
Provoking Flourishing Not-for-profits
Call forth your best, then play above that

   Paying Attention to Your Intention:  The Heart of Leadership 

“Leadership is the wise use of power. Power is the
 capacity to translate intention into reality and sustain it.”

– Warren Bennis

Recent findings from the fascinating field of neuroscience have confirmed that what gets your attention 
gets your energy. This is true in both personal and organizational psychology. If your attention is 
scattered, your ability to focus your energy on achieving your aspirations is greatly diminished. If your 
attention is focused on negatives, mistakes or problems, your ability to sustain positive attitudes and 
behaviours that bring about desired consequences in your workplaces or learning institutions is greatly 
diminished. Intention is a crucial element in paying attention to the practices of great leadership.

Imagine a jazz group. If you’re near your computer and have a moment (actually, 4 minutes and 35 
seconds if you want to get the full value of this little exercise), go to www.jazzonthetube.com and click on 
‘Oscar Peterson’ on the right side of the home page. Then click on ‘Slow Blues’ at the bottom of the list to 
hear Oscar and Count Basie play this classic together on two pianos, supported by drums and bass. What 
I want you to notice is how the power of these two legends in jazz is disciplined by the intention they have 
to work in harmony to perform the piece of music they have chosen. Without that intention, their talent 
and mastery would have no focus. They would not be producing the remarkable music you are hearing. 
They would not have those delightful smiles and chuckles on their faces. They would not be in sync and in 
the groove to the extent that they are. Their capacity to translate the power of their talent into the reality 
of the performance and sustain it over time is due to their agreeing upon and sticking to the intention of 
playing ‘The Slow Blues.’

I have been interviewing leaders of jazz groups in Vancouver in preparation for the writing of my next 
book, Finding Your Leadership Groove: Mastering the Flow of Influential Conversations. To a person, they 
have said one of their primary tasks as a leader is to establish the intention around which the group plays 
– the core charts or melodies (strategies) and the arrangements (processes and alignment of talent).
They do this in close consultation with those who will be involved in the process, welcoming their wisdom
and advice. They keep close ears and eyes on how the performance is unfolding so that they can adjust
and adapt to new ideas as they emerge. They are positive, appreciative, and encouraging throughout
the performance to bring out the best in the whole group, individually and collectively. Even mistakes
they recognize as opportunities to learn and explore new possibilities. But none of this happens without
everyone paying attention to a clear and agreed upon intention from the very beginning.

Jazzthink can provide you with keynotes, master classes, and coaching, specifically designed  
to meet your aspirations and needs for improved governance, leadership, and teamwork. Visit 
jazzthink.com to find out more. Contact us at fraser@jazzthink.com to explore the possibilities.
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