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“No matter how good 

you think you are as a leader, 

my goodness, the people 

around you will have all kinds 

of ideas for how you can get 

better. So for me, the most 

fundamental thing about 

leadership is to have the 

humility to continue to get 

feedback and to try to get 

better - because your job is to 

try to help everybody else get 

better.”  

This quote by Jim Yong 

Kim, president of the World 

Bank, sums up the essence of 

humble leadership. It is a 

powerful statement from 

someone whose career 

achievements include serving 

as president of Dartmouth 

College and in global health 

leadership roles. 

 

Openness to experience 

When leaders show that 

they’re willing to learn 

something new—

psychologists call it 

“openness to experience”—

they set an example for those 

around them. They seek 

intellectual enrichment and 

are curious about new ideas, 

concepts and activities. They 

welcome differing opinions 

and perspectives. Openness 

to experience is 

important to 

creativity, and it 

can help 

individuals succeed 

in leadership roles.  

 

A humble 

mindset 

Intellectual 

humility is a trait innovative 

organizations seek. Google, 

for example, looks for new 

hires who demonstrate a 

willingness to learn new 

things and argue passionately 

about their point of view. 

Yet the most successful are 

those who are also willing to 

weigh new facts and then 

admit that they weren’t 

right.1 

Intellectual humility may 

be one of the factors that 

can make disagreements 

more constructive, research 

by Tenelle Porter and Karina 

Schumann suggests. They 

investigated intellectual 

humility — “recognizing the 

limits of one’s knowledge 

and appreciating others’ 

intellectual strengths” and 

report that “a growth 

mindset of intelligence may 

increase intellectual 

humility.”2 

The positive influence of an open  

and intellectually humble leader  

“Empowering those 

around you to be 

heard and valued 

makes the difference 

between a leader 

who simply instructs 

and one who 

inspires.”  

Top leadership traits 

In his book Good to Great, 

Jim Collins introduces the 

concept of Level 5 

leadership. “Level 5 leaders 

display a powerful mixture 

of personal humility and 

indomitable will,” the author 

writes. “They’re incredibly 

ambitious, but their ambition 

is first and foremost for the 

cause, for the organization 

and its purpose, not 

themselves.” 
______________________ 
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Tenets to consider in order to develop intellectual humility 

“There’s a part of me 

that’s always charging 

ahead. I’m the curious 

kid, always going to 

the edge.”  

- Yo-Yo Ma 

Wanting to be better than the day before is a common thread that most successful peo-

ple share, says James Vena, business strategist, adviser, philanthropist and author of The 

Entrepreneur’s Edge. “I’ve had an extraordinary and rewarding career. Not just in attaining 

the success that is typically gauged by material wealth, but also in recognizing the im-

portance of seeking to acquire ‘intellectual humility.’ It has helped me in every aspect of 

my life.” Vena offers these tenets for building intellectual humility: 

 

• Underachievers always make excuses; winners always make time. 

• Learn when to give in, but don’t EVER to give up. 

• Lapses in judgment are human and often forgiven, however there is no such thing as a 

lapse of integrity. 

• Intelligent people fight fire with water, never with fire. Only the unintelligent allow 

emotions to cloud their judgment to control their subsequent actions. 

• Be equally passionate about understanding others as you are in wanting to be under-

stood. 

• Winners are articulate storytellers and know that to be interesting to someone, you 

must first be genuinely interested in that same someone. 

• Understand that while TIME may heal all wounds, it will kill all deals. Be expeditious, 

passionate and determined to finish what you start.    

• Possess a childlike curiosity to go along with a contagious smile and humbleness. 

• Know what you don’t know, and be so open minded that you want to learn something 

from EVERYONE you meet. 

• Have high expectations of others, but even higher expectations for yourself.  

• Compromise to cooperate, but never at the expense of your own principles or the in-

tegrity of your partners.  

• Always be understated with a grasp that extends past your reach. The world already 

has too many overstated people with reaches that extend beyond their grasp. 

• Always be optimistic and genuinely excited about the future and success of others, and 

let them know it.  

• Demand the highest in quality from your partners and always choose “character” over 

“characters” when building a team.  

• Express genuine benevolence, compassion, responsibility, tolerance and understanding 

towards everyone, everyday. 

 
Excerpted with permission, James Vena 11/14/2018, The Entrepreneur’s Edge, 

https://outskirtspress.com/theentrepreneursedge   
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