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Abstract
Leaders impact the lives of those they lead. Dr. Dobson has impacted millions of people through
his ministry Focus on the Family. Dwight Grant has worked at Focus for over 25 years and has
incorporated many of Dobson’s values as his own. This is reflected in his assessment results as well as the

core values created for a small business that he started.

Principles of Character in Leadership

Focus on the Family, the Colorado Springs-based, national, non-profit, promotes family values with
an active mailing list of 2.5 million, more than 1,300 employees, most of them working in Colorado,
and an estimated $140 million in revenues in 2004. Its founder James Dobson, ranked No. 12 among
the state's Most Powerful last year, endorsed a presidential candidate for the first time in 2004, and
is now being called a conservative Christian kingmaker following the re-election of President
George W. Bush. Dobson stepped down as president of the organization last year, but his position
was taken over by Don Hodel, a former Reagan administration cabinet member. Dobson still
maintains a radio audience of 200 million to 300 million worldwide, 7 million to 9 million a week in

North America. (Mike, 2005)

Dr. Dobson has impacted millions of people through the books he has written on the family as well
as the ministry outreach of Focus on the Family. He is an amazing leader, and family man. What really
sets Dr. Dobson apart from others is his character. This paper will review three aspects of Dobson’s
character that have impacted this authors life and leadership principles. Three traits stand out; Integrity,
Compassion and Commitment to quality. Based on self assessment surveys conducted by Dwight Grant,
the results correlate with many of the values taught by Dobson. Finally, the long term impacts are evident
in the values reflected in Dwight’s company Vessels For Honor Rafting Co.

Integrity



Dr. Dobson has been criticized by both Christians and non Christians for his unwavering
commitment to do what he believes is right. “He’s a guy who will do what’s right no matter the cost, says
Ron Wilson, Focus on the Family’s vice president of Human Resources. “He will die before he yields”
(Batura, 2004, p.120).

“Focus was audited by the IRS in the nineties, and the auditors predictably crawled all over
Dobson’s expense reports “to see how the top guy was living lavishly. Obviously that’s not what they
found,” (Buss, 2005, p.136). In fact, Dr. Dobson never took a salary while working at Focus and he paid
the ministry a portion of his royalties each year to cover the exposure that he received from representing
the organization. “During that audit, “the IRS was just stunned by the carefulness behind every single
receipt and dollar that had been spent at Focus by Jim and everyone else,” says staffer Jim Davis” (Buss,
2005, p.136).

Dr. Dobson sums up quite nicely what he most deeply cares about in a statement that he wrote
many years ago.

I have concluded that the accumulation of wealth, even if I could achieve it, is an insufficient

reason for living. When I reach the end of my days, a moment or two from now, I must look

backward on something more meaningful than pursuit of houses and land and machines and stocks
and bonds. Nor is fame of any lasting benefit. I will consider my earthly existence to have been
wasted unless I can recall a loving family, and an earnest attempt to serve the God who made me.

Nothing else makes much sense. (Batura, 2004)

Compassion

One of the most prominent traits of James Dobson’s personality and professional career is his

compassion for the underdog. His friends will tell you that he is a sucker for lost puppies, kids

with big eyes, and everyone with a genuine need. This identification with the down — and — out has
become a characteristic of Focus on the Family as well. In recent years the ministry has directed

its resources into helping the homeless, providing gifts for prison inmates, raising funds for a

Mexican orphanage, and assisting refugee families in Central America. But even before such an

organization existed, Dobson was devoted to helping the less fortunate and, even more to the

point, assisting the powerless in coping with their oppression.

Jim Davis said it best, “Jim is a crusader, especially in the area of injustice. For example, he hates

to see children treated unfairly, whether by their parents or even by a society that would expose

them to pornography and filth. Those things really tug at his heart...probably because of his

background at Children’s Hospital.” (Zettersten, 1989)



One of Dobson’s ways of demonstrating compassion is through his generosity. With one best
selling book that he wrote, 100% of the royalties went into a fund to give away to those in need or crisis.

One time in California over 20 years ago Dr. Dobson was talking with one of his distribution
center staff members who had recently been married, about how things were going. The employee said
things were great. He then asked how they were doing financially and how much the employee was
making. When Dobson found out that he was only making about $5.50 per hour he was shocked and said
“that’s not enough to live on”! A week later everyone in the distribution center received a $1 per hour
raise. Every year after the compensation increased.

Another time he found out about an employee with 10 children. At Christmas time he gave them
box loads of food and gifts that people had sent to him and his wife. In addition he gave them two checks.
One was for food and the other to take his wife out on a date (Batura, 2004).

“These are habits of a quiet giver, a man whose spirit of generosity is best captured when the rest
of the world is looking the other way” (Batura, 2004, p. 30).

Commitment to quality

In 1986, Dobson articulated his philosophy about quality of work in the following memo that was
sent to all staff members. It was in response to a couple of departments that had not answered letters from
Focus on the Family constituents in a timely manner.

Let me express a philosophy about which I feel very strongly. Focus on the Family is a detail

organization. The amount of mail we receive and the lives we touch have made us a ministry to

more than 900,000 people ... almost a million families that ask for our assistance and share their

burdens with us day after day. Furthermore, the various activities and programs we offer are

composed of countless individual parts that must all be accounted for if we are to do the job

efficiently. Therefore, I must emphasize that there is NO place in this ministry for any employee

who is unwilling to chase detail. From vice-presidents to the newest hourly employee, we all must

be willing to pay that price. I have profound respect for the people who pay our bills, and we wil/

not treat them shabbily. For every letter which sits on someone’s desk, there is a person somewhere

who feels insulted or rejected or angry at us for our lack of consideration.

Come on, folks. Let’s put this problem behind us. Detail! Detail! Detail! Detail! Detail! I know it’s

frustrating, and I’'m drowning in it. But if I can chase it, you can, too. If not you’re working in the

wrong organization. (Zettersten, 1989)

There are countless examples of Dr. Dobson and his attention to detail and commitment to quality.

One system that became legendary was his “hot pending” process.



To stay on top of the many issues that encircled Focus on the Family while he was president, Dr.
Dobson implemented a simple process that he called the hot pending system. In short, it was an
internal system designed to monitor correspondence, questions, or requests that came out of his
office. If there was a perceived problem, whether with a process, a person, or any other
administrative issue, the assignment was boiled down to a question, laid out in a one-page memo,

dated, and assigned a deadline for response. (Batura, 2004)

Managers did not like receiving these “hot pendings” but it sure kept people on their toes.

Everyone was extremely careful about follow up and building excellence into every process.
Self assessment survey results

In a recent assessment Dwight Grant found some interesting correlations to his scores and the
leadership influence of Dobson on his life. The top two terminal values were Salvation; finding eternal
life and Lasting friendships. These are reflected nicely in Dr. Dobson’s purpose statement addressed
earlier in the paper. The top two instrumental values were truthfulness/honesty and dependability.
Dobson’s passion for quality and integrity certainly impacted these two traits. In the assessment on ethics
Dwight scored on average 1 to 2 points different from the average business student. Again this indicates

that Dwight has strong ethical opinions some of which were influenced by Dobson.
Vessels for Honor Rafting Co.

Finally, the impact that Dr. Dobson has had on Dwight and his leadership is reflected in the values
that have been incorporated into the Rafting business that Dwight’s family started. Every season Dwight

sets aside time with the staff to talk about and model the following values.
Integrity
1. We believe in universal truth as defined by the Bible. Our operating policies and procedures

reflect that understanding.

2. We approach our business dealings in an honest and straightforward manner. Bills are paid on

time. As issues arise, we are careful to work things out.

3. We promote morality and traditional values. We will not tolerate drugs, alcohol, profanity, or

inappropriate behavior among our staff members.



4. We believe that human life is of inestimable value. We approach the adventure of guiding
people through whitewater rapids with sober responsibility. Every effort is made to blend our

guest's taste for adventure with a safe outcome. (Our Values, n.d.)

Excellence

1. Our friendly staff members have a contagious enthusiasm for the river and a genuine love for
people. Their training far exceeds the State requirements and they continually look for ways to

grow intellectually, spiritually, physically, and professionally.

2. Our facilities and equipment meets or exceeds the state requirements. We perform daily

inspections, and preventative maintenance is conducted regularly.

3. Our ability to improve is based on the feedback we receive. We regularly implement ideas
generated from ongoing education, benchmarking, and suggestions from our guests and staff.

(Our Values, n.d.)
Hospitality
1. We treat everyone that visits us as a special guest. It is our pleasure to help our guests
accomplish their objectives, whether it be family time on the river, ream building, sight seeing,
or just finding something to eat. Our staff will be ready with a recommendation. We care

deeply about relationships, and strive to keep our trip sizes smaller in order to provide more

personal attention.

2. Itis our desire to support our local community and encourage family relationships. We do this
through special promotions and support of events and fundraisers. In addition, we donate the
greater of 10% of our net profit or 1% of our gross income to local non-profits that support

family and pro-life efforts. (Our Values, n.d.)
Winsomeness

1. Our guests represent a wide spectrum of religious beliefs and backgrounds. These concepts
shape opinion and ideas regarding all aspects of life. When people ask about our name, we will
be prepared to give an answer that is short, accurate, and that provides an opening for further
dialogue if desired. We always want to be ready to share perspectives that support our biblical
world-view. We will do this in a manner that engages but does not offend. We believe that one

of the best ways to be prepared is through prayer.



2. The river is full of opportunities. Our guides are trained to assess our guest's interests and

maximize each trip, providing the best value for our guests. (Our Values, n.d.)

Conclusion
Dr. Dobson is a great man who has touched millions of lives. The values of integrity, compassion
and quality were modeled faithfully and many leaders at Focus on the Family have been impacted by his
example. For Dwight, it has been evidenced in both the survey results as well as the core values
developed for his business. It is likely that the passion of Dr. Dobson will cascade beyond Dwight on to
current staff members and hopefully to those that they lead in the future. That is the legacy of great

leadership.
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