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Finding and Living Your Personal Values     by Mani Ashleman 

We all can concede the fact that values are important. They provide us an internal compass that helps to point 

ourselves in the right direction. They can be our guiding light when we are in confusing places. When you don’t 

know what to do, look back at your values and you may find the answer. Some people may not be entirely sure 

what their personal values are. If you are not (don’t feel bad), you are not alone. I had a lot of trouble articulating 

my own values to myself in any sort of concise way. In the appendix (page 4), you will find some (helpful I hope) 

tools to guide you into clarifying your tenets in your own mind. Still, I’ve learned a few lessons over many years by 

watching many people who are really good at living their values and some who are terrible at it. Others like me, 

are not terrible or great, but perpetually trying really hard to get better. 

Lesson #1:  Values must be practiced all the time. They don’t just happen by accident or because you say you 

believe in them (it doesn’t matter how loud you say them either). 

This first lesson is actually the toughest lesson because it requires you to act in a way that may be counter to how 

you have done things in the past – retire old habits, focus on the right way of doing things.  It is not just good 

enough to say that you value family, honesty or customer service or innovation; you have to be disciplined about 

how your behaviors will support those values.  We make decisions every day without thinking about what they 

mean or how they represent what we believe. In your personal life, actions such as eating dinner together as a 

family or insisting that everyone helps clean up after dinner, are all a reflection of fundamental values that you 

hold most dear--they are non-negotiable. However, the opposite may be true as well.  What you value and how 

you behave are not always in sync. If you believe in bringing in the best talent, do you act on that?  If you believe in 

motivating people through positive reinforcement, do you react more to their mistakes or successes?  If you find 

yourself struggling to “practice your values,” put tools and structure in place to help.  Find support in other people 

or in tools, software, process, etc.  Get a crutch until you get it right.  If you don’t practice your values over and 

over until they are rote, they will never truly be “your values.” 

Lesson #2:  Understand that the same values can mean different things to different people.  (This is generally 

where everything is a mess.) 

When you evaluate a company, they might state that their values are People, Customers, Growth, Creativity, etc.  

The question is,  "How do they support and execute those values? What do each of these values mean every day?"  

Just as important is to know what your expectations are and if they are in sync with the company’s “execution of 

values.”  If you believe that personal growth and development of your employees is a critical part of success, how 

will that resonate with your current company not just in words but in actions?  Is your company supportive, neutral 

or in conflict with your values? Most companies state that “people” are their most important asset.  But when you 

look at their actions, they may not act in a way that you believe is truly supportive. Or they may provide those 

programs to a certain population and issue a practice of “RIFing the bottom 10%” because it is beneficial to the 

remaining population of employees, the company and the shareholders – the greater good.  This goes for your 

personal life as well.  It is great to say you put family first, but what does that mean for each member of your 

family?  Does it mean a few hours spent together every weekend or a few hours every night? 
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Lesson #3:  The Value that all leaders must have is “Courage” 

I assume that all leaders have the baseline integrity and honesty.  To me that is a given—an ante to join the game 

(though unfortunately, it seems it may be lacking in our leaders more often than not). Let’s take it to the next level. 

There may be times when your values and your company’s values or your leader’s values simply do not align. As a 

leader, you will have to decide—not just understand, but decide every day how important your values are 

because, depending on your company and the people that work for you, you will have to make decisions every day 

that are either in conflict, neutral or in support of the people around you. This is when the most important value 

“Courage” comes into play. The more conflict you face, the harder it will be to lead and the more your courage will 

guide you. “Courage” is the actions we take even when we know they are not popular and even when we are 

afraid because we will get into trouble or because we are making a difficult sacrifice.  It is the cornerstone of 

leadership.  

A leader I worked with once was faced with a revenue recognition issue.  One of his businesses had captured 

revenue from a shipment in the wrong month. This was found to be an inadvertent mistake; however, making the 

correction would be an embarrassment and potentially career damaging.  He did not even for one second consider 

not making the correction. It was made easy by the fact that in this case, the company stood by him and supported 

this action despite the potential ramifications.  

Lesson #4:  Values may conflict 

You may have values that conflict with each other or you may have values that conflict with those around you, 

your boss, your company, your community, etc.  Peter Drucker wrote a great piece on “Managing Yourself” (you 

can find it on the Harvard Business Review website if you are interested).  He essentially said that if your values are 

not in alignment with your organization, you will be frustrated and/or unable to perform.  For example, your 

organization (by that I mean the leaders in your organization) may believe that fear is the way to manage their 

employees. They like to keep people on their toes and working hard through fear of some type of retribution for 

failure to perform (public admonishment, isolation, demotion, termination).  If you don’t understand that style or 

agree with that style, you will have a very difficult time in your organization and more than likely, you will not 

succeed or you will feel stressed.   

Where you have to be careful is when you do not have a strong conviction about that value.  You may find yourself 

questioning whether you are wrong.  Think hard before making any significant changes to your value set.   In some 

cases, you may need to make adjustments to your actions and in other cases you may need to make adjustments 

to your values.  As a working single mother, I was perpetually torn between making “enough” money, the 

enjoyment I experienced in my career and the time I dedicated to my daughter.  I was always feeling guilty 

because I felt that each was suffering.  The answer of “balance” was somewhat of a copout to me.  Of course we 

need balance, but what does that really mean?  How does that work on a day-to-day basis?  The answer came to 

me through two events.   

First, I went to an Economic Forum session in Chicago and Patricia Woertz, CEO of Archer, Daniels, Midland, was 

speaking.  She answered this question clearly.  She said in essence that balance is not going to happen every day or 

every week.  You have to look at balance across a longer period of time.  There are times when you will spend 

more time, energy and effort at work, and there are other times when your family will take more time and energy 

away from your work.  That helped me to adjust my beliefs about what I felt were appropriate ways to manage 

these conflicting priorities. When I spent time with my daughter, I was dedicated to her.  If I needed to take 

afternoons to go help at school with snacks during her poetry reading, I did it.  If she needed homework help, I did 
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it.  I also travelled and spent weekends in hotels in foreign countries leaving her to be cared for my parents.  But I 

felt a little less guilty because when I was with her, I didn’t think about anything else but her. 

The second epiphany came to me when I watched a video with Indra Nooyi, the CEO of Pepsi.  She described the 

process of becoming the CEO of Pepsi and the sacrifices it required (check it out on YouTube).  She missed 

holidays, vacations with her family, school events and other important milestones, but she did her best to make it 

up in other ways.  It became clear to me at that point that I would never want to be in that CEO role or anything 

remotely close to it.  I changed my perspective on my career and money. I no longer wanted to be the head of 

anything that big even though for the previous 15 years, that was my ultimate goal and priority. Once you establish 

an understanding in each area of where you are and where you have been, the next step is to understand where 

you want to be and how that will look every day. 
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Appendix 

A Practice in Sorting Your Values 

Instead of looking at a list of 100 values and picking the most important, I created broad categories.  Each category 

requires a little personal digging historically and current state in terms of how you feel about them and how you 

execute them.  The challenge is balancing them against each other and interpreting the execution of each in a way 

that resonates with all parts of your life.  That is also where the conflict arises. 

Money – Think about your finances, planning for retirement, income from your job, spending habits, etc. 

Career – What does your career mean to you? How important is it to your personal well-being outside of the 

money it provides? 

Family – Where is your relationship with your family in your priorities not just in terms of your feelings for them 

but in terms of your actions toward them? 

Community – How important is it for you to serve and support your community (local, regional or global)?  This 

can include your church, temple, mosque or any other part of your social network. 

Self – How much energy is devoted to self-awareness, personal growth, faith, self-care (hobbies, learning, 

decompression-relaxation)? 

Once you have given these groupings some thought, you will need to create a little structure around them so that 

you ask all the right questions of yourself and cover all the basis.  It can take as long as you like or it can take 5 

minutes on the back of a napkin. Draw a four-block and label it “Current State.”  Label each of the blocks: 

Tools/Resources, Process, Behaviors/Beliefs, Skills. 
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Structure/Tools 

Think about the framework you have in place to 
support each value: Checkbooks, money 
management software, membership in a 

community program or faith based organization, 
scheduling software, etc 

 

 
Process/Accountability 

This is the utilization of the structure.  Weekly trips 
to church or volunteer work, balancing 

checkbooks, rotating dinner duty and clean up 
duty, etc. 

 

 
Beliefs/Behaviors 

This is how you live every day—your actions and 
the rules you live by. This is where you also think 
back about your experience with each category.  

How did you grow up thinking, feeling, interacting 
with this particular area?  How do you deal with it 

now? 
 

 
Skills/Abilities 

This is your skills/abilities in dealing with this issue.  
Think about money management or family 

management—where did you learn how to build 
relationships?  Do you know how to resolve 

conflict, balance a checkbook, learn a hobby? 
 

 

Answer the questions in the blocks above for each of the categories of values in your current state—that  is,  how 

you see yourself today.  Each of these works in concert with the other four.  If one is out of balance, the others will 

be out of balance as well.  Once you have this completed, create a second identical four block and label it Future 

State. Start thinking about what you would change and how you would change it—and don’t forget to make sure 

you have the tools, resources, structure and skills to make it happen. Otherwise, it’s just a nice idea. 

 

 


