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In the landscape of organizational development and leadership mastery, the concept of
Level Three Leadership holds a pivotal place. Often described as the stage where leaders
transition from personal achievements to truly empowering others, Level Three is
characterized by the ability to build enduring teams and foster a collaborative culture. But
to fully grasp the essence of Level Three Leadership, it’s essential to go beyond surface-
level traits and delve into what truly sustains effective leadership over time. This is where
the idea of "getting below the surface" becomes critical—uncovering the underlying
attitudes, behaviors, and mindsets that define a leader’s capacity to inspire, influence, and
develop others. In this article, we will explore the core principles of Level Three
Leadership, emphasizing the importance of understanding what lies beneath visible
actions. We will highlight why surface behaviors are just the tip of the iceberg and how the
true essence of leadership resides in deeper psychological and relational layers. By doing
so, leaders can unlock their full potential and foster a resilient, motivated, and high-
performing team.

Understanding the Foundations of Level Three Leadership

What is Level Three Leadership?

Level Three Leadership, as outlined in leadership development models like The Five Levels
of Leadership by John C. Maxwell, is often associated with the stage where leaders begin to
develop others and build teams that can operate independently. At this level, leaders are
not just focused on personal success; they invest in others, creating a ripple effect of
influence that extends beyond their immediate actions. Key characteristics include: -
Developing others’ strengths - Building trust and loyalty - Creating a collaborative
environment - Leading by example consistently

The Surface vs. The Depth of Leadership

Many leaders tend to focus on visible actions—public speaking, strategic decisions, or team
outputs. These are surface behaviors that can be observed and measured easily. However,
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true Level Three leadership goes much deeper, encompassing the underlying attitudes,
values, and emotional intelligence that drive those visible actions. Surface behaviors
include: - Giving directives - Recognizing achievements - Setting goals Deep-rooted
qualities that underpin effective leadership: - Empathy - Humility - Authenticity - Self-
awareness - Emotional resilience Understanding the difference between surface actions
and underlying qualities is crucial for leaders who aspire to grow beyond superficial
management.

Getting Below the Surface: Why It Matters

The Limitations of Surface-Level Leadership

Leaders who only focus on surface behaviors risk: - Creating a transactional environment
lacking genuine engagement - Fostering dependency rather than empowerment - Facing
burnout due to misaligned motivations - Struggling with consistency in leadership
effectiveness These limitations can impede the development of truly autonomous teams,
which are essential at Level Three.

The Power of Deep Leadership

Getting below the surface allows leaders to: - Understand their own motivations and biases
- Recognize and influence the emotional states of team members - Build authentic trust
through vulnerability and transparency - Cultivate a culture of continuous growth and
learning By fostering these deeper qualities, leaders can create sustainable change that
persists even in challenging circumstances.

Key Elements of Getting Below the Surface in Level Three
Leadership

Self-awareness and Emotional Intelligence

Self-awareness is the foundation of deep leadership. Leaders must understand their own
values, triggers, and blind spots to lead authentically. This involves: - Regular self-
reflection - Soliciting feedback from others - Recognizing emotional responses Emotional
intelligence complements self-awareness by enabling leaders to: - Manage their emotions
effectively - Empathize with team members - Navigate complex interpersonal dynamics

Authenticity and Vulnerability

Authentic leaders are genuine and transparent. Showing vulnerability, such as admitting



mistakes or sharing personal stories, builds trust and encourages others to open up. This
fosters a culture where: - Open communication is valued - Innovation thrives - Errors
become learning opportunities

Values-Based Leadership

Getting below the surface involves aligning actions with core values. Leaders who operate
from a strong value system: - Make consistent decisions - Inspire loyalty - Create a sense of
purpose within their teams Clarifying and embodying core values helps to foster integrity
and authenticity.

Building Trust and Psychological Safety

Trust is a cornerstone of Level Three Leadership. Leaders must: - Demonstrate consistency
- Follow through on commitments - Encourage risk-taking without fear of punishment
Psychological safety allows team members to express ideas and concerns openly, which
enhances creativity and problem-solving.

Practical Strategies to Get Below the Surface

Engage in Deep Listening

Active and empathetic listening helps leaders understand the underlying needs,
motivations, and concerns of their team members. This involves: - Giving full attention
without judgment - Asking open-ended questions - Reflecting back what is heard

Practice Self-Reflection and Mindfulness

Regular self-assessment can uncover unconscious biases or emotional triggers. Techniques
include: - Journaling experiences and insights - Meditation and mindfulness exercises -
Seeking feedback from trusted colleagues

Develop Emotional Intelligence Skills

Enhancing emotional intelligence requires deliberate effort: - Recognize and label emotions
- Practice empathy in interactions - Manage stress and emotional reactions

Foster a Culture of Transparency and Vulnerability

Leaders should model openness by sharing their challenges and uncertainties. This
approach: - Encourages team members to do the same - Builds authentic relationships -
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Creates a safe space for innovation and risk-taking

Challenges in Getting Below the Surface and How to
Overcome Them

Facing Personal Biases and Assumptions

Leaders may resist examining their deeper selves due to discomfort or fear. Overcoming
this involves: - Committing to ongoing self-awareness - Seeking coaching or mentorship -
Embracing vulnerability as strength

Balancing Authenticity with Professional Boundaries

While vulnerability is valuable, leaders must also maintain professionalism. Finding this
balance entails: - Being genuine without oversharing - Communicating openly while
respecting boundaries - Demonstrating consistency in words and actions

Time and Effort Investment

Getting below the surface requires intentional effort and patience. Leaders should: -
Schedule regular self-reflection sessions - Dedicate time to one-on-one conversations -
Invest in personal development resources

Conclusion: The Transformative Power of Deep
Leadership

Level Three Leadership is about more than just managing tasks; it’s about cultivating
genuine influence rooted in understanding and authenticity. Getting below the surface
enables leaders to connect on a deeper level with their teams, foster trust, and inspire
lasting change. By embracing self-awareness, vulnerability, and values-based principles,
leaders can transcend superficial behaviors and build resilient, empowered organizations.
Ultimately, the journey into the depths of leadership is ongoing. It requires courage,
humility, and a commitment to continuous growth. Leaders who master getting below the
surface will not only elevate their own effectiveness but also create environments where
others thrive—leading to sustainable success and meaningful impact.

Level Three Leadership: Getting Below the Surface In the complex landscape of modern
organizational leadership, the concept of Level Three Leadership offers a compelling
framework for understanding how leaders evolve beyond mere competence and charisma
to cultivate genuine influence and lasting impact. Often described as "getting below the



surface," Level Three leadership emphasizes the importance of self-awareness, relational
depth, and authentic engagement with others. This level of leadership is not just about
managing tasks or inspiring with vision but about fostering trust, empowering teams, and
aligning personal values with organizational purpose. As organizations face rapid change,
increased accountability, and heightened expectations, understanding and developing
Level Three leadership becomes crucial for sustainable success.

Understanding the Framework of Level Three Leadership

Origins and Theoretical Foundations

The concept of Level Three leadership originates from the leadership development models
proposed by Jim Collins in his seminal work, Good to Great, and further expanded by other
leadership scholars. Collins delineates different levels of leadership maturity, with Level
Three characterized as "Competent Leaders" who are capable of organizing people and
resources efficiently but have yet to achieve the relational and transformational depth
associated with higher levels. At its core, Level Three leadership signifies a shift from a
focus on individual achievement and task management (Level One and Two) towards
cultivating genuine influence rooted in trust, integrity, and authentic relationships. It’s
about moving from merely doing the work to understanding the why behind the work and
inspiring others to pursue shared goals with conviction.

The Significance of "Getting Below the Surface"

The phrase "getting below the surface" encapsulates the essence of Level Three leadership.
It implies peeling back superficial layers—such as titles, formal authority, or surface-level
communication—to access the deeper elements that truly drive human motivation and
organizational health. This involves: - Self-awareness: Recognizing one’s strengths,
weaknesses, biases, and emotional triggers. - Empathy: Understanding and genuinely
connecting with others’ perspectives and emotions. - Authenticity: Demonstrating
consistency between words, actions, and core values. - Relational depth: Building
meaningful relationships based on trust and mutual respect. By getting below the surface,
leaders evolve from transactional managers to transformational influencers who can foster
loyalty, resilience, and innovation within their teams.

Core Components of Level Three Leadership

1. Self-Leadership and Self-Understanding

Self-awareness is the foundation of Level Three leadership. Leaders must engage in

© gr-qa.cbsnorthstar.com Level Three Leadership Getting Below The Surface



continuous self-reflection to identify their values, motivations, and areas for growth. This
involves: - Emotional Intelligence: Recognizing and managing one’s own emotions and
understanding others’ emotional states. - Authentic Listening: Paying close attention not
just to words but also to underlying feelings and concerns. - Vulnerability: Being open
about uncertainties or mistakes to foster trust and authenticity. Leaders who understand
themselves are better equipped to create environments where others feel valued and
understood, thus cultivating psychological safety.

2. Building Trust and Psychological Safety

Trust is the cornerstone of effective Level Three leadership. Leaders must demonstrate
consistency, integrity, and openness. Key practices include: - Transparency: Sharing
information honestly and openly. - Reliability: Following through on commitments. -
Empathy: Showing genuine concern for team members’ well-being. Psychological safety,
the belief that one can speak up without fear of ridicule or retribution, encourages
innovation and problem-solving. Leaders who prioritize getting below the surface actively
nurture this environment.

3. Authentic Communication and Active Listening

Getting below the surface requires deep, meaningful communication. Leaders must: -
Engage in active listening, seeking to understand rather than just respond. - Share their
own stories and experiences to build rapport. - Encourage open dialogue and feedback.
This approach fosters trust and helps surface issues that might otherwise remain hidden,
enabling proactive solutions.

4. Developing Empathy and Compassion

Empathy allows leaders to connect on a human level, recognizing the emotional currents
within their teams. Compassionate leadership involves: - Recognizing individual struggles
or concerns. - Offering support and validation. - Demonstrating genuine interest in team
members’ personal and professional lives. Such empathy strengthens bonds and aligns
individual motivations with organizational goals.

5. Cultivating a Growth Mindset

Level Three leaders promote continuous learning—for themselves and others. They
encourage experimentation, accept failure as part of growth, and celebrate progress. This
mindset: - Fosters resilience. - Encourages innovation. - Builds a culture where individuals
feel safe to take risks.



Practical Strategies for Developing Level Three
Leadership

1. Engage in Reflective Practices

Leaders should dedicate time to self-reflection through journals, meditation, or feedback
sessions. Questions to consider include: - What are my core values? - How do my actions
align with my values? - How do I respond to stress or conflict? - In what ways do I
demonstrate vulnerability? Regular reflection helps uncover underlying motivations and
blind spots.

2. Prioritize Authentic Relationships

Building genuine relationships requires intentional effort: - Schedule one-on-one meetings
focused on listening and understanding. - Show genuine interest in team members’ lives
outside work. - Celebrate successes and acknowledge challenges openly. Over time, these
relationships deepen trust and openness.

3. Practice Transparent and Open Communication

Leaders should: - Share organizational goals, challenges, and reasoning transparently. -
Invite feedback and demonstrate willingness to listen. - Admit mistakes and lessons
learned. Transparency fosters credibility and encourages others to be honest.

4. Develop Emotional Intelligence Skills

Training in emotional intelligence can include: - Recognizing personal emotional triggers. -
Developing empathy through perspective-taking exercises. - Managing emotions to stay
calm in stressful situations. Enhanced EI enables leaders to navigate complex interpersonal
dynamics effectively.

5. Foster a Culture of Psychological Safety

Leaders can: - Model vulnerability and openness. - Encourage diverse perspectives. -
Recognize and address behaviors that undermine trust. Creating a safe space for dialogue
accelerates learning and innovation.

Challenges and Barriers to Achieving Level Three
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Leadership

While the benefits of "getting below the surface" are clear, many leaders face obstacles in
this journey: - Organizational Culture: Hierarchical or authoritarian cultures may
discourage openness. - Personal Insecurity: Leaders may fear vulnerability or losing
authority. - Time Constraints: Building authentic relationships requires time, often scarce
in high-pressure environments. - Misunderstanding Authenticity: Some may equate
authenticity with oversharing or lack of professionalism. - Resistance to Change: Both
leaders and teams may be accustomed to transactional interactions. Overcoming these
barriers entails intentional effort, organizational support, and a commitment to personal
growth.

Impacts of Level Three Leadership on Organizations

When leaders operate at Level Three, organizations experience transformative benefits: -
Enhanced Trust and Engagement: Employees feel valued and committed. - Improved
Collaboration: Deep relationships foster teamwork and shared purpose. - Increased
Innovation: Psychological safety enables risk-taking and creativity. - Resilience in Change:
Trust-based cultures adapt more effectively to change. - Sustainable Performance:
Authentic leadership nurtures long-term success rather than short-term gains.
Furthermore, Level Three leadership lays the groundwork for higher levels of influence,
including Level Four and Five, which focus on inspiring and empowering others to lead.

Conclusion: The Continuous Journey of Getting Below the
Surface

Getting below the surface is not a one-time effort but an ongoing journey that requires
intentionality, humility, and perseverance. Leaders committed to developing Level Three
capabilities invest in understanding themselves and others deeply, fostering authentic
relationships rooted in trust and empathy. This approach transforms leadership from a
positional role into a relational, influence-based practice that elevates entire organizations.
As the business environment continues to evolve, the leaders who excel will be those who
dare to look beneath the superficial and embrace the complexities of human connection.
Achieving Level Three leadership is about creating spaces where authenticity thrives,
vulnerabilities are respected, and collective potential is unleashed—ultimately shaping
organizations that are resilient, innovative, and purpose-driven. In summary, Level Three
leadership—getting below the surface—is a vital stage in leadership development that
emphasizes self-awareness, trust, authentic communication, and relational depth. It
challenges leaders to look inward and foster genuine connections, leading to more engaged



teams and sustainable organizational success. Cultivating this level of leadership requires

deliberate effort, but the rewards—a culture of trust, innovation, and resilience—are well

worth the investment.

Questions & Answers About level three leadership getting

below the surface

‘what lies beneath' improve
team dynamics?

N Question Answer
o

1 | What is the main focus of Level Three Leadership emphasizes understanding
'Level Three Leadership' as the deeper motivations, beliefs, and emotions that
described in 'Getting Below influence leadership behaviors, moving beyond
the Surface'? surface-level actions to genuine self-awareness and

authentic influence.

2 | How does 'Getting Below the | The book recommends reflective practices such as
Surface' suggest leaders can | honest self-assessment, seeking feedback, and
identify their own hidden exploring personal stories to uncover underlying
drivers? beliefs and assumptions that shape leadership style.

3 | Why is getting below the Getting below the surface allows leaders to address
surface important for effective | root causes of challenges, build stronger
leadership, according to the relationships, and foster authentic trust, ultimately
book? leading to more sustainable and impactful

leadership.

4 | What role do emotions play in | Emotions are seen as critical signals that reveal
Level Three Leadership as underlying issues; understanding and managing
discussed in 'Getting Below emotions helps leaders connect more deeply with
the Surface'? others and navigate complex situations effectively.

5 | Can you explain the concept Deep listening involves fully engaging with others to
of 'deep listening' from understand their true feelings and perspectives,
'Getting Below the Surface'? going beyond words to grasp unspoken concerns and

motivations that influence behavior.

6 | How does the book It encourages leaders to embrace vulnerability as a
recommend leaders handle strength, fostering trust and openness, which in turn
their own vulnerabilities? encourages team members to also be authentic and

transparent.

7 | What are some practical tools | Techniques include reflective journaling, powerful
or techniques provided in questioning, empathy exercises, and seeking candid
'‘Getting Below the Surface' feedback to uncover deeper insights into oneself and
for leaders to explore beneath | others.
surface issues?

8 | How does understanding It enables leaders to address underlying concerns,

align values, and resolve conflicts more effectively,
leading to a more cohesive and motivated team.
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Level Three Leadership
according to the book?

9 | In what ways does 'Getting It shifts the focus from skills and behaviors to inner
Below the Surface' challenge |awareness and emotional intelligence, emphasizing
traditional leadership personal growth as foundational for effective
development approaches? leadership.

10 | What is the ultimate goal of The goal is to develop authentic, self-aware leaders

who can influence others through genuine
connection, deep understanding, and integrity,
thereby creating positive and lasting change.

leadership development, emotional intelligence, team dynamics, self-awareness,

organizational culture, communication skills, conflict resolution, trust building,

vulnerability in leadership, transformational leadership
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