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INTRODUCTION:
THE COMPASS WE
DIDN’T KNOW WE
NEEDED

Every  day,  we  face
dozens  of  decisions.
Some  are  trivial,  like
what to eat for lunch.
Others  ca r ry  rea l
weight: Which job offer
should I accept? Should
I speak up in a difficult
meeting?  How  do  I
raise my children to be
kind and resilient? In a
wor ld  tha t  moves
faster  than  ever,  it  is
e a s y  t o  f e e l
untethered.  We  look
for advice from books,
mentors,  and  social

media, yet the answers
often  feel  conflicting.
That  i s  where  the
concept  of  a  guiding
principle  steps  in.  But
what  is  a  guiding
principle  exactly?  At
i ts  core,  a  guiding
p r i n c i p l e  i s  a
fundamental  belief  or
rule  that  shapes  your
decisions, actions, and
priorities. It acts as an
internal  compass,
helping  you  navigate
complexity  without
losing  sight  of  what
truly  matters.  This
article will  explore the
mean ing ,  o r i g i n ,
i m p o r t a n c e ,  a n d
practical application of
guiding  principles,
offering  you  a  clear

https://template-dev.mobaptist.org/


2

2 What Is A Guiding Principle 2024-05-13

framework  for  living
a n d  l e a d i n g  w i t h
purpose.

DEFINING THE
TERM: WHAT IS A
GUIDING
PRINCIPLE?

To put it simply, what
i s  a  g u i d i n g
principle?  A  guiding
pr incip le  is  a  core
value  or  philosophy
that provides direction
and  consistency  in
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g .
Unlike a rule, which is
r i g i d  a n d  o f t e n
external,  a  guiding
principle is internal and
flexible.  It  doesn’t  tell
you exactly what to do
in  every  situation;
instead,  it  helps  you
determine  the  right
path  based  on  your
deepest beliefs.
Think of it as a beacon.
When  you  are  lost  at
sea ,  a  l i gh thouse
doesn’t  tell  you which

wave to ride—it shows
you  the  direction  of
safety.  Similarly,  a
gu id ing  pr inc ip le
i l l u m i n a t e s  y o u r
c h o i c e s  w h e n
circumstances  are
ambiguous.  Examples
include “honesty is the
best  pol icy,”  “put
people  first,”  “always
act  with  integrity,”  or
“ c o n t i n u o u s
improvement  over
perfection.”  These
statements  are  not
detailed  instructions;
they  are  foundational
truths that inform how
you behave.
Guiding  principles  can
b e  p e r s o n a l ,
p r o f e s s i o n a l ,  o r
organizational.  They
are  rooted  in  your
values, ethics, and life
experiences. The most
power fu l  gu id ing
principles  are  those
you  have  tested  and
refined over time. They
become  part  of  your
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identity,  shaping  not
only  what  you do but
who you are.

The
Differenc
e
Between
Values
and
Guiding
Principles
Many  people  use  the
terms  “values”  and
“guiding  principles”
interchangeably,  but
t h e r e  i s  a  s u b t l e
distinction.  Values  are
abstract  ideals  you
hold  dear,  such  as
respect,  freedom,  or
creativity.  Guiding

pr inc ip les  are  the
actionable  expressions
of  those  values.  For
instance, if  your value
is  “respect ,”  your
guiding principle might
be  “listen  first,  speak
second.”  The  value  is
the  why;  the  guiding
principle  is  the  how.
Understanding  this
distinction  helps  you
m o v e  f r o m  g o o d
intentions to consistent
behavior.

WHY ARE GUIDING
PRINCIPLES SO
IMPORTANT?

W i t h o u t  a  s e t  o f
guiding  principles,  life
can  feel  chaotic.  You
react  to  whatever
happens next, pulled in
different  directions  by
o t h e r  p e o p l e ’ s
expectations,  social
pressure, or short-term
e m o t i o n s .  T h i s
reactivity  often  leads
t o  r e g r e t ,
inconsistency,  and
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burnout.  Here  is  why
establ ishing  clear
guiding  principles
matters:

Clarity in
decision-
making: When
you have a
principle like
“quality over
quantity,”
choosing
between two
projects becomes
straightforward.
You weigh them
against your
principle, not just
against deadlines
or profits.
Consistency
across
contexts:
Guiding
principles ensure
you behave
similarly at
home, at work,
and in social
settings. This
builds trust and
integrity.

Reduced
stress: Instead
of analyzing
every small
choice from
scratch, you rely
on your
principles. This
mental shortcut
reduces decision
fatigue.
Alignment with
purpose:
Principles
connect your
daily actions to
your long-term
vision. They
remind you why
you do what you
do.
Resilience in
adversity:
When things go
wrong, principles
provide stability.
They prevent you
from making
panic-driven
decisions that
violate your core
beliefs.
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I n  sho r t ,  gu i d i ng
principles  are  not  just
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
luxuries—they  are
practical tools for living
a coherent, intentional
life.

REAL-WORLD
EXAMPLES OF
GUIDING
PRINCIPLES

To fully grasp what is
a guiding principle, it
helps  to  see  them  in
act ion .  Be low  are
e x a m p l e s  f r o m
different  domains.

Personal
Guiding
Principles
Individuals often adopt
principles  that  reflect
their  life  philosophy.
Common  personal
guiding  principles
include:

“Health is
wealth.” This
principle
prioritizes
physical and
mental well-
being over
material gain.
“Never stop
learning.”
Encourages
curiosity and
growth, even
after formal
education ends.
“Treat others
as you wish to
be treated.”
The golden rule,
a universal
principle found in
many cultures
and religions.
“Own your
mistakes.” A
principle that
fosters
accountability
and personal
growth.
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Business
and
Organizat
ional
Guiding
Principles
Companies use guiding
principles  to  define
the i r  cu l tu re  and
strategy. For example:

Amazon’s
“Customer
Obsession” –
Every decision
starts with the
customer, not
the competition.
Google’s
“Focus on the
user and all
else will
follow” – A
principle that

drives product
design and
innovation.
Patagonia’s
“Build the best
product, cause
no unnecessary
harm” – A
commitment to
quality and
environmental
responsibility.

These  principles  are
not  just  slogans  on  a
wall. They guide hiring,
product  development,
a n d  e v e n  c r i s i s
management.  When
employees  internalize
them,  they  can  make
autonomous  decisions
that  al ign  with  the
company’s mission.

Leadershi
p Guiding
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Principles
Effective  leaders  often
operate  from  a  clear
se t  o f  p r inc ip les .
Examples  include:

“Lead by
example.” A
principle that
demands the
leader models
the behavior
they expect from
others.
“Empower
others to
succeed.”
Focuses on
building teams,
not just directing
tasks.
“Transparency
builds trust.”
Encourages open
communication,
even when the
news is bad.

HOW TO IDENTIFY

AND DEVELOP
YOUR OWN
GUIDING
PRINCIPLES

N o w  t h a t  y o u
understand what is a
guiding  principle,
y o u  m i g h t  b e
wondering:  How  do  I
c r e a t e  m y  o w n ?
Developing  personal
guiding principles  is  a
reflective  process.
Here is a step-by-step
approach:

Reflect on your1.
peak
experiences.
Think about
moments when
you felt proud,
fulfilled, or
deeply satisfied.
What values
were present in
those moments?
Was it courage,
collaboration,
innovation, or
service?
Identify2.
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recurring
frustrations.
What situations
drain your
energy or create
conflict? Often,
frustration
signals a
violation of an
unspoken
principle. For
example, if you
hate when
meetings run
late, your
principle might
be “respect other
people’s time.”
Look at role3.
models. Who do
you admire?
What principles
do they seem to
live by? You can
adapt or modify
these for
yourself.
Write down4.
potential
principles. Aim
for 5–10
statements that

feel authentic.
Test them
against real or
imagined
scenarios. Would
they help you
make a tough
call consistently?
Refine and5.
simplify.
Principles should
be memorable
and actionable. If
a principle is too
vague or
complex, it won’t
guide behavior.
For instance, “be
excellent” is nice
but not directive.
“Deliver work
that exceeds
expectations” is
clearer.
Commit to6.
revisiting
them. Your
principles can
evolve as you
grow. Set a
reminder to
review them
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annually.

GUIDING
PRINCIPLES IN
DECISION-MAKING:
A PRACTICAL
FRAMEWORK

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
powerful  applications
of understanding what
is a guiding principle
l i e s  i n  h o w  i t
transforms  everyday
decisions. Imagine you
are  offered  a
promotion  that  pays
more but requires you
to  travel  frequently,
taking you away from
family.  If  your guiding
principle  is  “family
comes  first,”  the
decis ion  becomes
c l e a r — y o u  m a y
n e g o t i a t e  f o r  a
different role or decline
the  offer.  Without  that
principle, you might be
swayed  by  money  or
status,  leading  to
regret  later.

Organizations  use  the
same  logic.  When  a
company’s  guiding
p r i n c i p l e  i s
“sustainability  over
short-term  profit,”  it
wi l l  invest  in  eco-
friendly  packaging
even  if  it  costs  more
upfront.  This  principle
protects  the  brand’s
long-term  reputation
and  al igns  with  its
mission.

Principles
vs. Rules:
A Critical
Distinctio
n
Understanding what is
a  guiding  principle
a l s o  r e q u i r e s
recognizing  what  it  is
not. A rule is a specific,
often  inflexible
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command. “No running
in  the  hallway”  is  a
r u l e .  A  g u i d i n g
principle might be “be
mindful  of  others’
safety  and  comfort.”
R u l e s  r e q u i r e
e n f o r c e m e n t ;
pr inciples  require
u n d e r s t a n d i n g .
Principles  allow  for
j u d g m e n t  a n d
adaptab i l i ty .  In  a
c o m p l e x  w o r l d ,
principles  are  more
powerful  than  rules
because they empower
people  to  act  wisely
e v e n  i n  n o v e l
situations.

THE ROLE OF
GUIDING
PRINCIPLES IN
BUILDING TRUST
AND CULTURE

Trust is the currency of
relationships,  both
p e r s o n a l  a n d
professional. When you
c o n s i s t e n t l y  a c t
accord ing  to  your

stated  pr inc ip les,
people  know  what  to
expect  from you.  This
predictability  builds
trust.  Conversely,
when  your  act ions
c o n t r a d i c t  y o u r
principles, trust erodes.
In  o rgan iza t ions ,
s h a r e d  g u i d i n g
pr inc ip les  c reate
culture.  They  define
what  is  celebrated,
tolerated, and rejected.
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i f  a
team’s principle is “we
celebrate  candor,”
then  construct ive
feedback  becomes  a
norm, not a source of
conflict.  New  hires
quick ly  learn  that
honest  opinions  are
valued  over  pol i te
si lence.
This cultural foundation
is  difficult  to  imitate.
Competitors  can  copy
y o u r  p r o d u c t s  o r
p r i c i ng ,  bu t  t hey
cannot  replicate  the
internal  decis ion-
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making framework that
your  principles  create.
That is why companies
with  strong  guiding
p r i n c i p l e s  o f t e n
outper form  those
lacking  them.

COMMON PITFALLS
TO AVOID

Even  with  the  best
intentions,  people
sometimes  misuse  or
misunderstand guiding
principles.  Here  are
common  errors  to
watch  for:

Too many
principles. If
you have 20
principles, you
have none. Focus
on what is truly
essential.
Conflicting
principles.
Ensure your
principles do not
contradict each
other. For
example,

“always say yes
to new
opportunities”
may conflict with
“protect your
time and
energy.”
Prioritize or
reconcile them.
Principles that
are not
actionable. “Be
good” is too
vague. “Help at
least one person
every day” is
actionable and
measurable.
Lip service.
Writing principles
is easy. Living
them is hard. The
real test is
whether you
follow them
when it is
inconvenient or
costly.

GUIDING
PRINCIPLES AND



12

12 What Is A Guiding Principle 2024-05-13

ETHICAL
LEADERSHIP

Leaders  who  operate
from  strong  guiding
principles  are  often
described as authentic
or  values-driven.  They
are not swayed by fads
or  pressure.  Instead,
they  make  decisions
that  align  with  their
moral  compass.  This
kind  of  leadership  is
especial ly  cr i t ical
during crises.  When a
scandal  hits  or  the
m a r k e t  c r a s h e s ,
principles  provide  a
s t e a d y  h a n d .
E m p l o y e e s  a n d
stakeholders  look  to
the  leader’s  principles
for  reassurance.  A
leader  who  abandons
their  pr inciples  in
tough  t imes  loses
credibil ity  fast.
Historical  figures  like
Mahatma  Gandh i ,
Nelson  Mandela,  and

modern  leaders  like
Jacinda Ardern have all
been  noted  for  their
adherence  to  guiding
principles.  Gandhi’s
p r i n c i p l e  o f
nonviolence  (ahimsa)
shaped  an  en t i r e
movement.  Ardern’s
principle  of  “kindness
and  empathy”  guided
New  Zealand  through
national  tragedies.
These  examples  show
that principles are not
abstract—they  have
real,  world-changing
power.

CONCLUSION:
YOUR PRINCIPLES,
YOUR ANCHOR

So, what is a guiding
pr inc ip le?  I t  i s  a
deeply held belief that
steers  your  behavior,
d e c i s i o n s ,  a n d
priorit ies.  It  is  the
internal  filter  through
which  you  view  the
world  and  choose


