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The fallacy that the development of 
leadership is a process of changing 
from the inside out persists because 
of the way leadership is tradition-

ally studied. Researchers all too often iden-
tify high-performing or innovative leaders, 
and then set out to study who these leaders 
are or what they do. Inevitably, the research-
ers discover that effective leaders are highly 
self-aware, purpose-driven and authentic. 
But with little investigation into how the lead-
ers became that way, the research falls short 
of providing realistic guidance for our own  
personal journeys.

So my research has focused instead on 
the development of a leader’s identity – how 
people come to see and define themselves as  

leaders. I have found that people become lead-
ers by doing leadership work.

Through this process of consciously “act-
ing like a leader,” the social recognition and 
the reputation that develop over time with 
repeated demonstrations of leadership create 
conditions for what psychologists call inter-
nalizing a leadership identity – coming to see 
oneself as a leader and seizing more and more 
opportunities to behave accordingly.

This cycle of acting like a leader and then 
thinking like a leader – of change from the out-
side in – creates what I call outsight.

My studies of leaders in transition show 
there are several things executives can do to 
increase outsight. The process starts by rede-
fining your job – in other words making your 
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day-to-day work more strategic, which is the 
main focus of this article. 

Realizing your leadership potential also in-
volves redefining your network and yourself – 
two other aspects that I will touch on briefly in 
this article but which are detailed in my latest 
book, Act Like a Leader, Think Like a Leader.

Redefining Your Job
Taking a strategic approach to your job entails 
knowing what to do among the many things 
competing for your attention, how to get it 
done, and why. Unfortunately, the way most of 
us do our work leaves little room for this kind 
of strategic action.

Consider your typical workday. For most 
managers, the day begins with a quick check 
of the most urgent emails, followed by rounds 
of meetings and conference calls with their 
teams and key customers. Incessant travel, 
talent shortages, high turnover in emerging 
markets and retrenchment in mature ones 
add to an already overburdened workload. 
The responsibilities pile up as new corporate 
initiatives, compliance demands and urgent 
requests keep pouring in from every corner.

At the end of a long day, what do you have 

to show for it? The in-box is full again and the 
requested reports, budgets or analyses have 
yet to be finished. There is little time left over 
to think about why you do what you do – about 
the greater meaning and purpose of your work 
beyond the immediate deliverables. Little 
wonder, then, that long-ranging, strategic-
level goals and concerns get crowded out by 
the tyranny of the daily routine.

Doing the same thing over and over – per-
fecting a competency, becoming a specialist 
– can be one means of being successful. Yet, 
ironically, by only ever focusing on applying 
the skills and competencies that have made 
you successful up until now in your daily work, 
you are actually limiting the time needed to 
devise clear strategies for reaching your longer 
term career goals.

To develop your leadership potential, it is 
essential to reallocate your time to prioritize 
unfamiliar and novel activities that will boost 
your capacity to act more strategically through 
a wider view of your business, your group’s 
place in the organization and your work’s con-
tribution to outcomes that matter. 

Three actions lie at the core of this ap-
proach. Let’s consider each in turn.

1. AVOID COMPETENCY TRAPS 
 
We all like to do what we already do well. 
Sports coaches tell us that amateur golfers 
spend too much of their time practicing their 
best swings at the expense of the aspects of 
their game that need more work. Likewise, 
every year, we see the downfall of yet another 
company that was once the undisputed leader 
in a given product, service or technology, but 
that missed the boat when a new, disruptive 
technology came along.

That is precisely what happens when we 
let the operational day job crowd out our en-
gagement in more strategic, higher-value-

Most professionals aspiring 
to positions of greater 
responsibility have little 
time to map out a strategy 
for reaching their long-term 
career goals. But what made 
executives successful in the 
past does not guarantee their 
success in the future. In this 
article, the author of Act Like 
a Leader, Think Like a Leader 
discusses how executives 
can step up their leadership 

potential. The thoughtful 
approach consists of three 
core elements: making 
your day-to-day work more 
strategic; diversifying your 
network; and transforming 
your leadership style and 
identity. It may take some 
time until these activities 
become habits, but once the 
changes become internalized, 
your identity as a leader will 
be clear.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

To develop your leadership potential, it is essential to 
reallocate your time to prioritize unfamiliar and novel 
activities that will boost your capacity to act more 
strategically.
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added activities. Like athletes and compa-
nies, managers and professionals over-invest 
in their strengths under the false assumption 
that what produced their past successes will 
necessarily lead to future wins. Eventually we 
become trapped in well-honed routines that 
no longer correspond to the requirements of 
a new environment.

The mastery we feel is like a drug, deepen-
ing both our enjoyment and our sense of self-
efficacy. It also biases us to believe that the 
things we do well are the most valuable and 
important, justifying the time that we devote 
to them.

As one unusually frank, high-potential 
manager told me, it can be hard to do other-
wise: “I annoy a lot of people by not being sym-
pathetic to their priorities. It’s feedback I’ve 
had throughout my career: you work on things 
you like and think are important. It is a prob-
lem. It can seem disrespectful. Do I want to 
work on it? I should but probably never will.”

This means it is our very strengths that can 
cause us to fail. As we develop mastery of our 
job, we over-focus on internal, operational  
issues.

Perversely, the trap is sprung because we 
are delivering on our results – and chances are 
that we will, because we are good at what we 
do. Many bosses will conspire to keep us where 
we are because we can be relied on to perform. 
What’s more, they will justify their self-serv-
ing decision by pointing out that we have not 
shown enough leadership potential.

Because most of us come to define our 
jobs in terms of our core strengths and skills, 
similar versions of this story play out when-
ever we are asked to move from the familiar to 
the unfamiliar. We have difficulty making the 
transition from work firmly rooted in our own 
functional knowledge or expertise, to work 
that depends on guiding diverse parties, many 
outside our direct control, to a shared goal – 
that is, the work of leadership.

2. UNDERSTAND WHAT LEADERS DO  
 
At its essence, management entails doing  
today’s work as efficiently and competently as 
possible within established goals, procedures 
and organizational structures. 

Leadership, in contrast, is aimed at creat-
ing change in what we do and how we do it, 
which is why leadership requires working 
outside established goals, procedures and 
structures, and explaining to others why it’s 
necessary to change – even when the reasons 
may be blatantly obvious to us.

When doing our routine work, we’re ask-
ing, “How can we do the work better – in other 
words, faster, in a less costly way, with higher 
quality?” We spend our time with our teams 
and current customers, or on our individual 
contributions, executing on plans and goals to 
which we have committed. We usually know 
what we will get for the time, effort and re-
sources that we invest. We have faith that we 
will meet our goals because we are using the 
skills and procedures that have worked for us 
in the past.

When doing leadership work, we’re asking, 
“What should we be doing instead?” We spend 
our time on things that might not have any im-
mediate payoff or, indeed, might not even pay 
off at all. 

For example, we might be looking beyond 
our normal functions to envision a different 
future. Because transformation is always 
more uncertain than incremental progress 
(or decline), belief in the rightness of a new 
direction requires a leap of faith. 

We are more inclined to take the leap when 
the change engages us and when we buy into 
not only what the leaders do but, crucially, 
who they are and what they stand for.

To act like leaders, we will have to devote 
much of our time to the following practices 
that research shows leaders commonly do.

Management entails doing today’s work as efficiently 
and competently as possible. Leadership, in contrast, 
is aimed at creating change in what we do and how we 
do it – to envision a different future.
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