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Leadership has faced an increasing amount of 
scrutiny during recent years. What used to 
pass for being a good leader – rising through 
the ranks, charisma, confidence and a degree 
of certainty when telling people what to do – is 
no longer enough. 

There has been a toppling of CEOs, some 
previously thought of as unassailable, during 
and in the aftermath of the financial crisis. This 
has led to close attention being paid to what 
makes a leader effective with a greater focus 
on creating long-term sustainable value. 

 

What is strategic leadership? 

 

Economic turmoil and pressures in the market 
have heightened the need for leaders to 
articulate and reinforce a clear strategic 
direction. Organisations cannot bank on riding 
the tailwind of economic growth any more. 
They now have to find ways of positioning 
themselves effectively within the market while 
delivering on a clear proposition that gives 
sustainable value.  

Strategic leaders can have the greatest impact 
on organisations as they decide on the 
direction and sign off on all major decisions 
needed to get there.  But strategic leadership 
is not the domain of the leader alone. It is 
about the leaders aligning the entire 
organisation behind them to leverage current 
opportunities and prepare for future 
challenges. 

 

So how can this be achieved? 

 

The most successful leaders understand their 
own capabilities and how this can help create 
the momentum to bring the organisation with 
them.  They tend to exhibit high levels of skill 
and expertise in a specific set of recognisable 
competencies. Individually the competencies 
appear relatively self-explanatory but do we 
understand the implications of each and the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

combined impact for leaders looking to make a 
greater strategic contribution? 

 

What are these strategic 
leadership competencies? 

 

External awareness: This is an individual’s 

ability to stay abreast of the developments and 
trends in the wider market. This can be done in 
a number of ways but usually include building 
a solid network of relationships within one’s 
industry that allows for the genuine exchange 
of ideas and information on market challenges. 
Other channels include regularly accessing 
publically available information as well as 
attending conferences and developing linkages 
with organisations in a similar field. 

Keeping up with trends and developing an 
understanding of external challenges helps to 
inform and focus the strategy of an 
organisation. It is easier to see the 
opportunities an organisation has to grow, by 
learning from peers and comparable 
organisations in other industries.  

Successful leaders are also likely to promote 
external awareness in their teams and will 
encourage external vigilance and sharing of 
insights to create constructive debate and to 
fine-tune the focus of activities needed to 
deliver against strategic priorities.   

Self-awareness and reflection: Almost all 

successful leaders display high levels of self-
awareness. They are highly reflective on how 
their personal style, their likes and their 
dislikes affect the organisation. They ask for 
frequent feedback from individuals with whom 
they engage and do not shy away from tough 
messages and suggestions for improvement.  

Self-aware leaders do not believe they have to 
do everything themselves but they actively 
draw on the support from individuals around 
them to complement their strengths and 
development needs, creating a more inclusive 
leadership style. 

For those not predisposed to self-awareness, it 
is a competency that is particularly hard to 
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develop. Becoming aware of one’s own 
shortcomings can be a painful process and 
affect a person’s self-belief and ability to 
deliver. However, successful leaders do not 
lose sight of their strengths. When things get 
tough they trust their own judgement and back 
themselves to choose the most viable path for 
the organisation. 

Having to deal with difficult situations and 
operating outside of one’s comfort zone can 
also contribute to an individual’s ability to 
reflect and understand oneself. Some of the 
most successful leaders have had to deal with 
failures and substantial setbacks – often early 
in their careers. Many credit their future 
success to these difficult times and steep 
learning curves. Acting on self-awareness has 
implications for the decision making approach 
a leader adopts. 

Decision-making: The best strategic leaders 

are good decision-makers. This allows their 
organisation to remain nimble and react to 
developments within the marketplace. 

Effective leaders know how to evaluate 
information. They draw on the expertise of 
their team and third parties and encourage 
people to voice opinions. They are structured 
about how decisions are made and do not 
concern themselves with getting involved if 
their expertise is not needed. But, although 
consensus and the buy-in of the wider 
organisation is important, some organisational 
challenges require the leader to react quickly 
and, often, even take substantial risks to 
ensure his or her organisation remains 
effective. Knowing when to adopt each 
decision-making style is the key differentiator. 

Strategic leaders are able to strike the right 
balance, demonstrate tremendous self-
awareness and trust their own judgement. 
They rely implicitly on their instincts and 
experience to make the tough call. 

Good decision-makers understand that ‘real’ 
decisions lead to action. They do not leave 
decisions in the boardroom but work hard to 
align their team and the wider organisation 
around what has been agreed. They achieve 
this by communicating consistent messages 
about what needs to be achieved and 
assigning clear roles and responsibilities for 
delivery.  Which leads us to delegation… 

Delegation: Generally speaking, the best 

leaders delegate. It is impossible to create 
headspace for long-term strategic thinking 
while being involved in all aspects of 
operational delivery.  

Effective delegation requires the leader to be 
aware of the relative strengths and 
development needs of the people working for 

them. Processes need to be in place to track 
progress and measure results. In addition, the 
most effective leaders do not simply delegate 
‘tasks’, but they delegate decision-making 
capability while remaining accessible if 
problems occur and issues are elevated. 

Delegation is also essential to develop people 
within organisations. To allow others to learn 
and grow, they must be given clear 
responsibilities and have the freedom to 
operate as they see most appropriate for 
producing results. Leaders that do not 
delegate often have a team of passive, 
disempowered people. It can be a vicious 
circle: the leader may feel that no one has the 
ability or drive to take on more work, whilst the 
followers may shy away from the added 
responsibility because they feel that the leader 
does not want to relinquish control or does not 
trust them to do a good job.  The leader may 
also be nervous that they will not make the 
decision he or she wants them to make. 

Many successful leaders empower key 
individuals beneath them. They provide them 
with opportunities to prove themselves by 
setting stretch assignments and challenging 
goals while resisting temptation to micro-
manage.  However, this requires recruiting the 
talent needed to ensure leaders trust those 
they are delegating too. 

Recruiting and hiring: What many leaders do 

not think about when recruiting their 
management teams is that they are setting a 
precedent for how they would like their 
followers to be. The best leaders understand 
their own strengths and weaknesses. They 
understand what skills and experiences are 
needed to complement and challenge them as 
well as other members of their team. 

This does not always mean hiring the best or 
the brightest. It often calls for hiring individuals 
who understand what is asked of them, and 
who understand and tolerate the 
characteristics of their leaders.  

Recruiting effective followers requires an acute 
awareness of oneself and the environment one 
creates as a leader. It also requires leaders to 
develop trust in their team and to develop a 
partnership with individuals to create a 
balanced approach. 

 

How can you develop these 
competencies? 

 

Many leaders have taught themselves, 
learning from experience what it is they need 
to develop to be successful.  Few have an 
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innate sense of what it means to lead an 
organisation in a strategic sense.  

However, what becomes clear is that 
leadership is neither a charisma nor a publicity 
exercise. It is rooted in a firm focus on aligning 
individuals behind a leader’s strategic outlook 
and getting an organisation to deliver.  

Focusing on the competencies outlined above 
and the dependencies between each 
significantly improve the ability to do that 
successfully. 

The most effective leaders are those who put 
the organisation first and think about creating 
long-term sustainable value together with their 
teams.  They think about the objectives on 
which they need to collectively deliver. They 
think about how they can support and serve 
their teams before they think about 
themselves. In short, they think about creating 
sustainable value through their teams before 
raising their own profile. 
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