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The Case of the Overcommitted Freshman
Gabrilla is a new student and wants college to be everything it could possibly be. 
Her father told her about the importance of gaining good leadership experience in 
college, and Gabrilla wants her resume to be as strong as possible when she graduates. 
She believes that to succeed in the world, she has to be aggressive and really strive 
to be involved. 

During fall semester, she joined student government, got a 10-hour work-study job 
for the VP of Student Development, accepted a position as a writer for the school 
paper and met a boy that she was very interested in dating. She took 18 hours in the 
fall and did pretty well (B average) in all of her classes. She was chosen to be the 
captain of her building’s intramural team because of her charisma and ability to be 
responsible for organizing the team’s practice schedule every week.

You have noticed that all of the strain from her activities is beginning to wear her 
down, now that the spring semester has started. She is frequently ill, has started 
sleeping through her morning class, is getting pretty strict with the girls for missing 
their floor’s IM practices, and has started turning papers in late because she doesn’t 
have enough time to finish them.

When you suggest that she cut back on some of her activities and try to get more rest, 
Gabrilla tells you that she was just invited to speak at a campus rally in a few weeks. 
New students don’t usually get chosen for something like this, and she’s honored that 
all of her efforts to excel as a leader are beginning to pay off. This is the type of thing 
that could really fill out her resume and look great to potential employers. Her 
dad is always telling her to build her resume and this would be a great opportunity 
to do just that. 

	 > Does Gabrilla have realistic expectations about how much she can handle?

	 > What would you do if you were a leader on Gabrilla’s floor?

What would you do?
Gabrilla is making some mistakes in her life and leaders should be able to recognize that and be 
willing to step in and intervene. However, what does that intervention look like? Here are a few 
potential options, but in the end, it’s going to fall on you to make these decisions.

Convince Gabrilla to decline the opportunity to speak. She’s obviously already incredibly busy 
and doesn’t have time for more responsibilities without causing other areas in her life to suffer as a 
result. Sometimes as hard as it can be, the best thing is just to say “no” and that’s a great lesson for 
Gabrilla to learn. On the flip side though, this is a great opportunity and Gabrilla probably won’t 
want to hear that truth.
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Challenge Gabrilla to give up a different responsibility so she has more room for the speech. A 
slight variation of the first choice in that you’re still trying to convince Gabrilla she has too much 
on her plate. In this scenario though, Gabrilla chooses to give something up instead of saying “no” 
outright, which might be more appealing decision. However, having to weigh the pros and cons of 
everything she’s involved in will require extra time that Gabrilla doesn’t have. It will also require her 
to step down from something she’s already committed to. This can be much harder than just saying 
“no” to something you’ve never committed to in the first place.

Sit back and wait for Gabrilla to fail. Sometimes, the best thing for someone like Gabrilla is to realize 
her overcommitment by failing at something she took responsibility for. In situations like this, the 
leader stands by and is ready to step in and mend the broken pieces once that failure takes place. 
Another positive for this option is that it gives Gabrilla the chance to succeed and she very well could 
balance this new responsibility with everything else she is already doing. On the downside, the risk 
with waiting for people to fail before you step in is that you’ll never know how big and far-reaching 
that failure will be. Is it worth the risk, and how can you work to lessen that risk?

In the end, whatever you decide to do in this situation with Gabrilla, it’s pretty important that you 
take the time to speak with Gabrilla about developing her character and not just her gifts. What 
does that conversation look like?

Oversized Gift
Leaders are often gifted. They can depend on 
their gift for success, to the neglect of their 
character. Leaders sabotage themselves when 
their gift is bigger than they are.

As flattering as it is to be asked to volunteer, lead a team, 
give a speech, etc., it’s important that leaders continually 
evaluate their character development as well as their 
gift and skill development. This becomes increasingly 
harder as leaders grow and mature, especially because 
people of character are so hard to find in today’s society. 

As you focus on your character and develop your skills as a leader, you will stand out and be asked 
to take on more responsibility. That increased responsibility gives you a bigger platform from which 
to be recognized, and greater challenges with which you can further develop your skills. This creates 
an even bigger temptation to rely on the gift and not your character. The paradox of character based 
leadership is that the more you focus on developing your character, the greater you will be tempted 
to rely on your natural talents and gifts instead.

Sometimes you are the one that’s being given new opportunities to use your gifts and sometimes 
it’s the people that you’re leading who have those opportunities. First and foremost, leaders need to 
be a model of what it looks like to rely on your character instead of your gifting. At that point, you 
have the moral authority to truly lead those students who are under your scope of responsibility.
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How much is  too much?
Gabrilla is obviously gifted and able to handle a pretty substantial workload. However, at some point 
we all reach our breaking point. Take a moment and think about the following questions:

	 > How do you determine when your expectations are realistic? 

	 > What signs in your life let you know when you’ve taken on too much responsibility?

	 > When was the last time you declined an opportunity for more responsibility?

	 > �As you think about giving up the shiny new opportunity so you can develop your character instead, 
what do you think makes it so hard?

	 > How do you know when you are relying on your gifts instead of your character to lead? 




