
Leadership
in action

What does it take to be an exceptional leader in today’s busi-
ness environment? During more than 25 years in the human
resources field, I’ve worked with, observed, and consulted
with a great many supervisors and managers. I’ve also had
the opportunity to work with a much smaller number of
people I think of as truly exceptional leaders.

Leaders can have a tremendous impact on their teams
and businesses. They affect every aspect of the bottom line
— including employee motivation and retention, customer
relationships, and business performance, to name a few. In
this context, the developing leadership skills can be seen as
a key business strategy.

But what exactly is leadership? How does it differ from
supervision or management? These terms are often used
interchangeably, but they are actually quite different.
Management is the ability to work with and through others
to accomplish organizational goals. Leadership is the ability
to influence the behavior of an individual or group.
Influence. That is the key word here.

Theodore Roosevelt described the difference between
leaders and managers this way: “People ask the difference
between a leader and a boss. The leader leads and the boss
drives.” Think about that.

What picture does it bring to mind? For the leader, I see
the Pied Piper, with motivated, eager employees dancing
behind him or her.

For the boss, I see two different images. First, I envision a
manager behind his employees, pushing them along.
Second, I see a manager literally “driving” a car in her cho-
sen direction. Where are her employees? I see them in the
back seat.

Do you have to be a manager to be a leader? I don’t think
so. We probably all know non-management employees who
are seen as leaders by their managers and co-workers. They
achieve this distinction not by title but by their actions. That
is leadership in action.

As we reflect on leadership, and what it takes to be an
excellent leader, it can be helpful to think about people we
consider to be true leaders, and why we think so. Those peo-
ple might be famous leaders from our history books. They
might be people we have worked with and for. Or, they
might be our old friend, Dorothy Gale.

Do you remember Dorothy — from the Wizard of Oz? I
recently came across some interesting articles using Dorothy
as an example of leadership. Think about it. What made
Dorothy successful at leading her diverse team? I think of
things like a clear vision, a defined path (yellow brick of
course), a positive approach, willingness to take on difficult
issues, and compassion.

Various models have been introduced over the years to
describe effective leadership and help us develop leadership
skills. I have a leadership model, which I call “Leadership in
Action.” Six action steps provide a path to effective leader-
ship development. Take a moment to think about yourself as
a leader and assess your leadership skills. What do you see
as your strengths? What are your development needs?

The first requirement of the “Leadership in Action
Model” is to understand and develop yourself. Getting a
management title doesn’t make you a leader. You have to
choose to be a leader and to accept and embrace your lead-
ership role.

Excellent leaders are constantly seeking to develop them-
selves, including assessing their own skills and styles. They
work to expand their capabilities, to build on their strengths,
and to let go of old habits. They know themselves and
exhibit self-discipline when it matters. Great leaders are
decisive, but are also willing to ask for help.

The second element instructs us to point to the future. To
me that statement implies both direction and action.
Exceptional leaders communicate a clear vision and direc-
tion. They share goals and expectations with their people
and are clear about priorities. They pay attention to what is
happening around them and follow through with their
commitments. These leaders act with determination,
perseverance, and optimism. They are problem solvers and
decision makers.

The third step is to be a role model. You have probably
heard this before, but it bears repeating. True leaders “talk
the talk,” and they also “walk the talk.” They pay attention
to their own behaviors and hold themselves accountable.
They exhibit good judgment, integrity, compassion, and
honesty. They admit their mistakes and give credit where it
is due.

The fourth key component is to lead to the individual.
Exceptional leaders know and understand their employees.
They appropriately align employees and positions. They
manage, motivate, and support each individual employee.

They develop employee capabilities, and take the time
(including face time) to interact with them on a regular basis.
These leaders do what it takes to empower employee per-
formance and then recognize accomplishments. They com-
municate effectively and then communicate some more.

The fifth element is that exceptional leaders also stress relationships.

They foster teamwork in their own area of responsibility and also across

the organization. They build internal and external coalitions. They serve as

mentors to others and also reach out to others to be mentored themselves.

They keep a “360-degree” outlook, building relationships at all levels and

in all directions.

The sixth element is to be a change agent. Excellent lead-
ers embrace change and look for opportunities to make
change happen. They question the status quo. They under-
stand, manage, and support their own personal reactions to
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change. And, they know how to support their people and
their organizations through times of change, especially
when those times are difficult.

How do you measure up to the “Leadership in Action”
model? I encourage you to think about your personal
development plan. Build on your strengths, and work on
your development areas. See if you can become a true leader
in action.

How do you know you’ve succeeded at becoming a
leader? John Quincy Adams said it best: “If your actions
inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more, and
become more, you are a leader. �
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