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AMERICAN ICON

When  General  Colin
Powell  published  It
Worked  For  Me:  In
Life and Leadership,
he delivered more than
a memoir. He offered a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
integrity,  service,  and
practical  wisdom.  For
anyone  seeking  to
understand  what  it
means  to  lead  with
honor, Colin Powell It
W o r k e d  F o r  M e
s t a n d s  a s  b o t h  a

personal  testament
and a strategic  guide.
This  article  explores
t h e  k e y  t h e m e s ,
lessons,  and  enduring
relevance  of  Powell's
work, showing why this
book  cont inues  to
inspire  leaders  across
every field.

Who Was
Colin
Powell?
Colin  Luther  Powell
rose  f rom  humble
beg inn ings  in  the
Harlem  neighborhood
of  New  York  City  to
become  the  first
A f r i can  Amer ican
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Secretary  of  State,
Chairman  of  the  Joint
Chiefs  of  Staff,  and
Nat iona l  Secur i ty
Advisor.  His  career
spanned  four  decades
of service to the United
States, during which he
earned  the  trust  of
presidents,  military
leaders,  and  citizens
around  the  wor ld .
Powell's story is one of
d i s c i p l i n e ,
perseverance,  and  a
deep  commitment  to
doing  what  is  right.
His  book  It  Worked
For Me is not a typical
a u t o b i o g r a p h y .
Instead,  it  combines
personal  anecdotes
w i t h  a c t i o n a b l e
principles.  Powell  uses
h i s  o w n
e x p e r i e n c e s — b o t h
s u c c e s s e s  a n d
failures—to  illustrate
t h e  v a l u e s  a n d
practices  that  guided
his life. The result is a
b o o k  t h a t  f e e l s

intimate yet universal,
practical yet profound.

An
Overview
of "It
Worked
For Me"
Published  in  2012,  It
W o r k e d  F o r  M e
qu ick ly  became  a
bestseller. The book is
structured  around
th i r teen  ru les  fo r
leadership  and  life.
Each  chapter  explores
a specific rule, weaving
in stories from Powell's
career  and  personal
l i f e .  T h e  t o n e  i s
conversational,  direct,
and  often  humorous.
P o w e l l  d o e s  n o t
preach. He shares what
h e  l e a r n e d ,
acknowledging that his
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path may not be right
for  everyone.  Yet  his
ins ights  resonate
because  they  a re
g r o u n d e d  i n  r e a l
experience.
The book covers a wide
range  of  topics:  from
how  to  handle  bad
n e w s  t o  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
o p t i m i s m ,  f r o m
building  effective
teams  to  knowing
when  to  step  down.
Powell  also  addresses
controversial  moments
in his career, including
h i s  speech  to  the
United  Nations  about
w e a p o n s  o f  m a s s
destruction in Iraq. He
does  so  with  honesty
and  accountability,
which  adds  depth  to
his message.

Key

Lessons
from
Colin
Powell It
Worked
For Me
What  makes  Colin
Powell It Worked For
Me  so  valuable  is  its
focus on principles that
can be applied in any
context.  Below  are
some  o f  t he  mos t
impactful lessons from
the  book,  presented
w i t h  c o n t e x t  a n d
commentary.

1. "IT WORKED FOR
ME" AS A MINDSET

The title itself conveys
an  important  attitude:
humility.  Powell  does
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not  c la im  to  have
found universal truths.
He shares what worked
f o r  h i m ,  i n v i t i n g
readers  to  take  what
fits  and  leave  the  rest.
This approach respects
t h e  d i v e r s i t y  o f
s i t u a t i o n s  a n d
personalities.  It  also
e n c o u r a g e s
e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n .
Leaders  can  adapt
Powell's  ideas to their
own  circumstances
without  feeling  they
must  fol low  a  rigid
formula.
T h i s  m i n d s e t  i s
l iberating.  It  frees
l e a d e r s  f r o m  t h e
pressure  of  finding  the
" o n e  r i g h t  w a y . "
Instead, they can focus
on  what  is  effective  in
their  specific
environment.  Powell's
willingness  to  say  "it
worked for me" shows
that  leadership  is  not
about  perfection  but
about  learning  and

adapting.

2. THE POWER OF
OPTIMISM

Powell emphasizes that
optimism  is  a  force
multiplier.  He  argues
that  people  perform
bet te r  when  they
bel ieve  success  is
possible.  Throughout
his  career,  he  worked
to maintain  a  positive
outlook,  even  in  dire
situations.  He  notes
t h a t  l e a d e r s  w h o
rad ia te  hope  and
confidence inspire their
teams to achieve more
than  they  thought
possible.
Optimism, for Powell, is
not  about  ignoring
problems.  It  is  about
believing  they  can  be
solved. He writes about
the  importance  of
starting each day with
the  assumption  that
things will go well. This
s i m p l e  s h i f t  i n
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p e r s p e c t i v e  c a n
transform  a  leader's
effectiveness.  It  also
builds  trust,  because
people  want  to  follow
someone  who  sees
possibilities rather than
obstacles.

3. HANDLING BAD
NEWS IMMEDIATELY

One  of  Powell's  most
famous  rules  is:  "Bad
news  is  not  like  fine
w i n e .  I t  d o e s  n o t
improve with age." He
stresses  that  leaders
m u s t  c o n f r o n t
problems  as  soon  as
they  arise.  Delaying
only  makes  things
worse.  When  people
fear  delivering  bad
news,  issues  fester.
Powel l  created  an
environment  where
subordinates  could
bring  him  problems
w i t h o u t  f e a r  o f
p u n i s h m e n t .  H e
rewarded  those  who
s p o k e  u p  e a r l y ,

b e c a u s e  e a r l y
awareness  allowed for
early action.
This  lesson  is  crucial
for any organization. A
culture that hides bad
news  i s  a  cu l t u re
headed  for  disaster.
Powel l ' s  example
s h o w s  t h a t
t ransparency  and
courage  are  essential
for  long-term success.
L e a d e r s  s h o u l d
encourage  honest
communication  and
respond  constructively
w h e n  p r o b l e m s
surface.

4. THE IMPORTANCE
OF PREPARATION
AND EFFORT

Powell  never  believed
in shortcuts. He valued
hard work, preparation,
and attention to detail.
In It Worked For Me,
he  describes  how  he
prepared for meetings,
s p e e c h e s ,  a n d



6

6 Colin Powell It Worked For Me 2026-08-06

nego t i a t i ons .  He
studied  the  facts ,
considered  different
perspect ives,  and
anticipated challenges.
This  discipline  made
him  effective  in  high-
stakes  situations.
Preparation is a form of
respect. It signals that
you value the time and
effort  of  others.  It  also
r e d u c e s  a n x i e t y
because you know you
h a v e  d o n e  y o u r
homework.  Powell's
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
p r e p a r a t i o n  i s  a
reminder that there are
no  subst i tutes  for
effort.  Success  is  often
the result of countless
small  actions  taken
consistently  over  time.

5. LEADING WITH
INTEGRITY

Integrity is a recurring
theme in Colin Powell
It  Worked  For  Me.
Powell  argues  that

trust is the currency of
leadership.  Without  it,
you  cannot  lead.  He
built  trust  by  being
consistent, honest, and
a c c o u n t a b l e .  H e
admitted  his  mistakes
and  l ea rned  f rom
them.  He  t rea ted
everyone with  dignity,
regardless  of  rank  or
background.
Powell's  integrity  was
tested  throughout  his
c a r e e r .  H e  m a d e
decisions  that  were
u n p o p u l a r  b u t
necessary. He stood by
his  principles  even
when it cost him. This
steadfastness  earned
him respect across the
political spectrum. In a
w o r l d  w h e r e
exped iency  o f ten
trumps ethics, Powell's
example is a powerful
counterpoint.
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Colin
Powell's
13 Rules
for
Leadershi

p
T h e  h e a r t  o f  I t
Worked  For  Me  is
Powell's set of thirteen
rules.  These  rules  are
concise,  memorable,
and  deeply  practical.
Here is a summary of
each  rule,  along  with
Powell's reasoning.

"It ain't as bad1.
as you think."
Powell believes
that most
problems are not
as catastrophic
as they first
appear.

Maintaining
perspective
prevents panic
and enables
clear thinking.
"Get mad, then2.
get over it."
Anger is a
natural emotion,
but it should not
dictate decisions.
Powell advises
allowing yourself
a moment of
frustration, then
moving on to
constructive
action.
"Avoid having3.
your ego so
close to your
position that
when your
position falls,
your ego goes
with it." This
rule encourages
humility and
flexibility.
Leaders should
be willing to
change their
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minds when new
information
emerges.
"It can be4.
done." A
positive attitude
is essential.
Powell argues
that believing a
goal is
achievable is the
first step toward
making it
happen.
"Be careful5.
what you
choose. You
may get it."
Ambition must
be tempered
with wisdom. Not
every goal is
worth pursuing.
Choose wisely.
"Check small6.
things." Details
matter. Powell
emphasizes that
leaders should
pay attention to
the little things,
because they

often reveal
larger issues.
"Share credit."7.
Good leaders
give credit to
others. This
builds loyalty and
encourages
teamwork.
"Remain calm.8.
Be kind." Powell
stresses the
importance of
emotional
regulation.
Calmness
inspires
confidence, and
kindness builds
relationships.
"Have a9.
vision." Leaders
must know
where they are
going. A clear
vision provides
direction and
motivation.
"Don't be10.
afraid to
challenge the
professionals."
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Powell
encourages
questioning
established
practices.
Expertise should
be respected,
but not blindly
followed.
"The chain of11.
command is
not always the
best
communication
channel."
Sometimes
informal
communication is
more effective.
Powell valued
directness and
openness.
"Perpetual12.
optimism is a
force
multiplier." This
rule echoes his
emphasis on
optimism as a
strategic tool.
"The leader is13.
the one who is

responsible."
Ultimately,
leaders must
accept
responsibility for
outcomes, both
good and bad.

These  thirteen  rules
are  simple,  but  they
are not simplistic. They
reflect  decades  of
experience  and  deep
reflection.  Powell  does
not  present  them  as
commandments but as
guidelines  that  served
him well.  Readers can
pick  one  or  two  to
focus on and gradually
incorporate  more over
time.

Leadershi
p Insights
from
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Colin
Powell
Beyond  the  thirteen
rules, Colin Powell It
Worked For Me offers
broader  insights  into
leadership.  Powell
distinguishes  between
management  and
l e a d e r s h i p .
Management, he says,
is about processes and
systems. Leadership is
about  people.  Effective
l e a d e r s  i n s p i r e ,
motivate,  and develop
others.  They  create
conditions  for  success
rather than controlling
every detail.
Powell also emphasizes
the  importance  of
d ivers i ty .  He  saw
firsthand  that  diverse
teams  make  better
decisions.  Different
perspectives  challenge
assumptions  and  lead
t o  m o r e  r o b u s t

so lu t ions .  Powe l l
actively  sought  input
f r om  peop le  w i th
different  backgrounds
and  viewpoints.  This
practice  strengthened
his  decision-making
and  built  inclusive
environments.
Another  key insight  is
t h e  v a l u e  o f
mentorship.  Powell
credits several mentors
w i t h  s h a p i n g  h i s
career.  He,  in  turn,
mentored  countless
others.  He  believed
that  leaders  have  a
respons ib i l i t y  t o
deve lop  the  nex t
generation. This legacy
of mentorship is one of
his  most  endur ing
contributions.

Why "It
Worked
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for Me"
Matters

Today
I n  an  e ra  o f  rap id
change  and  constant
uncertainty,  Powell's
l e ssons  a re  more
relevant  than  ever.
Leaders  face  complex
challenges that require
b o t h  w i s d o m  a n d
courage. Colin Powell
It  Worked  For  Me
provides  a  foundation
for  navigating  these
c h a l l e n g e s  w i t h
integrity and purpose.
The book is  especially
valuable  for  young
leaders .  Powe l l ' s
advice  is  grounded  in
real  experience,  not
abstract  theory.  He
shows  that  leadership
is  a  skill  that  can  be
learned  and  refined.
H i s  e m p h a s i s  o n

character,  preparation,
and  humility  offers  a
counterbalance  to  the
often  superficial
messages  of  self-help
culture.
Moreover,  Powell's
willingness  to  address
failure and controversy
adds  credibility  to  his
message. He does not
present  himself  as
perfect.  He shares his
mistakes openly, which
makes  his  successes
more  be l i evab le .
Readers can learn from
his failures as well  as
his triumphs.

Practical
Applicatio
ns of
Powell's
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Wisdom
How can you apply the
l e s s o n s  f r o m  I t
Worked  For  Me  in
your  own  l i f e  and
work? Here are a few
practical suggestions.

Start the day
with optimism.
Before you dive
into tasks, take a
moment to
remind yourself
that challenges
can be
overcome. This
mindset will color
your interactions
and decisions.
Encourage
honest
feedback.
Create an
environment
where people
feel safe sharing
bad news. Thank
those who bring
problems to your
attention, and

address issues
promptly.
Prepare
thoroughly.
Whether for a
meeting, a
presentation, or
a difficult
conversation,
invest time in
preparation.
Know your facts
and anticipate
questions.
Give credit
freely. When
something goes
well,
acknowledge the
contributions of
others. This
builds goodwill
and motivates
your team.
Accept
responsibility.
When things go
wrong, own it. Do
not shift blame.
Accountability
builds trust and
sets an example
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for others.
Stay humble.
Remember that
your position is
not the same as
your identity. Be
open to learning
from everyone,
regardless of
rank.

T h e s e  a c t i o n s ,
consistently  practiced,
can  transform  your
effectiveness  as  a
leader.  They  are  not
quick  fixes  but  long-
term habits  that  yield
lasting results.

The
Enduring

Legacy of
Colin
Powell
Colin  Powell  passed
away in 2021, but his
legacy  lives  on.  His
book,  It  Worked For
Me,  remains  a  vital
resource  for  leaders
around  the  world.  It
captures  the  essence
of  a  man who served
h i s  c o u n t r y  w i t h
distinction  and  who
never forgot his roots.
Powell's  life  and  work
r e m i n d  u s  t h a t
leadership is not about
p o w e r  b u t  a b o u t
service.  It  is


