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Episode 7: “Quiet Leadership” 

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 L.A., 

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 imposter, 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, and this podcast is called 1 Insight, because a single insight 

can change everything. 

 In a moment, you'll hear me coaching Praveen. Praveen coaches brilliant people himself, 

leaders, particularly in Silicon Valley. And he has this doubt about himself, that by being 

this coach, it's allowed him to be in a place of comfort, and that he's not really a leader 

anymore, and how could he be coaching leaders if he's not actually actively stepping 

into leadership? That he's hiding, and not stepping up. And I draw out a distinction 

around the difference between leaders in the world who make a lot of noise, and quiet 

leaders. I'm one of them. And we have this powerful conversation around quiet 

leadership, and the impact you can make without making a lot of noise. It's a very 

powerful, and sweet and quiet moment at the end where that one distinction changes 

everything, and which is why I coach around distinctions, which is why I don't tell people 
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the answer, I show them new possibilities. Life looks one way, something happens, and 

now it's completely different. Hi, Praveen. 

Praveen: Hey, Rich. 

Rich: Hey. Thank you for saying yes to this. I'm looking forward to coaching with you today. 

You've just flown from the Bay Area down to Boulder, Colorado. It's an interesting time 

for all of us in lockdown, and yet, one of the things I've seen in a number of my clients, 

significant number of my community, that whilst there's some real challenges going on 

in the world, and we cannot take away from that, in all sorts of areas, some of us are 

thriving in our business because we have a business that helps people, and particularly, 

at times of challenge, people still want help, sometimes more help than ever before. 

And my sense is that you've been one of those people that thinks you're really making a 

difference right now. 

Praveen: I would say that's true. Well, let me qualify that. This is probably true for most people 

working in leadership. There is business that I've lost, because in the Bay Area, I tend to 

work with startups, not early stage startups, but startups that have some money and 

they've been around for a couple of years, and a bunch of them have really contracted 

and laid people off. So, it's been actually quite heartbreaking for a number of my clients. 

As you could probably guess, HR departments' budgets are completely getting cut, with 

some exceptions like diversity training is coming back on, because literally, employees 

are barrelling at the gate. 

Rich: Yep. 

Praveen: And so there's been a bunch that's like really slowed down. But, on the flip side, I think 

what it's really allowed, particularly I mean, it's happening even right now, because 

everyone's working from home and there's almost like a mass that's come off in some 

ways. It's hard to just show up with your professional face when you're on phone calls 

all day long and your kids are running, screaming in the background, your gigs up, you're 

not in the office. People are a little bit more accessible, it feels like as humans. 

Rich: Yes. [crosstalk 00:04:06] ...one of my clients this morning was Georgie actually from 4PC 

was saying, she's talking to some billionaires, people running billion dollar companies as 

well. And they've got a lot of time for her. 

Praveen: Yes. That's what I find. Usually I'll get on these calls and let's get to business, but now it's 

almost like these calls are also partly the social hour, because it's not like they're talking 

to anyone else besides their family at home. Yeah, yeah. So, I think it's actually, in some 

ways a business has gotten better because there's more space for depth. There's more 

space for connection. And as a coach, I'm finding myself a little bit rushing along, a little 

less hurried, a little bit more practicing, actually, what we coach on, which is to take lots 

of pauses and go internal. 

https://richlitvin.com/


 

3 
 

© The Litvin Group | RichLitvin.com 
 

Rich: Well, I was smiling because I was thinking, well, if I think about you, two words that 

come to mind are depth and connection. So it feels like, oh, that's the right time and the 

right place and the right moment for you to bring your magic into the world. 

Praveen: Yeah. It seems like that might be happening, although it's still too early to celebrate 

that. I think we're still in the middle of who knows what's going on? 

Rich: Well, let me ask, how can I serve you in this moment? Where should we go today? 

Praveen: Yeah. Let me give a little bit of context and I'll sort of dive into it. And so business is 

good. The coaching is going fine. I think as I was feeling into our chat today, I'd realize so 

much of what I coach, I coach leaders. I don't necessarily do quote unquote leadership 

coaching per se, which is a broad bell, so in some ways, very specific topic, but I realize 

like I've hit a certain comfort level because I'm the coach I get to ride shotgun. And 

sometimes even being the backseat and say what I see and where I think we should go 

or what I'm noticing. 

 And it's a very comfortable position for me to be in at this point because I can coach 

really brilliant people across all kinds of industries, be an expert, be the coach. And what 

it allows me to do is allows me, myself, to not be a leader, paradoxically, because as a 

coach, it's not my job to hold their hand and have them lean on me. They're the leaders 

I'm going to go support them as a coach and name what I see. So, it's a nice cushy seat 

to be in a shotgun seat next to them with that. And if I look back on my life, and all the 

stuff I've been through, and right now I'm sort of hiding a little bit is what it feels like. 

 And it's a little bit embarrassing to say that because how can you be a leader if you're 

hiding? It's like there's something I'm struggling with a little bit. And I'm also noticing 

that in the people I'm coaching, particularly with all the stuff that's happened these last 

couple of months, people are being really invited to step forward, stick their neck out 

more, take a stand no matter what the crisis is or the situation is whether it's social or 

medical. And so something about that is really starting to like weigh on my mind lately. 

The word fraud might be too strong a word, but if I'm really honest is like, and it's not 

like the fraud, like I'm going to get found out and I'm not good at this. That's not the 

problem here. It's not like a self esteem issue. It's more, I'm not stepping up in my own 

leadership. That's what it feels like. And there's a point where that stops working. So, 

yeah. 

Rich: Yeah. You say, how can I be a leader if I'm hiding and maybe I'm not stepping up right 

now. I know that one well, from the inside, I remember when I lost my job, I ran away 

from leadership. I didn't want to be a leader. That was the last thing I wanted, because I 

was fired from a leadership role, it was a very senior leadership role. I was humiliated. 

So, I was going to say actively, but it was unconscious. I was unconsciously running away 

from leadership. But what happened to me is I kept turning around and people kept 

showing up. They kept following, and like "Go away." And people kept showing up and I 

had to keep stepping more into leadership. 12 weeks ago, we went into lockdown 

maybe 14, 15 weeks ago I was looking for a leader. I was afraid. It was getting scary. 
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 I didn't know what was going to happen. I was looking for someone to help them to 

lead. And Monique, my wife said something to me that really struck me. She said, I've 

never seen, I don't know if she said scared. It wasn't the word scared. There was 

something like that, it really hit me. I haven't seen you so scared before. And I realized, 

no one's coming. I either step into leadership right now or I'm going to sit here, terrified 

and waiting for someone else. And I stepped up and I created a community. I did certain 

things that I needed to do for myself. And what I found is that once I stepped into 

leadership, once I made that decision, things became clearer. They didn't always 

become easier, but they became clearer. I see you're nodding. So tell me what's going 

on in this moment. 

Praveen: Yeah. I mean, that resonates, obviously I'm part of your community. I'm in this case 4PC 

and I really saw you step up. In fact, part of the question is like, "How is Rich doing this?" 

Because you were just like, "I'm here multiple times a week, early morning calls", so you 

can fit all the time zones in, and you just showed up every single time. So I really felt you 

in that moment actually, in fact, so thank you for that. That's resonating for me because 

the way you said that I had to wonder like, "Oh, I guess Rich knows how to lead or he 

just does this naturally." So just even hearing you share in that moment, your inclination 

was to hide until Monique started to go, "What is going on? You seem really afraid. I 

haven't seen you that way." And then you actually had to make a choice. It didn't come 

because you're naturally like what, it's like leaders they just rose to challenge. You have 

to make a difficult choice. 

Rich: Oh, I wanted someone to give me the answers. We had a live intensive. I wanted 

someone to tell me, should we run it? Should we not? I was overwhelmed with all the 

decisions I had to make. And what I discovered around decisions is that you only have to 

ever make one at a time. Once you've made that first one, then a bunch of these have 

disappeared and now there's a bunch of others, but you make another decision and like 

anything, for me, it's always one tiny step at a time. But when I'm here, it looks like a 

sense of overwhelm, it feels like a sense of overwhelm. 

Praveen: Yeah. Yep. And then all the insecurities that may come with that are just stories as well 

too. Yeah. 

Rich: We were human. Look for most of human history. If you stood up and said, "Hey, tribe, I 

have a vision for where we should go. I have an idea for what we should do", you would 

probably die because if the tribe didn't like you, you'd be an outcast. You would die. If 

someone didn't like you they'd want to fight you, you might die. Really innate within us 

is we are the product of thousands of generations, of very fearful non-leadery people. 

And so we have to fight against the entire system, our entire genetic makeup is 

designed to don't step up, don't lead, don't say anything, stay quiet. And then you'll be 

[crosstalk 00:11:17] 

Praveen: Yeah. Yeah. And literally I'll speak for myself, as an immigrant who grew up in Singapore, 

that was actually, particularly in middle school, it was actually a survival need for myself. 

I mean, in the school I was only POC person. And for about two years, no one would talk 
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to me. I was bullied a lot. And so the only way I was making it through was to hide. It 

was like my safety. And of course I turned that into a strength because in some ways as 

a coach, and I don't know if this is true for all coaches, as a coach for myself, I can be 

brilliant and also be hiding at the same time. It's totally possible as a coach and have a 

successful coaching career even that way. 

Rich: Praveen, in the first year of 4PC, I ran our first ever live event and we did some exercises 

in the morning. We met up after lunch to do some more exercises and we finished the 

exercise and I said, "Okay, guys, let's have a break", something like that. And then one of 

the women in the group went, "Hey, stop. Rich, this is the second time you've ignored 

me." Now I've done enough of the deep work to know how to be present in a 

challenging moment. And rather than trying to posture or apologize, I did a move in 

coaching. I said, "Wow, how did you do that?" And it threw her. 

 And then she had a conversation in front of the group with me where she cried. And she 

said, "I've been doing that my whole life. I learned how to be invisible. It was my survival 

mechanism." I'm a high school teacher, the first kids you, by background, the first kids 

you learn are the naughty kids. And then you learn the really bright kids. And then you 

learn everybody else. And usually around December three months into the year, there's 

some kid who you're like, "Is that a new kid?" And you realize they've been there the 

whole time. What's the smile of recognition on this? 

Praveen: That was me in middle school. Yeah. Yep. I was hoping if enough people start noticing 

me that I wouldn't need to protect myself all the time. Yeah. So, just recognizing that, so 

[crosstalk 00:13:23] 

Rich: I really feel you on that one. Am I going to hear... There's singing in the background. It's 

my little six year old. So whenever I think of kids, I think of my kids and now they're not 

yet in middle school, but it's a very fearful place and I can really understand why that 

needs to hide. And many of the most extraordinary coaches I've ever met their super 

power came from a really challenging or even traumatic situation as a youngster. 

Praveen: Yeah. I never actually, this came only a couple of weeks ago. I never actually fully made 

that connection. Because there is a super power of being able to hang back, observe 

everything going on, maybe originally as like a safety threat thing. But then at some 

point as a support help, let me see what's really happening that you're not able to see 

so I can support you and point out what's better or your blind spots. And bringing it back 

again, even now, I'm just going to name it. I'm still a little comfortable, I'm still talking 

about it and noticing there's ways in which, energetically, I'm not leading in fully. There's 

something about that. And it is comfortable enough and fools enough people that I 

could do this the rest of my life. But inside myself, there's a voice that keeps going, 

"You're not stepping up." 

Rich: Well, let me check in on that because there's a distinction I hear around leadership. 

There's leadership, how we tend to think of it. You're leading because people are 

following and then there's leadership for me, the true meaning of the word lead, to lead 
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is to draw out. And it sounds like you're leading. From that definition, you are drawing 

out people's gifts, their strengths you're sometimes by their side, you're sometimes a 

cheerleader you're sometimes are no doubt challenging them. And so it depends what 

your definition of leadership is and what you want it to be in the future. But as I look 

and observe and see what you create in the world, it feels like leadership to me. 

Praveen: Interesting. What comes to me hearing that is it could be I'm checking myself on that. It 

feels like leadership, sort of holding your hand and walking with them. It feels like that 

kind of leadership versus a run to the front, plant the flag who's with me? That kind of 

leadership I don't do very much of. And to be honest scares me when I do it. But like, 

hey, let me walk with you as a partner, and let let's look at the landscape. Let's talk 

about what's going on. This is our world. This is your world. Here's my experiences. And 

let's be in a journey together. That leadership to me does feel very resonant with my 

work. 

Rich: Hmm. So I don't know why the knights of the round table comes into mind right now. 

There's King Arthur. Who's the King who'll lead in battle. But then there's Merlin, the 

magician who will sit by him and advise him and guide him. What if your flavor of 

leadership was more like that? That you're the person who is trusted so much by the 

Kings that they can actually hear you. 

Praveen: That feels good to hear. I think there's a way I haven't fully... It's almost like, yeah, 

there's almost like people see that Arthur is obviously a leader, but I wonder how many 

people think that Merlin's a leader, including me when you speak about it that way as 

an archetype, I think that's still lending in. 

Rich: Well, Merlin's the magician, right? You're a magician. You get people to say things to 

you that they don't say to another living soul. You get people to look at the landscape in 

a way that they couldn't do without you there. And if you can't see the full picture 

without that conversation with you, then you're operating where you've got blinkers on. 

You're a magician. 

Praveen: Yeah. The funny one thing that comes to me, as you say that I've literally had stuff I've 

said in coaching conversations. And then a half week later, in front of a whole room, the 

leader will, I mean sometimes giving credit, but often not just literally paraphrase what 

I've said. It's almost like then they become the spokesperson of what's been said. And 

that makes sense to me. Without Merlin's magic, Arthur wouldn't be able to lead. 

Fundamentally he'll be pretty weak, or at some point he'll be taken down or he wouldn't 

have the right guidance. 

Rich: One of my proudest moments as a leader in the world of education was one of my 

direct reports. I was on the senior team. She was running a year group, I think. She came 

to me to complain that someone else had stolen one of her ideas and was using it and 

claiming it as their own. I said, "Tell me more." And she shared the idea with me and I 

smiled, because it was the idea that I had given her a year before and now it was 

rippling out and she'd forgotten it was my idea. I didn't tell her, I didn't remind her. I 
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loved that. It's the phrase by Lao Tzu of the best leaders, the people say we did it 

ourselves. 

Praveen: Yeah, that's right. That is very true. There's a generosity in that spirit actually, as you 

speak about it that way. Yeah. Yeah. Oh, and I think particularly like you're speaking 

about it, that was [inaudible 00:19:25] but that phrase, it also goes to facilitation. I've 

noticed like a lot of beginner facilitators will come in, and take over the conversation, 

because they want to show how brilliant they are and how much they own the room. 

Sometimes people want that, that's appropriate sometimes, but they're really good 

facilitators. I think to go back to what the phrase you said, "We'll have people look at 

each other and engage with each other and whatever crisis they're handling in a way 

they've never done before and feel like they've tackled and resolved it more powerfully 

than I've ever done before." And the facilitator is an important part of it, but they're just 

not a member of the team making this magic happen, and that's leadership as well too. 

So I'm just really sitting with that as you share that. 

Rich: Yeah. Look, I didn't know where this was going to go. I wasn't attached to being right on 

this. It may have been that you were not really clear, it's time for me to build a team or 

to build a community or to lead in a different way. I threw out an idea and then we see 

where it lands. But in this moment it feels like whilst you could do that and it may 

happen at some point you just got a new model of leadership you didn't have before, 

that's actually, I believe, one of the most powerful leadership models there is. 

Praveen: And you know what's interesting about this, Rich, is it also feels like a base on which to 

build what other forms of leadership there are. I think that feels more powerful rather 

than a place of lack or not being something. So, I think it's a great foundation actually. 

And I'm realizing that both can be foundations because I've talked to plenty of leaders 

and they're... The word narcissism gets thrown out a lot, but it's not necessarily bad. We 

all are narcissistic to some degree. And often many of the great leaders have narcissistic 

qualities but when it comes to the terrain, like they just go out, if you look at all the 

politicians, the way they put the lives of their families at stake, the amount of stuff they 

got to do to get into those positions, and win the votes. 

 This certain narcissistic quality is needed for that. And that's not everyone's form of 

leadership, as you put it. Others could start with a different base here. And I'm realizing 

that that form has always turned me off. It's not been my style and my way to go, but 

this feels like a good base to come from. And so I think I'm integrating just welcoming of 

this way of leadership. Something about it feels more and I'm going to get in contrast it 

with the powerful leader that stands out. Something about it feels more sort of like feel 

centric. Like let's bring everyone together and keep checking into tuning to what people 

are needing. A different kind of [crosstalk 00:22:19] 

Rich: ...problem We have, Praveen is our models for leader are from the movies we've 

watched for two, three decades. You see Mel Gibson in Braveheart cheering the men on 

you. You watch all these movies where the leader... 
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Praveen: Can I talk about that? Oh my God, I love that you brought that up. So what was his real 

name? I forget. I believable Wallace, right? Yeah. I think that's his name. So I might be 

butchering it. Here's the irony. The movie is completely fictional compared to the real 

character because the real guy was not a big, go out hero, fight, he wasn't a physical 

warrior. He used his strategy and his wits. So he was often behind the battle scene, 

supporting people and inspiring and motivating them to go forward. He wasn't running 

at the front of the charge actually. So it's interesting you brought that movie up because 

it's actually historically inaccurate. 

Rich: But it doesn't make good TV. 

Praveen: Yes. 

Rich: One of my clients is a former special forces operative from the IDF, the Israeli Defense 

Force. He then became a professional basketball player. He was a quiet and is a quiet 

leader. He never led from the front. He led quietly from behind what you knew about 

him as a leader is he has your back. There's a powerful form of leadership he brings, but 

it probably also wouldn't make good TV. 

Praveen: Oh, thank you for that. That's true. 

Rich: Yeah. I think we're there. We're there in this moment of quiet and stillness, because 

there's no, it's the way I coach too. I'm not looking for some big yahoo moment, it's in 

that moment of stillness. When the world looked one way and we have a conversation 

and as a result, the tiniest of shifts, the world looks different and then everything 

changes. Quiet leadership. Thanks my friend. 

Praveen: Thank you, Rich. 

Rich: For most of human history, it wasn't called coaching. It was called a 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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