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The quality of a 

leader is reflected in 

the standards they 

set for themselves.

–Ray Kroc
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The Secret to Great 
Leadership

S ome people seem to have a natural knack for leadership. They 

energize and inspire their team, effectively spearhead projects, make 

positive and lasting changes, and stomp out any fires that might crop 

up. These are the people who are able to foster open conversations 

and brainstorm sessions within their team. They are the ones who know 

exactly how to capitalize on their team members’ strengths, or provide 

support to fill any skill gaps. And they make it all look effortless. 

What’s their secret? What makes some people so successful at 
leadership while others achieve only mild success (or even fail)? 
What steps are they taking and how can you emulate those steps?

The secret to excellent leadership can be found in the development of 

specific skills. I like to think of it as using both hard skills (those skills 

that are traditionally thought of as management skills) and soft skills 

(those that are traditionally thought of as leadership skills). While some 

schools of thought still differentiate between management and 

leadership, I personally believe this is a flawed approach and that the 

best managers incorporate skills from both traditional teachings. 

In the following pages, we will delve into some of the 

key attributes that create successful leaders. 
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Managers and Leaders:
The Traditional Divide
Historically, management and leadership are considered two different 

arenas. Management is traditionally thought to be impersonal, 

systemic, and practical. Leadership brings in a human element and 

explores interpersonal relationships, motivation, team dynamics, and 

employee wellbeing.

Therefore, we think of “manager-types” as people who are adept at a 

variety of hard skills such as organizing teams, measuring data, and 

making decisions. Conversely, we think of leaders as people who utilize 

soft skills like coaching, resolving interpersonal conflict, or motivating 

others to action. This is the traditional breakdown of managerial and 

leadership activities: 

Managers Leaders

✓ Planning

✓ Budgeting

✓ Organizing

✓ Controlling

✓ Coordinating

✓ Resource use

✓ Time management

✓ Decision making

✓ Problem solving

✓ Vision

✓ Motivation

✓ Inspiration

✓ Persuasion

✓ Teamwork

✓ Relationships

✓ Listening

✓ Coaching

✓ Mentoring
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hen you look at the list of customary roles and practices for 

managers and leaders, consider this: Can anyone really be a great 

leader without managerial skills as well? Or vice versa? Don’t we need a 

healthy balance of both hard and soft skills to be successful in life? Why 

wouldn’t that same concept apply to leadership?

Instead of sharply dividing leaders and managers into two spheres, it’s 

time we start acknowledging that both hard and soft skills are essential 

to successful leadership. A well-rounded leader pays attention to both 

systemic, data-driven needs and human needs. 

W
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Managers and Leaders:
A New Synergy

The unity of both hard and soft skills in one person creates an 

individual who cares about the organization and its employees equally. 

This well-balanced person is motivated by systems, as well as people. 

She strives to learn about budgeting and planning, as well as her team’s 

interpersonal struggles and career growth. 

This is a true leader.

Unfortunately, when we step into a supervisory position, many of us are 

only trained in practical managerial skills or practices. We learn the nuts 

and bolts of our position—the financial tracking systems, the 

organizational methods, the day-to-day duties—which are the hard 

skills. Our soft leadership skills are often learned on-the-fly or not at all. 

The single area leaders ask me about most is holding people 

accountable, and this is really a blend of skills (both hard and soft), 

though I talk about accountability as a hard skill since it is so often a 

challenge to leaders.

Become the kind of leader  that 
people would follow voluntarily, 

even if you had no title or position.  
–Brian Tracy

http://peerperformancesolutions.com/accountability-and-leadership/
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he tide is turning, however, and 

many companies are beginning to 

understand the value of training their 

new managers in leadership skills, as 

well as traditional managerial skills. 

But what skills to emphasize? What 

makes a great leader?

Training leaders seems to be a 

subjective undertaking. Doesn’t 

everyone have different ideas about 

what goes into being a top-notch 

leader? Doesn’t it vary from industry 

to industry? Or region to region?

Not necessarily. Researchers have 

found that the same set of traits tend 

to appear over and over again in 

quality leaders.

If you want to have a significant impact on people, on 
organizations, and on communities, you’d be wise to 
invest in learning the behaviors that enable you to 
become the very best leader you can. 

–James M. Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner

T

‘‘
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Key Leadership Attributes

In a research project sponsored by the 

American Management Association, 

leadership experts James Kouzes and 

Barry Posner initially studied over one-

hundred thousand people in order to 

determine what makes a good leader. 

Kouzes and Posner started gathering 

data in the 1980s and have continued 

their research, examining various 

actions and attributes of leaders across 

the globe and measuring the impact of 

those characteristics. Their current 

database holds 1.3 million records and 

provides an opportunity to produce 

normative data.

The findings of this study are 

remarkable. No matter if you’re in China 

or Germany, the manufacturing industry 

or information technology, the qualities 

of an excellent leader are largely the 

same. What’s more, the results have 

hardly varied over the course of the past 

two and a half decades. 

James M. Kouzes 

and Barry Z. 

Posner are the 

authors of 

Credibility, a book 

inspired by their 

leadership studies. 

They are among 

the world’s most 

trusted and 

influential scholars 

on leadership.

https://www.amazon.com/Credibility-Leaders-People-Demand-Revised/dp/0787964646
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Positive leadership attributes are not as 
subjective as we might think.

What does Kouzes and Posner’s 

comprehensive study demonstrate?

Excellent leaders exhibit specific traits. Kouzes and Posner found that 

credible, effective leaders typically possess these four characteristics:

Honest: truthful, has integrity, is trustworthy, has character

Forward-looking: visionary, concerned with the future, 

displays a sense of direction

Inspiring: uplifting, enthusiastic, energetic, humorous, cheerful, 

positive about future

Competent: capable, proficient, effective, gets the job done, 

professional
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In addition to these four competencies, I have found through other 

research and personal observations that one more crucial element is 

needed to round out a competent leader:

Relational: communicative, caring, inquiring, serves others, 

builds bridges, resolves interpersonal conflicts, shows appreciation

I use these five core attributes—honest, forward-looking, inspiring, 

competent, and relational—as a framework to discuss exceptional 

leadership, while bringing my own take on the key hard and soft skills 

exceptional leaders need. Let’s take a look at how you can incorporate 

these critical elements into your own leadership.



12

The Hard & Soft 

of Leadership

Developing Your 
Leadership

Honesty and successful leadership go hand-in-hand. When leaders are 

transparent, open, and authentic, their behaviors encourage others to 

trust and respect them. As in personal relationships, trust is an essential 

pillar of any professional relationship. Building trust takes time 

(sometimes years), but once it is established, a trustworthy leader has 

the advantage of working with a committed, reliable team.

Earn trust, earn trust, earn trust. 
Then you can worry about the rest. 

–Seth Godin

A great leader is HONEST.
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How do you, as a leader, begin building trust? Start with 

transparency.

When a leader is transparent, all her cards on are the table. She talks 

candidly with her staff, sharing what she can, when she can. She is also 

forthright with her team and lets them know (if relevant) when she is 

not allowed to disclose certain information.

Transparency

Building systems and 
processes that demand 
transparency will ensure 
that communal 
awareness values can be 
lived and that problems 
and challenges are 
raised, discussed, and 
resolved in a manner 
consistent with 
employees’ personal 
values.

–David Gebler

Transparent leaders work freely with others—

including both staff and the management 

team—and encourage open dialogue. They 

bring their authentic selves to every 

interaction and embolden others to do the 

same. Sometimes that means voicing a 

dissenting opinion or asking tough questions 

to get at the heart of an issue. I have found 

that this kind of candidness can help set the 

tone for honest, open meetings that 

encourage diversity of thought and opinion. 

Keep in mind: sometimes, as a leader, you 

will have to make compromises. It’s okay to 

express your dissenting opinion at the 

appropriate time and to the appropriate 

people, but be sure to keep a respectful 

attitude. Once a decision is made, show your 

support for that decision, unless it severely 

violates your code of ethics.

‘‘
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Another crucial element of honesty is accountability. President Harry 

Truman was often quoted for saying, “The buck stops here.” This 

willingness to shoulder responsibility and deal with potential negative 

consequences is a sign of strong, honest leadership. Instead of blaming 

others or complaining about an unfair situation, a good leader 

acknowledges mistakes and works toward solutions. 

On the other side of the coin, a strong leader also holds his team 

accountable. Without accountability, culture erodes and it is difficult for 

integrity to be taken seriously. Why? Because your star performers can 

see what is happening—or isn’t—with their less stellar teammates, 

resulting in loss of respect for the organization and its leaders, lowering 

performance and disengagement. 

Accountability

Are you perceived as an honest leader? How can you boost your 

trustworthiness?

✓ Follow through on your commitments.

✓ Be authentic and consistent.

✓ Trust others and they will extend their trust to you.

✓ Communicate openly and honestly.

✓ Hold yourself and your team to high standards.

✓ Set clear expectations—be upfront about priorities and company 

goals

If you’d like more tips on building trust in the workplace, please visit 

the PPS Blog.

Apply it to your leadership…

http://peerperformancesolutions.com/accountability-and-leadership/
http://peerperformancesolutions.com/foster-team-loyalty/
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It is easy to get hung up in the day-to-day grind of management. 

Leaders are often in charge of a long list of tasks, which may include 

diverse responsibilities such as holding team meetings, courting new 

clients, working with marketing and PR, and mediating interpersonal 

issues. With all of these responsibilities, it’s tempting to focus on the 

trees and entirely miss the forest. 

A good leader periodically rises above the “trees” and takes a look at 

the bigger picture. In order to do this, a forward-thinking leader must 

take the time to step away from the commotion of daily office life to 

both learn and reflect.

A great leader is FORWARD-THINKING.

http://peerperformancesolutions.com/mediate-a-clashing-team/
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Forward-thinking leaders blend hard and soft skills: analysis and 

collaboration. They are curious. They are interested in learning about 

new systems and new ways of doing things. They study their 

competition and take notes. They read books or online articles that are 

relevant to their industry and consider how to apply any useful advice. 

They talk with their peers and staff in order to gain ideas for improving 

the organization.

All of this information can be used as fodder for starting conversations 

and working toward big-picture improvements. Not to mention, there’s 

the added benefit of keeping your brain sharp and nimble as you 

navigate your leadership—something that many adults neglect to do.

Constant Learning

Taking the time to reflect, brainstorm, and mind-map solutions for your 

organization is essential to becoming a forward-thinking leader. It’s 

imperative to regularly find some alone time and reflect on the current 

state of the organization, the troubles and triumphs of your staff, and 

potential future actions. Encourage others to embrace a forward-

thinking mentality by facilitating brainstorming meetings (without 

judgments!) and open conversations.

Reflection

http://us9.campaign-archive2.com/?u=08552a4e50e0fe1ae6ced2202&id=7d872f5e35
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What’s on your reading list? A forward-thinking leader spends time familiarizing 

himself with the teachings of leadership experts, business analysts, and industry 

professionals. The following is a list of some of my favorite books that 

encourage growth in many different leadership-related areas:

✓ Appreciative Inquiry: A Positive Revolution in Change, David L. Cooperrider

& Diana Whitney

✓ Change the Culture, Change the Game: The Breakthrough Strategy for 

Energizing Your Organization and Creating Accountability for Results, 

Roger Connors & Tom Smith

✓ Conversational Intelligence, Judith Glaser

✓ Crucial Conversations, Kerry Patterson, Joseph Grenny, Ron McMillan & Al 

Switzler

✓ Daring Greatly, Brené Brown

✓ Empathy, Roman Krznaric

✓ FLIP the Gratitude Switch, Kevin Clayson

✓ Greater than Yourself: The Ultimate Lesson of True Leadership, Steve Farber

✓ Influencer: The New Science of Leading Change, Joseph Grenny, Kerry 

Patterson, David Maxfield, Ron McMillan & Al Switzler

✓ Resolving Conflicts at Work, Kenneth Cloke & Joan Goldsmith

✓ Start with Why, Simon Sinek

✓ The Feeling Brain, Elizabeth Johnston & Leah Olson

✓ The Language of Emotions, Karla McLaren

✓ The Power of Appreciation, Noelle C. Nelson & Jeannine Lemare Calaba

✓ The Radical Leap: A Personal Lesson in Extreme Leadership, Steve Farber

✓ The Trust Edge, David Horsager

Apply it to your leadership…
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Inspirational leaders can start movements. 

Think of Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther 

King, Jr., or Mother Teresa. What did they 

all have in common? An unwavering belief 

in their cause and the fearlessness to talk 

about it. They also let themselves be 

vulnerable, expressing their ideas with 

open hearts and plenty of emotion.

Let your passion for your work shine 

through, but also have the courage to 

discuss work-related stumbling blocks and 

how your team might collectively 

overcome them. This is part of heart-

based—as opposed to fear-based—

leadership. I have found that when I lead 

with my heart (a very soft skill!) and allow 

myself to relate to my team on a personal 

level, they tend to open up and become 

more engaged.

A great leader is INSPIRING.

Ray Williams, leadership development advisor and author of The Leadership 
Edge, has conducted extensive research on both love-based and fear-based 

leadership. According to Williams, “Driving, directive, coercive styles of 

leadership may move people and get results in the short-term, but the 

dissonance it creates is associated with toxic relationships and emotions such 

as anger, anxiety, and fear.” Fear might motivate your staff in the immediate 

future, but a more sustainable leadership model is one based on caring and 

inspiring.

http://peerperformancesolutions.com/leading-with-love/
http://raywilliams.ca/about-ray/
http://www.amazon.com/Leadership-Edge-Ray-Williams/dp/0919173594
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Consider these Nine Ways to Inspire, from professional speaker and life coach, Jeff 

Boss:

Focus on relationships – Engage your co-workers in authentic, open 

conversation.

Leave ego behind – Let your actions speak for themselves instead of trying to tell 

people how awesome you are. If you are awesome, people will see it and you 

won’t need to tell them!

Identify winning – Make sure everyone knows what you are going after, the 

tangible goals.

Use high-powered talent – Trust yourself to identify others’ areas of strength 

and empower them to apply those talents in the workplace.

Set them free – Trust your team enough to give them the freedom to work 

autonomously, while at the same time providing necessary guidance and support.

Listen actively – Show respect for others’ opinions and thoughts; ask questions 

to clarify meaning.

Curb your enthusiasm – Be self-aware enough to know when to rein in extreme
mood swings—both positive and negative—and exhibit your emotional 

intelligence. 

Build your resilience – Demonstrate just how much you can handle physically, 

mentally, and emotionally. Offer support to help others do the same.

Speak up – People need to know where you stand on a topic and where they 

stand with you; animosity and jealousy form when people are uncertain of how 

others value them.

Apply it to your leadership…

For more thoughts about how 

to motivate and engage your 

staff, check out these Five Ways 

to Inspire Your Team.

https://www.entrepreneur.com/article/234617
http://peerperformancesolutions.com/5-ways-to-inspire-your-team/
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Competence. The word virtually screams, “Hard skill!” And yet, it is such a 

difficult thing to feel, to own. 

I’ll let you in on a secret. Most people start out in management feeling 

much less than competent. Competence isn’t something that’s given to us 

after graduating college or taking on a new role. It’s often learned on the 

job or through ongoing training, whether formal or informal. Competent 

leaders are those who demonstrate their abilities with valuable work; strive 

to learn about their responsibilities, company, and industry (see FORWARD-

THINKING); and invite feedback and learn from it on an ongoing basis. 

Competent leaders are self-aware. They can identify their weak spots and 

work on improving those areas. They can also identify their strengths and 

capitalize on them. Most importantly, competent leaders get things done.

A great leader is COMPETENT.
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eyond industry knowledge and a thirst for learning, competent 

leaders are aware that small details can either build or destroy their 

credibility. For instance, poor time management can be damaging for 

both client and employee relations. It signals a lack of consideration for 

the other party’s time. 

Another potential competence-breaker (or maker!) is public speaking. 

Most people expect capable leaders to be able to speak eloquently to 

others, whether in a formal client meeting, a public address, or a casual 

one-on-one lunch.

Competent leaders are strategic and organized. They give quality 

feedback on a regular basis, track their team’s progress, monitor 

financial reports, delegate tasks, and continually plan for the future. 

That doesn’t mean these leaders are stuffy; it just means that they are 

aware of the important aspects of their job that keep the organization 

ticking along.

A leader is best when people barely 
know he exists, when his work is done, 
his aim fulfilled, they will say: we did it 
ourselves. –Lao Tzu

B
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Build your competency! Toastmasters International, an organization with nearly 

350,000 members worldwide, has developed a guide to gauge the competency 

of leaders. Take a look at each of the following areas and take time to reflect 

and consider which areas require the most improvement. How will you commit 

to building those areas of competency?

1. Excellent listening skills

2. Critical thinking (which includes analyzing, thinking about many different 

solutions to current problems, and asking good questions)

3. Giving clear, actionable feedback

4. Excellent time management

5. Planning and implementation—strategizing and then following through 

with the plan

6. Organizing and delegating

7. Highly-developed facilitation skills (which includes leading engaging, 

informative meetings)

8. Motivating people

9. Mentoring others

10. Effectively building and supporting teams

Apply it to your leadership…

https://www.toastmasters.org/About/Who-We-Are
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Leaders do not work in a vacuum. They are surrounded by a network 

of people—staff, administrators, other managers—and rely on the 

expertise and talents of these individuals. Because of this inter-office 

web, it is imperative for leaders to create strong, authentic 

relationships. Relationships require soft skills.

Relationship-building is a process that takes time. Good leaders are 

constantly working on their relationships with others; they weave this 

into their practices every day. Part of the relationship-building process 

involves regularly checking in with co-workers and genuinely listening 

to what they have to say.

True listening is an art. Many of us have so many thoughts churning 

around in our brains that it’s easy to tune into those thoughts and 

focus on what we want to say next, rather than listen to the person 

across the table. Active listening involves giving another your full, 

undivided attention and asking clarifying questions to better 

understand their viewpoint. Active listening also involves empathy—

making a mental leap into another’s shoes. 

A great leader is RELATIONAL.

The ear of the leader must ring with the 
voices of the people. 
–Woodrow Wilson
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nother aspect of relational leadership revolves around teams and 

team dynamics. Outstanding leaders are in tune with their team and 

understand the unique needs of their team members. Because most 

teams do not work together effortlessly, there are mountains of team-

building tools, assessments, and methods that leaders can tap into. It is 

up to the leader to explore different team-building systems and try the 

one(s) that seem like a good fit. When applied correctly, I’ve known 

team-building systems to improve communication, alleviate conflict, 

and increase productivity.

Two of my favorite team-building systems are Bruce 
Tuckman’s model and the Insights Discovery program. 

A

http://www.free-management-ebooks.com/faqld/development-02.htm
http://peerperformancesolutions.com/leverage-your-teams-strengths-with-insights-discovery/
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Think about relationships like a rolling ball. The ball will roll for a while, but, no 

matter how fast it starts, it will eventually come to a stop and will need another 

push, or impetus, to get it rolling again.

Relationships of all types need such an impetus regularly to keep the relationship 

going. I call these points of impetus touchpoints, as they are points at which we 

take the time to touch base with our staff (or others).

Apply it to your leadership…

How often do you, as a leader, facilitate touchpoints for 

you and your staff?
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How does your team feel?

Researchers have found that when management-level employees (no 

matter the industry) embrace certain traits and practices, they are more 

likely to be effective leaders. According to Kouzes and Posner, 

mentioned earlier, credible leaders empower their teams and have the 

ability to make people feel: 

✓ Valued

✓ Motivated

✓ Enthusiastic

✓ Challenged

✓ Inspired

✓ Capable

✓ Supported

✓ Powerful

✓ Respected

✓ Proud

Do your team members feel valued and respected? Are they 

proud of the work they do? Are they enthusiastic and 

motivated to take on new projects or rework an old system? 

The Emotion of 
Relationship
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t the core of a motivated, empowered team is leadership based on 

genuine caring and concern for each individual’s wellbeing. Leadership 

expert, Steve Farber, encourages leaders to do something scary: lead 

with love. He believes that “It's the heart that brings the fire of creativity 

to bear on the day-to-day. It's the heart that inspires drive, loyalty and 

leaps of innovative brilliance.”

In Farber’s mind, that’s what Extreme Leadership (his term) is all about. 

Show your clients, customers, and co-workers love and you’ll cultivate 

loyalty, positive relationships, and honesty. In many professional 

spheres, it’s strange to talk about love and leadership, but we’re finding 

increasing evidence that the “carrot and stick” approach to leadership is 

simply not working. 

Take the leap. Begin leading with kindness and 

compassion and you’ll start to see positive 

changes unfold. 

A

https://www.stevefarber.com/what-is-extreme-leadership/
https://www.stevefarber.com/what-is-extreme-leadership/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/wired-success/201208/why-we-need-kind-and-compassionate-leaders
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Now what?
Leadership is a journey, not a destination. In order to empower their 

team, good leaders constantly tap into both hard and soft skills. They 

are constantly learning, growing, and paying attention to the needs 

and desires of their team.

They are honest, forward-looking, inspiring, 
competent, and relational. 

How will you commit to growing as a leader? What steps will you 

take today to build your skills, empower your team, and improve your 

reputation? What will you do to become a leader who inspires?

Let this guide be a part of your leadership journey. Use it as a 

springboard for action as you work on honing both your hard and 

soft skills. The next steps belong to you.

The most dangerous leadership myth is 
that leaders are born—that there is a genetic 

factor to leadership. That’s nonsense; in fact, the 
opposite is true. Leaders are made rather than 

born. 
–Warren Bennis

‘‘

Find more success-building tips in my book!

Kirkhouse Publishing

Amazon

Barnes & Noble

https://www.kirkhousepublishers.com/product-page/5-senses-for-success-by-juli-geske-peer
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B093XRPBG3?pf_rd_r=4JS1JP32QH835WYRCTT7&pf_rd_p=5ae2c7f8-e0c6-4f35-9071-dc3240e894a8&pd_rd_r=adf8ab9b-7380-4160-84bf-9c50cffb4573&pd_rd_w=7u8jI&pd_rd_wg=lce3F&ref_=pd_gw_unk
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/5-senses-for-success-juli-geske-peer/1139526599?ean=9781952976131
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Meet Juli
Juli Geske-Peer is President and Principal 

Consultant for Peer Performance Solutions. 

As a visionary and leader, she has succeeded 

in crafting strong strategies and executing 

them successfully, providing exceptional 

service, and enhancing business processes. 

Her actions have garnered praise from clients, 

leaders, and staff.

Peer Performance Solutions
Peer Performance Solutions has one unified goal: Enhancing individual and 

organizational performance. We offer a unique blend of business services 

centered on strategizing to build organizational success, enhancing 

leadership and communications, and improving processes and operations.

See more from PPS on:

• PPS Blog

• Articles

• LinkedIn

• Instagram

• Twitter

• Facebook

Juli has formal degrees in Communications (BA) and Organizational Leadership 

(MA). Additional training includes Conversational Intelligence Enhanced 

Training, CreateWE Institute; Extreme Leadership Certification, Extreme 

Leadership Institute; Professional Train-the-Trainer Certification, University of 

Minnesota; and Conflict/Dispute Resolution Training, Conflict Resolution Center.

Find more success-building tips in my book!

Kirkhouse Publishing

Amazon

Barnes & Noble

http://peerperformancesolutions.com/blog/
https://juligeskepeer.com/articles/
http://www.linkedin.com/in/
https://www.instagram.com/juligeskepeer/?hl=en
https://twitter.com/JGeskePeer
https://www.facebook.com/peerperformancesolutions/
https://www.kirkhousepublishers.com/product-page/5-senses-for-success-by-juli-geske-peer
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B093XRPBG3?pf_rd_r=4JS1JP32QH835WYRCTT7&pf_rd_p=5ae2c7f8-e0c6-4f35-9071-dc3240e894a8&pd_rd_r=adf8ab9b-7380-4160-84bf-9c50cffb4573&pd_rd_w=7u8jI&pd_rd_wg=lce3F&ref_=pd_gw_unk
https://www.barnesandnoble.com/w/5-senses-for-success-juli-geske-peer/1139526599?ean=9781952976131
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Thank you 
for reading.


