
 

 
The Law of The Exit 

When You Get the Last Word 
“Always leave them wanting more!” 

                                                                                  -P.T. Barnum 
 

The Law of The Exit: How we leave is more important than how we arrive. If you leave 
an organization bitterly, the organization won, and you lost. If you leave content, everyone 
wins. Make your exit an experience that you enjoy and the people you leave celebrate 
their successes with you. There is no success without successors. Leave successors to 
carry on in your absence. Fulfillment, respect, and a reputation must be earned daily.  
 
 
 
What’s Left In Your Wake? 
Many years ago, I worked with a colleague who was probably the most difficult person I have 
ever encountered. He had the reputation for charming people he met, but leaving them 
unsatisfied, confused, and often angry. I remember he bragged that he only shined the front of 
his shoes, but never the backs of them. He said he wanted to make a great impression when he 
met people, but he didn’t care what they thought when he left! 
 
This attitude carried over into his work ethic and personal relationships. He would charm his way 
into a room, work the people over, and leave with everyone either enchanted or disgruntled. A year 
after I left that organization, he was caught in an affair with a member’s wife.  It not only destroyed 
his family, but also took down the staff team, the other person’s family, and his entire reputation. 
To this day, people still reel from the relationships he destroyed in his selfish acts. 
 
How we leave people is important. What do you want to be remembered for when you are gone? 
Do you want people to miss the motivation and momentum you created with them, or do you want 
them to strike your name from every plaque in the building after you are gone? 
 
I heard this saying, that if you leave an organization bitterly, the organization won, and you lost. 
If you leave an organization content, you (and the organization) were winners. I’m not saying it 
comes down to you vs. the people you work with, but most bitter exits are detrimental to everyone. 
 
A client I called gave me a perfect example of this. I asked the receptionist for the CEO I had 
spoken with by phone and emailed for several years. “She’s no longer here...” was the muted 



response. I asked for the assistant I had also spoken with previously. Again, a somber, “She’s no 
longer here, either.” Jokingly, I said, “I hope their departures weren’t in bad circumstances.”  The 
receptionist broke character and said, “Well, let’s just say that things happen, and we have to move 
on.”  
 
Value is lost when our exit is negative and less than the best. We are embarrassed, don’t say much 
about the circumstances, then move on. May that never be said about us! 
 
My hobby club recently went through a bad transition in leadership. The club president resigned 
under suspicion that he was spending club money recklessly and not being accountable to the 
governing board. When he was questioned about this in a formal meeting, he flew off the rails. He 
ranted, cursed, and used his authority to put down anyone questioning his motives and actions.  
 
The next week, he resigned, but not without writing a full indictment against everyone who 
questioned his ethics. As he showed up to resign (from not only the office, but the club in general), 
he sent out a blanket email to every member and literally lambasted his “enemies.” It was so 
damning, that we have lost many people in the club who lost faith in their fellow members… just 
weeks earlier they were in a harmonious relationship with each other. One of the members told 
me, that the former president, “didn’t just leave abruptly, he burned down the whole house.” 
Disaster was left in his wake. 
 

When you get in the last word, make it a good one! 
 
How do you leave so that there is sorrow at your leaving, but contentment reigns? 
 
John Maxwell says that successful leaders know there is no success without successors. In other 
words, when you lead a team successfully, there will be people to take up your responsibilities 
and authority in your absence. They are grateful for the modeling and encouragement you have 
given them and want to do even more to build on your successes together. 
 
Great leaders equip people daily to do the tasks they are doing. They ask on each agenda item 
they have, “Who could be doing what I am doing now?” They add value to people and the 
reputation of the organization as an ongoing experience. 
 
In short, successful leaders are motivated by the desire to leave on a winning note. They spend 
every day pouring themselves into their people’s lives so that the eventual day they are no longer 
there is taken care of in advance. They ask themselves each day, “Who will take my place doing 
what I am doing now?” “How can I make sure that I have given everyone the tools, skills, and 
encouragement to carry on after I have left this place?” 
 
If you see your job as investing in a future in your absence, your daily agenda will take on a 
whole new meaning. People will talk about what “We all did together.” They will want to 
duplicate your successes and build on them. 
 
The CEO of Costco, Craig Jelinik, models leadership in front of his employees. He visits every 
store and often wears a Costco shirt just like they do. When a manager was ill in San Francisco, 



he moved from his home in Texas for a year to take the man’s job over while he recuperated. 
After the death of George Floyd, while the nation was hurting and many people turned to 
violence, he wrote all the employees: 
 
“We’re proud of our efforts and our progress, but we can always do better. One of the key ways 
we can continue to improve as a company and as individuals is to listen to each other’s 
perspectives with respect, patience and humility. Now as much as ever, we all have an important 
role in taking care of each other and preserving our culture and our values. I am grateful for all 
of you.” 
 
This is modeling compassion, respect, and leadership that we can all learn from and take with us. 
He didn’t point fingers. He didn’t assign blame. He simply stated what he felt in his heart to share 
with his team, who he obviously cares about as individuals. 
 

How we leave is more important than how we arrive. 
 
Successful leaders know their job isn’t done until they know the people will perform just as well 
in their absence. They leave people singing their praises and wanting to keep momentum going 
strong. 
 
A local restaurant shuttered its doors overnight. Employees found out when they showed up the 
next day and were met with locked doors. The furniture had been packed up, moved out and the 
managers snuck off without even a nice “Goodbye, and thank you for your dedicated service.” I’ve 
seen similar instances when a company exit was done fast and negatively. People’s lives were 
upset, and family futures left in doubt. The pandemic business shutdown had claimed another 
business and many people’s livelihoods. 
 
In contrast, a local Chamber of Commerce CEO told me about how he helped another restaurant 
close its doors permanently when the company decided to shut the business down, prior to his job 
with the chamber. At the time he was the new restaurant manager brought in to simply shut the 
doors for good. 
 
The final month the business was open was spent assisting his team of employees finding other 
jobs. He wasn’t satisfied until everyone was well-placed and happy for their future. He said that 
in anticipation of the final day, he planned a party. He got celebration decorations, exalted the 
employees in a farewell celebration that was to be remembered! He set the standard in the 
organization for closing restaurants that had been affected by the pandemic and business 
shutdowns. 
 
 
Fulfillment, respect, and reputation are earned, not taken. What you do today, will determine how 
you are remembered. It should touch lives that you cannot see today. When I am gone, I want 
people to say, “He helped us, but we did it together!” Add value and leave it everywhere you go. 
The world will be better for what you did to reinvent leadership in your people and the 
organization.  
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