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Introduction 
 

In my work with emerging women leaders, I talk often about 

creating a leadership identity. A lot of questions come up. What 

is it? How do I create it? What does it mean to my leadership 

path and career?   

In this series, I’ll begin by painting the big picture of leadership 

identity and its building blocks and then build details on each building block, along with 

actionable tips you can put into practice, so you can create and enhance your unique identity.  

First, let’s define leadership identity. What is it?  

 It’s your presence in your work and in the world. This is about your physical and 

mental presence, your attitude, your readiness to take on new challenges and make an 

impact. It’s how you “show up” every day and for every interaction. Do you show up 

looking the part of a leader, acting the part of a leader, and with the attitude of a leader? 

Are you ready for the next opportunity when it arrives? 

 

 It drives your decisions toward big-picture leadership goals. Think for a moment 

about your big picture leadership goal. What kind of person will you be when you reach 

that goal? What will be different, better? Now compare the mindset and decisions of the 

person you are today to that of the person you will become when you reach your big 

picture goal. If you’re like most, there’s a gap; your mindset and decisions need to 

become consistent with where you want to be, versus where you are today. It’s like the 

old saying goes, what got you here won’t get you there.  

 

 It reflects your values, mindset, actions, and responses. The best way I can 

describe this is with an example from my own life. One of my top values is health and 

wellness. When I reflect on my life I can see it almost everywhere – from playing sports 

as a child, to my role models, to my personal habits. That value, along with the mindset, 

actions, and responses that go along with it, shows up continually in my leadership 

identity – from my energy in front of the room, to my attitude, to my creativity levels, to 

my overall presence.  
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Now that we’ve defined leadership identity, I’ll layout out seven building blocks that are key to 

creating it and evolving it. These are adapted from Dr. Lois Frankel’s Nice Girls Don’t Get the 

Corner Office, the international best-seller on women in the workplace.   

 Market:  Each of us has a brand, whether we consciously shape it or allow others to do 

it for us. What are you known for that distinguishes you from the crowd, and are you 

visible to senior leadership? 

 

 Act: Our self-initiated behaviors communicate a lot about us. Do your self-initiated 

behaviors reflect assertiveness, decisiveness, and confidence?  

 

 Respond: Our responses to situations and people also say a lot about us. What is your 

emotional intelligence in handling workplace situations and people around you?  

 

 Look: Do you dress the part of a leader and professional? What does your physical 

presence exude?  

 

 Sound: Every communication, verbal or written, is an opportunity to showcase how well 

you organize your thoughts and articulate yourself. Do you sound like a leader?  

 

 Play: Business is a game, and women have what it takes to win. Do you play strictly by 

the rules, or do you take risks and play near the boundary lines?  

 

 Think: This is your mindset or belief system about how you work, about what will get 

you rewarded, promoted, and create career satisfaction and fulfillment. What is your 

mindset?  

http://www.drloisfrankel.com/
http://www.drloisfrankel.com/
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Building Block #1 
Leading Through Your Personal Brand 
 

One of the seven building blocks for creating and 

cultivating your career path is how you brand and 

market yourself.   

“Branding and marketing yourself” is a fancy 

phrase for how you choose to project what is 

unique, genuine, and quality about you. I purposely 

use the word choose , because it is your choice to 

actively design and build awareness for your 

personal brand, or passively allow others to do it for you. Your brand and how you cultivate 

awareness of it can determine what leadership opportunities you have in the future.   

One of my mentors, Dr. Lois Frankel, describes it this way:   

“Brand names get a reputation as a result of two things: consistent  

quality and marketing. One without the other doesn’t equate to staying  

power or success in the marketplace.” 

If you take a closer look at those two things, consistent quality and marketing, I’d say many 

emerging women leaders have consistent quality down cold. If anything, you may be so busy 

with consistent quality that you don’t invest enough in the second thing, marketing.  Why is that?  

The “why” is a blend of some complex factors built over time – some external and some internal. 

External factors being messages we’ve received, conditioning us to be seen and not heard, or 

reinforcing the idea that putting ourselves out there is incongruent with being feminine. Internal 

factors might be fear, feeling like an imposter, or believing that we will get noticed if we just keep 

working harder. I’m sure you can add more to this list.  

But like Dr. Frankel suggests, the best brands have both consistent quality along with consistent 

marketing and awareness. In fact, if you examine those brands that you are most loyal to, they 

likely have those two items in spades.  
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Consistent Quality 

Let’s break the equation down into its parts, starting with consistent quality. They are your 

foundation, the factors that drive you to create the best product possible (you being the 

product), such as:  

 Values 

 Mindset 

 Attitude 

 Talents and skills  

 Unique expertise 

 Strengths 

 Overall presence: dress, presence, posture, voice, articulation of thoughts 

I will often take groups of emerging women leaders through exercises to help them better 

pinpoint these “consistent quality” areas.  

Into the Marketplace 

Consistent marketing is often where the big leap for emerging women leaders comes into play, 

and I can relate. Intrinsically I’ve always known that I brought consistent quality to my work. I 

joke that I’m a recovering perfectionist! I had to learn the mindset and actions of consistent 

marketing. Was it uncomfortable at times? Yes! But if I didn’t get past that barrier, it’s likely I 

wouldn’t be sharing this article with you right now.  

If you have leadership aspirations, it’s a must that you learn to market yourself and get 

comfortable with it. Often the actions come first to help cultivate the mindset.  

Below is a listing of concrete ways you can take action, and many of them I have used myself. 

When creating your own list, keep in mind the things you are naturally good at and enjoy. For 

example, writing is one of those things for me, and I use it regularly to market myself and the 

company.  

 Becoming a guest writer for your company newsletter 

 Writing articles for your professional association newsletter or blog 

 Joining and participating in a relevant group on LinkedIn 
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 Doing a breakout session or presenting research at an industry event, seminar, or 

conference 

 Volunteering to do a key presentation for a leader or executive 

 Tracking your list of accomplishments over the quarter and presenting them to your 

direct manager 

 Asking your clients to provide feedback on your work/services, and forward positive 

feedback to your leadership 

 Joining a professional association and volunteering for a committee with visibility 

 Showcasing your expertise by participating on a panel or giving a speech at a local 

organization 

 Joining a group dedicated to improving public speaking, such as Toastmasters or 

National Speakers Association 

I challenge you to put one of these actions into play in the next 30 days. See what happens as a 

result of getting yourself into the marketplace!  
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Building Block #2 
Leading Through Your Actions 
 

No doubt you’ve heard the saying, “Your actions 

speak so loudly that I can’t hear a word you’re 

saying.” How you act, or those self-initiated 

behaviors that speak to your level of 

assertiveness, decisiveness, and confidence – all 

traits of a strong, effective leader.   

Taking some wisdom from Nice Girls Don’t Get the 

Corner Office, Dr. Lois Frankel describes it this 

way: 

“Success in the world of business depends on your ability to know your part and how to 

play it… we are judged by whether we understand the nuances of what it means to act 

professionally. [There are] subtle, stereotypical ways in which women behave that [can] 

contribute to an overall impression of their being less competent than they really are.”  

Your job in developing your leadership identity is to become acutely aware of your actions – with 

colleagues, direct reports, and senior leadership. What are they saying about you? Are they 

saying you have confidence and future leadership abilities, or are they saying you aren’t quite 

ready yet for the big time?  

Below are some of the ways our actions can show us to be less-than-competent leadership 

material:  

 Polling – We ask way too many people for input before making a decision.  

 Not asking questions – We’re afraid to voice a question or ask for clarification because 

we fear looking incompetent or confused.  

 Sharing too much personal information – We tell colleagues or our manager about 

problems at home or other stressors – in way too much detail at times – that can paint 

us as being less than able to handle our work.  
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 Helping, to our detriment – We want to make others happy, lessen their burden, and 

so we jump right in to help – but often with menial tasks. In the end, we’re burned out, 

and we look like more of the worker bee than the leader.  

 Avoiding finances – This takes many forms, from avoiding salary negotiations, to not 

learning the financial side of our organizations, to not paying attention to our personal 

financial matters. In other words, we don’t act to become secure in the financial realm, 

business or personal.  

Do any of those on the list ring true for you? If they do, you’re not alone, and it’s possible to 

reverse them. Below are some practical ways to do that: 

 While collaborative decision making is good and a natural strength for women, there are 

times when we need to make a decision and own it. Pay attention to the next 

decision you have to make. If it’s not a life and death situation, just make the decision 

without eliciting input from anyone else. See what happens. Chances are your decision 

is perfectly good – and it will give you even more confidence the next time. If you are in a 

situation where it’s absolutely vital to have input, select one or two other trusted people, 

weigh their input, and then make (and own!) your decision.  

 

 When it comes to asking questions, learn to become a great question asker. This takes 

practice, but it’s well worth it and many times it’s all in how you phrase it. In your next 

meeting, make note of any areas that need further clarification. Begin by saying this: “I’d 

like some clarification on something you said earlier. Can you please revisit section X of 

the project plan on the budget piece? Specifically the IT budget.” Notice that you don’t 

start the sentence with “I’m confused,” “I don’t understand,” “You lost me at… ” or 

“Maybe it’s just me, but…” 

 

 With personal information, it’s a careful balance between too little and too much. Too 

little, and you look like a robot. Too much, and you look like life is out of control (which it 

is for all of us at times – we’re human. You just don’t want to broadcast it to the world). 

Next time you are tempted to share extra details about a parent’s health issue, trouble 

with your teenager, or last week’s party, consider the person you are with – if they 

anyone other than a close, trusted friend, check yourself and hold back. This is 

especially true if you’re in the presence of your manager or senior leadership.  
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 For all of my helpers out there, you know who you are. In my view, helping falls into 

three categories: (1) there is taking on tasks that help others and help you get to the next 

level (win-win), (2) there is doing legwork where everyone pitches in (sometimes 

necessary and can show you’re a team player), and (3) there is being a doormat (you’re 

continually asked to do mundane tasks.)  

Ask yourself which of these categories you usually fall into, and if it’s the third one, you 

must stop right now! If you tend to fall more into the second category, you have to start 

working toward a better balance of the first and second categories. Remember there is 

absolutely nothing wrong with being seen as a team player, but you have to ask yourself 

if doing a certain task will make you look like you’re simply a “doer” or a “leader.” 

 If financial acumen is something you’ve put on the back burner, remember this: 

leadership involves being financially confident. This means personally and 

professionally. As an example from my own life, I just opened a stock trading account in 

the past year. It has taught me not only valuable lessons in personal finances, but also 

how to follow and invest in financially sound companies. Other ideas include taking a 

negotiation workshop, or spending time with someone in your finance department 

learning about your company’s P&L. Whatever you choose to do first, make sure you’re 

doing something to build your financial acumen.  

I encourage you to follow any of these ideas, and you’ll see how your actions will speak 

volumes, in a positive and impactful way, about your abilities as a future leader.  
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Building Block #3  
Leading Through Visual Presence 

 

“Research shows that about 55 percent of 

your credibility comes from how you look. 

How you sound accounts for an additional 

38 percent. Only 7 percent of your 

credibility is based on what you say.” 

-Nice Girls Don’t Get the Corner Office 

 

On the surface, those numbers are a little intimidating. It’s humbling to think that before 

someone even evaluates the substance of our message, that they are making quick judgments 

about us based on our visual and verbal presence.  

Even if you’re a healthy skeptic on statistics, it’s smart to pay attention because this part of 

human nature – the continual evaluation our environment and the people around us – can help 

us to become better leaders. We subconsciously filter information – we accept what we perceive 

as credible and release the rest – and yes, that “credibility filtering” mechanism initially includes 

paying close attention to how others look and how they sound.  

When it comes to visual presence, a little fine tuning can go a long way in making an immediate 

impact on your leadership identity, and pave the way for others to truly value the substance of 

your message. I’ve found that working on these “outside” attributes can give us momentum for 

the work that we’re doing on the “inside.” 

Visual Presence – Your Dress 

Your visual presence, or how you look, does mean the obvious – dressing the part of a leader 

and professional. I’ve worked in many different environments – workplace business casual, 

home office, and client-facing situations requiring business dress. I’ve been given some good 

advice during my career in terms of dress, which I’ll pass along:  
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 Dress for the future. Observe the people around you and how they dress – and then 

step it up a notch. Always dress for the part you want to play in the future, as opposed to 

the part you are playing today.  

 

 My tailor is on speed dial. Tailor clothing that doesn’t fit “quite right.” This is a fairly 

inexpensive way to add the “leadership touch” to your existing wardrobe. And if an item 

of clothing won’t fit right even with the most skilled tailoring job, it’s time to help another 

woman get a step up by donating it to a good cause, like Dress for Success.  

 

 Don’t forget the finishing touches. Pay attention to how you accessorize – simple 

jewelry, plus handbags and shoes that are clean and current. Also, fresh makeup and a 

flattering hairstyle are a must. These things don’t have to cost a fortune, and your 

attention to detail contributes to the entire package. 

Visual Presence – The Subtle Cues 

There are also some more subtle cues that contribute to your leadership identity. These are 

cues we may never pick up on, unless we’re paying attention to them. Things like:  

 The space you take up.  Pay attention in your next meeting to how men and women 

use space. Women tend to take up less space, and not just because of physical size. It’s 

a direct statement on our level of confidence and “belonging.” Make sure you are taking 

up an appropriate amount of space – I’m not saying be a space hog, but don’t let others 

crowd you out, and don’t minimize yourself.  

 

 The seat you take at a conference table. Whenever I’m attending a meeting – I make 

sure to select a seat that allows me to see, be seen, and contribute. And I’ll often take 

the head seat if I’m leading the meeting.  

 

 The way you sit in a meeting says a lot about you. For example – do you sit with one 

foot tucked up underneath the other leg? If you do, time to put both feet on the floor. Is 

your chair adjusted too low? If so, raise it up a couple of inches (especially helpful for 

those of us who are shorter). Do you keep your hands in your lap? Put them above the 

table. Although they may seem like simple things, when fixed, they will make you 

instantly look more like a leader.  

http://www.dressforsuccess.org/
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 Your gestures and animations. Are your gestures and animations appropriate for your 

message? For example, I know some women (and men), who deliver tough messages  

with a smile. It’s usually a subconscious way to soften the message or an attempt to 

alleviate awkwardness, but what it does is affect your leadership credibility.  

 

 Grooming can be a tough habit to break, but if you’re used to applying lipstick, fixing 

your hair, or checking your smile in public – time to put the mirror away. Save it for your 

office or the ladies’ room. I can’t think of the last time I saw a truly credible leader do 

that!  

 Making eye contact. Eye contact conveys your confidence, your expertise, and your 

sincerity. Always make and maintain confident eye contact, especially with introductions. 
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Building Block #4  
Leading Through Your Verbal Presence 

 

Think about last week at the office. If you’re like most, you probably:  

 Sent and received a minimum of 

100 emails per day. 

 Sent and received dozens of 

voicemails. 

 Took many calls in your car or from 

your cell phone.   

 Were on multiple conference calls 

and webinars, plus daily meetings.  

 Commented on various social and professional sites, like LinkedIn, Facebook, or Twitter.  

 Instant messaged, texted, Skyped, and Google Voiced. (If you have children, you were 

probably checking on their social media, texting, and Skype activities.) 

 

In today’s business world, the methods, the speed, and the sheer volume of communication can 

be overwhelming.  The one thing all of these communications have in common? They are 

completely second nature. And because they’re second nature, we rarely see them for what 

they are – opportunities to be strategic and showcase our leadership identity through our verbal 

presence.  

Your verbal presence combines many factors: 

 How you organize your thoughts  

 Tone, pitch, and speed of your voice 

 How articulate you are 

 The clarity of your message, both in content and punctuation 

 Your ability to be concise and on point 

 Your ability to use the language of your business and industry 
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Verbal presence is about both the substance and the packaging of your message. I’ll share 

with you a few simple devices you can use to turn your spoken and written words into a 

leadership advantage. You’ll be perceived as a credible, confident emerging leader. 

When Speaking 

TAPS is a formula you can use to quickly formulate your thoughts in almost any situation: 

 Take a breath and pause. This is a public speaking trick that works wonders, 

especially when we’re put on the spot. Taking a breath helps you physiologically and 

mentally. And while it may seem like a lifetime to you, the other person won’t even 

notice that quick second of space.  

 

 Assess and select one key point to make. The key word here is one – a single point, 

not several points. This is a critical mistake I see women make all the time. This part of 

the formula requires you to be decisive – another key leadership trait.  

 

 Provide support. This is where you can elaborate a bit, sharing 2-3 supporting pieces 

of information for your point. Again, keep this brief. The human brain only keeps a few 

pieces of information at a time in short term memory. Your ability to be concise also 

conveys your confidence.  

 

 Summarize. If necessary, add a quick summary statement after you provide your 

supporting comments. If you are asked further questions or for more information, it’s an 

opportunity to follow-up and share even more of your expertise. 

 

When Writing 

Below are some tips to stand out with written communication, and especially email. A few 

assumptions you should make:  

 Your message is sandwiched between dozens of other email messages. 

 The recipient is likely reading your message on a mobile device.  

 He or she will open it quickly, scan it, and close it in less than 30 seconds. Then he or 

she will decide if it merits a reply.  
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With those assumptions in mind:  

 Create a substantive, short subject line.  

 Use a brief opening sentence to set up the body of the message. 

 Make your point right away.  

 Use 2-3 short bulleted statements or phrases for any supporting information. 

 Summarize with your request or call to action.  

 Review before you hit send.  

 If the message warrants it, specify when you’ll follow up. 
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Building Block #5 
Do You Play the Game to Win? 

 

What comes to mind when you think of the word “business?” 

a) A chess match or sport where people 

are playing to win 

b) An event where people come together 

and collaborate 

c) Both a and b 

d) I don’t really think about it, I’m too busy 

If you answered C, you’re correct. Business 

and the workplace in general, are both a 

grounds for collaboration and teamwork, but also competition.  

According to Dr. Lois Frankel, “the workplace is a game. It has rules, boundaries, winners, and 

losers. Not only is it a game, but the rules of the game change from organization to organization 

and from department to department within an organization.” 

Many women don’t view business or the workplace in this way. Instead they view it as a 

collaborative set of events, where people are coming together for a big goal or a great cause. 

While this may very well be the case in your organization or department – it’s not the only thing 

going on.  

My question to you: Are you playing to win the game of business? If you’re not sure, here’s how 

you can tell if you’re not playing to win: 

 You avoid office politics or openly tell others you don’t “play the political game.” 

 You routinely take on assignments beneath your skill or job grade. 

 You don’t consciously build relationships and especially avoid reaching out to influential 

people in your organization. 

 You narrowly interpret the rules of your department or organization, and avoid taking 

calculated risks.  

 You routinely avoid asking for what you need or sharing your opinions. 
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If you have higher leadership aspirations, it’s important to accept the fact – and even embrace it 

– that business is a game, and the most strategic players win.   

Let me also say this – playing to win doesn’t mean engaging in actions that are unethical, 

immoral, or being someone other than yourself. I personally think this one mindset 

singlehandedly holds women back. We’ve been ingrained with a belief that playing to win is 

completely negative, and instead we need to judge each situation on its own merits. Playing to 

win is a positive – because when we do so, we build our leadership identity, increase our odds 

of growing the number of women into higher levels of leadership, and impact our organizations 

and communities as we’ve envisioned.  

So how do you become a better player at the game of business, and do so with integrity? Below 

are just a few ways – after you read through them, begin with one to implement over the next 30 

days.  

 Learn to play a strategic game or competitive sport. The lessons learned in decision 

making, team dynamics, and thinking ahead all apply to the workplace. 

 

 Analyze each assignment you have and ask yourself: Is this a stretch for me? Is it 

right in-line with my current skills? Or, is it beneath my skills? And if you routinely find 

yourself with assignments beneath your skills or right in-line with your skills, talk with 

your leader about how you can change that.  

 

 Pay attention to how you interpret rules in your department or organization. For 

example, do you routinely ask for permission on things that really don’t require it? Are 

you so strict with expense management that you refuse to spend approved dollars on 

items needed to do your job? Do you look at something as a narrow “yes or no” without 

even a second thought? If these are normal behaviors for you, next time be more flexible 

on something that’s a small risk and see what results you get.  

 

 Remember that part of your job role is to build relationships – no matter what your 

title. Take time each week (5-10% of your working hours) to get out of your office and 

get to know others. It’s especially helpful to get to know others in different departments 

or divisions.  
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 Nix phrases like “I don’t play office politics,” or “I don’t play the game” from your 

vocabulary. While you may still hang onto those beliefs and need to work through them, 

don’t verbalize them to others. It only paints you in less of a leadership light.  

 

 Shadow someone in your organization who is successful in a sales role – this 

could be an account executive, a sales manager, or an inside sales person. Sales is a 

profession of understanding needs, being consultative, and negotiating for successful 

outcomes. 

 

 Take classes in improvisation or negotiation skills – both are critical for playing well 

at the game of business.   
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Building Block #6  
Do You Respond Like a Leader? 
 

We have hundreds of interactions and 

situations we encounter in a day. They’re 

virtual and live; written and spoken. They take 

place via email, social media, phone calls, or 

in meetings and presentations. Your 

responses in any given interaction broadcast 

your leadership potential.  

With this leadership identity trait, Dr. Frankel 

points out that many women are socialized to respond to situations in ways that are docile, 

polite, or acquiescent. Women are not typically taught to stand their ground or respond in 

powerful, assertive ways.  

Think for a moment about how you respond to what’s happening around you. Many times you 

probably don’t give a conscious thought to your responses. Below are some of the ways your 

responses can communicate the wrong leadership message: 

 Believing that what got you here will get you there.  

 Allowing others’ opinions to have far too much leverage over your decisions. 

 Routinely putting the needs of others before your own. 

We’ve all had these happen at one time or another. One of these on its own isn’t a deal breaker. 

But if any of these are responses you regularly engage in, it’s time to take a closer look at why 

it’s happening and what you can do to change it.  

 Believing that what got you here will get you there. This is about internalizing 

messages. I’ll give you an example from my life. I’m the oldest of five daughters (I know, 

my poor dad!) and there have always been lots of expectations of me, some imposed by 

family and some self-imposed. One of those expectations was being “ultra-responsible.” 

That expectation has served me very well throughout my life and career, to a point. My 

response to that expectation was to always strive for perfection in any project or  
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assignment given to me. It was done well, it was done on time, and I managed nearly 

every detail.  

I had to change when I became a leader. I had to learn new leadership responses – 

delegating, trusting, and to letting go of influencing every single detail of a project or 

product. In order to be successful, my response now had to be allowing others to step up 

and take responsibility.  

 Allowing others’ opinions to have way too much leverage over your decisions. 

This has a lot of similarities to polling, or unnecessarily asking for the input of others. 

Where it’s different is when you “know your stuff” and offer a solution or opinion based 

on your expertise and experience. Then it’s counteracted by another’s opinion and you 

find yourself second-guessing your judgment or wanting to avoid conflict. The end result 

is that you accept their judgment as better than yours and it affects the path you take.  

When you find yourself in this situation, never assume that someone knows more than 

you – especially when you have the expertise and experience. A new response is to ask 

the other person to share more information with you. This will help you get to the “why” 

of his or her opinion before allowing it to sway your decisions.  

 Routinely putting the needs of others before your own. From time to time, we have 

to put the needs of others before our own; it’s part of the give-and-take of life and work. 

The key is paying attention to whether you’re routinely putting everyone ahead of you. If 

it’s routine, it’s a problem, and it manifests itself into things like:  

 

 Not advocating for yourself when it comes to assignments and raises 

 Routinely canceling personal plans for work obligations 

 Putting everyone in your family ahead of yourself 

 Having no free time outside of work and family to pursue other interests 

 Allowing yourself to be a “yes” person to every request 

How do you break this habit? Begin with something small and practice. The next time 

someone needs you to do something that you know can be handled in another way, 

graciously say “I wish I could help you, but I can’t at this time.” And, if it makes sense, 

offer another idea on how to delegate the task.  
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Another great habit to get into is scheduling a given amount of free time each day or 

several days a week. It can be any time of the day where you shut everything off and do 

something for yourself. Take a walk, indulge a hobby, or just enjoy the peace and quiet. 

This new way of responding will give you time and space – and it will make you a better 

leader.  
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Building Block #7 
Do You Think Like a Leader? 

 

With the building blocks of your leadership 

identity, you have learned how to market, act, 

look, respond and sound like a leader. You 

have learned how to play the game of 

business. Now it’s time to complete the puzzle 

with this last building block -- you must THINK 

like a leader.  

Since starting Impact Instruction a little over 5 

years ago, I’m often asked about the lessons I’ve learned, not just in being an entrepreneur but 

also in becoming a better leader.   

A big lesson I’ve learned is the power of how I think. Mindset affects every decision I make, 

from company strategy, to my leadership style, to team building and culture. Mindset is what 

creates an environment where I (and my team) can grow and succeed.  

This same lesson applies to you on your leadership path. Your mindset will put into motion the 

actions that create your ultimate success. To smooth the path, your beliefs about what will help 

you succeed at that next level may need a little fine tuning.  

Here are 3 big mindset shifts to make on your leadership path: 

1. Be the conductor of the orchestra. If you’ve ever watched an orchestra, it’s the 

conductor who is responsible for making sure the individual instrument sections come 

together and perform. The conductor doesn’t play an instrument – it’s his or her job to 

make sure each musician has the needed direction to perform the part, so the end result 

is a beautiful musical number. What would happen if the conductor sat down in a section 

and picked up an instrument to play? There would be no one watching the big picture or 

directing the entire group. The overall musical number would fall apart.  

When I became a leader I became that conductor, and I had to approach business with 

a whole new perspective. I was no longer responsible for my individual part, my sheet of 

music. I needed to operate with the big picture in mind, the musical number. My role 



Your Leadership Identity: Seven Essential Building Blocks 

 

© 2013, 2015 impactinstruction.com 

 22 

became to create a team of people who had the right skills and could work well together. 

I had to provide the tools, direction, and support, and then allow them to play their 

individual parts.  

2. Time is your most valuable currency. We all have the same 24 hours in a day and 7 

days in a week. Our leadership path is determined by how that time is invested.  I used 

to have a mindset that would lead to comments like, “Well, it’s just my time, at least it’s 

not costing me money.”  Or, “I don’t have the time to find the right resource/team 

member/fill in the blank to get this done. It’ll be faster to just do it myself.”  

What those comments really meant was that I didn’t treat time as the valuable currency 

that it is. I needed to view time in a new way, so I could make better decisions about 

reaching company goals.  

Think about how you’re investing your time. Know that there will always be tasks and 

projects vying for your attention. The most effective leaders are able to discern where 

their time is best spent. Then, they find ways to delegate, automate, or remove those 

tasks that aren’t creating a high-performing team or the best results.  

3. Pay attention to the forest and the trees. I’ve heard the saying many times that the 

best leaders are strategic, and they leave the tactics up to someone else.  But if you look 

at any given situation, its success or failure most likely came down to both. You can’t 

have one without the other. A good strategy without any tactical execution is a pipe 

dream. A set of tactics with no direction is like watching a hamster wheel – it goes in 

circles forever, but never gets anywhere. 

It’s about strategic thinking, vision and communication. If you have leadership 

aspirations, big picture strategic thinking is important. You have to be able to envision 

and articulate the direction of your organization or department. Without that skill, you 

can’t direct or motivate your team. You can’t be sure you’ve hired people with the right 

skills or fit. You can’t be the conductor of the orchestra.  

It’s also about balance, proper delegation and trust. Don’t underestimate the value of 

being able to grasp tactics well. It helps you to see where potential pitfalls might be, or 

where you might need to course correct to achieve the big picture. You don’t need to 

know every detail – that’s what your team is for. They should have the skills to execute 

the tactics, and communicate with you on their progress in achieving a goal.  
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I’ve found the best way to blend the forest and the trees --the strategic with the tactical-- 

is by asking questions. Ask your team what steps they follow, what’s involved in 

completing the tasks that are part of your overall strategy. Ask them where potential 

challenges are, or if they have ideas on how to get to the end result in a better way. It 

builds better relationships and helps you achieve your strategic goals.  

You not only have the power to think like a leader, you ARE a leader. Continue your 

leadership journey with these mindset shifts and you will undoubtedly enjoy the road 

ahead. 
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What are your leadership habits? 

It was Aristotle who said that we are what we repeatedly do. Our seemingly small actions, done 

day in and day out, eventually create who we are.  

Our small actions, done day in and day out are also known as habits.   

Who you are as a person is reflected in who you are as a leader, so it makes sense then that 

your habits have a big stake in your leadership path and ultimate success. With the right habits 

you stay on course. With the wrong ones, it’s easy to end up off the path and in the weeds!  

A focus on habits seemed to me a perfect way to close this series and help set you up for 

success moving forward.  Each article in our Leadership Identity series laid out actions you can 

take to build a certain aspect of your leadership identity. To help you take the next steps in 

creating lasting habits, I’ll share this simple plan you can put into place. 

Step 1: Get Your Bearings 

First, take some time to review the series and each article.  

Next, you’ll want to assess yourself on each of the seven leadership identity categories. This is 

where you are today, keeping within the context of your career. Create a ranked list, with 1 

being where you’re the strongest. This will help you prioritize your direction. For example, your 

ranked list might look like this: 

1. Act Like a Leader 

2. Think Like a Leader 

3. Personal Brand 

4. Visual Presence of Leader 

5. How You Play the Game of Business 

6. Respond Like a Leader 

7. Verbal Presence of a Leader 
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Step 2: Set Your Direction 

With your ranked list in hand, look at your strongest and weakest categories. In our example, 

our strongest is Act Like a Leader and our weakest is Verbal Presence of a Leader.  These two 

areas are where you’ll begin your action plan. I’ll let you in on the method to my madness in 

working this way. I’m a big fan of working from strengths first, but I like to make sure I’m not 

ignoring weaker areas. So beginning your action plan from a place of strength will help you to 

build on the successful leadership habits you already have, and give you some quick 

successes. Those quick successes will create the boost you need to establish new habits in the 

weaker areas.  

For your two selected categories, go back to the corresponding article and then choose one tip 

from each that you’d like to work on. Try to pick one that you feel will give you the biggest 

return, based on your projects, your development plan, and your goals. Remember that you can 

modify it to fit your situation so you get the most out of it.  

In our example, it might look like this: 

 Act Like a Leader: Ask great questions.  

 Verbal Presence of a Leader: Practice the TAPS formula in my next meeting.  

Step 3: Practice, Track, Repeat  

Once you’ve decided on 

the tips to implement, it’s 

time to put them into 

practice. Commit to 

yourself that you’ll work on 

this daily for the next 30 

days. It takes that long to cement a new habit, to make it subconscious and part of your 

everyday behavior. Odds are you’ll find that the new habit creates other positive changes!  

Some tips to help you along the way:  

 Share what you’re working on with your manager or a mentor. Better yet, put it into your 

leadership development plan.  
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 If working on two actions is overwhelming, begin with one and build from there. Do what 

you need to do to set yourself up for the best possible success!  

 

 Track your progress in a way that works for you. It could be as simple as marking it in a 

calendar, or keeping a more detailed journal. The idea is to be consistent and make it 

something you’ll do each day.  

At the end of the 30 days, check in with yourself. How often did you practice? How well is the 

new habit established?  Based on that check in, decide if you need another 30 days with these 

same actions, or if you’re ready to take on some new ones.  

 

If you’re ready to move on, here are some suggestions: 

 Continue with the same categories, and new actions 

 Move on to the next categories in your list – working your way inward (to #2 and #6) 

If you’re not ready to move on, that’s completely OK. Stay with it and give yourself another 

chance to make the change stick.  

One of the best pieces of advice I received from a mentor was to be more compassionate with 

myself, to give myself a break. (Especially for all of you perfectionists out there, I understand!) 

True change takes time, practice, and some self-compassion. Remember these are lasting 

habits that will make you the leader you want to be.  
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