
 

BOOK REVIEW 

Start with Why 

 

How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action 

Simon Sinek 

Why people don’t buy what you do, they buy why you do it, and what that 
means for anyone leading a school. 
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The Single Most Important Idea 
Sinek's argument is simple to state and hard to practise: people don’t follow you for 
what you do, they follow you for why you do it. Most leaders lead with WHAT (the 
programme, the policy, the result) and HOW (the plan, the system, the process), and 
treat WHY as something to mention if there’s time left at the end. Sinek says that’s 
backwards. WHY is the only one of the three that actually moves people, because it 
speaks to belief rather than logic. 

Most leaders aren’t short of competence. They’re short of a purpose clear enough 
that other people can repeat it back, believe it, and act on it without being told to. 
A school can have excellent NCEA results, a tidy strategic plan and a well-run 
timetable, and still have a staffroom that’s only complying. The difference between 
a staff that complies and a staff that’s genuinely with you almost never comes down 
to better systems. It comes down to whether they know, and believe, why the school 
exists. 

For NZ principals, this matters every time there’s a hard decision to land, a wary 
board to bring along, or a tired staff being asked to take on one more thing. Lead 
with the belief, not the announcement, and people decide to come with you rather 
than being managed into it. 

Chapter Breakdown 

Chapter 1: Assume You Know 
Most decisions rest on an assumption nobody ever goes back and checks. 

Key argument 
Our behaviour is driven by what we assume to be true, not by what we’ve actually 
tested, and most leaders never circle back to check whether the original 
assumption still holds. 

Main lesson 

Before a leader repeats “this is just how we do it here,” it’s worth naming the 
assumption that line is resting on. 

Quote 

This is important because our behaviour is affected by our assumptions or our 
perceived truths. We make decisions based on what we think we know.  — 
Sinek, Start with Why 
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What it means 

Decisions feel rational at the time because they’re built on something we already 
believe, even when that belief was never actually checked. 

Why it matters 

Schools run on inherited assumptions: about a family, a year group, a programme 
that’s “always worked.” Left unchecked, those assumptions quietly steer real 
decisions about real kids. 

How to use it today 

Next time a decision gets justified with “we know this works,” ask what that knowing 
is actually based on, and whether anyone has checked it lately. 

Chapter 2: Carrots and Sticks 
There are only two ways to get people to do something: push them or pull them. 

Key argument 
Manipulation, price drops, promotions, fear, peer pressure, novelty, gets short-term 
results but leaves an organisation weaker each time it’s used. Inspiration is the only 
lever that builds something that lasts. 

Main lesson 

A staff or a school community that complies because of sanctions, incentives or fear 
of an ERO visit will comply right up until something easier comes along. 

Quote 

There are only two ways to influence human behaviour: you can manipulate it 
or you can inspire it.  — Sinek, Start with Why 

What it means 

Every short-term tactic for getting people moving, fear, reward, pressure, works, 
which is exactly why it gets overused and why it never builds loyalty. 

Why it matters 

Staff and parents who are managed by incentives will leave the moment a better 
incentive turns up elsewhere. Staff who believe in the purpose stay through the hard 
years. 

How to use it today 

Have an honest look at which levers are actually being pulled this term, compliance 
and incentive, or purpose, and shift at least one decision back toward purpose. 
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Chapter 3: The Golden Circle 
Introduces the model: What, How and Why as rings, working outside-in is normal, the 
strong ones start at the centre. 

Key argument 
Everyone can say what they do. Some can say how. Almost nobody can clearly say 
why, and why is the one that actually moves people. 

Main lesson 

A principal can usually describe programmes and processes fluently. The real test is 
whether they can say, in one sentence and without a brochure, why the school 
exists. 

Quote 

Very few people or companies can clearly articulate WHY they do WHAT they 
do. By WHY I mean your purpose, cause or belief: WHY does your company 
exist? WHY do you get out of bed every morning? And WHY should anyone 
care?  — Sinek, Start with Why 

What it means 

WHY isn’t the mission statement on the wall. It’s the actual belief that would still be 
true even if the programmes changed completely. 

Why it matters 

Boards, staff and parents are all being asked to back something. They back it faster 
and more fully when they understand why it exists, not just what it involves. 

How to use it today 

Before the next new initiative goes to staff or the board, open with the WHY 
sentence first, and watch whether the room leans in differently. 

Chapter 4: This Is Not Opinion, This Is Biology 
Backs the model with brain structure: the limbic brain decides, the neocortex justifies 
afterwards. 

Key argument 
The neocortex handles language and facts, the WHAT. The limbic brain drives 
feeling, trust and gut decisions, the WHY. That’s why a logical pitch on its own rarely 
changes anyone’s mind. 

Main lesson 

A leader who only ever leads with data and process is talking to the wrong part of 
the brain. 
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Quote 

People don’t buy what you do; they buy why you do it. And what you do 
simply proves what you believe.  — Sinek, Start with Why 

What it means 

Facts get processed and weighed up. Belief gets felt first, and the facts are recruited 
afterwards to justify the decision someone’s already leaning towards. 

Why it matters 

A list of NCEA results or a new programme’s features convinces almost nobody on 
their own. People decide on feeling first, then look for evidence to back it. 

How to use it today 

Next time a change is being pitched to parents or staff, lead with the belief behind 
it, then bring in the data to support it, not the other way round. 

Chapter 5: Clarity, Discipline and Consistency 
WHY only works when it’s matched by disciplined HOW and consistent WHAT, every 
single time. 

Key argument 
Clarity of WHY without disciplined follow-through is just a slogan. Passion needs 
structure to survive contact with the real world. 

Main lesson 

Writing the vision statement is the easy part. The other ninety percent is whether 
every later decision actually matches it. 

Quote 

Passion alone can’t cut it. For passion to survive it needs structure. A why 
without how has little probability of success.  — Sinek, Start with Why 

What it means 

A clear purpose still needs systems and habits built underneath it, or it stays a nice 
idea that nobody can act on. 

Why it matters 

Staff and parents notice fast when a stated value and an actual decision don’t 
match. That gap is where trust quietly leaks out. 

How to use it today 

Pick one decision being made this term and check it against the school’s stated 
WHY before signing off on it. 
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Chapter 6: Trust 
The Continental Airlines case: a turnaround built not on strategy but on staff being 
told, and shown, that they mattered. 

Key argument 
Trust isn’t built by completing a checklist of responsibilities. It’s built when people 
believe leadership genuinely has their back, and that belief is what makes people 
go further than the job requires. 

Main lesson 

A staffroom doesn’t run on policy. It runs on whether people believe the principal 
actually trusts them to do the job. 

Quote 

When we tell people to do their jobs, we get workers. When we trust people to 
get the job done, we get leaders.  — Sinek, Start with Why 

What it means 

Doing everything you’re supposed to do as a leader doesn’t automatically earn 
trust. Trust is a feeling people have about you, not a record of your compliance. 

Why it matters 

A school can have every policy in order and still have a staff that’s holding back, 
because trust was never actually built, just assumed. 

How to use it today 

Pick one task that’s currently being checked or signed off that doesn’t need to be, 
hand it over properly, and see what happens. 

Chapter 7: How a Tipping Point Tips 
Brings in the Law of Diffusion of Innovation: change spreads through innovators and 
early adopters first, not the whole group at once. 

Key argument 
Paraphrase (no confirmed direct quote sourced for this chapter): a new idea only 
reaches the majority once a small group of innovators and early adopters has 
genuinely bought in and started bringing others with them. 

Main lesson 

A leader trying to land a new approach across the whole staff on day one is fighting 
the wrong order of adoption. 

Quote 
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Win over the early adopters first, on WHY, not just instructions, and the rest of 
the room follows on trust rather than on being told.  — paraphrase of Sinek’s 
argument, Start with Why, Ch. 7 

What it means 

People don’t adopt something new because the majority did. The majority adopts it 
because the early adopters already did, and were visibly convinced. 

Why it matters 

Mandating a new initiative school-wide from day one usually meets the most 
cautious staff first, which is the slowest possible route to genuine buy-in. 

How to use it today 

Before rolling out a new approach, find the two or three staff most likely to take to it 
early, get them genuinely on board, and let them carry it to the rest of the room. 

Chapter 8: Start With Why, But Know How 
Distinguishes energy, easy to switch on, easy to fake, from charisma, which only 
comes from a clear sense of purpose. 

Key argument 
Charisma isn’t a personality trait. It’s the visible effect of someone who is completely 
clear on their own WHY. 

Main lesson 

The loudest person in the room isn’t necessarily the most inspiring one. The quietly 
convicted one often holds more sway over time. 

Quote 

Charisma has nothing to do with energy; it comes from a clarity of WHY. It 
comes from absolute conviction in an ideal bigger than oneself. Energy, in 
contrast, comes from a good night’s sleep or lots of caffeine. Energy can 
excite. But only charisma can inspire. Charisma commands loyalty. Energy 
does not.  — Sinek, Start with Why 

What it means 

An energetic presenter can light a room up for an hour. Charisma is what makes 
people still be with you a year later. 

Why it matters 

Boards appointing a principal can mistake the most energetic candidate in the 
room for the most capable one, when what actually holds a staff together over a 
hard term is conviction, not performance. 
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How to use it today 

When assessing a leader, including yourself, separate “did that energise the room” 
from “did that actually convince anyone of anything.” 

Chapter 9: Know Why, Know How, Then What 
Describes the organisation as a three-tier structure, WHY at the top, HOW in the 
middle, WHAT at the front line, and the rare partnership that makes it work. 

Key argument 
Most organisations don’t fail for lack of a good idea. They fail because the rare 
partnership between someone who holds the WHY and someone who can deliver 
the HOW never actually forms. 

Main lesson 

A principal with a strong sense of purpose still needs someone who can turn that 
purpose into a working timetable. One without the other goes nowhere. 

Quote 

Most companies, no matter how well built, do not become billion-dollar 
businesses or change the course of industries. To reach that status, to alter the 
course of an industry, requires a very special and rare partnership between one 
who knows WHY and those who know HOW.  — Sinek, Start with Why 

What it means 

Purpose and execution are two different skill sets, and an organisation needs both 
held by someone, not necessarily the same someone. 

Why it matters 

A senior leadership team that’s all vision or all delivery will eventually stall. The 
strongest teams have both, deliberately paired. 

How to use it today 

Name out loud who on the leadership team is holding the WHY and who’s holding 
the HOW, and check both chairs are actually filled. 

Chapter 10: Communication Is Not About Speaking, It’s 
About Listening 
Argues that people believe a leader because of what their words and symbols 
consistently point back to, not because of clever phrasing. 

Key argument 
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Communication that actually works isn’t the cleverest wording. It’s whatever makes 
people feel something true is being said, usually through symbols and repeated 
behaviour rather than slogans. 

Main lesson 

A values poster means nothing if the staffroom culture says something different. 
People read the behaviour, not the wording. 

Quote 

Leadership requires two things: a vision of the world that does not yet exist and 
the ability to communicate it.  — Sinek, Start with Why 

What it means 

Vision on its own changes nothing. It only moves people once it’s communicated 
clearly enough, and consistently enough, that they can repeat it themselves. 

Why it matters 

A school’s values statement is only as credible as the smallest everyday decision that 
either backs it up or quietly contradicts it. 

How to use it today 

Pick one ritual already running in the school, a briefing, an assembly, a newsletter 
line, and check whether it’s actually reinforcing the WHY or just running on habit. 

Chapter 11: When Why Goes Fuzzy 
Uses Walmart as the case study: a founder’s WHY, looking after people, blurred after 
he died into a narrower focus on price. 

Key argument 
Success is the biggest threat to WHY, because growth adds layers between the 
founder’s purpose and the front line, and somewhere in that growth WHY dilutes into 
a slogan nobody can actually explain. 

Main lesson 

A founding leader’s purpose only survives their departure if it was ever made explicit 
enough for someone else to inherit. 

Quote 

If the leader of the organization can’t clearly articulate WHY the organization 
exists in terms beyond its products or services, then how does he expect the 
employees to know WHY to come to work?  — Sinek, Start with Why 

What it means 
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A WHY that only ever lived in one person’s head disappears with that person. It has 
to be said often enough, and plainly enough, for others to carry it. 

Why it matters 

Leadership changeover in a school is exactly the moment a founding purpose is 
most at risk of quietly becoming “what we’ve always done” instead of “why we do 
it.” 

How to use it today 

Ask three staff members separately why the school exists, and compare the answers. 
A wide spread is the fuzz Sinek’s describing. 

Chapter 12: Split Happens 
When WHY and HOW pull apart, an organisation “splits,” chasing what’s measurable 
instead of what it believes (Starbucks’ move from ceramic cups to paper cups is the 
example used). 

Key argument 
Trust erodes the moment a small decision quietly trades the WHY for convenience or 
cost, even when nobody announces that the purpose has changed. 

Main lesson 

It’s rarely the big public failure that damages trust in a school. It’s the small 
unexplained decision everyone notices. 

Quote 

Trust is maintained when values and beliefs are actively managed. If 
companies do not actively work to keep clarity, discipline and consistency in 
balance, then trust starts to break down.  — Sinek, Start with Why 

What it means 

Values don’t erode all at once. They erode one small, unexplained, cost-driven 
decision at a time. 

Why it matters 

Staff and parents are watching the small decisions far more closely than the big 
announcements, and drawing conclusions about what the school actually values 
from them. 

How to use it today 

Next time a cost-saving or convenience decision is made, say out loud why it 
doesn’t conflict with what the school stands for, or admit honestly that it does. 
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Chapter 13: The Origins of a Why 
Looks at where a real WHY actually comes from, not a marketing exercise but a 
genuine struggle or experience in someone’s past (Jobs and Wozniak wanting to 
give the “little guy” power against big companies). 

Key argument 
A WHY can’t be invented in a workshop. It’s discovered by looking backwards at the 
moments that actually shaped why someone started doing the work in the first 
place. 

Main lesson 

A principal’s real WHY is usually already sitting in their own story, not waiting to be 
written on a strategic planning template. 

Quote 

Innovation is not born from the dream, innovation is born from the struggle.  — 
Sinek, Start with Why 

What it means 

The clearest purposes tend to come out of a real difficulty someone lived through, 
not out of an aspirational brainstorm. 

Why it matters 

A WHY statement written purely by SLT or a consultant in a planning day, without 
anyone’s actual story in it, tends not to survive contact with a staffroom. 

How to use it today 

On the next planning day, ask leaders to tell the story of why they got into education 
in the first place, and listen for the line that keeps recurring. 

Chapter 14: The New Competition 
Argues that organisations clear on their WHY stop measuring themselves against 
everyone else and start measuring themselves against their own yesterday. 

Key argument 
Chasing competitors keeps an organisation reactive. Chasing your own previous 
best is the only competition that actually makes you better and keeps people 
backing you. 

Main lesson 

A school constantly comparing itself to the school down the road is playing a game 
that was never going to make it better at being itself. 
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Quote 

When you compete against everyone else, no one wants to help you. But 
when you compete against yourself, everyone wants to help you.  — Sinek, Start 
with Why 

What it means 

Competing against yourself invites collaboration, because nobody’s threatened by 
it. Competing against everyone else invites defensiveness. 

Why it matters 

Staff rally far more behind “let’s be better than we were last term” than they ever will 
behind “let’s beat the school down the road.” 

How to use it today 

Replace one comparison metric, how does our school compare to theirs, with one 
progress metric, how does this term compare to our own last term, and watch the 
staffroom conversation change. 

Leadership Tools and Frameworks 

Framework: The Golden Circle 
A three-ring model, WHY at the centre, HOW in the middle, WHAT on the outside, for 
working out, and then communicating, why an organisation exists before getting to 
what it does. 

How it works 

1.​ WHAT: name what the school actually does day to day, the visible stuff: 
programmes, results, the buildings. 

2.​ HOW: name what makes the way the school does it distinctive, the practices 
and values actually in action. 

3.​ WHY: name the belief underneath all of it, the reason it would still matter even 
if the WHAT changed completely. 

Almost everyone can answer step one. Most people can answer step two with a bit 
of thought. Almost nobody starts at step three, which is exactly why Sinek insists you 
start there and work outward. 

Worked example 

Two schools both teach the same curriculum (WHAT) using similar inquiry-based 
practice (HOW). One exists because every child deserves someone who believes 
they can do hard things (WHY). That WHY is what actually shapes hiring decisions, 
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parent communication and how a hard meeting with a frustrated parent gets 
handled. 

Introducing it to a leadership team 

Work outward from WHAT and HOW toward WHY, rather than asking the team to 
state WHY cold from a blank page. Most groups find it easier to arrive at WHY by 
elimination than to produce it on demand. 

Cautions 

A WHY written once and pinned to a wall is worthless. It only counts once every later 
decision gets checked against it. A WHY drafted solely by SLT or a consultant, 
without staff voice in the room, rarely survives contact with a real staffroom. 

Framework: The Law of Diffusion of Innovation 
A model Sinek borrows from Everett Rogers, describing how a new idea spreads 
through a population in five segments rather than landing on everyone at once. 

How it works 

•​ Innovators, roughly 2.5 percent: try almost anything new, first. 

•​ Early Adopters, roughly 13.5 percent: quick to back an idea once they 
believe in the WHY behind it. 

•​ Early Majority, roughly 34 percent: wait for early adopters to prove it works. 

•​ Late Majority, roughly 34 percent: only move once it’s clearly the norm. 

•​ Laggards, roughly 16 percent: resist until there’s no real choice left. 

The tipping point sits between early adopters and the early majority. Win that gap, 
and the rest tends to follow on social proof rather than instruction. 

Worked example 

A syndicate leader trials a new reading approach. Two genuinely keen teachers 
pick it up early and talk about it in the staffroom. That’s what brings the next third of 
staff on board, not a staff meeting announcement on day one. 

Introducing it to a leadership team 

Identify the two or three likely early adopters before launching anything 
school-wide. Get them genuinely convinced of the WHY, not just briefed on the 
instructions, and let their results do the persuading. 

Cautions 

Don’t mistake quiet compliance from the cautious majority for real buy-in. And don’t 
spend energy trying to win the laggards over first, that’s the slowest possible route to 
a tipping point. 
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Brad’s Take 
What I’d actually take from this and use is the Golden Circle, and the discipline of 
opening with the belief behind a change before the change itself, whether that’s to 
a board, a wary parent or a tired staffroom. I’d put it in front of any principal about 
to lead something hard and tempted to lead with the policy instead of the purpose. 
The book runs long for what it’s really saying, and the case studies, Walmart, 
Starbucks, Continental Airlines, are corporate and American enough that they need 
translating before they land in a New Zealand staffroom. The core idea holds up 
regardless, and it’s worth the read. 
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