
NC Leaders for Courageous aCtioN



If you are a leader 
who welcomes a steep climb and a rare opportunity;  

If you are ready to challenge 
and be challenged by people who look, think, and lead 
differently than you;

If you are willing to take risks 
and join a network of leaders who are changing how   
leadership is done;

Then this experience is one worth considering.
The William C. Friday Fellowship 
for Human Relations
NC Leaders for Courageous Action



To date, nearly 200 North Carolinians have committed 
to this selective leadership program created by 
the Wildacres Leadership Initiative, a program of 
Wildacres Retreat, funded primarily by the Blumenthal 
Foundation. These Friday Fellows are now members 
of an unparalleled, statewide network of leaders who 
represent a wide variety of backgrounds from our 
state’s rural and urban communities. In addition to 
their cultural differences, the Friday Fellows practice 
leadership in disciplines across all sectors (public, private, 
and nonprofit). They span the political spectrum from 
conservative to liberal ideology, and all share a strong 
commitment to improved human conditions for all.

Some are native North Carolinians. Others have 
come from around the globe to make this state their 
home. Whatever their affiliations, all share a common 

dedication to the betterment of North Carolina, in 
honor of the program’s namesake, William C. Friday. 
All are committed to acting with courage and leading 
with intention, inclusion and integrity in their public 
leadership, to improve human relations, and to be 
ever mindful of who benefits and who does not in our 
communities. 

In short, The William C. Friday Fellowship for Human 
Relations identifies and invests in North Carolina 
leaders who have the will to learn, the skill to lead 
publicly, the courage to influence systems, and the 
drive to be innovative, just and fair, toward the 
improvement of human conditions for all. 

“The critical challenge of leadership is, mostly, the 
challenge of emotional courage.

Emotional courage means standing apart from others 
without separating yourself from them. It means speaking 
up when others are silent. And remaining steadfast, 
grounded, and measured in the face of uncertainty...  And 
staying in the discomfort of a colleague’s anger without 
shutting off or becoming defensive.

These are the things that distinguish powerful leaders 
from weak ones.”

–Peter Bregman, 
Harvard Business Review Blog, July 10, 2013

“In the deeply partisan climate of North Carolina today, knowing how to 
conduct civil dialogue has never been more important. The Fellowship 
creates an environment in which people at opposite ends of the political 
spectrum can be heard and understood.”  Friday Fellow

A Statewide Network of Leaders



In 1945, Charlotte businessmen and philanthropists I.D. 
and Herman Blumenthal established Wildacres Retreat 
on 1,600 acres atop a mountain near Little Switzerland, 
NC. They dedicated the facility and its programming 
to the betterment of human relations. In 1995, as the 
Retreat prepared to celebrate its 50th anniversary, the 
Blumenthals determined that North Carolina would 
soon need a new generation of compassionate, 
courageous leaders. They looked to the example 
of William C. Friday in the creation of the Wildacres 
Leadership Initiative and its premier program, the 
William C. Friday Fellowship for Human Relations. 

William C. Friday served for 30 years as president of 
the University of North Carolina system, and in that 
capacity he was a friend and adviser to a number of 
U.S. presidents. According to many, he was the most 

influential leader in the field of higher education in 
the 20th century. 

Friday worked tirelessly across political, social, racial, 
and economic divisions to promote justice, fairness, 
and improved conditions for all North Carolinians. 
His capacity for hearing and remembering the 
stories of people from all walks of life, his interest in 
promoting civil dialogue, and his encouragement 
of citizens to transcend their differences to solve 
common problems is the basis for the Fellowship’s 
understanding of improved human relations. 

Through the William C. Friday Fellowship, the Wildacres 
Leadership Initiative seeks to heal the divisions that 
can paralyze our state. The Fellowship’s primary 
goal is to endorse and embody a renewed vision of 
leadership in North Carolina that is courageous and 
engaged at all levels. Like Dr. Friday, our leadership 
philosophy promotes collaboration over division, 
listening over proclaiming, and curiosity over certainty. 
We believe that leadership must be a lifetime practice, 
not dependent on the skills, virtues or vision of any 
single person, but upon shared power and mutual 
responsibility in our various communities and roles. 

Our Namesake and Benefactors

“It is quite clear that the greatest need in our state 
and country is for a generation of leaders with moral 
principles and ethical standards.... with an unshakable 
commitment to courage and fairness manifested with 
grace and courtesy and decency.”  William C. Friday

Kevin Harris, Class of ’97, and Philip Blumenthal, 
Opening Celebration in Charlotte



William C. Friday Fellowship for Human Relations has 

a network of fellows throughout North Carolina.



To become a Friday Fellow is to commit to a lifetime 
engagement in the program. It begins with a series 
of six, experiential seminars over two years. Twenty 
individuals from all over the state, who might otherwise 
have never met, are chosen for each class of fellows. 
Through a careful and competitive selection process, 
candidates must demonstrate a capacity for humility and 
honesty, an unquenchable curiosity, and the courage to 
risk being wrong in the company of their peers. 

Once selected fellows pledge – with the support of 
their families and professional colleagues - to full 
participation in the program over the two-year period. 
They also begin a lifetime membership in a growing, 
statewide network of leaders through which they 
can continue to practice and hone their leadership. 
Essentially, the fellows both benefit from and are 
responsible for this engaged network of leaders.  
Because of this level of commitment and connection, this 
rigorous leadership program is like no other in the state.

Each class of fellows shapes its own distinctive 
community over the two years, creating an  

environment in which experience is the ultimate 
teacher. They work with the guidance of the program’s 
faculty, following a curriculum that requires regular 
reflection and writing. Together, the group practices 
collaboration and authentic dialogue on the human 
relations’ challenges facing our state. They study a 
range of readings and engage in small group exercises 
and projects. In addition, each fellow has the unique 
benefit of monthly professional coaching to integrate 
the work of the Fellowship into their individual 
leadership lives. 

The goal is the development of sustaining, lifetime 
relationships and the continuous improvement of 
each fellow’s leadership skills. Ultimately, fellows are 
expected to promote civil dialogue and collaborate 
intentionally with other fellows for the betterment of 
North Carolina. 

Our Investment in NC Leaders: The Fellowship

“It was more about discovering yourself 
and where you could have impact in your 
circle of influence.”  Friday Fellow

discernment   >   intention   >   Courage 



The first two years of the program focus on the 
development of five core competencies. The 
fundamental catalyst for the development of these 
skills is the fellows’ willingness to engage with each 
other across their political, geographic, demographic 
and other differences. In this open environment, 
fellows will: 

Align values with action:
• identify their strongest beliefs, passions, and 

strengths;
• act in accordance with them; and
• acknowledge that others may have different 

motivations, and that there is difficulty and risk 
involved in living with such integrity.

Tell their stories and hear others’:
• know and share their own truths and experiences;
• develop empathy toward others by regularly 

inviting and validating their stories; and, 
• document North Carolina issues in their 

communities.

Cultivate collective leadership:
• develop intentional relationships with others;
• understand group process; and, 
• tap the perspectives and concerns of every group 

member.

Engage power and difference:
• acknowledge the value of our similarities and 

differences;
• question and challenge the status quo of how 

power operates in our culture; and,
• consider, explore, and identify personal, political, 

and market solutions to advance equity.

Lead adaptively for sustainable change:
• create an environment that includes divergent 

voices and promotes shared leadership; 
• mobilize people and pace the work to confront 

complex issues; and,
• examine values, attitudes, and behaviors that are 

blocking progress toward a shared goal.

Fellows who have completed the two-year 
introduction to the Fellowship have reported that they 
are better able to lead with integrity and authenticity, 
negotiate tough conversations, and facilitate decision 
making processes. Other evaluations from fellows 
suggest that they have become more reflective 
leaders, more often taking into consideration the 
views of others. Fellows report that they have also 
increased their civic engagement in their home 
communities. 

Our Core Competencies

“I have more confidence and courage and have been able to alter 
situations for the better where I may have previously just let them play out 
however they would play out.”  Friday Fellow



4208 Six Forks Road 919.825.4860 { O } 
Suite 1000 919.825.4801 { F } 
Raleigh, NC 27609 fridayfellowship.org

A program of Wildacres Leadership Initiative, connected with Wildacres Retreat, Little Switzerland, NC. 

The founders, funders, and participants in the Friday Fellowship Program believe that North 
Carolina’s extraordinary human and economic potential can only be unleashed when people 
work together for the common good. Building the capacity of our state’s leaders to listen to all 
constituents, share our different stories with civility and humility, identify common ground, and 
bridge our differences has never been easy, but having a common language and a core group 
of colleagues to call upon for support, encouragement, and perspective is invaluable. 

As the program has grown, fellows have assumed increasing responsibility and influence in 
their various roles as state officials, business owners, bankers, journalists, physicians, pastors, 
judges, legislators, professors and administrators in higher education, executive directors 
of nonprofits, local school board and city council members, artists, attorneys, teachers, and 
community volunteers. Fellows also share their learning and leadership practices with co-
workers and in other public settings to further the principles of the Fellowship. 

In the long run, the Friday Fellowship Program aims to serve as a catalyst to develop innovative 
solutions to the complex challenges facing the people and communities of North Carolina. 
Fellows are expected to collaborate on projects large and small of their own making and 
to model a particular brand of leadership that is inclusive, intentional, and integral for the 
betterment of their communities.

Are you up for the challenge? 

Our Vision for North Carolina


