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Many schools of thought on effective leadership and 
its contribution towards team, organizational, 
community effectiveness tend to focus on the varied 
leadership styles, traits, contexts and principles and 
their effect on those who can benefit from them. 
Some thoughts often fall short of the emphasis that 
needs to be made about the importance of the first 
port of call in leadership – the imperative to lead self 
before leading others.

Leadership has many definitions and many renowned leadership gurus 
have their own unique assertions about it, for example, Peter Drucker 
defines leadership as “doing the right things”. Douglas MacArthur 
believes that “a true leader has the confidence to stand alone, the 
courage to make tough decisions, and the compassion to listen to the 
needs of others. He does not set out to be a leader, but becomes one by 
the equality of his actions and integrity of his intent.” Jack Welch says 
“before you are a leader, success is all about growing yourself. When you 
become a leader, success is all about growing others.” John Quincy 
Adams is persuaded that “if your actions inspire others to dream more, 
learn more, do more and become more, you are a leader. 

Over the years, through my interaction with individuals from all walks of 
life that I have had the privilege to work closely with, another definition 
has emerged that is like John Quincy Adams’ and it strikes me most - that 
“leadership is about inspiring others to do and be what they wouldn’t 
otherwise have done or become.” 

This begs the question then – how do leaders who inspire others every 
time you interact with them develop this capacity which translates into 
positive transformation in the lives of others?

Having had the good fortune of interacting with people from all walks of 
life who exhibit strong and impeccable leadership tendencies, traits and 
behaviours that inspire and energise me all the time, I am often reminded 
to pause and reflect on my own leadership disposition and examine how 
it affects those who interact with me. Don’t be mistaken, most of these 
leaders do not necessarily hold big, fancy, powerful titles in organizations, 
communities or business space; they are ordinary people like you and 
me, doing the right things in their communities within their spheres of 
influence on a consistent basis and creating lasting legacies through their 
ability to inspire others to make things happen. 



So, I identify and relate to them as leaders just by their sheer 
influence and prowess to impact others. My interaction with 
such kind of leaders from all walks of life is fueled by my own 
intrigue to keenly observe their personalities, work behaviours, 
demeanour and disposition, countenance, communication 
styles and their language or speak and the kind of people who 
follow them so that I can benefit from this. It is within the 
parameters of human behavior that we tend to naturally 
gravitate towards individuals who have a strong sense and 
clarity of purpose and direction, have greater self-awareness 
and recognize their unique strengths and limitations and 
embrace all that they are so that they can apply their talent to 
whatever setting they find themselves in. They are highly 
emotionally intelligent, exude confidence, executive presence 
and gravitas and exhibit solid personal mastery so much so that 
we want to rub shoulders with them, hang on to their words and 
soak in their influence and wisdom and let it rub off well in us in 
our own quest to do and be better to register some success in 
life.

The fact that such individuals, with no big titles and positions can 
pull so many followers towards them because they believe they 
will have a positive effect on them, without the benefit of 
powerful titles and positions attached to their names, brings to 
bear the reality that these leaders continuously work on 
themselves to be who they are – influential, transformational 
and powerful. It is this element of leadership that is usually 
overlooked – the consciousness to always seek to lead oneself 
before going all out to lead others. 

This is called personal leadership. A process of continuously and 
consistently working on ourselves inwardly (the internal 
landscape – our intellectual being, attitudes, beliefs, values, 
mindsets and frame of reference and our heart song) and 
outwardly (the outer landscape – our communication style, 
image, energy we emit and disposition) and how all this should 
be synchronized into a powerful brand of a leader. 

Before any one of us desires to lead others e.g. teams, 
organizations, communities, nations we need to purposefully 
examine and work out the kinks of leading ourselves, putting the 
critical pieces and puzzles of who and what we are together, 
discovering, understanding, embracing ourselves and figuring 
out our core values (anchor), motives for doing things, our 
mission (the now), our vision (the future), our passions 
(motivators) and how all these elements should be orchestrated 
as a symphony to facilitate the process of how we intend to 
engage with the world through who we are and what we have 
come here to do and become.

And so, the hard work lies in extracting our personal and 
professional worth, the stuff we are made of, to see ourselves 
as of value, significance and meaning to be useful to the 
world by utilizing and sharing our gifts and talents to serve 
others and improve their lives. When ordinary people 
consistently work on themselves to smoothen their raw and 
rough edges and strive to be the best they can be and bring 
this to the fore in their interactions, they demonstrate strong 
personal leadership capacity and naturally become 
inspirational leaders who can get others to follow them with 
ease and make things happen in communities. In cognizance 
that we are all work in progress and we are evolving, personal 
leadership is therefore an on-going journey – one that must be 
walked with mindfulness to ably lead ourselves, before we 
lead others.


