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Being a great leader can be defined by selecting 

the top 5 or 10 percent from any distribution, 

but this is artificial. It was done for the sake of 

ease and objectivity in our research. However, 

greatness should ultimately be defined against 

a standard rather than merely comparing people 

against each other. There is no reason why half 

the leaders in an organization could not be great 

if they were developed properly. Better still, why 

not all? Great leadership is not a competitive 

activity in which one person’s success detracts 

from another’s success.

The following are 12 suggestions for ways 

in which leaders can improve the attributes 

or behaviors that are vital in producing 

extraordinary results. The key thing to 

remember is that improvement you make on 

any one-dimension spills over to many others. 

There is no such thing as working on only 

one leadership quality or attribute. When you 

improve one, you will invariably be improving 

several others.
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This is actually two decisions. First, most people do not think of “leadership” in the 

same terms as other roles in life. At a young age a person may aspire to become a 

physician, a lawyer, a molecular biologist, an astronaut, or a rock star, but chances 

are you have never heard of someone saying, “I want to grow up to be a leader.” 

We think of leadership as an adjunct or frosting on some other role. Someday that 

may change. For people inside organizations, however, the first decision is to see 

that being a leader in an organization is important and worthy of your continued 

e�ort. 

The second decision is to be exceptional rather than just mediocre at this role 

of leadership. This is the decision to go way beyond the ordinary or average and 

make a huge di�erence in the organization. 

One positive element of this decision is the fact that it is not a zero-sum game. 

Becoming a great leader is something everyone can aspire to, and one person’s 

e�ectiveness in no way detracts from others’ success. In this game, everyone 

can win and one person’s winning actually helps others to win. To become a 

highly e�ective leader requires a real dedication to that task and a willingness 

to act with the intensity and focus.

1. Decide to Become a Great Leader 
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The leader walks a di�cult line between two seemingly opposing forces. First, the 

leader must be willing to take the role of leader. That means calling the meeting 

to order, pushing the agenda along, drawing some people out, and toning others 

down. It means saying “no” to a budget request that can’t be funded. It also 

means having to terminate a longtime friend who is not performing e�ectively. 

Being a leader means being willing to take charge and make certain that the 

group performs well. 

We have observed a newly appointed dean in a university who wanted to maintain 

close ties with former colleagues on the faculty and, in fact, did not want anything 

to change. So, the new dean continued to act exactly like a faculty member and 

talk like a faculty member (including the inevitable complaints about the university 

administration). In a few weeks, it became obvious that this person would not 

succeed in his new role, because he was unwilling to take on the requirements of 

the new o�ce to which he had been appointed. 

The counsel to all leaders is to maintain an attitude of humility. Be willing to 

laugh at yourself. Do not flaunt the authority you have. Humility will make 

you approachable. It opens the door to building relationships. The leader 

needs to find some mirror from which can be learned the way others perceive 

your character. That mirror may be a good internal mentor. It could be a trusted 

colleague or subordinate. It could be an e�ective 360-degree feedback process. 

Whatever it is, leaders need to have some sense about how people perceive their 

character. They need to know if they are trusted. Without that, it is not possible to 

exert strong influence on a work group. 

Also, be cautious in the commitments you make, and then always deliver. Be 

careful not to overstate or overpromise. We are sure that some are saying, “But 

can people just improve their character?” “What’s the best way to make changes 

in my fundamental personality or character?” The answers to those questions 

might be surprising to some. There has been a belief that the following chain 

exists: character, attitudes, behavior.

The fact of the matter, however, is that people make their attitudes and ultimately 

their character conform to their behavior. The place to begin is with behavior. 

Thus, participating in powerful skill-building programs designed to improve 

interpersonal skills will have a decided e�ect on attitudes of the participants. 

When people learn and practice new behavior, there is a remarkable 

transformation of their attitudes and ultimately their character: behavior, 

attitudes, character.

2. Develop and Display High Personal Character 
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There are numerous developmental experiences available to most leaders. These 

may be available from within their organizations, paid for and sponsored by the 

organizations, or they may be available from a local university or college. Others 

may be available from various suppliers of learning and development materials. 

The key is for leaders to move outside their comfort zone to do something 

that will provide some real development. Leaders must be willing to invest in 

themselves, and many activities require time o� from the job. 

One of the authors has an acquaintance who is a legendary example of self-

development. Once a year, a group gets together to meet, and the first question 

people ask is, “Okay, Dick, what have you done this year?” Every year Dick 

embarks on some new adventure into personal learning. These range from 

sessions with “healing shamans” to seminars on corporate reengineering. Each 

adds a new dimension to Dick’s character and understanding. Though everyone 

would not choose the precise development experiences he chooses, the point is 

his disciplined approach to taking time every year for his own personal growth. 

Attend any development program your organization provides, or those o�ered by 

local universities and private organizations. Constantly develop yourself, whether 

in the ability to deliver compelling presentations before a large group or the 

ability to write a concise memo on an important business topic. We reiterate that 

every new skill learned and used lifts that specific skill and numerous others along 

with it.

3. Enroll in Developmental Experiences 
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Many organizations are hiring professional coaches to work with their key 

executives. They find that having someone who is capable of providing objective, 

constructive feedback to a leader is well worth the investment. The higher 

people move in the organization, the less apt they are to hear the truth about 

themselves from other people, so the value of coaches may increase as people 

move to higher levels in the organization. 

It is instructive to note that world-class athletes pay for coaches to work with them. 

The great tennis players and golfers usually employ personal coaches. Athletes 

playing on the best professional teams receive constant coaching from people 

hired specifically to do that. In professional football, there are specific coaches for 

the defense, o�ense, and special teams. There may even be a specific quarterback 

coach. 

Some executives have created their personal board of directors whose function 

is to give them feedback on the way they are managing their careers and on their 

current performances in their jobs. 

We see the movement toward coaching as one that will continue to grow. It is 

driven in part by the fact that most executives are not comfortable with, or good 

at, providing constructive feedback to people around them. What is especially 

e�ective is the coach who calls on a regular basis and discusses the leader’s 

success in taking some agreed-upon action steps. This process builds strong 

accountability and produces remarkable behavioral outcomes. 

4. Find a Coach 
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5. Identify Your Strengths 

Peter Drucker argues, “Self-development is making oneself better at what one is 

already good at. It also means not worrying about the things one cannot be good 

at.”5 To accomplish this, Drucker advises:

 

• List your major contributions over the past two or three years. 

• Specify precisely the things the organization expects from you and for which 

you are held accountable. 

• Be clear about what you cannot do, as well as what you can do. 

• Look for demanding assignments that make a di�erence. 

With characteristic wisdom and insight, Drucker gives useful advice to all leaders. 

Taking time to inventory the major contributions you have made in the past few 

years is a step that few leaders take. But what better place is there to start to 

understand your strengths? It also reveals where you are likely to make significant 

contributions in the future. Listing accomplishments also is a good barometer of 

your focus on results behavior. Everyone who is a leader, or aspires to serious 

leadership, should be able to itemize a list of contributions to the organization. 

If you are unable to do that, then consider seriously whether you su�er from the 

fatal flaw of inaction. 

Repeated studies in organizations reveal that people are relatively unclear 

about what is expected of them, and especially what they are personally being 

held accountable to perform by their colleagues and bosses. We have argued 

strenuously that an emphasis on expanding strengths is far more valuable and 

productive than slogging away at trying to remedy weaknesses. 

We begin by appealing to every reader’s own experience. Think back to high 

school and college experiences. Let’s assume for a moment that you were 

extremely adept at mathematics and anything quantitative. Your grades in algebra, 

trigonometry, and calculus were excellent. On the other hand, grammar and 

composition came hard to you. You neither enjoyed language study much nor did 

you do well at it. To continue, you have decided to embark on a path that would 

have you recognized as an excellent student. Which path should you choose? Do 

you work hard at becoming better at English? Or do you decide to leverage your 

head start in mathematics and excel in that arena? 

First, where will your motivation be highest? We think your passion to excel will 

come in the quantitative arena. You like the fundamental activities involved. Your 

thought processes immediately gravitate toward quantitative analysis. 

Second, where are you likely to feel some constant reward? Again, we argue 

that you are far more likely to continually receive positive feedback when you are 

engaged in quantitative activities than in anything having to do with language. It is 

less likely that people will praise your having gotten to “average” in grammar and 

composition skills. 
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Third, where are you apt to make the greatest amount of progress? You could 

make the theoretical argument that people could improve more in those areas 

in which they are weak. There is just a lot more room to move up. However, the 

ceilings are so high in every discipline that no matter how good a student you are 

now, there is huge room to grow. 

Fourth, what is the best path by which to develop credibility? Becoming good 

at something creates a halo e�ect of overall competence. It sometimes goes to 

ludicrous extremes, as when a movie actress is asked for her opinions on the 

wisdom of building a missile defense system or a Nobel Prize winner in physics 

suddenly gets quoted for his or her views on the role of genetics in human 

intelligence. Why? Because the person is extraordinarily knowledgeable and 

creative in one arena, we assume those gifts spill over into other areas. Whether 

warranted or not, being good at one thing creates a perception that a person is 

good at many things, or everything. 

Confidence and Competence: Why Working on Strengths Is More 

Likely to Build Confidence 
It is impossible to overestimate the role of confidence in people developing 

competence. We frequently witness people who at one level would be deemed 

to be competent. In a safe, sanitary situation, they are able to make an e�ective 

presentation. However, they refuse to make a presentation in front of senior 

managers or customers. Their lack is not of knowing what to do, or even being 

able to do it. Their lack is confidence to be willing to try in a more challenging 

circumstance. 

We contend that strengths build confidence, and that this confidence spreads 

like yeast in a lump of bread dough and everything then rises. Hence, working 

on strengths will be far more likely to occur. To validate this observation, we 

conducted a study where we had individual leaders rate their self-confidence using 

a 10-item index. We then connected that assessment with evaluations from the 

Extraordinary Leader 360-degree assessment. We matched up 693 cases where 

overall leadership e�ectiveness was assessed by all evaluators and 623 cases 

where overall leadership e�ectiveness was rated by the manager of the person 

receiving the 360-degree assessment. Overall leadership e�ectiveness is the 

overall average of 49 di�erentiating behaviors assessing leadership e�ectiveness. 

Leaders with high confidence were close to the overall average on leadership 

e�ectiveness. 

Why Developing Strengths Will Be More Successful 
Several forces are at work to make the process of working on strengths more 

successful than working on deficiencies: 

• We have noted that people are more prone to do things they like and are good 

at. So, an initial willingness to even attempt a behavior is more likely with a 

strength than a weakness. 

• The behavior will come more naturally, whereas something else may feel 

awkward and uncomfortable. 

• Expanding strengths is far more likely to call forth the positive rewards and 

praise of others than remedying a deficiency. 

• The application of a new skill sets into motion a number of forces that often 

create even further reward.
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This was Peter Drucker concept and philosophy. No one can do everything. 

Through delegation, the use of outside resources, or reallocation of work 

assignments, ways can be found to make weaknesses irrelevant. 

The discipline of defining what things you can do and those you cannot 

perform (or do not like to do) is of great value. The obvious outcome is to 

structure your role in the organization to play to your strengths and to find ways to 

have others fill in the gaps. 

6. Identify Your Weaknesses 
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If you believe you are the possessor of a fatal flaw, then begin immediately to find 

ways to repair them. Specifically reflect on your experience: 

• What lessons have you learned from your experience? 

• Specifically, what did you learn from things that did not go well? 

• What have you done di�erently as a consequence? 

• What will prevent that from happening again? 

7. Fix Fatal Flaws 
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In one of the best studies of the powerful developmental experiences that leaders 

experience, Anna Valerio concluded that the first and most impactful experience 

on the job was to be given a broader scope in your current assignment. That could 

come via promotion but could also come as you are given broader assignments 

that include more functions, greater budget, or more people. The key is that the 

new assignment is broader and di�erent from those previously held, and above 

all, an increase in responsibility.

Increased scope may be granted to you from senior people in the organization, 

or it can be self-generated. Applying for a transfer may be one way to increase 

scope and breadth. The implementation of a new procedure, or the initiation of 

new project, can also increase scope. 

This increased scope provides a good vehicle for the “Focus on Results” cluster 

of behaviors. To display this even further, leaders willingly accept special projects, 

in which working alone or with a small team, they work on an important project to 

a department or the corporation. From this, leaders can learn more about the total 

organization and achieve greater visibility. 

 

8. Increase the Scope of Your Assignment 
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Through careful observation, leaders gain business acumen and hone important 

interpersonal skills. On occasion, the people being used as role models give 

voluntary coaching. They are most often willing to give counsel when asked. 

However, a great deal can be learned from merely watching and listening. Observe 

how children learn. They watch an adult eat with a spoon or fork and imitate them. 

They watch adults tie their shoelaces and learn by imitating the adults’ actions. 

This concept, known as social learning theory, may be especially powerful in our 

younger years, but we never lose the ability to learn by watching someone else do 

something well. In fact, much learning is informal and not obvious to the learner. We 

just find ourselves adopting some of the e�ective behavior of another person. 

Sometimes the lessons are “what not to do,” but lessons are most helpful when 

they are good examples of the right things to do. That is why it is important to 

look for strong role models and to pay close attention to how they handle di�cult 

situations. 

In interviews with leaders, we nearly always are told about some senior people for 

whom they worked, who made an indelible impression upon them. Very often, a 

senior person went out of his or her way to express interest and encouragement. 

The senior person often took a risk and gave out challenging assignments for 

which, in retrospect, the person knew he or she was not totally prepared. In some 

cases, the senior person invited the person to visit an important client or to attend 

a significant industry meeting. Unmistakable in these conversations is the intense 

fondness felt for this senior leader who had become a role model. 

 

9. Connect with Good Role Models 
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We have earlier noted that one of the “fatal flaws” that causes people to have 

their careers hit a brick wall is the inability to learn from mistakes. The research is 

clear that learning from mistakes is a very productive tool for self-development. 

One category of negative experience may be a di�cult boss. Another negative 

experience may be receiving some tough feedback from subordinates. For a 

person who is willing to learn, however, these experiences can be powerful 

developmental tools. A healthy attitude toward mistakes and negative 

experiences is crucial to growth and improved performance. Mistakes are part 

of the learning process, though some would argue with the following statement 

written by legendary basketball coach John Wooden: “The team that makes the 

most mistakes wins.”

10. Learn from Mistakes and Experiences 

© Zenger Folkman 2020 



Most organizations are not good at providing feedback to anyone—regardless of 

level or function. For people to receive useful feedback a sincere request for it is 

usually required. 

The learning and development process relies heavily on feedback to sustain 

it. There is often a huge gap between how leaders see themselves and how 

subordinates perceive them. The best way to close that gap is with feedback. 

Enormous barriers to feedback exist inside organizations. The good news is that 

when I am presented with discomfiting information about myself, I will more often 

change how I act rather than change how I see myself. That is the great power of 

feedback. 

Subordinates are in the best position to provide feedback, and when asked for it, 

the process creates a more wholesome working relationship. Accept feedback 

as the valid perceptions of others, and first seek to understand the meaning. 

Assume the givers have pure, positive intent. Keep asking for feedback—it is the 

golden path to continual improvement. 

Time and again we witness people receiving 360-degree feedback from direct 

reports, peers, and their boss. Often, with nothing else occurring, the individual 

recognizes what strengths need developing, figures out exactly what needs to be 

done and how to do it, and proceeds to take the appropriate steps. Our biggest 

contribution is often getting out of the way.

11. Seek Give and Receive Productive Feedback 

© Zenger Folkman 2020 



As leaders embark on every project, it is useful to make notes of what is expected 

to be achieved and in what time frame. Then, the leader can periodically see 

how the actual results are tracking with the original expectations. That way, every 

activity or project becomes a learning experience. The leader can then seek to find 

the answer about why it is going much better than had been expected, or why it is 

costing more, or why it ran into roadblocks with other departments. An important 

part of self-development is simply finding the mechanism by which you can 

learn from every experience. 

We turn again to an example from the world of sports. Most football games are 

played on the weekend, so there is the classic Monday review of the game films. 

Why? Coaches want the players to learn from their experience. They are fortunate 

to have films that record the game from several perspectives. Leaders have 

to create that powerful, compelling feedback process, because it is no less 

valuable as a way to improve performance in every arena. 

 

12. Learn from Work Experiences 
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It has been estimated that more than 80 

percent of what people learn while working in 

organizations has been gained on the job. No 

matter how powerful the classroom experience, 

it pales in comparison with the learning that 

comes from experience. How much people 

gain from their experience is nearly all up to 

them. Regardless of the percentage, it is clear 

that leaders can make huge strides by taking 

responsibility for their own development. They 

should not count on the organization to do that 

for them. 

The 25 suggestions to develop your own 

leadership abilities were meant to convey the 

message that all leaders can do a great deal 

on their own. Do not rely on the organization 

to make you an even better leader. There are 

powerful steps you can take to move you down 

the path to becoming an extraordinary leader. 

For further information about programs and 

materials designed to help leaders improve their 

skills, please go to our website at  

www.zengerfolkman.com. 

Excerpt from Zenger, John H.. The New Extraordinary Leader, 3rd Edition: Turning 

Good Managers into Great Leaders . McGraw-Hill Education. 
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