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Introduction to Leadership Altitudes

Leadership is not one-size-fits-all. Just as airplanes operate at different altitudes based on their
design, purpose, and capacity, leaders function at different "altitudes" within an organization,
depending on their responsibilities and scope of influence. The concept of Leadership Altitudes
provides a framework for understanding these levels, their unique characteristics, and how they
interconnect to ensure the organization functions cohesively and effectively.

At its core, the Leadership Altitudes Theory helps leaders identify where they operate, recognize
the expectations at that level, and navigate the challenges and opportunities specific to their
"altitude." It also clarifies how each level fits into the broader mission of the organization, ensuring
leaders avoid confusion, inefficiency, or burnout.

Why This Theory is Important for Leaders at All Altitudes

1. Clarity of Roles and Expectations

By understanding the differences in leadership altitudes, leaders can gain clarity about their
responsibilities and avoid overstepping or neglecting their scope. For example, a leader at 20,000
feet should focus on national organizational structures, not micromanaging on the ground.

2. Alignment and Collaboration

Recognizing the distinct roles at each altitude fosters collaboration between levels. Leaders learn
to respect the contributions of those at other altitudes, creating synergy rather than competition
or conflict.

3. Adaptability in Leadership

A single leader might operate at different altitudes depending on their roles. For instance,
someone might oversee a national organization at 20,000 feet while also mentoring a small
ministry team at 10,000 feet. Understanding these shifts helps leaders adapt their style and focus
as needed.

4. Preventing Misalignment

Leaders often struggle when they attempt to lead at the wrong altitude—either micromanaging
tasks that aren’t theirs to control or failing to provide the necessary vision and strategy. This theory
provides a guide to avoid those pitfalls.
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International

s

Strengths: High-level strategic vision and decision-making. Ability to influence global

direction and set long-term goals. Ability to shape overall organizational culture.
Weaknesses: Distance from day-to-day operations. Risk of becoming out of touch
with local contexts and challenges.

Opportunities: Ability to align multiple regions towards a commmon global vision.
Threats: Misalignment between global strategy and local execution.

40k ft. Organization
(e,

30k ft. Field Director

Strengths: Close enough to operations to understand field challenges while
maintaining strategic oversight. Ability to provide tailored support to local leaders.
Weaknesses: Risk of becoming overwhelmed by both strategic and operational
responsibilities. Difficulty in balancing global alignment with local flexibility.
Opportunities: Can build bridges between global vision and local implementation.
Threats: Risk of being disconnected from the grassroots needs and realities.

National
20k ft. Organization

Strengths: Deep understanding of the local context and culture. Ability to focus on
local needs and align strategies with national realities.
Weaknesses: Potential for limited global vision and perspective. Risk of siloed

thinking and lack of coordination with other regions. Dependence on field leadership.

Opportunities: Build strong local networks and foster national partnerships.
Threats: Resource constraints limiting the ability to achieve desired outcomes.

10k ft. Team Leader

Strengths: Close connection to specific ministries and direct impact on the
communities being served. Highly focused on specific areas of ministry.
Weaknesses: Limited visibility into the broader organizational picture. Risk of
becoming too focused on their own ministry, losing sight of the larger mission.
Opportunities: Collaborate with other ministries for greater impact across regions.

Threats: Limited access to resources or support without higher altitude intervention.

5k ft. Team Members

o

Strengths: Direct involvement in hands-on work, making an immediate impact. Strong

connection with the community and the people served.

Weaknesses: Risk of burnout frorn demanding and repetitive tasks. Lack of oversight or

guidance can lead to confusion about priorities.
Opportunities: Can provide feedback to leaders on what works well or needs
adjustment at the grassroots level.

Threats: Limited progression or growth opportunities without guidance or mentorship.
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A Leader Can Operate at Multiple Altitudes

Leadership altitudes are not rigid silos; they are fluid roles that can overlap depending on an
individual's responsibilities. For instance, a director of a national organization might operate at
20,000 feet when creating structures but drop to 10,000 feet when mentoring ministry leaders or
troubleshooting local challenges. Similarly, a team leader might alternate between 10,000 feet and
5,000 feet based on team dynamics or urgent needs.

This fluidity underscores the importance of understanding the principles at each altitude so
leaders can shift gears effectively without losing focus or creating confusion.

Common Leadership Altitude Pitfalls

Leaders at higher altitudes often make the mistake of micromanaging, trying to control minor
details that should be handled by those at lower levels. This is usually rooted in a lack of trust or an
inability to delegate, which slows down decision-making and frustrates team members, ultimately
pulling the leader away from their broader responsibilities. Conversely, some high-level leaders fail
to provide vision, getting lost in the details or distracted by day-to-day tasks. This creates confusion
for those at lower altitudes, who rely on a clear roadmap to align their work with the organization’s
goals.

Overstepping boundaries is another commmon issue, where leaders interfere with areas outside
their span of control, often out of enthusiasm or a belief they can do it better. This undermines the
authority of others and erodes trust between altitudes. On the other hand, leaders at lower
altitudes may focus too narrowly on their specific teams or ministries, losing sight of the bigger
picture. This siloed approach limits collaboration and misses opportunities to align with the
organization’s overall mission.

Sometimes leaders at lower altitudes become overwhelmed when asked to handle responsibilities
beyond their capacity or authority. Without proper support or clarity from higher levels, they can
experience burnout, make poor decisions, and struggle to meet expectations, leaving their teams
frustrated and unmotivated. Each of these mistakes stems from a misunderstanding of altitude-
specific roles and can cause significant inefficiencies in the organization.
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Stay on the Right Leadership Altitude

Understand Your Altitude
Clearly define your role and its associated responsibilities, span of control, and focus. Commmunicate
this with your team and those above and below you.

Trust Others
Delegate effectively and trust leaders at other altitudes to handle their roles. Micromanaging or
overstepping creates unnecessary friction.

Seek Alignment
Ensure your goals, strategies, and actions align with the broader mission of the organization.
Regularly check in with leaders above and below you to maintain consistency.

Develop Perspective
Be aware of the challenges and responsibilities at other altitudes. This empathy fosters
collaboration and helps you understand the limitations of others.

Practice Self-Awareness
Regularly reflect on your leadership style and actions. Are you operating within your altitude? Are
you empowering or hindering others?

Ask yourself the following Questions:

Feedback: Are team members or peers expressing frustration or confusion?
Outcomes: Is your area of leadership producing the expected fruit?
Focus: Are you spending time on tasks outside your altitude?

Stress: Are you feeling overwhelmed or disengaged due to misaligned responsibilities?
Clarity: Do the people you lead clearly understand their roles and responsibilities?
Trust: Are you trusting others at lower altitudes to handle their responsibilities?
Alignment: Are your goals and actions aligned with the vision and strategy
of the altitudes above you?

Collaboration: Are you fostering teamwork across altitudes, or are there signs of silos or
miscommunication within the organization?

Delegation: Are you holding onto tasks that could be delegated?
Communication: Are you effectively communicating with those above and below your altitude?
Growth: Are you equipping and empowering others to grow in their leadership roles?
Self-Awareness: Are you regularly reflecting on your leadership style
and adapting to the needs of your altitude?
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