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If you Google the word leader, you get 
more than 300 million hits. On Amazon, 
there are 480,881 books today whose top-
ics have to do with leaders. It doesn’t help 
to go to Wikipedia to get a clearer defini-
tion because, right off the bat, 11 different 
types of leaders are named, from bureau-
cratic to transformational, to laissez-faire. 
In the field of leadership, there are as many 
opinions as there are writers, and there is 
also a lack of common language and tools. 
So it’s no wonder that if you ask any room-
ful of leaders or potential leaders what ef-
fective leaders need to be, know, or do, you 
get as many answers as there are people in 
the room. 
 We believe that it is time to bring to-
gether decades of theorizing about leader-
ship: we need to simplify and synthesize 
rather than generate more complexity and 
confusion. 

Excerpted, with permission of the publisher, from The 
AMA Handbook of Leadership, Edited by Marshall Gold-
smith, John Baldoni, and Sarah McArthur. Published by 
AMACOM. Copyright 2009, Marshall Goldsmith, John Bal-
doni, and Sarah McArthur. For more information, visit: 
www.amacombooks.org

What is  
an effective 
leader?
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Last, I believe that leadership, at its essence, is absolutely a state of mind. It isn’t just about those who have direct reports. Leadership 
can and does exist at all levels in an organization. And as leaders, we must model the behaviour we want to see from others. If we can 
establish a framework for what we want to achieve and inspire a sense of ownership for the work we do, we will not only deliver suc-
cessfully; we will instill pride and commitment to the leader and organization as a whole. Our days are busy and our workloads are full, 
but it is up to each of us to invest time in developing ourselves and our leaders of tomorrow.

Are you working on developing leaders in your organization? Tell us more: leadership@cmcoutperform.com 

• Self Awareness – a leader must have a clear sense of who 
they are and the impact their actions and behaviour can have 
on others. This can ensure they are able to adapt their style 
and approach in order to bring the best out of their employees.

• Having a Vision – people need to understand what they are 
trying to create and what they are moving towards. It is the 
role of the leader to set the direction for the team and to  
establish a clear line of sight between their individual  
contributions and the objectives of the organization.

• Client Centricity – a leader must understand what clients 
(internal and external) are looking for and value so they can 
establish the focus, principles and products/services that are 
key to delivering on these expectations.

• Treating Employees as People – employees are whole 
people. They can’t be one person when they come into work 
and another when they leave the office. Leaders must connect 
with their employees personally and truly understand what 
drives them in order to engage them successfully.

• The Ability to Communicate – a leader must believe and 
demonstrate that communication is a 2-way competency. It 
is just as much about listening as it is about speaking openly 
and honestly. How we communicate impacts our ability to 
collaborate with others, create alignment and to influence and 
motivate others toward the desired results. 

• A Strong Sense of Accountability – a leader must be prepared 
to step up when the news is bad, not just when the news is 
good. They are ultimately accountable for the delivery of 
results – both the outcome and the path to get there.

• A Commitment to Learning – a leader must stay curious 
about learning and should take advantage of relevant  
opportunities to develop and grow. Our circumstances change 
and the lens through which we evaluate people and situations 
will evolve with experience. We can learn from our mistakes, 
try new approaches and share our experience with, and learn 
from, others.

As a leading provider of talent development solutions, I believe it is critically important that as an organization, we ‘walk the talk’. 
In my 20+ years as a business leader, my expectations of myself and my leadership team are founded on some of the competencies  
I believe are absolutely critical to leading with both your heart and mind. 
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This rule is embodied in the strategist  
dimension of the leader. Strategists 
answer the question, “Where are we 
going?” and they make sure that those 
around them understand the direction  
as well. They figure out where the  
organization needs to go to succeed; 
they test these ideas pragmatically 
against current resources (money, 
people, organizational capabilities); and 
they work with others to figure out how 
to get from the present to the desired 
future. Strategists have a vision about 
the future and are able to position their 
organizations to create and respond to 
that future. The rules for strategists are 
about creating, defining, and delivering 
principles of what can be. 

Turn what you know into what you do. The 
executor dimension of the leader focuses 
on the question, “How will we make sure 
we get to where we are going?” Executors 
translate strategy into action and put the 
systems in place for others to do the same. 
Executors understand how to make change 
happen, assign accountability, know which 
key decisions to take and which to delegate, 
and make sure that teams work well 
together. They keep promises to multiple 
stakeholders. The rules for executors 
revolve around discipline for getting things 
done and the technical expertise to get the 
right things, done right. 

Leaders who optimize talent answer the 
question, “Who goes with us on our business 
journey?” Talent managers know how to 
identify, build, and engage talent to get 
results now. They identify what skills are 
required, draw talent to their organizations, 
engage these people, communicate  
extensively, and ensure that employees 
turn in their best efforts. Talent managers 
generate intense personal, professional, and 
organizational loyalty. The rules for talent 
managers center on resolutions that help 
people develop themselves for the good  
of the organization. 

The five rules of leadership

> From the body of interviews we conducted, we concluded 
that 60 to 70% of leadership effectiveness would be revealed in a  
code – if we could crack it! Synthesizing the data, the interviews, 
and our own research and experience, we emerged with a frame-
work that we simply call the Leadership Code, made up of The 
Five Rules of Leadership. These make up leadership DNA. 
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Leaders who are human capital developers 
answer the question, “Who stays and sustains 
the organization for the next generation?” 
Talent managers ensure shorter-term 
results through people, while human capital 
developers ensure that the organization 
has the longer-term competencies required 
for future strategic success; they ensure 
that the organization will outlive any single 
individual. Just as good parents invest 
in helping their children succeed, human 
capital developers help future leaders be 
successful. Throughout the organization, 
they build a workforce plan focused on  
future talent, understand how to develop 
that talent, and help employees see their 
future careers within the company. Human 
capital developers install rules that  
demonstrate a pledge to building the  
next generation of talent. 

At the heart of the Leadership Code –  
literally and figuratively – is personal  
proficiency. Effective leaders cannot be 
reduced to what they know or what they 
do. Who they are as human beings has 
everything to do with how much they can 
accomplish with and through other people. 
 Leaders are learners: from success, 
failure, assignments, books, classes, people, 
and life itself. Passionate about their beliefs 
and interests, they expend enormous personal 
energy on and give great attention to  
whatever matters to them. Effective leaders 
inspire loyalty and goodwill in others 
because they themselves act with integrity 
and trust. Decisive and impassioned, they 
are capable of bold and courageous moves. 
Confident in their ability to deal with 
situations as they arise, they can tolerate 
ambiguity. 

Each leader must be at least average in his or her ‘weaker’ leader-
ship domains. It is possible to train someone to learn how to be 
strategic, execute, manage talent, and develop future talent. There 
are behaviours and skills in each domain that can be identified, 
developed, and mastered. Leaders must be able to grow. The high-
er up the organization that the leader rises, the more he or she 
needs to develop excellence in more than one of the five domains.

Over the last few years that we have worked with these five rules 
of leadership, we have come to some summary observations: 
 All leaders must excel at personal proficiency. Without the 
foundation of trust and credibility, you cannot ask others to follow 
you. While individuals may have different styles (introvert/extro-
vert, intuitive/sensing, etc.), an individual leader must be seen as 
having personal proficiency to engage followers. This is probably 
the toughest of the five domains to train and some individuals are 
naturally more capable than others. All leaders must have one 
towering strength. Most successful leaders assume at least one of 
the five roles in which they excel and most are personally predis-
posed to one of the five areas. These are the signature strengths of 
your leaders. 
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