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5 Things Great Leaders Do        by Mani Ashleman 

In the Human Resources function, we are often asked to filter or drill down to the critical components of 

great leadership. What is the correct list of competencies that define a great leader?    While we all are willing to 

acknowledge that a leader is so much more than the sum of his or her skills and experiences, we are 

uncomfortable with vagueness because if we can’t break it down, how can we identify, recruit and develop a great 

leader?  If the myriad of articles on “how to be, identify and develop” great leaders isn’t a perfect demonstration 

of its illusiveness, I don’t know what is.  We confuse skills with actions and behaviors with leadership philosophies.  

Leadership style and philosophy is distinct from leadership actions.  The difference is the how vs. the what.  What a 

leader does every day is a reflection of the philosophy and beliefs of that leader.  

So how do we define great leaders?  They consistently achieve results through their team; they engender 

respect and trust from their team, they take the performance of the organization to the next level. They bring 

people together, they know how to lead multiple functions.   That was easy enough.  So you’ll find most great 

leaders descriptions are based on observable results.  The problem is that that when you look for this person, you 

may find people who were able to achieve results in specific circumstances which may not fit with conditions in 

which you operate.   On the flip side, you’ll often hear of leaders needing specific industry experiences to succeed.  

This may lead to a narrow perspective particularly in a situation where you are looking to make a change or 

improvement.   Then you may hear “well if they are really smart, they’ll be able to figure out most any situation”.  

This is probably getting closer to the truth, but there is more to it than just being smart.  It’s not a specific set of 

competencies; it is something far more prosaic. 

A great leader maintains discipline.  This may sound overly simplistic, but it is actually incredibly difficult 

for many people to do.  Great leadership begins with rigor and consistency in practice.  This is not a new concept, 

but it needs to be said again and again, because it is not sexy at all and it doesn’t seem intuitively that years of 

MBA programs and thousands of dollars of training should boil down to discipline.  Great Leadership requires 

diligence and a commitment to the practicing a very specific set of skills – and I do believe they are skills- over and 

over and over until they become second nature.  Some will be easier than others, but all of them can be learned 

and requires practice. 

1. Disciplined Adherence to Values:  A great leader is guided by a set of principles (values and beliefs) 

that govern his/her decisions and interactions.  He/She has a code by which he/she lives in this world 

and will not be shaken from those beliefs because they know those principles to be true.  They know 

who they are.   This covers everything from how they treat others, how they absorb feedback, to how 

they manage their work life, personal life and community life.  Their actions are always in alignment 

with their values.  They are zealots in protecting these values.  These values come from a place of 

goodness and justness.  First and foremost, they are direct with people – honest and genuine, kind 

and open in their communications.  If you think that this comes easily to them, it doesn’t.  They 

practice it every day. 

 

2. Disciplined Adherence to an Operating Cadence:  They understand the importance of maintaining a 

rhythm to their leadership.  These are the fundamental building blocks of creating a culture.  This 

includes regular well planned and organized reviews, meetings and assessments.  Each provides 

specific information and offer a several critical things:  it provides predictability of expectations to the 
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team, it enables the leader to gauge his teams’ grasp of their areas of accountability and it provides 

the leader an opportunity to observe the interactions within the team .   

 

3. Disciplined Adherence to Priorities:  They don’t have 20 priorities, they have 3.  They are zealots to 

those 3 and don’t move off of those 3 unless there is a compelling reason to change the direction of 

the ship.  They measure results, but they don’t track 30 metrics when 3 are appropriate.  They don’t 

have 5 hour staff meetings with 15 people when 1 with the 5 right people is enough.  An important 

caveat is that they know what the critical levers are and they ensure their teams know these levers as 

well.  It is within the framework of these priorities that creativity can blossom and take the 

organization in the right direction instead of getting off track.  Often, we give too much room and 

allow for too much white space to innovate.  The human brain needs a structure in which to operate. 

 

4. Disciplined Adherence to Approach:  

a. Performance Management: They feed the souls of the people around them with the type of 

nourishment and weeding that helps them grow and develop into strong performers.  They 

do this every day – and document it twice per year.  They do it naturally and expect it of 

their team.  Why? Because it is part of what creates a performance driven culture. 

b. Motivation: They know that early small wins are the key to confidence and big wins.  They 

ensure that team members are able to get some wins under their belt. Because priorities 

have been narrowed, this becomes easier to do and the payoff is big. 

Talent Management: They know they have 6-8 months to get the right leadership team into 

place after starting a new role.  After that time they lose momentum and credibility.  They 

know that “ok” is not good enough.  They aggressively top grade but they are not reckless 

about it.  They know that the right team is everything. 

 

5. Disciplined Use of Horsepower: Great leaders are not just smart, they use their intelligence to set the 

organization’s direction and equally importantly, they help people (above and below) understand and 

breakdown complex issues into simpler components in the context of the team direction.  They make 

this look easy, but it is not.  This is critical, because it enables the organization to work toward a 

common understandable goal. 

This is formulaic for a good leader.  They weren’t necessarily born with this set of skills.  They developed it 

and practiced it over and over until it became part of their DNA.  They listen to the others but in the context of the 

principles outlined.  When you spend time with this type of leader, you want to work hard for them and you feel 

like your contributions are valued and you feel that you are learning and improving and achieving results.   There 

are many different styles of leadership. This article doesn’t address which to use when.  In some cases, leaders may 

need to come in and simply “lay down the law” as a parent might do in an undisciplined environment.  Other cases 

may require a softer touch, and more inclusion of the team in direction setting, but the principles outlined above 

never change.   The key to maintaining this discipline is utilizing a set of tools to help you practice and manage 

each of these areas.  How do you do this?  Set up a system that makes sense, a process, tools and the culture will 

follow.   Don’t over think it –just do it.  Refine it and re-do it, but don’t spend so much time thinking and planning 

about getting it perfect that you never start. 


