
Nine Behaviors That Can Derail The Career of a New or Emerging Leader
Based on the research conducted by Lee Eisenstaedt for his Amazon best-selling book

Being A Leader With Courage
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Failing to honor the organization’s culture
“Culture eats strategy for breakfast” (Peter Drucker) and attempting to create and implement a strategy that’s incompatible with an 
organization’s culture is probably not going to succeed.  Instead, leaders need to understand and work with what they’ve got.

Becoming isolated
Leaders can get into the trap of thinking they need to be self-sufficient. In the early days of a new role especially, that is not the case. 
This is a time for building relationships and discovering interdependencies.

Coming in with the answer
Arrogance is a known career�staller. But sometimes arrogance is rooted in insecurity. When leaders feel that they have to act the part, 
have all the answers, appear decisive, and establish a directive tone, these behaviors can be counterproductive.

Sticking with the existing team too long
When leaders give existing team members too many chances, they risk losing credibility in the eyes of their A players and customers. 
Failure to build a high-performing team and deliver results quickly enough can be difficult to recover from.

Attempting too much
In an effort to prove that they can handle multiple simultaneous challenges, perhaps due to not knowing what, when, how, and/or to 
whom to delegate tasks, some leaders may end up looking foolish or burning out.  It also applies to a failure to focus on fewer, bigger 
strategic initiatives.

Being blind to innovation or novelty
Not seeing or reacting to changes in their situation can cause leaders to rely on old tricks.

Lack of alignment
The job specs and objectives that were documented and communicated as part of the selection process are not the same as the 
expectations held in people’s minds. Different stakeholders and team members can view a new leader’s role very differently.

Lack of a winning strategy
If a leader can’t bring an effective strategy to the business and see it through—whether due to a mismatch in skill or vision—that leader 
will not be effective in his or her role.

Overpromising
Given the pressure to make an impact, leaders can be tempted to make commitments that are not realistic in terms of timing, results, 
investment, etc. Telling stakeholders what they want to hear rather than what they need to hear can lead to a losses in credibility and 
trust that cannot be regained.
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26 ATTRIBUTES OF LEADERS WITH COURAGE 

Astute Generalist 
• Business generalist

Generalists tend to get bored doing the same thing all the time and enjoy
tackling something new.  They like to see how things relate to one another and
to find the patterns across them.  This leads to infrequent, but game-changing
disruptions, new categories, and new industries.  Specialists prefer to look
deeply at a specific discipline and find the patterns within it.  This leads to
frequent and gradual improvement in a specific industry.

• Good working knowledge of the parts and pieces of my organization
A solid understanding of how the various parts of an organization work together
as a whole to create enterprise value.  This knowledge allows an executive to
develop and implement solutions that benefit everyone while also managing risk
and complexity.

• Fluent on how the business makes money, differentiates itself, and grows
This attribute is related to executive’s ability develop and maintain a deep
understanding of the key value drivers of his or her business.   This is necessary
if the organization is to remain competitive, profitable, and viable as its industry
changes and as technological, economic, and competitive threats emerge.

• Understands industry / profession
When an executive comes into an organization from outside its industry, getting
up to speed quickly on the new industry’s history, acronyms, regulations, trend
setters, and best (and worst) practices is necessary in order to build trust and
respect among peers and co-workers.  Without an understanding of one’s
industry, gaining support for new ways of doing things is unnecessarily
challenging.

• Lifelong learner
Being a continuous or lifelong learner is an attitude and a set of behaviors that
allows leaders to succeed in an ever-changing world.  Some of the common
themes that define lifelong learners include:  having a beginner’s mindset,
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always learning something, learning in multiple ways (listening, reading, 
watching, doing), and teaching others. 

 
• A passion for curiosity 

Great leaders ask great questions.  Lots of them.  They are judged not by the 
answers they give or their functional expertise, but by the quality of the 
questions they ask.  Great leaders strive to enhance their understanding, 
knowledge and thinking. 
 

All Star Relationship Builder 
• Effective at building relationships and networking with others 

The time and energy spent building and maintaining relationships is returned 
through engaged team members and business growth via satisfied customers.  
Regardless of your education, experience, or title, if you can't play well with 
others, you will never accomplish your objectives. 
 

• Genuinely caring about others 
Being caring means providing a listening ear, noticing when someone needs 
help, and helping without asking for a reward. Caring people treat others as 
they would like to be treated and they pay attention to the details that people 
tell them.  They remember these details. 
 

• Regularly soliciting feedback from a wide range of stakeholders 
Leaders do not fear feedback.  They proactively seek out the perceptions of 
others to know if the messages they are sending, the vision they are projecting, 
the values they are modeling, the plans and commitments they are holding 
people accountable to, and the changes they are implementing are taking hold 
as needed.  Good leaders do not get defensive or angry when they don’t hear 
what they want to hear and they act upon the feedback to enhance their 
effectiveness and credibility. 
 

• Good listener 
Effective leaders consistently seek out the opinions of others from all parts of 
their networks and are known for following through on what they heard by 
incorporating it into their plans.  A good listener asks open-ended questions, 
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doesn’t interrupt others, and doesn’t try to solve problems as soon as they hear 
them. 
 

• Transparent communicator 
Transparent communicators give people the information they need to 
understand what is going on at the time that they need it.  Transparent 
communication avoids surprises, is direct, consistent in its content, and creates 
expectations that are then carried out. 
 

• Effective at creating alignment that fosters trust 
Alignment doesn’t just happen.  It is created by frequently staying in touch with 
people through one-on-ones, staff meetings, and by walking around.  Creating 
alignment requires that you clearly communicate your expectations and 
speaking up when you don’t like something.  And alignment is created when 
people know and trust your heart.  Frequent contact, clear communication, and 
connecting with your heart create alignment and builds trust. 
 

Champion Of The Culture and Sustainable Competitive Advantage 
• Visible role model of the culture and values of the organization 

Leaders set the standards and live by them. Their behavior is watched and 
emulated by others, so they need to display the behaviors and attitudes they 
want to see.  This applies to the core values and mission of the organization, as 
well as such things as attire, promptness, language and etiquette, and work 
quality. 
 

• Think strategically 
Strategic thinkers  reframe problems to get to the bottom of things, in terms of 
root causes.  They bring tough issues to the surface, even when it’s 
uncomfortable, and balance speed, rigor, quality, and agility.  Strategic thinkers 
will take action and course-correct instead of stagnating and doing nothing or 
stalling from trying to do everything.	 	 They create connections among ideas, 
plans, and people that others don’t see. 
 

• Able to spot trends and threats 
Leaders With Courage have peripheral vision that allows them to detect signals 
and threats from the fringes of their industry and beyond it.  They look for 
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game-changing information at the periphery of their business and industry and 
build wide external networks to help them scan the horizon better. But, they 
don’t swallow every market or management fad, herd-like belief, and safe 
opinion at face value. 
 

• Challenges the status quo 
Effective leaders challenge current beliefs and mindsets, including their own.  
They question prevailing assumptions and test multiple hypotheses 
simultaneously.  They are dissatisfied with satisfaction and are able to uncover 
hypocrisy, manipulation, and bias in organizational decisions. 
 

• Focus on fewer, bigger ideas and opportunities 
To achieve their visions, effective leaders keep the number of objectives, goals, 
strategies, and measures small.  They believe that growth and success will come 
from having fewer, stronger arrows in their quivers and making larger 
commitments to a limited number of initiatives.  Effective leaders treat 
complexity as the enemy and are driven by the beauty, economics, and 
challenge of keeping things simple.  They also prefer to plan quickly and then 
stick with those plans for the long term – maybe three to five years. 
 

• Delivering crisp and compelling messages 
Effective leaders consistently lay out the reasons for change, paint a clear 
picture of the what future looks like for their audience, and lay out a call to 
action.  Their messages let people know what’s in it for them and how they can 
contribute to initiatives and be part of the solution. 
 

Courageous Decision Maker 
• Inclusive problem solver 

Effective leaders gather additional information and perspectives in a timely 
manner that doesn’t derail their decision-making process.  They believe  
outcomes, results, and decisions are better when multiple people have input 
into them compared to those based on just one perspective.  Effective leader 
are able to balance the gathering of information and viewpoints and building 
consensus without taking so long that opportunities are missed.   They also 
don’t seek out so many opinions that it erodes their credibility as a leader 
because people begin to think they aren’t confident in their decisions. 
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Keeping an open mind about people, ideas, alternatives, etc. 
Open-minded leaders admit they don’t know it all.  They permit themselves to 
see things from other peoples’ perspectives.  They allow themselves to 
experience new ideas that challenge their current beliefs and opinions.  Open-
minded leaders will change their minds when presented with compelling 
reasons for doing so without being regarded as “flip floppers” or indecisive.  
They strive to create positive change and stronger results. 
 
Balances gut / instincts with data / analysis 
Effective leaders work along a decision-making continuum.  One end is 
anchored by analytics and the other is anchored by instinct.  At the extreme end 
of analytics, they avoid being presented with just two choices and debating the 
either/or nature of them.  Effective leaders also avoid looking for the answer 
they want in the available data.  At the instinct end of the spectrum, these 
leaders know when to trust their emotions and know when their own fears, 
biases, and ambitions are obscuring their judgment.  They know how and when 
to distance themselves from a decision and be more objective in their approach. 
 
Considers the unintended consequences of decisions 
To avoid the unintended consequences of decisions, effective leaders are 
certain about what they INTEND the outcome to be.  They regularly ask 
themselves or their teams “What COULD happen that we haven’t really thought 
about?”  To the extent they are capable, effective leaders prepare a plan to 
manage those unintended consequences.  They also know that the more 
emotional they are about a decision (big or small), the more important it is to 
consider unintended consequences. 
 
Not afraid of disappointing those whose ideas and views don’t prevail 
Effective leaders are not afraid of saying “no” and understand everyone won’t 
like them all the time.  They are constantly comparing proposed ideas or views 
to their organization’s vision and objectives.  They listen closely to what others 
say or are asking so that they can stand by any decision they might make to say 
no.  Effective leaders do not rush to judgment, but answer as soon as their mind 
is made up, instead of dragging it out because they feel guilty about turning 



	
	

	
233	S.	WACKER	DR.,	SUITE	6825,	CHICAGO,	IL		60606	PH:	(312)	827-2643	

PAGE 6 OF 6 
©2016 Value Drivers LLC 

down the request.  They also answer the “why” they’re turning down a request.  
This sets up a transparency that makes it easier for others to understand their 
motivations for rejecting what they’ve asked them to help with. 
 
 
Able to draw a line in the sand and stick with it 
Once they make a decision, effective leaders don’t look back, assuming that 
their choice was carefully considered and they weighed their options.  Since 
they’ve asked for input before making a decision, effective leaders aren’t 
swayed by the “meeting after the meeting” and expect alignment once a 
decision has been made. 
 
Holding people accountable for their commitments 
Effective leaders know that not holding people accountable for their 
commitments leads to more broken promises, more turning up late, more cut 
corners, more well worn excuses, more missed deadlines, and more of the 
stress, frustration and resentment they’d much rather avoid.  They know that if 
they just let it go and hope someone will be more reliable next time, they rarely are.  
Not holding people accountable for their commitments leads to that behavior being 
copied by others in the organization, so to be fair and equitable, effective leaders are 
consistent in following through on enforcing the consequences of failing to deliver on 
promises, delivering results, changing behaviors, etc.  
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