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The 5 Levels of Leadership
by John C. Maxwell

Leadership grows in five clear levels, from people obeying your title to

people following who you are.

BEST POINTS FROM THE BOOK

Level 1 is Position: people follow because they have to.

All you have is your title and its rights, so people give you their least energy and effort. Maxwell calls

it a great place to visit, but you wouldn't want to live there.
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Level 2 is Permission: people follow because they want to.

Relationships are the foundation - listen well, value each person, and balance care with candor. You

can't lead people until you like people.
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Level 3 is Production: people follow because of what you have done for the
organization.

Results earn credibility, set the standard for the team, and create momentum. Making things happen

separates real leaders from wannabes.
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Level 4 is People Development: people follow because of what you have done
for them personally.

Shift from producer to developer: recruit the best people, equip them, and empower them to lead.

This is reproduction - your influence starts to multiply.
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Level 5 is the Pinnacle: people follow because of who you are and what you
represent.

This respect is earned over years of developing leaders. Your influence spreads beyond your

position and your organization, and can outlast you.
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Leadership is a process, not a position.

A title can be handed to you in a day, but influence is earned over time. Being chosen for a position

is only an invitation to start leading.
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You can move up a level, but you never leave the previous one behind.

Every level builds on the ones below it. Neglect the relationships of Level 2 and your influence at the

higher levels falls apart.
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THE BOOK, IN SHORT

Maxwell's core claim is that leadership is a process, not a position. It is a climb up five levels, and

where you stand with each person decides how much influence you really have. Maxwell had taught

the framework for years - it first appeared in Developing the Leader Within You (1993) - and this

book expands it into a full map, including an assessment to gauge your current level.

Level 1 is Position: people follow because they have to, and a title alone earns only their least effort.

Level 2, Permission, is where real leadership starts - you build relationships, listen, and value

people until they follow because they want to. Level 3, Production, adds results: wins bring

credibility, set the standard for everyone else, and create momentum.

Level 4, People Development, is the turning point. Instead of producing everything yourself, you

recruit, equip, and empower others until they can lead too. Maxwell calls this reproduction, and its

effect compounds - leaders who develop leaders build organizations that keep growing, and

developing others frees you for higher-level work.

Level 5, the Pinnacle, is rare and cannot be rushed. People follow because of who you are and

what you represent - respect built over many years of growing other leaders. Pinnacle leaders leave

a legacy: a culture of leadership that keeps thriving even after they are gone.

Running through the book are the rules of the climb: you never leave a level behind, you stand on a

different level with every person, moving up is slow but moving down can be quick, and changing

organizations usually resets your level. The practical use is the map itself - find your level with each

person, then do the work of the next level up.

You are not on the same level with every person you lead.

A veteran may follow you at Level 4 while a new hire is still at Level 1. Know where you stand with

each person and lead them from there.
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Developing leaders compounds like interest.

One leader who develops other leaders multiplies the whole organization. Maxwell advises

spending at least half your development time on the top 20 percent - the people most able to

reproduce.
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Moving up the levels happens slowly, but moving down can happen quickly.

Each higher level costs more time and effort to reach than the last, yet neglect can drop you fast.

The good news: the higher you go, the greater the return on your leadership.
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Change jobs or organizations and your level usually resets.

Influence does not transfer automatically. With a new group of people you often start back at Level 1

and have to earn each level again.
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DO THIS WEEK

This week, list the people you lead or influence most, and write down the level you are on with each

one, 1 to 5. Pick one person stuck at Level 1 and do Level 2 work: listen to them fully and learn what

matters to them. Then invest real time in your highest-potential person - that is where influence

compounds.

By John C. Maxwell, first published 2011 by Center Street (full title: The 5 Levels of

Leadership: Proven Steps to Maximize Your Potential). It expands the five-level framework

Maxwell first sketched in Developing the Leader Within You (1993). Read it if you lead a

team or want to; it is the clearest map Maxwell ever drew of how influence grows.
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