
Toward and 
Away From



Advance – Toward and Away From

2

“ All men should strive to 
learn before they die, 
what they are running 
from, and to, and why.”

James Thurber
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Toward and Away From 

As a leader begins to understand their view of the 
world, they may begin to reengage in a conversation 
with themselves about the beliefs and values they have.

By getting greater clarity about their values, they will start to get a 
sense of how they are motivated.

A leader’s motivation drives their behaviour. Their degree of motivation 
will determine how much of his or her own inner resources they are willing 
to commit. Motivation is what stimulates a leader into action. 

Some of the latest research into how our brain works suggests that the 
left and right frontal regions of the cerebral cortex house independent 
motivational systems that are based on approach or avoidance principles. 
Approach motivation allows a leader to work ‘toward’ the achievement of 
a certain goal or task and contributes positively to their internal motivation 
levels. This type of leader has more clarity about what they want and who 
they want to be.

Avoidance motivation has a more ‘away from’ focus. Here, the leader is 
primarily driven by what it is that they don’t want or like. Their language 
and position give more attention to the negative rather than the positive. 
They can clearly articulate what they don’t like/want and find it harder to 
state what they want or like. This type of motivation is short-term in nature 
and can be a bit of a roller-coaster ride.

When we look at organisations, we see that many of them operate out of a 
place of ‘away from’. Their primary motivation is one that is driven by what 
it is that the shareholders, Board, or customer doesn’t want. A culture of 
short-term initiatives exists to put some distance between them and the 
defined point of failure. The issue with developing a culture that is based 
on this type of mentality is that it is fear driven.
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Fear has no value if it is unwarranted and inappropriate.

However, we are designed as humans to only use the fear butt on in 
extreme cases to get us away from the danger that presents itself. 
The primary motivation is to put some distance between ourselves 
and the crisis. But what accounts for appropriate distance?

The more we move away from it, the less our motivation continues to 
drive us. We slow down, take our foot off the accelerator and ease up. 
In the meantime, our personal ‘inscape’ and that of our teams takes 
a battering as fear places huge demands on our emotional and 
psychological resources.

A leader that operates ‘toward’ a goal or task will experience a different 
journey. They have clarity about their commitment, what they want and 
their values. As they move towards achievement the motivation rises 
in anticipation at realising success. Relationships throughout the 
organisation are much healthier and there is a clear sense of the direction 
that the company is heading in. This type of leader operates form a place 
of courage.
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How can you have courage if you don’t know what you want?

A purposeful, intentional leader is a ‘toward’ leader. It is important to know 
if your motivations are more ‘toward’ or ‘away from’. One way of beginning 
to discover this is for a leader to get clarity about their values. Our values 
and beliefs transcend any particular thoughts or behaviours and serve 
to encourage, inhibit or generalise particular strategies, plans and ways 
of thinking.

If a leader can get clarity about their values, then they can begin to 
understand what they are committed to. If you can get clarity about what 
you are committed to, then you can get clear about your goals. It is hard to 
have a clear goal that you are committed to if you don’t know if your values 
are aligned with that goal.

What is a value? A value is a deeply held, unconscious learning that drives a 
behaviour. It is something that you have learnt about people, yourself, and 
the world through your experiences, initially as a child and then in later life. 
Sociologist Morris Massey suggests that our most deeply held values are 
formed before the age of 7.

Since values are associated with worth, meaning and desire they act as a 
primary source for a leader’s internal motivation. When our values are not 
met or matched then we feel incongruent and know that something is not 
quite right. A leader who has a goal to ‘build an effective team’ and values 
‘teamwork’ will approach the process of building the team in a certain way. 
Whereas a leader who has the same goal but has a higher value of ‘personal 
career success’, may approach the goal differently and simply see their 
team as the means to that achievement. Each value will have a direct impact 
on the way that the leader interacts with others and the behaviours that 
they display.

A leader does not need to sit in judgement of another person’s values, rather 
they should strive to understand them better and allow that information to 
guide how they in turn influence and lead.

Most of the time when a person behaves in a way that is not productive, it is 
because they are unclear about the value that is generating their behaviour 
and they are not sure what to do to satisfy it.



Advance – Toward and Away From

7

When we know our values, we are free to find the best way to satisfy our 
deepest needs. As a leader when we operate from a place that is true to our 
values, then we are energised, motivated and in alignment with who we truly 
are. Our direction becomes more purposeful and ‘toward’ focused, allowing 
us to be fully committed not only to the journey but also to the mission that 
our values send us on.



towardltd.com

Coaching leaders in 
partnership with the future


