
Are You Impatient?
Knowing the symptoms and applying the solutions

By Joe Laipple, Ph.D.

Most leaders I talk to are frustrated that they 
can’t get change to occur as quickly as they’d 
like. They want change now but, almost with-

out fail, they suspect they won’t get it. They want to be 
decisive. They want their words promising it will work 
to ring true.

What many organizations 
don’t realize is that  
impatience within leaders 
and managers can be  
harnessed into productive 
and helpful behavior.

– Joe Laipple
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For most organizations, change initiatives 
are easy to start yet they seem to sputter and 
stall. The cycle is rarely broken over years 
and entire careers. For some leaders, the im-
patience can be seen when they want it yes-
terday. They show impatience about results, 
activities, actions, behaviors. These leaders 
focus their efforts on pushing for results. It’s 
about results in the end anyway but they must 
be careful not to push too soon. This usually 
leads to false reporting, good paperwork, or 
employees playing the numbers game.

Then there are those who want it all. As 
the comedian Steven Wright remarked, “You 
can’t have everything. Where would you put 
it?” The challenge for these leaders is to main-
tain their impatience about the right things at 
the right time.

Others feel stuck in a constant cycle of 
change. You’ve seen this cycle before and it is 
hard to stop. The smart money for these lead-
ers is that this time they will likely fail.

Even for those individuals who wait out the 
change because history tells them the organi-
zation will not have 
the persistence to 
continue or follow 
up, know eventu-
ally there will be a 
new speech from 
a leader about the 
next thing.

With all of these symptoms and examples 
of impatience with leaders, what many organi-
zations don’t realize is that impatience within 
leaders and managers can be harnessed into 
productive and helpful behavior.

SOLUTIONS
The following are solutions for managers and 
leaders who want to harness their impatience 
into something more productive and helpful:

• Describe and maintain a clear line of sight. 
Define long-term success (12 to 24 months 
for example) and incremental success in 
behaviors and actions starting today, to 30 
days, to 60 days, to 90 days that will guide 
you to your long-term outcomes.

• Focus on changes today (or this week). 
Here is a great place to redirect your im-
patience. No waiting. Do something today. 
Then we can really talk about it. Start 
now. It is hard to get good at something if 
you only do it occasionally. Daily is great. 
Weekly is acceptable. Biweekly or monthly 
won’t work. This goes for all employees—
those doing the work and those influenc-
ing others. Start the changes and the fol-
low-up today.

• Focus on 1-2 behavior changes. If you have 
to do 30 things differently every day, you 
are in trouble. It is too much work and re-
quires too much effort. Focus instead on 
getting good at a couple of things. Then 

Patience is the support 
of weakness; impatience 
the ruin of strength,’

— Charles Caleb Colton
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you’ll have a chance to develop new desir-
able habits.

• Create conditions of self-direction and self-
management. Ask people to describe how 
the changes are working for them. Ask 
others to describe how they are making it 
work. Ask questions to prompt others to 
share how they are part of the change.

• Gather an ongoing body of evidence. This 
includes behavior changes now, leading 
indicators and activities (like how custom-
ers are responding differently, early signs 
of success), and results changes as they 
emerge.

• Demonstrate a persistent and deliberate 
impatience to follow up and pull through 
the changes. It is easier to make that great 
speech to get it going. It’s harder to fol-
low up persistently and consistently over 
time. This is one of the key engines that 
we need to build into change efforts. It 
also requiresleaders to ask more, tell less, 
follow up, encourage and help.

So what are you waiting for? Determine 
where you want to go. Take some action to-
day (not tomorrow, in fact, when you are done 
with this article, do something now). Try it. 
See how it worked. Make that small adjust-
ment. Get ready for the next action you will 
take that will lead you to where you want to go.

WRITING FOR THE IMPATIENT LEADER

Andy Lattal, the acclaimed behavior analyst, used 
to assign several long articles for his classes each 
week. Students were required to write half-page 
essays that synthesized hundreds of pages of as-
signed readings and offer proof the articles were 
read. This may seem like an easy assignment. 
The tempted student might merely scan the read-
ings and then try to write the essay. The student 
who got the most out of the class re-read the ar-

ticles and rewrote to create an effective short essay. The challenge was to find a novel 
thought that stands out.

The process of rewriting often led to synthesis or discovery of something important, 
at least from the student perspective. This process forced the writer to omit words that 
didn’t help make the point.

As a teacher I used this same technique. It made using essays—even with a large class 
size—possible and practical. It also separated substance from fluff.

“I didn’t have time to write a 
short letter, so I wrote a long 
one instead.”

—Mark Twain
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Later when working with business leaders, it was crystal clear that unless you couldn’t 
say something in a half page, they wouldn’t read it. The burden then is on the writer.

WRITING FOR IMPATIENT READERS
• Have a point and get to it quickly.

• Be clear on what you are saying and asking.

• Take out the fluff. As Strunk and White said, “Omit needless words.”

• Don’t just write. Rewrite.

One final note: As I fact checked the Twain quote, I came across this earlier quote 
from Blaise Pascal,

“I have made this letter longer than usual because I have not had time to make it 
shorter.”

• • • • •


