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L
eadership has been 
under a lot of scrutiny 
lately. What used 
to pass for being a 
leader – rising through 

the ranks, a charismatic level 
of confidence and a degree of 
certainty when telling people what 
to do – is clearly no longer good 
enough. 

The toppling of certain people 
during the recent financial 
crisis, previously thought of as 
unassailable CEOs, has left a 
lasting legacy for leadership – there 
is now a lot more attention paid 
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to what makes a leader effective. 
Being sure-footed and forceful is 
certainly one way to make things 
happen but, collectively, we are now 
keener to ask whether, in fact, the 
strategy is right in the first place. 

What is strategic leadership?
Recent economic turmoil and 
current pressures in the market 
place have heightened the 
need for leaders to have a plan. 
Organisations can’t just bank on 
riding the tailwind of economic 
growth any more – they now 
have to find ways of positioning 

themselves effectively within the 
market place while delivering on 
their proposition.

Theorists believe that strategic 
leaders are the ones that can really 
have an impact on where the 
organisation is going. Hence they 
are the ones that decide on the 
direction the organisation is taking 
and sign off on all major decisions 
on the way to getting there1. 

But strategic leadership is not 
the domain of the leader alone. It’s 
about the top team aligning the 
whole organisation behind them 
to leverage the opportunities of 
the present and prepare for the 
challenges of the future.
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So what should be done?
In our work as leadership 
consultants, we have the privilege 
of engaging with leaders of 
organisations of all shapes and sizes.

We have found that, in particular, 
our work with medium-sized 
organisations has shed light on 
what successful leaders actually 
do to drive results for their 
organisations. These findings and 
thoughts are the results of the 
evaluation and development of 
around 50 leaders of medium-sized 
firms in the UK within the last year.

We have found that, away from 
the much-debated leadership 
characteristics of individuals, 
successful leaders exhibit high levels 
of skill and expertise in a defined 
number of competencies. These 
competencies include external 
awareness, self-awareness and 
reflection, delegation, decision-
making and recruiting and hiring.

Strategic leadership competencies
External awareness is an 
individual’s ability to stay abreast 
of the developments and trends in 
the wider marketplace. This can 
be done in a number of ways but 
usually includes building a solid 
network within one’s industry, 
building relationships that allow 
for the genuine exchange of 
ideas and eliciting information 
on market challenges. Other 
channels include reading publically-
available information, such as 
newspapers and trade journals, 
as well as attending conferences 
and developing linkages with 
organisations in a similar field.

Knowing what’s out there and 
developing an understanding of 
external challenges helps to focus 
the strategy of an organisation. 
It helps to see the opportunities 
an organisation has to grow by 
learning from peers and comparable 
organisations in other industries.

One leader we have worked with, 
who was particularly aware of the 
importance of staying in touch with 
the external marketplace, organised 
regular trips for his team to meet 
industry peers and exposed them 

to the workings of best practice 
organisations. He encouraged his 
team to review the practices of 
their own organisation carefully 
and ensure that some of their 
external learning was brought 
in-house and cascaded throughout 
the organisation.

Self-awareness and reflection 
Almost all of the successful leaders 
we work with display high levels 
of self-awareness. They are highly 
reflective on how their personal 
style, their likes and their dislikes 
affect the organisations for which 
they are responsible. They elicit 
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 draw on the 

support from individuals around 
them to complement their 
strengths and development needs. 

One particularly inspirational 
individual put his COO in charge 
of recruiting missing board 
members as he became aware of 
his own poor performance in this 
area. He was quick to decide that 
he did not have to take ownership 
for everything and, instead, should 
focus on his strengths, which lay 
in the marketing and business 
development arenas.

Self-awareness is a competency 
that is particularly difficult to 
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. 

To quote one such leader: “In 
the end, it is my job to decide 
what should be done and it is my 
responsibility to take the risk of 
making that choice. I would never 
let my people know how difficult 
a decision might have been for me 
because I need them to trust me 
and believe that we are going in the 
right direction.”

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 himself. 
Some of the most successful people 
we work with have had to deal with 
failures and substantial setbacks – 
often early on in their careers. 

Many describe these difficult 
times as critical for laying the 
foundation for future success. As 
one person put it: “I never thought 
something like bankruptcy would 
happen to me. I thought I was 
naturally going to be successful 
and my business would continue to 
grow. Accepting failure has made 
me even more determined but also 
more cautious and realistic in my 
aspirations.”

Delegation From what we have 
learned, 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 under him. 
Processes need to be in place to 
track progress and measure results. 
In addition, the most effective 
leaders do not simply delegate 
‘tasks’ – they delegate decision-
making capability while remaining 
accessible if problems occur and 
issues are elevated.

One particular leader who has 
mastered the art of delegation 
shared with us that his goal was to 
come back from holiday and have 

Few leaders have an innate 
sense of what it means to 
lead an organisation in a 
strategic sense
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nothing on his desk. This, for him, 
would prove the independence of 
his team members while giving 
him the headspace to further 
challenge them and improve 
performance.

Delegation is also a key driver 
for people development 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 individuals. It is a 
vicious circle: the leader may feel 
that no one has the capabilities and 
drive to lighten his load and the 
followers may shy away from action 
and responsibility because they feel 
that the leader does not want to let 
go and does not trust them to do a 
good job. 

Many of the successful leaders 
we have worked with 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.

Decision-making We have found 
that 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 help of expert third parties 
and encourage their teams 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, we have 
found that many organisational 
challenges require the leader to 
react quickly and, often, even take 
substantial risks to ensure his 
organisation remains effective. 

Leaders able to achieve this 
demonstrate tremendous trust in 
their own judgement. They rely 
implicitly on their instincts and 
experience to make the tough call.

For example, a CEO of a 
chemical manufacturing business 
was faced with imminent 
regulatory changes that required 
him to put safety measures in 
place without which he would 
have to close down a plant. 

The organisation did not have 
the capital to adhere to these 
changes. However, he closed 
down the plant quickly, got 
together with his chief lieutenants 
and defined new ways of 
expanding their proposition.

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. 

One individual told us: “I make 
sure there is sign-off on all required 
resources at the same time as 
making a decision – otherwise 
nothing ever happens and the 
organisation does not believe you 
are serious.”

Recruiting and hiring Many of 
the individuals we have worked 
with understand the people 
needs of their organisations. 
They recruit, or instruct others to 
recruit, the best they can afford, 
given the requirements of their 
business. However, 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. 

The biggest lesson we 
have learned is that the 
most effective leaders put 
the organisation first
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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.

One of our clients told us: “I can 
get very anxious and impatient. 
When things go badly I am prone 
to overreact. My FD has been with 
me for a very long time. He sees 
this happen and often just turns 
a blind eye. He implicitly knows 
when I am overreacting and he 
coaches my other reports through 
these times. 

“Our relationship works because 
he respects me for what I do for the 
business and the passion I have; he 
also understands the difficulties that 
may come with this.”

Recruiting effective followers, 
in our view, requires an acute 
awareness of oneself and the 
environment one creates as a leader. 
It also requires one to develop 
trust in the team and to develop a 
partnership with individuals able to 
balance one’s approach.

How can you develop these 
competencies?
We have found that few leaders 
have an innate sense of what it 
means to lead an organisation 
in a strategic sense. Many have 
taught themselves, learning from 
experience what it is they need to 
develop to be successful. 

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. 
We have outlined competencies 
above that can help with this. 

The biggest lesson we have 
learned from working with leaders, 
however, is that the most effective 
ones put the organisation first. 
They think about their teams and 
their employees and the objectives 
on which they need to deliver. They 
think about how they can support 
and serve them before they think 
about themselves.

Interventions that have proven 
particularly helpful in improving 
the way an organisation is led have 
included: 

One-to-one coaching/•	
mentoring with the senior 
leaders, ensuring that they give 
themselves the space to think 
about the wider requirements of 
the business and are prepared for 
the challenges they face in the 
longer term
360° feedback exercises•	  drawing 
on the input of reports, peers, 
industry friends, suppliers and 
customers to increase self-
awareness and reflection
Structured skills gap analysis•	  of 
medium- and top-level managers 
to evaluate the capabilities of 
individuals and the organisation 
as a whole
Reviewing governance and •	
decision-making processes 

within the senior team to 
ensure decision-making remains 
effective and purposeful while 
leading to real outcomes for the 
organisation
Recruitment support•	  to ensure 
that leaders hire individuals who 
are compatible with them and fill 
the skills gap at the top level. 

References

1 Hambrick D C, Mason P A “Upper echelons: 
The organization as a reflection of its top 
managers” Academy of Management Review 
9(2) 193-206 (1984)

Jana Klimecki is director of Tyler 
Mangan and head of its leadership 
development practice. She can be 
contacted on +44 (0)7841 679334 or at                         
jana@tylermangan.com. 


