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Leadership:  
The Power to Transform Lives 

Our world will be radically different 10 years 

from now! How will you lead it? 

Our world is amazing. It offers more opportunities than ever before in history. But this world is 
also changing fast. For example, 5G is expected to revolutionize technology, economy and 
society over the next 10 years. All aspects of our lives will be impacted: mobility, business, 
entertainment, health, education, ethics. And it’s not going to stop there! While 5G represents a 
quantum leap forward, the future 6G could potentially be 8,000 times faster than 5G. Can you 
imagine? I can’t. Nobody knows where that leads us. But what is certain is that we will need a 
new breed of leaders to drive the transformation and get people on board. Will you be one of 
them?  Read more to find out!  
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What is the common denominator between Nelson Mandela, Mahatma Ghandi, Elon Musk, 

Donald Trump, Julius Caesar, Ricardo Semler, Carles Puigdemont, Napoleon Bonaparte, Oprah 

Winfrey, Xi Jinping …? (*this list is deliberately diverse, random and debatable). 

The answer is strong leadership. They all have/had the ability to win an audience, their audience, 

get people’s hearts, heads and hands, and lead them from point A to point B. 

But what does leadership mean? 

How does this apply to the professional world? 

What can you do to enhance my leadership impact? 

A.      What does leadership mean? 

Merriam-Webster defines leadership as 1: the office or position of a leader - 2: capacity to lead - 

3: the act or an instance of leading. 

I will spare you the millions of definitions out there. 

When you google the word leadership, you get … 

2,360,000,000 results! This demonstrates the paradox 

of leadership. There is enough literature and research 

available to transform each of us into a leader par 

excellence. What makes the difference is knowing 

where to start, where to go, where not to go, and how to 

develop new habits. The acclaimed English conductor 

Ben Zander used a nice metaphor: we all have a statue 

inside us, we are a stone that needs carving, but 

potentially every stone can be carved into a formidable statue.  

So, where do I start? 

Throughout my career as a leader, an entrepreneur, and a leadership expert, I have been 

exposed to many models and definitions of leadership including comprehensive competency 

models, psychological profiles and long résumés. I have worked with leaders in their daily life, 

from top executives to team leaders or scrum masters. I have had the pleasure to befriend 

entrepreneurs, executives, presidents of associations or clubs. I myself have had the opportunity 

to lead projects and teams. I have created businesses. 

In this article, I would like to summarize my personal experience, based on successes and 

failures, of leadership as an observer and as a practitioner, with a blend of science and theory, a 

little, and practical experience, a lot. 
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I do not intend to come up with a new miracle formula – is there one by the way? - nor to theorize 

on leadership. Many have done that before, sometimes brilliantly. My objective is to trigger some 

sound reflection to inspire you, leaders and potential leaders from all walks of life, to pause, make 

new decisions and take action, when you deem it necessary, in order to trim your sails. 

At this stage, it would be useful to clarify a few points of semantics to start with. 

Leader vs. Entrepreneur 

Are entrepreneurs leaders ? Just as they are many definitions of the word “leader”, so there are 

of “entrepreneur”, and its meaning can have diverse connotations that have changed throughout 

the centuries or vary from one language to the next. Let’s agree that an entrepreneur is someone 

who takes personal risks to build up an organization or a project (whether for profit or otherwise). 

The word evokes notions such as risk, breaking away from the pack, and questioning status quo 

as well as the conventions – none of these automatically associated with leadership. Are all 

entrepreneurs leaders, then? Well, they probably must be to a certain extent. At least, if they want 

to get over the initial hump and build a sustainable project or organization. If you want to gather 

resources and rally people to your cause, you need a good dose of leadership.   

Leader vs. CXO (or Director or Manager) 

What’s in a name? I view leadership as an attribute that 

people display in their private, social or professional lives, 

whatever their walk of life, their professional position, or 

function. Although one may assume that CXO, Directors 

and Managers all possess leadership skills by definition, 

they may not necessarily have the leadership level required 

to be fully successful and build a sustainable business. 

Sometimes their lack of leadership skills is partly 

compensated by industry expertise, good management skills or in-depth political savvy. The risk 

in such cases often is that those managers get no more than short term results. But by doing so, 

they can also waste (human) resources, and prove toxic to the culture of their organization. Some 

may be lucky and manage to keep flying under the radar.  They manage to conceal the damage 

they inflict and get promoted or rotated soon enough before the long-term negative outcomes of 

their actions become apparent.  My own perception, borne out of experience, is that true 

leadership is in scarce supply - and yes, that is also true at the very top of organizations! 

Leader vs. your neighbor or your brother-in-law 

Joking apart, there is this neighbor, this brother- or sister-in-law, or that parent in your kids ‘school 

who has charisma, an aura, an undeniable capacity to win an audience, to influence, to inspire. 

They are all leaders, in their own way. Yet, they may not necessarily make an impressive career 

or own their own business. So, is that leadership? Yes, it is. Undoubtedly. Yet, this shows that 

leadership alone is not enough to make a career or build a thriving business.  

http://www.performhanceconsulting.com/


4                   Leadership : The Power To Transform Lives© – Olivier Courtois – February 2020 

                                           www.oliviercourtois.com  

These people demonstrate some facets of leadership but if we want to understand what makes 

a leader successful in the professional world, we need to broaden the set of criteria employed to 

assess leadership of the highest order. 

Leader vs. You@Work 

As many of you are probably reading this article with their professional life in mind, I will focus on 

leadership in that specific context. Research has shown what great leadership looks like. Knowing 

what is required is not a problem. The issue starts when one tries to match reality - meaning 

flesh-and-blood people – with the ideal profile.  Recruiting someone who ticks all, or just most of, 

the boxes is mission impossible. Developing all their missing criteria is just as hopeless.  If you 

don’t tick all the boxes – which is the case for most humans -, you will have to make two shrewd 

choices. 

Assuming you have done your homework 

to identify where your leadership 

strengths and weaknesses lie, you will 

first have to decide what type of career or 

environment will give you most chance to 

shine and thrive. 

Second, you will have to build up a 

cunning development plan, with clear 

priorities, to achieve a subtle balance. 

Leveraging your strengths to stand out 

from the crowd, while focusing on a few 

development priorities that give your most 

chance to get quick and long-term return. 

Failing to do so will inevitably slow you 

down or stall your career, either because you might not leverage your strengths enough and dilute 

your efforts focusing excessively on developing too many weaker points at a time. Or because 

you might ignore some necessary development areas, clinging to your few strengths that have 

made you succeed until now, and ultimately derail your career. Sadly, there are many such 

hapless cases that spring to mind. 

Now ‘our choices are half chance. Focusing on the right thing will not guarantee success. Life is 

unfair. One of the attributes of real leaders is to accept their fate stoically and get past 

disappointments, obstacles and setbacks with grace. We must focus our attention on what we 

can control, remain agile enough to deal with the unexpected outcomes and to be prepared to 

change tack when the wind blows in a different direction. 
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B.   How does this apply to the professional world? 

A question that has long been debated is whether leadership can be developed or if you have it 

in you. Nurture vs. Nature. I am sure that if you read this article, you believe that leadership skills 

can be developed. You are right, but with a caveat. 

Your strengths are, by definition, what you are good at. But it should also be something that you 

enjoy. 

You have natural talents in some areas, and not in others. Yet, you can develop skills or behaviors 

at which you are less talented. Latest research in neuroplasticity shows that new habits can be 

developed through practice, beyond what was deemed impossible only a few years ago. I call 

this the rule 66! Apparently, it takes 66 days of practice to establish a new habit. You want to be 

a writer? Write something every day and you will end up getting into the habit, and one day, who 

knows, become a writer. By the way, 99% of people will stop writing before it grows into a habit. 

This is true for most habits.  

Now, there are some basic truths that you need to keep at the forefront of your mind. 

One of my daughters has a natural talent for singing. 

Although a French speaker, she can listen to an English 

song (when she first started singing, she did not even 

understand the lyrics) and sing it back almost 

effortlessly, reproducing both the tune and lyrics with an 

amazing precision. She auditioned to participate in The 

Voice Belgique at the age of 17 and sailed through the 

selection process. During the ‘blinds’, three members of 

the jury buzzed her song. The only one who did not 

buzz, a famous French singer, had his agent approach 

her that same evening with the proposal that she make an album in Paris.  

Other people who also entered the contest did not make it in spite of the hours, months, and 

sometimes years they put in taking singing lessons. I had never heard my daughter sing at home. 

She had never taken a single singing lesson in her entire life. But what she has is pure talent. 

In the end my daughter never made the album. She never became a professional singer. For a 

simple reason: she never tried hard. Why? Because she did not like to sing in front of big 

audiences. And because she didn’t want to be part of the show biz world. With hard work, she 

would probably have had an interesting singing career. But she was not motivated. 

The lack of motivation is seen as a form of laziness. My experience is different. People are 

motivated by something, when that something is in line with their deep aspirations and it 

resonates with their personality. Lazy kids at school are not always lazy; they may just not see 
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the point of working on something that is not in line with their aspirations or values. To trigger off 

energy and motivation, you need to connect your personal values with your objectives. 

Suppose my daughter had been pushed hard to sing, either by her ambitious parents or her own 

vanity. What would have happened? Nobody knows, but the odds are that she may have 

succeeded … moderately. Ending up frustrated by half successes and a vague feeling of not 

being where she could or should have been.  

Now, spending all your life trying to shine in an area where you have only a moderate talent is 

equally dismal.  It is a recipe for mediocrity or immense frustration. I have seen ‘leaders’ end up 

in their position by accident or by misplaced ego. They needed help to get out of the trap. But 

they were not necessarily aware of this, let alone willing to ‘open the box’. In the meantime, the 

toxic effects on themselves and on their organization were real, even if they passed unnoticed by 

external observers. 

Should I then only focus on enhancing my natural talent and ignore my weaker points? 

Of course not. Let me come back with another 

example from my own family. My eldest 

daughter is a budding design star in London, 

the Mecca of design. When, as a kid, she 

visited her grandparents, they always gave her 

pencils and paper to draw on. Her sister and 

cousins would also do a little drawing, but soon 

tire of it, and look for distractions. But she kept 

at it. Although not too keen on school and 

schoolwork, she continued graphic design 

studies for six years after secondary school, in 

Brussels and Amsterdam, did an internship in Amsterdam and San Francisco, and embarked on 

a career in London – going from junior to senior in less than two years. Recently, one of her 

projects got the attention of the specialized press. All that happened in … English!  

Did she have a natural talent for languages? Absolutely not. She hated her language lessons 

back at school. But by capitalizing on her natural talent – design – -and working hard to stand out 

from the crowd, she found out that good knowledge of English was a must to get exposure in her 

field, and so she learned it on the fly. Would she pass exams in a Language Academy? Probably 

not. But she doesn’t care, and she doesn’t need to, because she has her ‘major’. 

What I have observed with my kids coincides with what I have observed in the 30 years of my 

career. You are more likely to have a successful career if it is based on your natural strengths 

and a genuine motivation, which spurs the energy and perseverance necessary to continuously 

work on your strengths and finally to excel. And in that way you also gain the energy and 

confidence to work on your carefully targeted weaker points. 
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What does leadership look like in the professional world then? 

Successful leadership is related to five areas. These are the areas that should be assessed when 

orienting a potential or accomplished leader in his or her career, whether for selection or for 

development purposes. 

1.       Experience, or track record, is an essential indicator of leadership success of course. What 

has the leader accomplished so far? What situations has s/he faced? What has s/he had to do? 

What has s/he done personally? What results has s/he obtained? This is the area that recruitment 

firms generally focus on. 

2.      OTJ (On-the-Job) observable behaviors and skills are equally useful:  what leaders generally 

demonstrate on the job. For example, as a leader climbs the corporate ladder, s/he is expected 

to demonstrate a Strategic Mindset, or the capacity to let go and Empower.  A competency-based 

interview is generally a good way to form a better view on someone’s behaviors or skills. A 360 

analysis or a simulation can also serve that purpose. 

Experience and observable behaviors and skills 

constitute the visible part of the iceberg. Besides, 

there are other ‘hidden’ areas to be considered: 

3. Leadership potential:  personality traits in areas 

such as personal impact, relationships with others, 

ways of operating. Some of these have more 

leadership potential than others and can be 

developed further, while others are fundamentally 

related to one’s personality, and more arduous to change. 

4.    Derailers & personality-based performance risks: behaviors that one may exhibit under 

pressure and that could undermine or inhibit performance. For example a leader with a helpful, 

nurturing personality, when trying to Empower others, may be tempted to interfere too much with 

his or her team members in an attempt to be over protective, or s/he may not follow up their work 

consistently, afraid of bothering them. A leader with a dominant personality may at first allow 

autonomy and suddenly shift to micromanagement and criticism when things become even 

slightly derailed, without considering the whole spectrum of leadership attitudes available 

between micromanagement and full autonomy. It is at all times helpful to understand the leader’s 

personality to better predict any potential supporting or derailing behaviors in the future. 

5.     Motives, Values and Preferences: as we have seen earlier, the leader’s success is strongly 

linked to his or her personal drivers and values. Failing to consider them with the same attention 

given to experience, behaviors, potential or personality traits, is ill-advised and risky.  
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C.   What can I do to enhance my leadership impact?      

Before elaborating on what one can do to enhance one’s leadership and how to approach 

leadership optimization, I would first like to look at the why. 

Why do I need leadership? Why does it matter? And why should I bother? 

Our world is amazing. It offers more opportunities than ever before in history. But this world is 

also changing fast. Actually, faster and faster. Think of this. Over the next ten years, 5G is  

 

expected to revolutionize technology, economy and society. All aspects of our lives will be 

significantly impacted: mobility, business, entertainment, health, education, ethics. At the end of 

2020 (one year from now), the global 5G market is expected to double in size. In several Chinese 

cities, street vendors from another age have disappeared in less than a decade and been 

replaced by organic food markets where cash and credit cards are no longer accepted. You are 

expected to pay with your phone. Or to starve. 

When it comes to predictions of what impact the new technologies will have on our lives, there is 

a common pattern: their short-term effects are always greatly overestimated, and the long-term 

ones blatantly underestimated. Nobody knows where the new technologies will take us. 

But we can be sure that the world will need leaders with the ability to chart the way into new 

territories, and inspire people to cross the Rubicon and, above all, to involve everyone in creating 

a better, and dare I say, more humane and inclusive world for all. 
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At the heart of these transformations, the link between individuals and society will be the 

organizations. Purposeful, ethical, and effective organizations will be the most powerful lever to 

transform the world. And by doing so, impact the lives of many.  

These organizations are likely to have different forms: pyramidal, sociocracy, network-based, you 

name it.  But whatever their structure, one thing is for sure: these organizations will require 

leaders and teams with intelligence, energy, and ethics. 

In this respect, there is bad news and good news. Let’s start with the bad: leadership is in short 

supply. Our world desperately needs a new breed of leaders. The good news: each of us is a 

stone that can potentially be carved into a formidable statue. We can – and must – develop the 

leaders of the future. And each of us needs to perfect our own leadership potential. Relentlessly. 

Leadership is not the sole preserve of the lucky few at the top. Personal leadership at every level 

and in every role makes a huge difference to an organization's performance and market value. If 

we want strong leaders, we also need strong individuals with personal leadership to complete the 

picture. 

So, what can I do to enhance my leadership impact? 

Purpose-led, effective, courageous, authentic leadership emerges at the convergence of outside-

in leadership, dictated by external, ever changing requirements, and inside-out leadership, 

inspired by a deep sense of purpose. 

When things get more complex, when events accelerate, it is essential -– and somehow 

counterintuitive – to stop and think. A pause is needed. So, let’s pause.  

How can I become that leader, animated by business ethics, 

authenticity, collaboration, respect, purpose, performance, 

sustainability, and continuous development? 

Leadership development is a never-ending voyage. The first 

attribute of a true leader is the motivation and capacity to 

continuously learn and unlearn. To reinvent oneself even 

though – and maybe especially when – one is successful.  

If you are not ready to reinvent yourself from scratch on a 

regular basis, the rest of this article is irrelevant. 

Human beings are not naturally wired to enjoy change. We are creatures of habits. Yet, the world 

will not stop changing. Here, leaders will have a role to play. They will have to prepare people for 

change, engage them throughout the change process, and in the best cases, develop change 

champions and future leaders. 
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Recently, I was facilitating a workshop to help a digital bank define the mission critical 

competencies they would need in the future. At some point in time, there was a heated debate 

on Innovation. Do we really want our staff to drive innovation? Aren’t they expected to follow the 

processes that we have designed to make them more efficient when developing ‘innovative’ 

products and services? Nice paradox, isn’t it? This could be the topic of another article: the 

paradox of ever-increasing processes to automate, standardize and accelerate execution, 

combined with the increasing necessity to empower people and make our organizations less 

hierarchical, more collaborative and agile.  

This is precisely why we need leaders who have the 

strength, the talent and the skills to keep humanity at the 

center of the system. 

When I work with leaders, I like to work on three dimensions: 

personal leadership, interpersonal leadership, societal 

leadership. Profound and sustainable leadership 

development stems from the interaction of these three 

areas. 

Personal Leadership is your personal essence. Across the 

five areas mentioned earlier (experience, observed behaviors & skills, leadership potential, 

derailers & personality traits, and values & motives), we explore what constitutes the inner world 

of the leader. Psychometrics are a good way to initiate and substantiate the conversation. I have 

no dogma when it comes to psychometrics. Hogan stands high on the list, but there are many 

other great tools out there. The type of tool chosen matters less than the process to help making 

sense of the results from different self-assessment tools combined.  Make sure you work with an 

expert who has the experience of the tools but also enough business experience to contextualize 

the data. What is potentially a wonderful opportunity for a leader to think of the roots of his or her 

behaviors, can quickly derail into an annoying or senseless exercise if it is not making business 

sense. 

Interpersonal Leadership is directly correlated with the way you impact others. We now enter the 
world of perceptions. Whatever you think of you, every stakeholder has his or her own 
interpretation and personal experience. In this respect, we often say that perception is reality. 
The quality of interpersonal leadership reflects in the way people feel when dealing with you. Do 
your stakeholders feel valued, emulated, empowered, respected, inspired, ‘thrilled’, bolder, 
cleverer, more enthusiastic when dealing with you? Or just the opposite? The 360-assessment 
tool is generally an interesting approach to collect information. Ideally one by one, during a 
personal interview, or by default with an online 360 assessment tool.   
 
Interpersonal Leadership is also the leadership lever you use to lead teams. Collaboration is the 
essence of organizations. Bringing resources and people together multiplies individual 
capabilities exponentially and allows them to reach ambitious goals. And to align individuals with 
an organization's vision and strategy, the role of teams is essential. Teams deserve attention, 
starting with the top team. This a key responsibility for leaders.  
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Societal leadership is the way you use your leadership to serve a greater cause, how you serve 

your different stakeholders. Starting with your own organization. How do you help your 

organization define and/or achieve its purpose? How do you meet shareholders’ or funders’ 

expectations? How do you bring value to your employees? And how do you impact and serve 

society? Organizations are part of an ecosystem and if they want to be sustainable, attract and 

retain the top talent, they need to think holistically.  

Can you be a successful leader without being – at least a little bit of – - an a@@hole? 

To the risk of coming across as rude, the question is relevant. Some leaders are convinced that 

there is no place at the top for nice people. They confuse firmness that comes from having a 

purpose with firmness from being an AH. Luckily for them, there 

will always be a future for AH. At the end of the day, it is up to 

each of us to decide which category we want to belong to. 

Leaders have character. They may not please all of the people 

all of the time. They are not necessarily looking to please. But 

good leaders are animated by a purpose that transcends their 

own ego-centric interests. They measure their success by the 

contribution they make around them. They may like trophies as 

testimonies of their success, but they don’t work for the trophies, 

they work to change things and impact lives. They understand 

that clients are kings but they also realize that so are all the other 

stakeholders, including the employees. 

So, here are a few points to consider if you don’t want to be an AH! 

With regards to Interpersonal Leadership, pay attention to the way people feel when they interact 

with you. Do they grow and shine or do they shrink and fade to grey when they deal with you? 

What is your shadow when you are absent? How do people speak of you?  

With regards to Societal Leadership, take your own responsibility and make sure you are driven 

by the greater good. See your organization as a lever to contribute to societal development. 

Mankind has its ups and downs, but collective conscience is gradually (and slowly) improving. Be 

an agent of improvement for society and mankind. Develop a clear purpose that will drive your 

actions no matter what, when the going gets tough. Do everything to ensure you feel proud when 

you face your children and grandchildren and explain what you are doing – or what you have 

done. 

With regards to Personal Leadership, don’t be an AH to yourself. As weird as this injunction may 

sound, we are probably the person – shall I say the thing – we care less about. You don’t believe 

me? How come we are doing everything to make sure our dog follows his/her diet or his/her 

treatment and so little about our own. I am not saying this, this is what doctors and vets observe.   
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We take better care of our dogs. When it comes to us, we are capable of the worst. From a mental 

perspective (and physical), it is appalling to see what people sometimes inflict on themselves. If 

you want to be a great leader, you must be at peace with yourself. The purpose of leadership is 

to transform our environment or the world we are not satisfied with. But if you are not happy with 

yourself, how can you be fully focussed on others. 

Would you like to have your clone as a team member, if you were the team leader? 

Finally, I would like to address all employees or 

team members. I meet people who complain 

about their leaders. To those who are in that case, 

I like to ask them: Would you like to have your 

clone as a team member, if you were the team 

leader? Often, it takes two to tango. Sometimes, 

leaders have the employees they deserve. But 

the opposite is also true. Sometimes, employees 

have the leaders they deserve. 

To those who complain, I like to ask: ‘I am sure 

you are all great people, and sorry if I sound a bit 

provocative, but have you ever thought of what you personally bring to the table to improve 

things?’. Life will change and what we consider to be vested rights or certainties, is doomed to 

change. Everything will change. Our job may become irrelevant. Our organization’s purpose may 

become irrelevant. The experience that we have built up over the years may become irrelevant. 

It is important to cultivate a readiness for change and a willingness to take ownership. 

If we are dissatisfied with the situation, we have three options: 1 - be a victim, complain and build 

an image of a whiner. 2 - cope with it with a positive mindset and offer our contribution. 3 - take 

the lead, build a coalition and drive the change that we aspire to see. Develop the leader in us. 

As a leader, we can help others develop that agility and that mindset! 

We have a bright future if we decide so. We must take the lead and build a world that serves 

mankind first, not a world where mankind becomes enslaved.  

We all have the potential to become a formidable statue. Let’s carve our stone and help others 

carve theirs! 

Olivier Courtois – PerformHance Consulting – February 2020© 
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