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Book Abstract

MAIN IDEA

While the context of leadership changes constantly, the content of what makes up good leadership hasn’t changed and likely never will. The emerging leaders of the twenty-first-century and beyond will still be able to count on ten essential truths:


	As a leader, you’ll got to believe you can make a difference

	Credibility is the bedrock foundation of all great leadership

	Values drive commitment, not the other way around

	Leaders are distinctive because they always focus on the future

	Good leaders openly acknowledge they can’t do it alone

	Trust rules – it’s the glue that holds everything together

	Challenges are always the crucible for greatness in leadership

	You either lead by example or you don’t lead at all

	The best leaders are lifelong learners

	Leadership is an affair of the heart
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Important Note About This Ebook
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Summary of The Truth About Leadership
 (James M. Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner)

1. As a leader, you’ll got to believe you can make a difference

Before you can be a good leader, you’ve got to accept you can have a positive impact on the people around you. You have to believe in yourself and that you can make a difference in people’s lives.

“Everything you will ever do as a leader is based on one audacious assumption. It’s the assumption that you matter. Before you can lead others, you have to lead yourself and believe that you can have a positive impact on others. You have to believe that your words can inspire and your actions can move others. You have to believe that what you do counts for something. If you don’t, you won’t even try. Leadership begins with you. The truth is that you make a difference.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

Conventional wisdom suggests leadership is found only at the very top of an organization, and that it is reserved for those with charisma and authority alone. This is far from the truth. The reality is leadership is always broadly distributed. It is accessible to anyone who has the passion and purpose to bring about helpful and productive change.

Leadership does not come automatically with a title. It doesn’t require power, absolute authority, celebrity, wealth or even charisma. Leadership is always local – you will find leadership role models in the people you report to. Similarly, the people who report to you look to you rather than the CEO for leadership.

Rather than trickling down from the top, leadership happens whenever you help the people around you and who work directly with you to be more productive. You have more impact on your direct report’s day-to-day performance than the CEO of your company ever has.

What do you need to do to make a difference as a leader?


	Model the way and demonstrate how to add value for your own organization.

	Inspire a shared vision and get everyone on the same page when it comes to getting things done.

	Challenge inefficient processes and find practical ways to improve them.

	Empower others to act using their best judgement.

	Encourage the heart.



Even if you’re not currently in a management position, you can take personal responsibility to do something about a serious problem and start applying sound leadership practices. Leaders take actions others choose to follow and thus make a difference. They heed the call to step forward and thereby open themselves to the chance of making a difference in the world. This is what you need to do to lead.

“Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us. Your playing small does not serve the world. There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.”

– Marianne Williamson, author

2. Credibility is the bedrock foundation of all great leadership

If people don’t believe in you and in what you’re trying to achieve, they won’t willingly follow you. To be a great leader who people follow enthusiastically, you’ve got to earn that commitment by being credible.

“The truth is that credibility is the foundation of leadership. This is the inescapable conclusion we’ve come to after thirty years of asking people around the world what they look for and admire in a leader, someone whose direction they would willingly follow. The key word in the preceding sentence is ‘willingly.’ It’s one thing to follow someone because you think you have to ‘or else,’ and it’s another when you follow a leader because you want to. What does it take to be the kind of person, the kind of leader, others want to follow, doing so enthusiastically and voluntarily?”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

Leadership should always be viewed as a relationship between those who aspire to lead and those who choose to follow. You need both sides of this relationship to be in place and working before genuine leadership will occur. Leadership strategies, tactics and practices are merely window dressing. To be effective as a leader, you need the credibility which comes from doing what you say you will do.

In a thirty-year survey, hundreds of thousands of people were asked what character or personality traits they looked for and admired in someone they would be willing to follow. There were four qualities which received just over 60 percent of the votes:
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Honest
 – people admire leaders who tell it like it is and who have clear standards by which they live. Unless people believe your character and your integrity are solid, they will be reluctant to deal with you. Great leaders are always candid about their own strengths and weaknesses and this is something you’ll need to measure up to if you aspire to join their ranks. Interestingly, honesty shows up as a desirable trait in a leader consistently across national boundaries, cultures, ethnicities, organizational functions and age groups. It is almost universally admired.

	
Forward-looking
 – people like their leaders not necessarily to be visionary but certainly to have a good sense of direction and concern for the future of their organization. Some leaders talk about mission statements while others talk about their vision of the future. Regardless, you have to know where you’re going before you can invite others to join you on your journey. People will follow willingly if you connect your image of the future with their hopes, dreams and aspirations. If people don’t feel like they can share in the future you envision, they won’t follow.

	
Inspiring
 – means simply you’re positive, upbeat and optimistic about the future. This is more about having genuine enthusiasm and energy for the road ahead than it is about any rah-rah speeches or gimmicks. Everyone likes having a leader who is energetic and hopeful. That makes the people in the group reach higher, engage more fully and ultimately put forth more effort. Let others feel your passion and your conviction that tomorrow will be better than today and they will sign up for the crusade.

	
Competent
 – great leaders have a track record of getting things done. Certainly people need to feel you know what you’re talking about from a technical perspective but more than that they want to know you can follow through on the promises you make. Competence also means you are prepared to admit when you don’t know something yet and need to learn. Competence inspires confidence you will head in the right direction.



Interestingly, these four characteristics of great leaders have remained constant even as the world economy has gone through the dramatic changes of the past thirty years. It all comes down to the simple fact if people don’t believe in the messenger, they won’t believe the message you’re trying to deliver. When it comes to being and acting as a leader, credibility matters if you aspire to do extraordinary things.
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Credibility always has been and always will be the foundation on which leadership is built. There are all kinds of definitions which can be used but they all come down to one simple dynamic – to be credible, do what you say you will do and everything else will follow. To be believable, align what you do with what you’re suggesting everyone else should do. Model the benefits of doing what you say and you will have both credibility and a high degree of believability.

“Leadership means being absolutely honest and helping others to do as I do, not simply to do what I say.”

– Arthur Taute, CEO, Velka VKE (South Africa)

“If you are going to lead, you must have a relationship with others that is responsive to their expectations that you are someone they can believe in. If people are going to willingly follow you, it is because they believe you are credible. To be credible in action, you must do what you say you will do. That means that you must be so clear about your beliefs that you put them into practice every day. The consistent living out of values is a behavioral way of demonstrating honesty and trustworthiness. It proves that you believe in the path you have taken and are progressing forward with energy and determination.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

“What does it take for others to believe in you? Short answer: credibility. We’ve said it many times, but we need to say it again, especially in these times when people have become cynical about their leaders and institutions: If people don’t believe in you, they won’t willingly follow you.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

3. Values drive commitment, not the other way around

People want to know what you stand for and what you believe in before they will sign on to follow you. Great leaders understand what others value so they can align personal values and organizational demands.

You can’t fully commit to something that isn’t important to you or that doesn’t align with your personal value system. In a similar vein, people won’t commit to follow your leadership unless and until they know where you’re coming from and what you stand for. They need to understand what makes you tick first.

Values represent your core beliefs. They influence every aspect of your life and professional career. Values provide a sense of direction and clarity. The clearer people are about what you personally stand for and in turn what your organization stands for, the greater their commitment will become. Being clear about your values is vital if you aspire to be a leader.

If you’ve never taken the time to articulate your personal values, a useful exercise to run through might be something like this:


	Ask: What’s my framework for living? Then listen for what your inner voice tells you matters the most.

	Next figure out what you really care about. Make a list of everything which matters to you.

	Narrow your list of things you care about down to the top five values.

	Then list what you can do right now to act in ways which are consistent with those values.



Of course articulating what you stand for is useful but it’s just a first step. Keep in mind you’re trying to become a leader, not a dictator. Rather than giving orders which get other people conforming to your particular point of view, you want to forge unity and commitment to those values. Your job as a leader is to make those values resonate with those you hope to lead.

The prevailing myth of leadership is a great leader ascends the mountain, gains enlightenment, descends with the tablets and then starts issuing orders to the followers. This is a damaging misconception. Great leaders listen more than they issue decrees. To become a great leader, you’ve got to build a shared consensus around your values. You have to build a community of people who share those values and want to make the right things happen. That is the true mark of a great leader.

“The truth is that values drive commitment. You can only fully commit to organizations and other causes when there is a good fit between what you value and what the organization values. That means to do your best as a leader you need to know who you are and what you care about. You need a set of values that guide your decisions and actions. Credible leaders listen, not just to their own aspirations, but also to the needs and desires of others. Leadership is a relationship, and relationships are built on mutual understanding.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

4. Leaders are distinctive because they focus on the future

Great leaders imagine and then articulate an exciting future full of possibilities. This is a defining competence of all great leaders. To get people to follow you, take the long-term perspective and paint an alluring future.

Leaders take dreams and act to make them happen. They are figuratively and literally the custodians of the organization’s future. To lead well, you’ve got to look into the distance, figure out what lies just over the horizon and then gather everyone around you and move forward towards the treasure.

In simple terms to be a great leader you must be forward-looking. You have to envision a brighter future for everyone and then map out the way to get there using all the resources you now have available. Leaders are invigorated by the possibilities the future holds in store. It’s your job as a leader to energize people’s sights, to lift their spirits and to inspire them to work towards something better which lies in the future.

Focusing on the future involves three different activities:
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You start by exploring your past experiences
 – and drawing out any insights which are available to you. To aim for the future, look back into your past and identify recurring themes or areas of strength. Build on what worked in the past. Looking back also gives you a deeper appreciation for how far you’ve come.

	
You then imagine all the possibilities which are open to you at present
 – what you could be doing with the assets and resources you already have in place. You scan all the current possibilities and come up with a few ideas for the future which build on what’s feasible and practical.

	
You can then add ideas about the opportunities which may open up in the future
 – the extraordinary things you can see happening. Good leaders are always realists and at the same time are also optimists. Develop a sixth sense for how things may play out in the future and envisage a bright and prosperous future for your organization.



The whole point is leaders are distinctive because they focus on the future and then get everyone to work making that happen. To be a great leader, you have to know where you’re heading and have a vivid sense of direction. You have to be forward-looking but aware of what happened in the past and why. To be a dynamic leader, you need to focus on the exciting possibilities the future holds.

“Developing the capacity to envision the future requires you to spend more time in the future – meaning more time reflecting on the future, more time reading about the future, and more time talking to others about the future. It’s not an easy assignment, but it is an absolutely necessary one. None of this can be done by a pessimist. You must remain optimistic and hopeful about what is yet to come. You must truly believe that the future will be brighter and be confident that we’ll all get there together.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

5. Good leaders openly acknowledge they can’t do it alone

Leadership is a team sport. You won’t get anything extraordinary done until you enthuse others to get into action. Become obsessed with what’s best for others rather than worrying about what’s best for you.

“No matter how capable a leader is, he or she alone won’t be able to deliver a large project or program without the joint efforts and synergies that come from the team.”

– Eric Pan, regional head, Chartered Institute of Management Accountants

No leader gets extraordinary things accomplished single-handedly. You have to build a team. In fact, having followers is the most obvious and practical definition of a leader. If you assume you’re a leader but you have no followers, then you’re deluding yourself.

The four keys to building a great team as a leader are:
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You have to make a human connection
 – because leadership is not about the leader per se. It’s built on the relationship you have with those you want to be followers. You have to make an emotional connection with people before you can get anything extraordinary done. Even if you’ve graduated at the top of your class in business school and you can run circles around your brightest peers, it won’t count for much as a leader if you don’t have the requisite social and personal skills to connect with everyone in your group. To become a great leader, you have to build and enhance your own abilities to work with others and those of everyone on your team.

	
You have to hear what people are saying
 – and respond appropriately. This is the exact opposite of what many people have assumed about powerful leadership. Conventional thinking suggests you have to be a highly charismatic and inspirational speaker to be a strong leader. That’s not really true. Rather than sprouting more stuff all the time, it’s more important that you understand the perspective of your listeners and be sensitive to their needs. To get better as a leader, spend more time with your people on the factory floor or getting face-to-face with customers. Know what needs to go on in the warehouse or back office to make everything come together for customers. Be familiar and empathize with all the members of your team. Great leaders always have first-person familiarity and empathy with the people on their teams. This is the best and really the only way to amplify what you’re trying to accomplish. You have to be in tune with the needs of the people you’re trying to lead. You need resonance.

	
You must have the capacity to unite everyone around a shared vision
 – because a sense of meaning and purpose is the most powerful motivator there is. History is full of examples of times when people have risked life and limb in pursuit of the greater good. There is a deep human yearning to be part of a team which makes a difference or which pulls off something so noteworthy it is legendary. To become a great leader, you need to mobilize and unite your people around a common cause which just resonates with them. Or put a different way, you have to inspire a shared vision which is compelling and engaging.

	
You need to make others feel strong and capable
 – rather than feeling like they are helpless passengers. People like to follow leaders who empower them to become better. You have to invest in their personal development and convince everyone of their potential in order to excel as a leader. Great leaders don’t try and have all the answers themselves. Rather, they ask probing questions which send their followers on their own journeys of self-discovery. By asking good questions, you send the signal you believe in the abilities and potential of everyone on your team. You also allow others to grow and be accountable rather than relying on you to do all the thinking.



High-quality relationships don’t come about by accident. Nor do they occur spontaneously. Leadership is required. It’s your job to interact with others in ways that will promote connection, communication, unification and strengthening. When you do that in a team setting, you’ll see learning, innovation and performance soar.

“The truth is that you can’t do it alone. Leaders alone don’t make anything great. Leadership is a shared responsibility. You need others, and they need you. You’re all in this together. To build and sustain that sense of oneness, exemplary leaders are sensitive to the needs of others. They ask questions. They listen. They provide support. They develop skills. They ask for help. They align people in a common cause. They make people feel like anything is possible. They connect people to their need to be in charge of their own lives. They enable others to be even better than they already are.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

“Many leaders fall into the trap of thinking that it’s their responsibility to be the one that has all the answers. This puts you into a very lonely, isolated position where information becomes unreliable and useful input is stifled. Effective leaders, by contrast, understand their role is to bring out the answers in others. They do this by very clearly and explicitly seeking contributions, challenges, and collaboration from the people who report to them, using their positional power not to dominate but rather to drive the decision-making process.”

– John Hamm, venture capitalist and leadership educator at Santa Clara University

“We cannot just throw the work to people without helping them do it. We must know the person. We must give him confidence. We must let him know what he will learn from the work, and that this will make him feel more competent and better able to achieve a difficult task.”

– Jerry Zhang, associate director Guangdong Yi Hang Enterprise Development

6. Trust rules – it’s the glue that holds everything together

Trust is the social glue which holds any group or any organization together. The more trust you have, the greater the amount of influence you’ll have and the more opportunities will arise for leadership to come to the fore.

Without trust, you cannot lead. Trust motivates people to go beyond merely following instructions and to reach for the best in themselves. If you can increase and build trust, you will automatically increase your influence and effectiveness as a leader and unleash tremendous energy.

Trust is earned rather than granted automatically by virtue of being in a leadership position. You have to show definitively that you can be trusted. Furthermore, trusting others encourages them to trust you in return. There are four actions you can take which will facilitate and build the amount of trust others have in you:


	
Always behave predictably and consistently
 – so others have confidence they can depend on you. The more predictable you are, the better. There must be unerring consistency between the way you act in a private setting and the things you say and do in public in order for trust to grow and flourish.

	
Communicate clearly
 – make concise statements of intention and then follow through and make the right things happen. People will only trust you to the degree they put stock in what you say. If you say one thing and do something entirely different, they will consider you to be untrustworthy and unreliable. Clarity cuts down on misunderstandings.

	
Take any promises you make seriously
 – so others will know to do the same. If you make commitments lightly and then don’t follow through, that’s a pretty strong indicator you cannot be trusted. People will have trouble distinguishing between your wishes and those things you’re seriously committed to which won’t be helpful.

	
Always be forthright and candid
 – say what you mean and give clear indication of your thinking on any matter. Above all, avoid any dishonest practices. There’s no such thing as a little bit of dishonesty. The moment you start saying or doing anything dishonest, trust flies out the window and people start doubting everything you do.



In practical terms, the best way to build trust is to make sure everyone gets all the information they need in a timely manner and in a form they can use and understand. Trust doesn’t build when people are operating in an information vacuum. To build and sustain long-term trust, you have to communicate, communicate and then be prepared to communicate a little more. If you selectively share information, all you’ll end up with is distrust and suspicion. Be clear, timely and relevant at all times and people will trust you. Openness is a major driver of trust because it signals to others they are in the loop and getting all the information there is. Learn to use openness to your advantage.

“The truth is that trust rules. Trust rules your personal credibility. Trust rules your ability to get things done. Trust rules your team’s cohesiveness. Trust rules your organization’s innovativeness and performance. Trust rules your brand image. Trust rules just about everything you do.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

7. Challenges are the crucible for greatness in leadership

Memorable leaders always change the status quo. Great achievements don’t come about from keeping things the same. Challenges are tests of character which reveal your level of commitment, your values and your staying power.

“What we have before us are some breathtaking opportunities disguised as insoluble problems.”

– John Gardner, advisor to four U.S. Presidents and founder of Common Cause

Any significant achievement is always made in the face of adversity, difficulty and challenge. The leaders we admire the most have shown tenacity and grit in times of uncertainty. To do something similar yourself:


	
Embrace all the challenges which lie ahead of you
 – look at them as the litmus test of how badly you want something rather than insurmountable barriers. The greatest leaders in history have dealt with world wars, economic depressions and natural disasters. Seize the opportunities for growth which lie within the challenges currently facing your team and find ways to open doors where others see only brick walls.

	
Be resilient
 – control what you can and influence the direction you’re heading rather than worry about the broader environmental factors. When faced with a daunting challenge, great leaders take charge, get busy and make important things happen. This is exactly what you need to be doing. Hang in there and respond positively to adversity and change rather than becoming frozen in your tracks. Stay focused and get gritty.

	
Learn how to bounce back and learn from your initial failures
 – because invariably when you tackle serious challenges, you won’t get it right first time. Be prepared to lose some of the initial battles while you figure out how to win the overall war. Mistakes will happen whenever you’re attempting something new and daring. When you’re pushing the boundaries, failures will result. Take some comfort from the fact everyone always learn more from their failures than they ever do from their successes. Accept the feedback, figure out what you can do better next time around, show some grit and resolve to do better in the future.



If you want to inspire people to follow your lead, have unyielding courage and determination. Persevere until you figure out how to succeed. Be consistent in your actions and stick with what you’re doing until you overcome. Show oodles of grit – firmness of spirit in dealing with challenges – and you’ll find people won’t be able to stop themselves from signing up to the cause you espouse. People love being part of a crusade to do and achieve impressive things.

“The truth is that challenge is the crucible for greatness. The study of leadership is the study of how men and women guide people through uncertainty, hardship, disruption, transformation, transition, recovery, new beginnings, and other significant challenges. It’s also the study of how men and women, in times of constancy and complacency, actively seek to disturb the status quo, awaken new possibilities, and pursue opportunities.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

8. You either lead by example or you don’t lead at all

Pure and simple leaders have to be role models for the values they hold and the actions they propose. You can’t ask anyone to do something you wouldn’t be willing to do yourself. Admit your mistakes and move on.

This concept is already well and truly enshrined in management thinking. It is described in various ways:


	“Walk the talk.”

	“Practice what you preach.”

	“Put your money where your mouth is.”

	“Do what you say you will do.”

	“Seeing is believing.”



All of these sayings mean the same. People want to see behavioral integrity between what’s said and what’s done before you can be effective as a leader. There are five things you can do in this area to enhance your leadership capacities:
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Leaders always go first
 – they model the changes which are required personally and demonstrate the benefits which come. Great leaders never ask their followers to do anything they are not willing to do themselves. They use the “Do as I do” mindset rather than “Do as I say.” When leaders don’t do what they’re asking others to do, it’s only natural for the people involved to become cynical, disenchanted and wary. Great leaders always make changes and sacrifices before they ask others in the organization to do the same.

	
Leaders are credible because they always keep their promises
 – without exception. When you give your word you’ll do something and then follow through and do precisely that, it has a powerful impact on others in your organization. Be true to your word and people will love you for it.

	
Leaders admit their mistakes quickly and take responsibility
 – as this builds deep wells of credibility. Weak leaders believe they know it all and therefore never fail. Strong leaders “fess up” when they’ve done wrong. By being willing to admit mistakes, that gives everyone in the organization permission to try new things and fail at first. Admitting mistakes, apologizing if necessary and then moving onwards and upwards is a great way for any leader to act.

	
Great leaders have hands-on involvement
 – they don’t just tell people what they should be doing but they get out in front and model the way they want others to act, think and ultimately feel. You have to be willing to show others that you’re personally going to do exactly what you’re asking them to do or your words will all seem a little bit hollow really.

	
Leaders model the success they are trying to get everyone to enjoy
 – they get involved in pilot projects, make good things happen and show everyone how to deliver great service and create satisfied customers. You will always be more credible if you go first.



While being interesting might be a worthy goal for some leaders and there’s nothing inherently wrong about that – after all, it’s always beneficial to stand out from the crowd – it’s generally more important that you be believable. Credibility comes when you do what you say others should be doing. The world is chock full of interesting leaders who’ve been exposed and ousted when their misdeeds have been made public knowledge. Match your actions with your words to make them ring true.

“You’ve got to walk the talk, not just talk the talk. Leaders are responsible for modeling behavior based on the values they communicate. The leader must then live by them, in plain view of those he or she expects to follow the values. A leader must go beyond just talking about organizational values – such as ‘customers are always different’ – they must actually demonstrate how to do this.”

– Casey Mork, manager, new product team

“Leaders have only two tools at their disposal: what they say and how they act. What they say might be interesting, but how they act is always crucial.”

– Alan Deutschman, author

“The truth is that you either lead by example or you don’t lead at all. Seeing is believing, and your constituents have to see you living out the standards you’ve set and the values you profess. You need to go first in setting the example for others. That’s what it takes to get others to follow your lead.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

“The trumpet is lying in the case every day, waiting for me.”

– Dizzy Gillespie, Jazz virtuoso

“The lower beam will not be level if the upper one is not.”

– Chinese proverb

“If managers want productive employees, they must set a good example and practice what they preach.”

– Donna McNeese-Smith, Professor, UCLA

“A big part of being credible is keeping your promises. When you give your word you’ll do something, and then you follow through on your commitments, it has a powerful effect on people. Consider what it meant when Robert Kramer, an elementary school principal, kept his promise. He told the kids that if they read five thousand books over the fall that he would pitch a tent on the roof of the school and spend the weekend up there. Parents talked about how the idea made their children more excited about reading. By the end of the school term, the students in Kramer’s school had read more than the required number of books. They met the principal’s goal, and he made good on his word. He camped out on the roof. ‘I was so happy that he kept his promise,’ said one eight-year-old student, as she stared up wide-eyed at the principal, up on the roof equipped with a tent, lawn chair, and some favorite books. ‘He’s the best principal the school has ever had’ exclaimed a mother of another student. Want to be the best leader your organization has ever had? Be true to your word.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

9. The best leaders are lifelong learners

All great leaders are in the process of learning all the time. In practice, you have to be an improvement fanatic and willing to take on board anything which will help your organization move forward into the future. Learn more to do more.

Leadership is not something you’re born with or not. It’s not a gene, it’s not a trait, it isn’t embedded in your DNA. Leadership can be learned – it is a pattern of practices and behaviors and a set of skills and abilities which can be learned and improved upon. This is why you have to devote yourself to continuous learning and ongoing practice. No matter how good you are now, you can and should aim to become better in the future.

Studies have shown the best leaders turn out to be the best learners as well. Why? When you have a passion for learning and immerse yourself in a subject, you’re open to new experiences. You experiment, reflect, analyze what’s happening and why. All of those activities will also help you be a better leader. There’s great alignment between learning and leadership.

At one time, learning was a discretionary activity which was nice-to-have. Today, it’s obligatory for leaders because the world is changing so fast and so radically. Any leader who has a mindset their education is finished will find he or she quickly falls behind other leaders who have more of a learning mindset. Ongoing learning is vital to staying relevant and effective as a leader. If you want to excel as a leader, you have to be learning all the time, figuring out how to attend to your weaknesses and otherwise accelerating your own personal development. Learning is an imperative which you should devote some time to every day.

“Just because you have a title doesn’t mean you can step back and not develop yourself as a leader. You have to constantly educate yourself over time if you expect to lead and continue to be a leader.”

– Melissa Guzy, managing director, Vantage Point Venture Partners

“This is an ability every worker should cultivate in an age when parts or all of many jobs are constantly going to be exposed to digitization, automation, and outsourcing, and where new jobs, and whole new industries, will be churned up faster and faster. In such a world, it is not only what you know but how you learn that will set you apart. Because what you know today will be out-of-date sooner than you think.”

– Thomas Friedman, New York Times
 columnist

“The truth is that the best leaders are the best learners. You can develop yourself as a leader, but it takes a continuous personal investment. It takes time, it takes deliberate practice, it requires setting improvement goals, staying open to feedback, working on your strengths and weaknesses, and having the support of others. Moreover, the best leaders also believe that it’s possible for everyone to learn to lead. By assuming leadership is learnable, you stay open to opportunities to turn the workplace into a practice field and every experience into a chance to grow. By believing in yourself and your capacity to learn to lead, you make sure you’re prepared to take advantage of the many opportunities that are open to you.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

10. Leadership is an affair of the heart

To be a leader, you’ve got to love your constituents, your customers and the mission you’re undertaking. Leaders make other people feel important. You won’t be a great leader unless you love what you do.

“The truth is that leadership is an affair of the heart. There’s no integrity and honor without heart. There’s no commitment and conviction without heart. There’s no hope and faith without heart. There’s no trust and support without heart. There’s no persistence and courage without heart. There’s no learning and risk taking without heart. Nothing important ever gets done without heart. Purely and simply, exemplary leaders excel at improving performance because they pay great attention to the human heart.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

Although it does sound rather esoteric, love is the soul of great leadership. To be a superior leader, you need to draw your courage and intentions from love for those you lead. Great leaders place other people at the center and then look actively for ways to serve the needs and interests of their constituents. Or put another way, “servant leadership” works best.

“You don’t love someone because of who they are; you love them because of the way they make you feel. This axiom applies equally in a company setting. It may seem inappropriate to use words such as love and affection in relation to business. Conventional wisdom has it that management is not a popularity contest. I contend, however, that all things being equal, we will work harder and more effectively for people we like. And we like them in direct proportion to how they make us feel.”

– Irwin Federman, former CFO, US Venture Partners

To become a great leader, you have to be in love with the work you’re doing and the reason why it matters. This has long been the “secret sauce” of highly successful people across every industry you can name.

“When it comes to choosing a life path, you should do what you love – because if you don’t love it, you’re unlikely to work hard enough to get very good.”

– Stephen Dubner and Steven Levitt, authors

“Everything that I have accomplished as a leader that I am most proud of has come because I was passionate about the role I was in and the organization I belonged to.”

– Adam Carson, vice president, Morgan Stanley

If you love being in a leadership position:


	You won’t be able to wait to get to the office each day and get going.

	You’ll be devoted to learning everything you possibly can about your profession or industry – you’ll become a passionate and motivated learner.

	You’ll be passionate about doing the things which will make a difference in the lives of your organization’s employees, your team members and your customers.

	You will actively seek out fresh challenges and search for new possibilities because these will offer a chance to grow.

	You will be proactive in recognizing and celebrating the accomplishments of your team members.

	You will have infectious enthusiasm – people will feel better when they interact with you or undertake tasks with you.

	You’ll have a positive outlook full of the promise of a brighter future. That positive energy will, in turn, attract others who are equally positive about the future. Positives always attract whereas negatives repel.



In all, it’s fair to state leaders who succeed put their hearts into their businesses and their businesses into their hearts.

“The power of authentic leadership is found not in external arrangements but in the human heart. Authentic leaders in every setting – from families to nation-states – aim at liberating the heart, their own and others’, so that its power can liberate the world.”

– Parker Palmer, author and educator

“Leadership is not about wishful thinking. It’s about determined doing. There are no shortages of problems and opportunities. They are evident at work, at home, in our communities, in our countries, around the globe. There are no shortages of problems to solve. Leadership is not about telling others they ought to solve these problems. It’s about seeing a problem and accepting personal responsibility for doing something about it. And it’s about holding yourself accountable for the actions you take. The next time you see a problem and say ‘Why doesn’t someone do something about this?’ take a look in the mirror and say instead, ‘I’ll be the one to do something about it.’ Leaders believe that they have an obligation to do something to bring about change and that, with the active engagement of others, they can move things forward.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

“Everything you do as a leader begins with one word: yes. Until you say yes, nothing great can happen. Leadership begins when you believe in yourself and that you can make a positive difference in the world.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner

“My first word of advice is this: Say ‘Yes.’ Say ‘Yes’ as often as you can. Of course, saying ‘Yes’ can lead to mistakes. So don’t be afraid to make a mistake, because, you can’t be young and wise at the same time. Saying ‘Yes’ begins things. Saying ‘Yes’ is how things grow. Saying ‘Yes’ leads to new experiences, and new experiences will lead to knowledge and wisdom. ‘Yes’ is for young people. An attitude of ‘Yes’ is how you will be able to go forward in these uncertain times.”

– Michael Hogan, president, University of Connecticut commencement address, May 2009

“You have to say yes to begin things. You have to say yes to your beliefs, you have to say yes to big dreams, you have to say yes to difficult challenges. Are you ready to say yes to leadership? When you are ready to say yes, doors will open to entirely new adventures in your life. When you are ready to say yes, people will join you on the quest. When you say yes, you will discover your own truth about leadership.”

– James Kouzes and Barry Posner
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