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Introduction
Thirteen years ago, I had the opportunity to attend a training session by Claudio 
Fernández-Aráoz titled "Great People Decisions in the New Global Environment." He is 
also the author of the book "The Great People Decisions," where he introduces the 
concept of "career trajectory." 

This concept refers to the path and rate at which an individual progresses professionally 
and encompasses several factors that influence how quickly and how far one can 
advance in their career. He defines this trajectory as having three dimensions: performance, 
readiness, and potential. A critical component of readiness is leadership identity. 

Throughout my career, I have observed how the identity of a leader influences both 
their performance and their growth potential.
 
In this article, I aim to reflect on my own experiences with this topic, exploring how a 
well-defined leadership identity is crucial for effective career advancement and 
decision-making in the constantly evolving global landscape.
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Leadership identity plays a critical role in organizational growth and business excellence. 
It is essentially how leaders are perceived by others in their organization and beyond. 
This perception significantly influences a leader's effectiveness and their ability to drive 
strategic initiatives. Here's a deeper look at why leadership identity is important and 
how it can be shaped and leveraged: 

1. Foundation of Leadership Identity: Leadership identity is built through a 
combination of personal traits, professional competencies, and behavioral patterns. 
This identity is not static; it evolves with experience, feedback, and intentional changes 
in leadership style. Leaders must be conscious of how they are seen by their teams, 
peers, and other stakeholders, as this perception directly affects their credibility and 
the respect they command. 

2. Impact on Team Performance and Morale: How leaders are perceived can 
significantly impact team dynamics. A leader viewed as capable, compassionate, and 
visionary can inspire confidence and motivate employees, leading to higher performance 
levels and job satisfaction. Conversely, if leaders are perceived as untrustive or inept, 
it can demoralize the team and lead to disengagement. 

3. Influence on Organizational Culture: Leadership identity can shape the culture 
of an organization. Leaders who are seen as ethical, inclusive, and supportive promote 
a positive workplace culture that upholds similar values. Such environments foster 
innovation, openness, and collaboration. Leaders' actions and the subsequent perceptions 
by the organization set a tone that can either enhance or undermine organizational 
values. 

4. Driving Business Strategy: Leaders who are perceived as strategic thinkers and 
effective decision-makers are better positioned to guide their organizations through 
complex business landscapes. Their identity can bolster confidence among stakeholders 
(like shareholders, board members, and clients) in the company’s strategic direction 
and resilience. 

5. Challenges in Shaping Leadership Identity: Developing a strong and positive 
leadership identity involves consistent behavior, communication skills, and the ability 
to adapt to feedback. Leaders must be open to self-reflection and critique. Misalignments 
between a leader's self-perception and how others see them can lead to challenges in 
leadership effectiveness and personal growth. 
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Tools for Developing Leadership Identity

The Role of Authenticity

1. Feedback Mechanisms: Regular, constructive feedback is essential for leaders to 
understand how they are perceived and to identify areas for improvement.

2. Coaching and Mentoring: Working with a coach or mentor can help leaders reflect 
on their identity and develop skills that enhance their perceived leadership qualities. 

3. Training and Development Programs: Specific training programs focused on 
leadership skills, emotional intelligence, and communication can help leaders align 
their identity with their leadership goals. 

Authenticity is a key component of leadership identity. Leaders who are authentic are 
perceived as more trustworthy and reliable, which enhances their effectiveness. 
Maintaining authenticity while adapting leadership style to meet organizational needs 
and feedback is a delicate balance that successful leaders must manage. 

Leadership identity is not merely about how leaders see themselves but critically 
about how they are seen by others. It forms a core aspect of their effectiveness and 
their ability to lead their organizations towards success. Leaders who actively manage 
and develop their leadership identity are better equipped to inspire their teams, drive 
business excellence, and achieve sustained growth.
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The role of community in defining and developing leadership identity 
Communities, whether they are professional networks, organizational teams, or 
broader social groups, provide essential feedback, support, and a context in which 
leadership skills are both tested and displayed. Here are some of the key roles community 
plays in shaping leadership identity:

Communities act as mirrors for leaders, providing continuous feedback on their behavior, 
decisions, and overall effectiveness. This feedback is integral to how leaders perceive 
themselves and adjust their behaviors. Communities help leaders understand the 
impact of their actions and the perception others have of their leadership, which is vital 
for refining leadership identity. 

1. Feedback and Perception:

Communities often provide platforms for emerging leaders to practice and demonstrate 
leadership skills. Whether through formal roles or informal influence, community 
settings allow individuals to engage in leadership activities, make decisions, and 
manage initiatives. These opportunities are critical for individuals to embody and 
strengthen their leadership identity. 

2. Opportunities for Leadership:

Within any community, there are typically established leaders who serve as role models 
and mentors. Observing and interacting with these figures can significantly influence an 
emerging leader’s development, providing a template for effective leadership behaviors 
and strategies. Mentors in particular play a direct role in shaping leadership identity by 
offering guidance, wisdom, and insights that help refine a leader’s approach and 
self-conception. 

3. Role Models and Mentoring:

Communities provide social support that is crucial during challenging times. Support 
from a community can bolster a leader’s resilience, affirm their leadership identity, and 
encourage persistence in the face of setbacks. This support not only aids in maintaining 
self-esteem and motivation but also reinforces the leader’s role within the community. 

4. Social Support and Resilience:
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Recognition from the community can validate a leader’s identity and amplify their 
confidence in their leadership role. Public acknowledgment of a leader’s successes and 
contributions reinforces their self-image as a leader and motivates them to further 
develop their skills. 

5. Validation and Recognition: 

Every community has its own set of cultural and ethical norms that influence the type 
of leadership that is valued and cultivated. Leaders learn to navigate these norms and 
often integrate them into their leadership style. In this way, community values and 
expectations can shape the ethical framework and cultural sensitivity of a leader’s 
identity. 

6. Cultural and Ethical Norms: 

Diverse communities expose leaders to a wide range of perspectives, challenges, and 
experiences, which can greatly enrich a leader’s understanding and approach. Engaging 
with diverse groups enhances a leader's empathy, adaptability, and inclusiveness, all 
crucial traits for effective contemporary leadership. 

In summary, the community is not just a backdrop but a dynamic and interactive participant 
in the development of leadership identity. Effective leaders recognize the value of their 
communities in shaping their growth and actively engage with these groups to refine 
their leadership identity, ensuring it aligns with both their personal values and the 
expectations of those they lead.

The leadership identity of a great leader typically reflects their unique blend of personal 
qualities, values, and actions that set them apart and define their approach to leadership.

Here are examples of the leadership identities of several well-known leaders, each 
embodying distinct characteristics: 

7. Diversity and Inclusion: 

Resilience and Eloquence.  As the Prime Minister of the United 
Kingdom during World War II, Churchill's leadership identity 
was characterized by his exceptional resilience and oratory 
skills. His speeches were instrumental in inspiring courage and 
determination among the British people during the darkest 
days of the war. Churchill's identity as a leader who could 
articulate a vision of victory and steadfastness became a 
symbol of national endurance. 

1. Winston Churchill: 



6

Quiet Determination. Rosa Parks is often remembered for her 
quiet determination and steadfast resolve in the face of racial 
injustice. Her refusal to give up her seat on a segregated bus 
sparked the Montgomery Bus Boycott and became a pivotal 
moment in the American Civil Rights Movement. Parks' leadership 
identity is not marked by vocal or high-profile actions but by a 
powerful act of quiet defiance that spoke volumes and ignited 
widespread social change. 

Innovator and Risk-Taker. Elon Musk, the CEO of Tesla, Inc. and 
SpaceX, is known for his role in creating and leading multiple 
high-tech companies. His leadership identity is shaped by his 
vision for technological innovation and his willingness to take 
significant risks. Musk's forward-thinking and problem-solving 
approach have positioned him as a key figure in the development 
of electric vehicles and space exploration technology. 

Compassionate Advocate. Mother Teresa's leadership identity 
was defined by her deep compassion and dedication to the care 
of the sick, poor, and dying in Kolkata, India. Her life’s work and 
her establishment of the Missionaries of Charity won her the 
Nobel Peace Prize and made her a global icon of charitable work 
and selfless commitment to alleviating human suffering. 

Strategic Visionary.  As the former CEO of PepsiCo, Indra Nooyi is 
recognized for her strategic vision and her focus on the 
long-term health of the company through product innovation 
and smart marketing strategies. Her leadership identity combines 
a sharp acumen for business with a commitment to sustainability 
and empowerment, particularly of women in the workplace. 

5.Indra Nooyi:

Unifying Peacemaker. Nelson Mandela's leadership identity is 
profoundly shaped by his extraordinary moral authority and his 
dedication to reconciliation and peace, even after 27 years of 
imprisonment. His ability to forgive and his push for reconciliation 
over vengeance in post-apartheid South Africa earned him not 
only the presidency but also a lasting global legacy as a 
peacemaker. 

2. Rosa Parks:

3. Elon Musk: 

4. Mother Teresa :  

6. Nelson Mandela:
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