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The Blind Side:  The Importance of Knowing Your People 
 

A Great Story … that almost never happened …  
There is a small detail in the 2009 movie, The Blind Side, that is often overlooked—one that tells us something critically 

important about leadership.   

 
Based on a true story, the movie describes how the lives of Sean and Leigh Anne Tuohy intersect with the life of 

Michael Oher, a 17-year-old with a rough background growing up in foster homes in Memphis (where the story 

takes place).  Michael and one of his friends are accepted into a private high school, mostly because of the 

football coach’s interest in Michael’s very evident athletic prowess.  The Tuohys’ two children go to the same 

school, and their son, SJ, befriends Michael.   

 

Leigh Anne discovers that Michael is virtually homeless, and to prevent him from sleeping on the porch of the 

school gym, she invites him to spend the night at their home.  In large measure because of Leigh Anne’s 

forcefulness, Michael stays more than one night, and gradually, he becomes a member of the family—to the 

point where they formally adopt him.  Along the way, his football talent blossoms, and with the help of a tutor, 

his grades become good enough for him to earn a scholarship to Ole Miss … eventually going on to become an 

NFL first-round draft pick, snapped up by the Baltimore Ravens.  

 

That, in a nutshell, is the Cinderella story of Michael Oher—a story that describes his journey from foster homes 

to private school and eventually to the NFL.     

 

But the story is much more circuitous than that … with plenty of twists and turns that make not only for a great story, but 

also for a great movie.   

 

And yet … it might never have happened but for one thing—the critical detail in the movie that is easy to miss.   

 

The Critical Discovery 
As Michael’s relationship develops with the Tuohy family, Leigh Anne becomes an 

astute and diligent student of this new member of their household.  At one point, 

as she sifts through his records at the school, she discovers that on one assessment 

instrument, he scored particularly high on one specific measure: “protective 

instincts.”   

 

As she ponders this, she realizes how it explains the fact that he would invariably run from every foster 

home to try to find his mother—to protect her.  It explains why in a recent car accident, the Tuohy’s son, 

SJ, comes out unscathed—because Michael’s instinctive reaction protected him from severe injury, and 

perhaps even death.   

 

She discovers that on one 
assessment instrument, he 
scored particularly high on 
one specific measure … 
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In Leigh Anne’s hands, that piece of information becomes critical to Michael’s success as a football player.  He is immensely 

talented, and yet, something is missing—there’s a spark, a drive, an inner motivation that completely eludes him … to the 

intense frustration of his coach—until Leigh Anne steps in.   
 

The Turning Point 
Coming to watch a practice session, Leigh Anne observes the Coach Bert’s heavy-handed approach with Michael.  Without 

a moment’s hesitation she walks straight into the practice session, past the coach (“You’ll thank me later for this, Bert”), 

and calls Michael aside:  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As she leaves the field and walks past the wide-eyed coach, she says, without breaking her stride, “Yelling at him doesn’t 

work, Bert.  He doesn’t trust men—they just pretend to care about you until they disappear.” 

 

Predictably, Michael’s performance is transformed, and one outstanding play follows another.  Bert’s 

jaw is even closer to the ground, and contritely, he sits down next to her on the bleachers.  “OK, what 

did you say to him?”   

 

“Michael, do you remember the first time we met, and we went to that horrible part of 

town to buy you those dreadful clothes?  I was a little bit scared, and you told me not to 

worry about it, because you had my back.  You remember that?” 
 

“Yes, Ma’am.” 
  

“And if anyone had tried to get to me, you would have stomped them, right?”  Michael 

nods.  “And when you and SJ were in that car wreck, what did you do to the airbag?” 
 

“I stopped it.” 
 

“Yes, Michael, you stopped it—you stopped it,” she says, emphatically tapping his chest.  

And then, after a well-timed pause, she adds, “This team is your family, Michael.” And 

pointing to the hapless players on the other team, she says, “You have to protect them 

from those guys.” 
 

She then decisively and unceremoniously grabs the quarterback.  “Johnny here is your 

quarterback—you protect his blind side.  When you look at him, you think of me—how 

you have my back, now you have his.”   
 

Pushing away the quarterback, she grabs the tailback.  “Now here’s your tailback.  Your 

tailback is like SJ.  Just like you never let anything hurt SJ, you don’t let anyone hurt him.” 
 

Then came the call to action:  “Are you going to protect the family, Michael?” 
 

“Yes, Ma’am.”   
 

“OK, go have some fun.” 
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“You should get to know your players, Bert.  He tested 98 percent in protective 

instincts.  I said you could thank me later, Bert.  It’s later, Bert.”   

 

The transformation of Michael is evident in the very next game.  After a shaky start, 

his protective instincts kick into high gear.  And from that moment on, his trajectory is set, and it isn’t long before he has 

college coaches salivating to recruit him.   

 

But ponder this for a moment:  what if Leigh Anne hadn’t made this discovery about Michael?   

 

It’s highly improbable that there would have been any great story or any great movie … or any NFL career. He would have 

been the victim of a coach who had no clue how to tap into the inner drives of his players.  Instead, he landed in the hands 

of a leader who took the time to understand him. 

 

So what can leaders learn from The Blind Side? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“You should get to know 

your players, Bert.” 

 

 Great leaders know the people they lead.  They study them.  They figure out what it is that drives them 
and motivates them.  Just as Leigh Anne worked at it, so great leaders work at knowing and 
understanding the people they lead.  And they uncover and tap into the equivalent of the “protective 
instinct” that drives and explains them.  

 

 They use assessment instruments.  They appreciate the value of assessments in understanding how 
people are wired.  At LDI, we are firm believers in the power of instruments … we have seen plenty of 
people whose self-awareness has been transformed by a Myers-Briggs, a 360 survey, or Highlands Ability 
Battery, and just as important, these instruments have helped them figure out how to bring out the best 
in the people they lead.   

 

 They focus on strengths, not weaknesses.  Leigh Anne focused on the one thing that was strong.  Plenty of 
Michael’s test results were, to put it mildly, unimpressive.  She didn’t focus on those … she focused on the 
one that would make the biggest difference.  She focused on the one quality that would release all that 
pent-up talent. 

 

 They’re courageous.  Leigh Anne’s commitment to helping Michael be his best brought out the courage 
she needed to help him.  Not many people would have defied the coach and stepped in so decisively.  If 
you watch the movie—which I highly recommend—you’ll notice plenty of other places where Leigh Anne’s 
courage is far from absent.   

 

 They raise the game of those around them.  Leigh Anne’s commitment to bringing out the best in Michael 
was powerful enough that it raised the level of leadership of those around her.  Even Bert, the coach, finally 
cottoned on … in a memorable scene during one of the games, he makes a visible display to the referee of 
his commitment to protect Michael … which touches Michael, who now sees the coach as part of the family.  
“It’s OK, coach,” he tells him.  “I’ve got your back!” 
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Knowing your people is key to People Leadership.   
Without knowing them …  

 

 You can’t select the right people for the right job …  

 You won’t be effective in setting expectations in a meaningful way … 

 You won’t know how to motivate them … 

 And your efforts to develop them will be misguided and unproductive.   

 
Perhaps this small detail in the story  - knowing your people – isn’t so small, after all.   

 
Antony Bell 
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