are. You can learn it,
practice it, and get better at it.

OPTIMISM - YOUR LEADERSHIP ADVANTAGE



Part A: Personal Resilience Foundation

1. When facing a significant challenge, I can identify at least one
potential positive outcome or opportunity.
2. I maintain perspective that current difficulties are temporary, even
when they feel overwhelming.
3. I regularly notice and acknowledge small wins or progress, even
during tough periods.
4. When things go wrong, I focus more on what I can control than what I
cannot.
5. I have reliable practices that help me restore my energy and
emotional balance.

Rating: ___/5

 Rating: ___/5

Rating: ___/5

 Rating: ___/5

 Rating: ___/5

Section A Total: ___/25

Part B: Communication and Influence

6. I can communicate difficult news to my team while maintaining their
confidence in our future.
7. My team members come to me for perspective when they're feeling
discouraged or overwhelmed.
8. I regularly share stories of resilience, progress, or possibility with my
team.
9. During team meetings, I help others see opportunities alongside the
challenges we discuss.
10. I can acknowledge serious problems without letting them dominate
the entire conversation.

Rating: ___/5

 Rating: ___/5

Rating: ___/5

 Rating: ___/5

 Rating: ___/5

Section B Total: ___/25

The Leader's Optimism Assessment

Understanding The Foundation Of Your Leadership Resilience

This assessment helps you understand your current optimism capacity and identify specific areas for
strengthening your leadership resilience during uncertain times.

Instructions
Read each statement and rate how accurately it describes your current experience using this scale:

1 = Never true for me
2 = Rarely true for me
3 = Sometimes true for me
4 = Often true for me
5 = Almost always true for me

Answer based on how you've been feeling and acting over the past 3-4 weeks, not how you think you should feel.
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Part C: Decision-Making Under Pressure

11. When making difficult decisions, I can see multiple possible
outcomes, not just worst-case scenarios.
12. I seek input from others who can offer different perspectives on
challenging situations.
 13. I make decisions based on the best available information rather
than waiting for certainty.
 14. After making a difficult decision, I can focus on implementation
rather than second-guessing myself.
15. I view setbacks as learning opportunities that inform better future
decisions.

Rating: ___/5

 Rating: ___/5

Rating: ___/5

 Rating: ___/5

 Rating: ___/5

Section C Total: ___/25

Part D: Future Orientation

16. I can envision specific ways my organization will be stronger after
navigating current challenges.
17. I actively look for emerging trends or opportunities that could
benefit our mission.
18. I invest time in relationships and initiatives that may not pay off
immediately but show long-term promise.
19. I help my team prepare for multiple possible futures rather than
assuming things will return to "normal."
20. I maintain curiosity about what we might learn or become through
this difficult period.

Rating: ___/5

 Rating: ___/5

Rating: ___/5

 Rating: ___/5

 Rating: ___/5

Section D Total: ___/25

Your Optimism Profile
Total Score: ___/100

Scoring Guide:

80-100: Strong Optimistic Foundation
You demonstrate robust resilience and consistently model optimistic leadership. Focus on maintaining these
strengths while supporting others who may be struggling more.

60-79: Solid with Growth Areas
You have good foundational optimism but there are specific areas where strengthening your approach could
significantly enhance your leadership impact during crisis.

40-59: Developing Resilience
You're working hard to maintain optimism but may be feeling depleted. This is completely normal for leaders in
crisis. Focus on building systematic practices to support your resilience.

20-39: Optimism Under Stress
You're likely experiencing the full weight of leadership during uncertainty. This score indicates you would benefit
significantly from targeted support and practical tools for rebuilding your optimistic foundation.

Below 20: Crisis Leadership Mode
You may be in pure survival mode. Consider seeking additional support - whether through peer networks,
coaching, or counseling - while implementing small, manageable optimism practices.

THE LEADER'S OPTIMISM ASSESSMENT
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THE LEADER'S OPTIMISM ASSESSMENT
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Section-by-Section Insights

Section A (Personal Foundation): Low scores here suggest you need to prioritize your own
resilience practices before focusing on leading others.
Section B (Communication): Low scores indicate opportunities to strengthen how you
influence and inspire your team during difficult times.
Section C (Decision-Making): Low scores suggest that uncertainty may be paralyzing your
decision-making process or causing excessive second-guessing.
Section D (Future Orientation): Low scores indicate you may be so focused on immediate
crisis management that you're losing sight of longer-term possibilities.

Next Steps

Based on your assessment results:

1. Identify your lowest-scoring section - This is likely where focused improvement will have
the biggest impact on your leadership effectiveness.

2.Choose 1-2 specific statements where you scored yourself lower - These represent
concrete areas for development.

3.Consider your highest-scoring areas - These are strengths you can leverage to support
your growth in other areas.

4.Retake this assessment periodically - Track your progress as you implement new
practices and navigate changing circumstances.

Remember: This assessment reflects your current capacity, not your permanent leadership identity.
Optimism is a skill that strengthens with practice, especially when supported by practical tools and
peer connection.



What? So What? Now What? 
A leadership lens for meaning-making and action

WHAT? - Understanding the Content

1. Key Insight Capture
What is the single most important idea or insight from this reading that resonates with your leadership
experience?
2. Challenge Recognition
What problem or challenge does this article address that you're currently facing (or anticipating) in your
organization?

SO WHAT? - Making Meaning for Leadership

3. Leadership Connection
How does this content connect to a specific leadership decision, conversation, or situation you're
navigating right now?
4. Gap Analysis
What gap does this reading reveal between where you are as a leader and where you want to be?
5. Broader Implications
If you applied this article's main concepts consistently, what would change about your leadership
approach or your organization's culture?

NOW WHAT? - Moving to Action

6. Immediate Application
What is one specific action you could take this week to begin implementing or testing this insight?
7. Conversation Catalyst
Who on your team or in your network would benefit from discussing this content with you? When will
you initiate that conversation?
8. Progress Indicator
In 30 days, how will you know whether engaging with this content has made a difference in your
leadership effectiveness?
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Select and read one of the articles below. Next, spend 10-15 minutes working through the
questions offered below. Focus on connecting the content to your current leadership
challenges and opportunities.

Suzanne Ehlers
“Resilient nonprofit leadership in
these times.” 

Martin Seligman
“Building Resilience”

Rob Cross, Karen Dillon and Danna
Greenberg
“The Secret to Building Resilience”

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/resilient-nonprofit-leadership-times-suzanne-ehlers-izqcc/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/resilient-nonprofit-leadership-times-suzanne-ehlers-izqcc/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/resilient-nonprofit-leadership-times-suzanne-ehlers-izqcc/
https://hbr.org/2011/04/building-resilience?autocomplete=true
https://hbr.org/2011/04/building-resilience?autocomplete=true
https://hbr.org/search?term=Karen%20Dillon
https://hbr.org/2011/04/building-resilience?autocomplete=true
https://hbr.org/search?term=Danna%20Greenberg
https://hbr.org/search?term=Danna%20Greenberg
https://hbr.org/2011/04/building-resilience?autocomplete=true
https://hbr.org/2021/01/the-secret-to-building-resilience
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WHAT? - Understanding the Content

1. Key Insight Capture
What is the single most important idea or insight from
this reading that resonates with your leadership
experience?

2. Challenge Recognition
What problem or challenge does this article address
that you're currently facing (or anticipating) in your
organization?

SO WHAT? - Making Meaning for Leadership

NOW WHAT? - Moving to Action

3. Leadership Connection
How does this content connect to a specific leadership
decision, conversation, or situation you're navigating
right now?

4. Gap Analysis
What gap does this reading reveal between where you
are as a leader and where you want to be?

6. Immediate Application
What is one specific action you could take this week to
begin implementing or testing this insight?

7. Conversation Catalyst
Who on your team or in your network would benefit
from discussing this content with you? When will you
initiate that conversation?

5. Broader Implications
If you applied this article's main concepts consistently,
what would change about your leadership approach or
your organization's culture?

8. Progress Indicator
In 30 days, how will you know whether engaging with
this content has made a difference in your leadership
effectiveness?

A LEADERSHIP LENS FOR MEANING-MAKING AND ACTION



Building Collective Optimism in Uncertain Times

Purpose: Help your team move from individual stress and isolation to collective resilience by creating
shared understanding of challenges AND possibilities.

Participants: Best for leadership teams of 4-8 people who are dealing with significant organizational
challenges

Time Required: 60 minutes

Materials Needed
Flip chart paper or large whiteboard
Sticky notes (3 different colors)
Markers
Timer
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The Activity: "Mapping Our Reality"

PART 1: Individual Reflection (5 minutes)
Silent reflection - no discussion yet
Give each person 3 different colored sticky notes:

Red notes: Current challenges/concerns weighing on you
Yellow notes: Resources/strengths we currently have
Green notes: Possibilities/opportunities you can see (even small ones)

Instructions to team: "Write one item per sticky note. Use as many notes as you need. Be specific and honest."

PART 2: Collective Mapping (10 minutes)
Create three columns on the wall/board:

1."What's Current" (Red zone)
2."What We Have" (Yellow zone)
3."What's Possible" (Green zone)

Process:
Each person places their sticky notes in the appropriate columns
Similar items get clustered together
No discussion or judgment during posting - just observe patterns emerging

PART 3: Pattern Recognition (15 minutes)
As a team, discuss:

What patterns do you notice in each column?
What surprises you about what others posted?
Are there more resources/possibilities than you expected?
Which challenges appear most frequently across team members?

PART 4: "Yes, And" Bridge Building (20 minutes)
Choose 2-3 of the most significant challenges from the red column.
For each challenge, complete this statement as a team: "Yes, it's true that [challenge], AND it's also true that
[related strength/resource/possibility from yellow/green columns]."

Examples:
"Yes, our funding is uncertain, AND we have incredibly committed staff who are finding creative ways
to maintain services."
"Yes, we're facing staff reductions, AND this is forcing us to identify our absolute core mission
priorities."

PART 5: Collective Commitment (10 minutes)
As a team, identify:

1.One shared practice you'll implement to support each other through difficulties
2.One possibility you'll actively explore together in the next 30 days
3.One way you'll regularly remind each other of your strengths and resources

Write these commitments on a separate sheet - this becomes your team's "resilience anchor."

TEAM EXERCISE
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Facilitator Notes

Before the Session:

Set the tone: "We're not here to solve everything or pretend problems don't exist. We're here to get a
complete picture of our reality - both challenges and possibilities."
Normalize difficulty: "Everyone is struggling right now. This isn't about toxic positivity - it's about making
sure we see the whole picture."

During the Session:

Enforce silent posting in Part 2 - discussion too early kills honest sharing
Don't rush Part 3 - pattern recognition is where the magic happens
Model "Yes, and" thinking - show that acknowledging problems and possibilities simultaneously

After the Session:

Share the "resilience anchor”

Common Challenges:

"We have no possibilities" - Start smaller. Even "Our team still cares deeply" is a possibility.
Someone dominates discussion - Use the sticky note format to ensure all voices are heard equally.
Resistance to optimism - Emphasize this isn't about false hope, but about seeing all aspects of reality.

TEAM EXERCISE



Visit our website to access these and other practical resources
for leaders and teams moving through change

RCAChangeAdvisors.com
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