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“ In reality strategy is actually 
pretty straight forward. 
You pick a general direction 
and implement like hell.”

Jack Welch 
American businessman and author
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Strategic Leadership 

Leadership, in general, involves gathering people 
around a vision and creating the conditions for all 
involved to make that vision a reality. We know this, 
and it makes sense.

Any one individual can develop a vision of the business they want to 
create, or the social enterprise that will alleviate a particular form of 
suffering, or the next piece of technology that will streamline our lives. 
The start-up culture of the last 15 or so years has been built on the whims 
of these mavericks, who seem to have followed Jack Welch’s advice above 
to a ‘T’. But what about strategic leadership? How does that differ to 
leadership in general?

Strategic leadership refers to an individual’s potential to express vision 
for an organisation, or a part of an organisation, and to motivate and 
persuade others to acquire that vision. Not only are strategic leaders 
concerned about fulfilling today’s expectations, they also care deeply 
about defining and focusing on a future agenda that hones in on the 
few things that really matter. The leaders of start-ups and small 
enterprises have the freedom to follow their passions and dreams. 
They have the freedom to fail, course-correct and try again. In essence, 
they can strategise ‘on the fly’. Those in larger organisations, however, 
must manoeuvre more skilfully, purposefully and, well, strategically.

Strategic leadership requires the development of a number of skills 
and qualities in order for it to be effective. For example, efficient and 
effective leaders keep themselves updated about what is happening 
within their organisation – they have various formal and informal sources 
of information. They are judicious and wise in how they use their power. 
They recognise that organisational politics and power dynamics are 
a reality in organisations, and they manage these skilfully by trying to 
develop consent for their ideas, rather than forcing them on people.
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The typical strategically oriented leader looks forward to setting directions 
for the organisation. Strategic leaders make and communicate decisions 
for their organisation’s future. They:

1 Formulate or modify the organisation’s goals and strategies;
2 Develop structures, processes, controls and core competencies 

for the organisation;
3 Manage multiple constituencies;
4 Choose key executives;
5 Groom the next generation of executives and personnel;
6 Provide direction with respect to organisational policies;
7 Maintain an effective organisational culture;
8 Sustain a system of ethical values;
9 Serve as the representative of the organisation to government and other 

organisations and constituencies as well as negotiate with them.

Such strategic leadership must be able to deal with ambiguity, complexity 
and information overload. Adaptability and a sense of timing are required, 
as is an outlook and skillset that goes beyond their narrow speciality.

So, it would appear that the qualities, traits and characteristics of strategic 
leadership are quite well defined and follow a certain common sense. 
What is it therefore that gets in the way of leaders creating the type 
of impact they want?

Well, part of the challenge lies in the leaders’ lack of capacity. Spend time 
with any leader and you will hear of back-to-back meetings, boards to chair, 
e-mails to answer and governance to comply with. It is little wonder that the 
majority of leaders do not prioritise time to step back, get ‘out of the weeds’ 
and think more long term. Items that are expedient take precedence over 
those that are meaningful. In TOWARD, we often support leaders to identify 
opportunities to free up more time in their schedules. Which meetings do 
they have to attend? Which tasks can their teams own and manage? Part 
of this involves adopting more of a coaching approach in their leadership. 
Effective strategic leaders are proficient at delegation, and they recognise 
the fact that creating space for others positively influences their feelings 
of autonomy and ownership.
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Another challenge or issue we have witnessed leaders grappling with in our 
work with them is a nagging self-doubt when it comes to proposing and then 
implementing strategy. Coming forward with an idea for how things can 
be improved or a new direction to move in carries with it a degree of risk. 
Consciously or unconsciously, leaders often hesitate to act because they 
are worried about what it implies. By its very nature strategy is, to a degree, 
about trying to predict what may happen in the future. Getting it wrong is a 
very real possibility, and many leaders lack trust in themselves that they are 
aiming in the right direction.

There are other risks that come with putting forth ideas. This is a complex 
dilemma for leaders, further complicated by the culture of the organisation, 
the internal politics and compensation and benefits structures. This may 
seem like a pessimistic view, but unfortunately it is one that many leaders 
face in large organisations. Far easier to sit tight, maintain the status quo 
and not put your head above the parapet. Change makers and innovators 
can be viewed negatively as disruptors. Colleagues can become suspicious 
or cynical of their motives.
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So what guidance could we offer those who are seeking 
to think more long term or make more impact in their 
leadership role?

Firstly, create some space. Space to reflect on what you’re doing well, 
what you could be doing better. Space to consolidate what you’re seeing in 
the organisation that is moving you closer towards your goals, versus those 
things that are stealing commitment and motivation. Space to enter that 
more contemplative mode of thinking that allows you to dream and wonder 
about what the future might look like. And finally, space to reconnect with 
yourself. What do you want for your own future? Who have you become in 
this organisation? Who do you want to be? For some leaders, creating space 
means reasserting boundaries that have been encroached upon over a 
period of time by saying no to meetings or projects. For others it means 
letting go of some control by allowing team members to manage tasks.

Second, invite others in. Many leaders unwittingly isolate themselves 
from others due to the false belief that they must have all the answers. 
Or they feel they must present as totally informed and in control, 
resulting in withdrawal in times of stress or uncertainty. Strong, confident, 
resilient leaders seek the input and perspective of others. They test their 
assumptions and ideas with networks of trusted colleagues, mentors or 
coaches. This provides opportunities for iteration, fine-tuning, and the 
planning out of ideas, meaning leaders can proceed with faith in their 
direction of travel that is sometimes lacking when they operate in isolation.

Finally, take some action. This is the scary part. This is where those ideas 
that have been ruminating in your mind become visible to all. In this place 
leaders must instigate personal practices that will support them to stay 
committed and consistent in the face of the inevitable challenges. They 
must remain open to feedback, based on what they are seeing, hearing and 
feeling as they progress along their journey. And they must celebrate the 
successes along the way. For too many leaders, success or achievement is 
a permanent false summit.
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towardltd.com/@towardltd

Coaching leaders in
partnership with the future


