
What Leadership Means to Me 

 

“I suppose leadership at one time meant muscles; but today it means getting along with people.” 

    Indira Gandhi, Two-Term Prime Minister, India 

 

“Leadership is an action, not a position.” 

    Donald H. McGannon, former President of Westinghouse  

   Broadcasting company and the National Urban League 

 

 

When you hear the word leadership, what or who comes to mind?  People describe leadership in 

so many ways that even experts can’t agree on a single meaning.  Aside from the standard 

dictionary explanation, many definitions refer to the position of leadership that someone holds - 

often with a title that shows the person has control over others.  People often think leadership 

is about a leader getting others to do what he or she wants.  But getting people to do something 

is just one aspect of being a leader.  In fact, leadership (and leaders) come in all shapes and 

sizes with all kinds of attitudes and abilities.   

 

Brainstorm any words, (positive or negative) that come to mind when you think of leadership.  

Type 20 characteristics below that you come up with.  With each characteristic you come up 

with, put a plus sign (+) next to the words that could be positive and a minus sign (-) next to 

those that could be negative.  Be sure to list WORDS and NOT people!  

 

1.   6.    11.   16. 

2.   7.   12.   17. 

3.   8.    13.   18. 

4.    9.   14.   19. 

5.   10.   15.   20. 

 

It can be really satisfying when you’re able to take the lead and meet your and other people’s 

expectations of a leader.  One way to accomplish this is to understand what leadership means to 

the people you’re leading. 

 

You can begin by exploring different definitions of leadership.  One definition to highlight 

comes from Warren G. Bennis, Ph.D., who many people consider to be the “leadership guru” 

because of his numerous contributions worldwide to the field of leadership. He defines 

leadership as: 



 “Knowing yourself, having a vision that is well communicated, building trust among 

colleagues, and taking effective action to realize your own leadership potential.” 

 

More simply, leadership is being clear about WHO you are and WHAT you care about, and 

DOING what needs to be done.  Consider this definition and others that you know, as you type 

your responses (IN RED) to the questions and statements that follow. 

1. Review the 20 characteristics that you listed above.  Select the 4 that mean the most to 

you and explain why each one is important to you. 

 

 

2. When people refer to you as a leader, what do  you hope they are saying or thinking about 

you? 

 

3. I want others to consider me a leader because: 

 

4. People who are considered leaders should be expected to: 

 

5. I define leadership as: 

 

 


