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Episode 3: “Leadership lessons from Barack Obama.” 

Listen to more episodes at RichLitvin.com/1Insight 

 

Rich: Welcome to 1 Insight. My name is Rich Litvin. I grew up in London, and I now live in LA, 

and this is a podcast for extraordinary top performers. You see, I've coached some of 

the most successful and talented people on the planet. I see what most people cannot 

see, and I dare to say what most people wouldn't dare to say. What I know about 

success is that on the other side of it, it can actually be lonely. You can feel like more of 

an impostor, the more successful you become. And when you're the most interesting 

person in the room, you're actually in the wrong room. I coach around insight. Life looks 

one way, something happens, the world looks different and your entire world changes. 

It can happen in an instant. This podcast is called 1 Insight, because a single insight can 

change everything. 

Rich: This was an interesting episode for me. Angela has been one of my clients for a few 

years. Angela, in 2007, saw a very inspiring man and said, "Hey, I like his message. I like 

what he's about." In 2008, she quit her job when everyone said, "You're crazy. Don't do 

that.," to support this man, this senator, who most people had never heard of, Barack 

Obama, Senator Barack Obama. She helped him with his campaign. When he became 

president of the United States, she spent seven years in the white house as his personal 

aide. She spent the last year writing a book, been in conversations with high level 

publishers about leaving a legacy in the world. And in this particular call, I coach her and 

I bring in real directness and power and lead her. I get told sometimes in coaching 

schools, "You're not supposed to lead the client." 
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Rich: I didn't lead for any sense of attachment. I said to her, "If this is not for you, then the let 

it go, but I'm going to tell you what I think, what I believe." And I said, "Right now, 

Angela, stop being selfish. It's time to share the leadership lessons you learned from 

sitting next to, from being with, from observing one of the most fascinating presidents 

in recent history, President Barack Obama." I drew out from her three lessons that she 

would teach to people right now, at this interesting and challenging moment in time, 

that they could take from there. And then I got a commitment from her to teach this to 

my community. Our upcoming, we've got a virtual intensive coming up, where she'll 

teach this on one of the calls. Dive in, enjoy, watch as or listen as a coach how I'm 

playing with a client, and then let yourself be coached around, what's the message that 

you're not sharing right now, and how you're being selfish because you won't get out of 

your own way and say something that feels scary. Okay. 

Rich: Hello, Angela. 

Angela: Hi, Rich. 

Rich: Hey. Nice to see you. 

Angela: Good to see you too. 

Rich: I've literally stopped asking people the question that we go to by default, which is how 

are you? Because we are living in very interesting times right now. 

Angela: Yeah. It's a complicated answer. 

Rich: Correct. And we originally set up this podcast so that I could draw out your story, tell it 

in a way that's really inspiring and supports you. However, I'm a coach, and I show up in 

real time and I say to my clients, "Hey, how can I help you? What's going on?" So, how 

can I help you? What's going on? 

Angela: I knew that was the question you were going to ask. So, of course, me trying to prepare, 

thinking through what do I want help on. Well, I am in transition, which I feel like I've 

been transitioning for some time. I have an end date for my job, and it feels a bit 

counter intuitive right now. And the plan was to go off on a speaking, really lift my 

speaking business, the speaking portion, and put myself out there. And I finally felt like I 

got to the place where I was ready to do that even more. And I texted you about a 

speech that I had that went really well, and it's funny because in the middle of the 

forum where I spoke, they shut down the university. And so, in the midst of me feeling 

like I'm launching this new thing, that everything around me is pulling, shutting it down. 

Angela: And so, I've just been grappling with that and taking it all in. I still believe that it's a 

message that's almost even more important to be heard now, and it's more on people's 

radar now than before. 

Rich: What's the message? Give me the heart of it in a sentence or so. 
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Angela: So, just the overarching question is, what's your legacy? And having people think about 

not waiting until the end of their life when they have more money, more time, more 

resources to leave their legacy, but you can do that now. 

Angela: And it's, I chart it through my story of figuring out what I want to give to the world. 

What's my purpose in life and really rising up to the occasion of helping Barack Obama 

become the next president of the United States. Throwing caution to the wind, of sorts, 

to go do that. 

Rich: I love that you, so that's the first time you've ever said that out loud in a way to me. It's 

always, I have to draw that out of you. So, for context, for everyone who's listening, 

back in 2007, Angela saw this person, is that the right year? 

Angela: Right. Saw him in 2007, watched him but didn't move until 2008. 

Rich: Great. 2007 Angela sees this interesting man who seems inspiring, and by 2008, she 

says, "Okay, I need to help this man. This man is someone who most of us don't really 

know very well, is Senator Barack Obama. I'm going to quit my job." So, you quit your 

job. How many people said to you, "That's an amazing idea. We're a hundred percent 

behind you. Good for you."? 

Angela: Nobody said that. 

Rich: Right. 

Angela: In fact, said the exact opposite. 

Rich: Yes. "You're crazy. Don't do that. There's not nothing safer than a job right now." You 

quit your job, and you went to support some man who most people had never heard of, 

and you supported him so much and so powerfully in that time of the transition to when 

he became president, he brought you along as one of his aides. And you spent seven 

years working closely with Barack Obama and Michelle Obama in the White House. Is 

that a headline of the story? 

Angela: Yes, yes. 

Rich: Yeah. It's a powerful story and it's a story that needs to be told. And that was the 

premise of this call today to draw that story out, so you can tell it. So, nothing's really 

changed because in this moment there's a part of me that craves the leadership of 

Barack Obama, the cool, calm calculation that he brings. What were you about to say to 

me? 

Angela: I feel like the one thing that he posted that said everyone stay home is the thing that 

really made people start to think, "Oh, maybe I should think about staying home." So, 

even, we talked about behind the scenes leadership, how important that is as well. 
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Rich: Yeah. So, there were two projects. When I first spoke to you about this. I'm so inspired 

by your story, you remember my community of leaders, called 4PC. And it was this idea 

of these two books. 

Rich: What's your legacy and behind the scenes leadership. What's your legacy, this deeper 

idea of what are you here for? The story about why you quit everything to go and serve 

for a purpose that no one else believed in, and it turned out to be a really powerful 

purpose, making a difference. Politics aside, this is a woman who saw something 

important for her and said, I'm going to do it no matter what. All the naysayers, all the 

people saying that you must be crazy, you were a woman on purpose and you did what 

you needed to do. And then there's another story about leadership from behind. You're 

an amazing person helping high level leaders to fly, and you've done it the highest 

possible level by sitting in the White House. And my most fun photos of Angela, you can 

just put Angela Tennison into Google and on image, the two photos that come with her 

basically playing with Barack Obama in the White House, having fun together. 

Rich: It's really beautiful. What I'm about to say is not true. It's a thought that comes from me. 

I'm going to throw it out, and then we'll see where it goes. So, when I think of those two 

messages right now, what's your legacy and behind the scenes leadership, what comes 

to me is, it might not be a good time to be talking about the word legacy, because so 

many of us are actually literally looking at our mortality in a new way. And so, it's a little 

bit scary to have that message. When times are good, it's like, why are you really here? 

What's your purpose? What do you want to do when you die? And I had a friend came 

over just now because he ordered some groceries to be sent to my house, because he 

can't [inaudible 00:10:13] to his house. And I stood six feet away from him in the front 

of the doorstep. My friend, couldn't get close to him. 

Rich: We're all thinking about things in a strange way right now. So, again, not the truth, but a 

truth that I am thinking of in this moment. What if your messages were turned around, 

and the first message is not the, what's your legacy? But it's the leadership lesson. 

That's what people need right now, Angela. They need people who understand how to 

take risks, how to handle challenging circumstances, how to be a leader when everyone 

around you is saying, "Hell no," and you believe this is the way that you need to go. You 

know this for yourself because it's who you are. And you've sat at the side of one of the 

most inspiring presidents we've had in this country, and you've seen how he's made 

leadership decisions. So, what comes to me, and I know you're going to hate me saying 

this, but the message that you could take out into the world right now is leadership 

lessons from Barack Obama. 

Rich: (silence) 

Angela: Yeah. 

Rich: I'm going to talk to everyone else who's listening, as if you're not here. So, Angela has 

made up this story that if she shares some of the things that she was privy to in the 

White House being alongside president Obama, that she's somehow letting him down. 
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And I'm not talking about her breaking a confidence. What I'm talking about is, she's sat 

with, and next to, and talked to, and observed one of the highest level leaders on the 

planet. There are things that she has learned, both for herself and for others, in that 

experience. And so, what I'm about to say is going to be edgy, but Angela, you're being 

really selfish not to share this stuff with the world. You really are. We need this right 

now. You just told me that the one message that he shared right now, because he's 

been very quiet and I have absolutely no doubt that strategic, that the one message he 

shared, you feel made a massive impact. 

Rich: Well, he has reasons he can't be out in the world and saying too much right now. Let's 

not get into the politics of it, but I can see why he might choose not to say so much, but 

you can. And you can say things to an audience that are not his audience, they're yours. 

I'm craving to hear what you learned about leadership and what you can teach about 

leadership in this moment. We have an intensive coming up that we had to shift. It can't 

be a live and in person, but we're going to do it virtually. We're going to teach as much 

as we can, and I want you, and I'm telling you here in real time, I want you to do a one 

hour session with our community where you literally share the leadership lessons from 

Barack Obama. And here's what you can say. 

Rich: You can say, "This is not how he thinks. This is how I think he thinks. This is not what he 

would do. This is what I would do." And one of the things I've learned in my life and 

career, is sitting in a room with the president of the United States, but it's only one. I 

also have the lessons I've learned about being a woman leader, about being a woman of 

color, about the struggles I've had, about the successes I've had. This is not his story. 

This is the bit, I'm talking really firmly in this way, to shake you out of that story about 

breaking a confidence, or you're telling something that, well, how do I really know? 

You're not telling his story. You're telling Angela's story. 

Rich: And you're telling in a way that we can hear, because now suddenly, I don't know who 

Angela Tennison is. Why would I listen to her? And now I'm listening in because, "Oh, 

Angela Tennison is a person who helped Barack Obama get elected to the presidency, 

and she sat with him for seven years, and she coaches and teaches and speaks and 

works with leaders, and has been in business. Yeah. I want to learn from her." And you 

can serve and if you don't, you're not, you're doing a disservice to the people who need 

your message right now. 

Rich: I think [inaudible 00:14:42] to share all that. Look, if you're listening, I know Angela. I 

know she trusts me. I trust her, but I felt I needed to really embody that as I said it. So, 

I'm feeling lot in this moment. How are you doing? 

Angela: I'm taking it in. And in thinking about my message and some of the things that I want to 

say, I thought this was round two. 

Rich: Yep. You've heard me say before, what's the book that you want to write? And then 

what's the book you're scared to write? 
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Angela: Yeah. 

Rich: This is the book, the message you're scared to write. And the universe has said to you, 

"Hey, you can't mess around." Look, it said it to you in 2008. No, I imagine it said it to 

you sometime in 2007, you kept saying, "I'm not ready. This is not the right time. This 

would be crazy." And then by 2008, you said, "I have to do something. I have to make a 

difference." Well, you're being called again. 

Rich: (silence) 

Angela: The other idea I've been thinking about around leaders in leadership is the need for 

people with good ideas, or with good morals and ethics to stand up. Because my fear is 

that if those people don't stand in, there's a gap, right, and the wrong ideas and morals 

and ethics is going to fill the gap. 

Rich: Yep. Great message. What I'm talking about is a headline. The headline has people open 

their eyes, prick up their ears and go, "Well, that sounds interesting. Let me listen." And 

when they come through the door, you can teach them anything you want. 

Rich: If you're listening right now in your car, going for a walk, just shout out in this moment. 

Are you more interested to hear a message about the power of leaders who have good 

ethics and good morals and why it's important they step up, or more interested to hear 

that someone [crosstalk 00:17:01], who can give you leadership lessons from Barack 

Obama? And so, right now, rippling out into the future, Angela, there are people in cars, 

there are on walks, there are people at their house, who are shouting out, "Holy shit, I 

don't care about leadership with morals and ethics, or that's interesting to me, but 

what's more interesting is this." It's what opens the door for you, and when they're 

through the door, they're there for you. You share whatever you want to share. 

Rich: So, I'm really pushing you on this one, because I think there's something in here that 

you're afraid of, and it's a gift right now to people. It's something they need, and you 

know how to do this. And you can, this isn't, how do I say this in a way that you can hear 

it? This isn't you saying, "I'm sharing Barack Obama's most intimate thoughts with you. 

This is my insights, leadership lessons, from Barack Obama, insights from a woman who 

served as his aide for seven years." These are your insights. It just opens the door for 

people to say, "Oh, yeah, this moment in time." Look, it will be polarizing.,There's 

probably people listening right now who are not fans of Barack Obama. I don't care 

about that. 

Rich: You're not trying to speak to everybody, you're speaking to your people. And there may 

be some people who are not fans of Barack Obama who say, "At this moment in time, 

you know what? I saw his calm, clear leadership, and I'm interested in knowing about 

that." Or, "I don't like who that person is, but if someone sat in the White House for 

seven years, maybe there's one lesson I can take from that, and I'll put politics aside." 
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Angela: Selling hard. I think I can wrap my mind around it if it's me, my perception, and again, 

I'm not speaking for him. 

Rich: Okay. Let me make it simple for you. Sometimes you have to push your clients, you 

guys, and then, with no attachment. If Angela is not going to play this game, I'm not 

pushing it because I have attachment to it. Whilst I think there's real value for her and 

really clear and direct with her right now, I'm a coach. I'm not here to tell her what to 

do. So, if she pushes back, it means it's not the right time. It means that it's not the right 

message. But I can still play with her, right? So, here you go. I'm inviting you to lead a 

call on our virtual intensive to speak for, and you have a choice, you have up to 60 

minutes. 

Rich: So, you could do a 20 minute talk and then take questions. You could do 20 minute talk 

and that's all you need to do. You could do a, have up to 60 minutes to play however 

you want to play. I have a request that you share with our community, the leadership 

lessons from Barack Obama by Angela Tennison, who was an aide to President Obama 

for seven years. 

Angela: Hell yes. I'll do that. That feels like something I can do. 

Rich: Great. It's always one tiny step at a time, and it's always in these small acts of courage. 

That's what it takes right now. It's going to take courage, and you just did, you said, yes. 

So, my team will be reaching out to you. It took a little bit of courage, but the moment 

you said yes, now you can relax. Now the issue isn't, am I going to do it? Am I not? It's, 

"Oh, what am I going to do? I'm going to speak for a few minutes. I'm going to take 

questions. How will I do it?" Great, now it's a much more interesting question to be in 

right now. 

Angela: Yeah. 

Rich: Okay. And that's it. And you might discover after that talk, that nobody was interested. 

You might discover that no one signs up for it, because these are optional. 

Rich: If nobody signs up for it, there might be a clue for you there. If they sign up for it 

afterwards, sign up for it, but afterwards when they give you feedback, they say, 

"Actually, I had no interest to me." There's feedback, or maybe I need to change the 

angle of the talk. Or maybe that's not my message right now. And I think you'll be 

surprised. Now, here's how you'll approach it. Having said yes just now, and being heard 

by thousands of people, by the way, so you can't take this one back. Having said yes to 

this, now the question is, okay, what do people most need to hear right now? Because if 

I invited you to do that talk six months ago, you might have had a range of different 

things you would talk about, but now in this moment, what do they need to hear? You 

tell me. What are the top three things that you think that people most need to hear 

about, either from your observing president Obama or from your own life experiences 

about the challenges you went on to be that person who sat in the White House. 
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Angela: There's some level of preparation that comes to mind. 

Rich: Yep. Give me another one. 

Angela: There's courage, to say or do something unpopular. I also feel there's a level of 

compassion, empathy in there as well. 

Rich: Okay, great. Let me tell you the titles of these three. Here's what I hear. Number one, in 

this talk, you're going to take, this will be three lessons from being a personal aide to 

Barack Obama and being a leadership and a consultant and coach. Number one, 

preparation versus panic. There's a lot of fear right now and people go to panic. You 

know, and Barack Obama modeled it for us, the power of preparation in a world of 

panic. So, number one, the power of preparation in a world of panic. Number two, the 

courage to do what's unpopular. What I wrote down before you said that is, how to say 

yes when everybody else says no. And then the third one, the power of compassion in 

the midst of chaos. 

Rich: That's it. You can teach those three things, five minutes on each. It's 15 minutes, and 

then you'll see, maybe there's three more that you'll teach and you'll teach six 

principles. Maybe you'll teach those three and ask, "Okay. What questions do you have 

for me?" Now if they ask questions, then you can play. You can say, you can be a 

teacher and teach, or you can be a coach and coach. "Well, why did you ask that 

question? What's going on for you? Let me help you with that." You get to play. You're 

very gifted as a teacher, very gifted as a coach, and you get to play, but there are 

leadership lessons right now. Now, if we sat down and asked Barack Obama what are his 

top three lessons, he may have said the same three, he may have said something 

completely different. This is not his story, it's yours. And there's a door that gets opened 

when people go, "Wow. You did that? How did you do that? I'm really curious. What did 

you learn from that?" And then you get to tell your own lessons and share your own 

story. 

Angela: Thank you. 

Rich: Okay. That's it. We're done. Goddess, I believe in you. Thank you, Angela. 

Angela: Thank you, Rich. 

Rich: For most of human history, it wasn't called coaching, it was called leadership. And it's 

what I love to do, to coach people, to lead people and to mess with people's thinking. If 

you'd like more of this, or if you'd like to learn more about our community of 

extraordinary top performers, go to richlitvin.com/1Insight. 
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