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Part One

During the late 1990’s and early 2000’s, Secretary of State Colin Powell was the most prominent African American leader in the public sphere.  The former U.S. Army General projected a stature of leadership that I have always admired and aspired to emulate.  What impressed me most was his dedication to public service and his unflappable demeanor.  However, it was then Illinois Senatorial Candidate, Barack Obama’s address at the Democratic National Convention that made me re-examine my view of leadership. That speech elevated Barack Obama to prominence and propelled him to the presidency.  His message of hope inspired people but it was his ability to bring people together that what was most impressive.  At the time, I thought the differences between President Obama and Secretary of State Powell were stark, however as I reflect on both there are far more similarities than differences.

Throughout our lives we meet different leaders each with their own leadership style.  Many leave an impression on us.  Some leaders inspire, others are demanding and sometimes difficult to deal with. Many want appeasement and some abdicate their role all together.  I have always been interested in the methodology leaders use to motivate followers, regardless of style.  I have witnessed the impact strong leaders can have on individuals and groups. Good leadership can make the mundane tasks seem important and complex jobs seem easy. The military has proven to be the most rewarding environment for me to learn about leadership. The military indoctrinates leaders and teaches to manage through procedure and policy, which explains why I have gravitated toward Colin Powell as the model leader. Any Soldier will tell you that leadership makes the world of difference, especially when the mission is critical.  Even though military training is steeped with lessons designed to boost leadership characteristics, the underlying intent is to develop leaders that will not quit and lead their troops into harm’s way even if it is to the determent of themselves and their Soldiers. However, military leaders are also taught to assess, examine, and mitigate risk to keep personnel and equipment safe. Even with high levels of preparation along with some of the best military training that exists, leaders are susceptible to making poor decisions.  

Given the state of America’s current presidential leadership,  I reflect on the fundamentals of leadership characterized by Colin Powell.  In listening to him explaining the essence of leadership during a visit to the White House addressing an audience of White House Fellows, someone asked him what makes a good leader. Without hesitation he answered trust. He expounded that good leadership revolves around creating conditions of trust within an organization.  He explained that if no one trusts they will not follow, and without followers you cannot be defined as a leader (Powell & Koltz, 2012) His message was profound, but so simple.  This idea is a pillar to my leadership philosophy.  The best way to build trust is to implement a practice of doing the right thing.  A biproduct of doing the right thing is trust.  The second premise I learned while in the military and it relevance in the civilian world is often understated, do everything to the best of your ability.  When people know that you are committed to excellence they will follow or change their behavior.   The  last principle is simple, but I learned how effective it is through personal experiences, show people that you care.  I learned that being in charge, when in charge was important, but even more important is the positive impact that leaders have when they are interacting with people are under their influence.

When I think about great leaders that I have had the privilege to meet and learn from, they all have similar character traits.  They were people that inspired me, I could trust, they always tried to be fair even if it did not favor me.  They lead by example and always demanded that I maintain the standard that they knew I was capable of achieving. Lastly, the one thing I believe that means the most but is often taken for granted is that they showed concern about my well-being as a Soldier, colleague, and friend.  When I think about Colin Powell and Barak Obama, I believe they exhibit the same characteristics as well.  From them I developed my leadership philosophy.

Theory
· I believe in showing people that you care.
· I believe in having a commitment to excellent.
· I believe in earning people’s trust.

Attitude
· My thoughts will focus on others that I engage to have positive interactions.
· My words will stand on my actions.

Principles
· I will achieve success through team involvement.
· I will leverage the individual talent to build a cohesive environment.
· I will lead by example and strive for excellence.
· I will seek to build fellowship through diversity and inclusions.

Behavior
· I expect to provide purpose and guidance during all situations regardless how chaotic.

Part Two

How a leader is perceived is an important aspect of leadership philosophies. The perspective of friends, colleagues, and observers are valuable in understanding how behaviors elicit positive and negative responses from followers. In American society, public sector leaders are often the central topic of conversation. Actions of political leaders guide the debate on whether we admired or admonished our elect officials. When politicians behave in a manner we agree with, we use our vote to keep them in public office and in the contrary vote them out if we disagree. We cast our votes as an endorsement of good leadership. Good leadership is subjective, what is perceived as good leadership has to do with values and how they align with ones interests. I define leadership as the ability of a leader to understand the values and interests of others. Then using this knowledge to align those values and interest to achieve a common objective.
 
During a recent class exercise, I had the opportunity to test this definition. I participated in a roundtable discussion on how leadership styles differ when leading among other cultures. My colleagues presented their observations of attributes that Asians and Africans look for in a leader.  The differences were vast. One of my colleagues pointed out that in China a leader is driven by culture. Those in leadership positions are revered and subordinates work for the admiration of their leader. In Africa, leaders are expected to distance themselves from subordinates. The higher the position the more echelons exist between subordinates.  Rarely are these levels skipped. A thought that resonated with me was that leadership perceptions are not universal.
	
Part of my leadership philosophy exploration was to engage a colleague or friend to learn their perspective on my attributes as a leader. For this exercise I asked my former assistant, Steve to give his perception of my leadership style. Coincidently, prior to me leaving my position as a manager at M&T Bank in September 2019 I reviewed the results of the organization wide employee engagement survey. This survey was designed to give the organization insight on how employees view their roles, mangers and organization. I consider Steve a friend and since we no longer work together hearing his viewpoints are helpful as I construct my leadership philosophy. The excerpt from our conversation is listed below.  	
 
1. Albert: What do you think I believe to be the essence of leadership?
Steve: I think your emphasis on communication is important. Our morning huddles were an important part of the day. I can see a difference from when you were here to now. Even when we weren’t talking about business, we were in sync.

2. Albert: What do you think my attitude is in good and challenging times?
Steve: When you were happy or upbeat it seemed like everyone’s attitude was the upbeat, but there were sometimes when we knew there was something bugging you.
Albert: Was that often, how did it effect you?
Steve: It wasn’t often, but you had no problem letting people know there was an issue that needed to be fixed, so everyone was alert.
Albert: In retrospect, how could I have improved those situations.
Steve: I think if you could have been more patience. I don’t know if it was because of pressure from David (my supervisor), but you put pressure on us to find solution quickly.

3. Albert: How do you think I lead? Or given the opportunity would lead?
Steve: Your candor and leadership is missed. I would rate you in my top two.  I truly appreciate the time you took helping me with my career.

4. Albert: In good and challenging situations in my work, what did my behaviors say about my leadership?
Steve: The military in you comes out when it is crunch team. If there was an issue or a deadline, I knew you were going to push to get it done. I wondered if you were going to burn out. I was used to seeing your car in the parking lot on the weekends.
Albert: Do you think that was the right behavior.
Steve: Todd (my predecessor) used to come in on the weekend too and I know other manager do it as well. I think it is one of those unwritten rules for managers.

5. Albert: What do you think is my theory of leadership?
Steve: You don’t have to work as hard when we work together or Get it done so we can go to happy hour.

My Q&A session with Steve was insightful. In relation to the way I see myself as a leader and how he sees me, there are some thoughts that are aligned. As part of my theory I listed show people that you care, and I believe Steve expressed that as well. An area of concern that effects my philosophy is attitude. I detailed my intent to engage other and have positive interactions and that my actions should speak louder than words, however Steve pointed to how my demeanor affected those around me. As a leader, a bad attitude can have a negative effect on a work environment, so self-awareness is an attribute that I will consider adding to my philosophy. Lastly, the principles I adopted in part one matched well with Steve’s assessment. My principles are based on my values I’ve learned throughout life, so upholding and exhibiting them is not surprising.

Part Three

The experience of identifying my espoused theory of leadership has provided a needed pause for self-assessment, reflection, refinement and action planning. In part one of the exercise, I identified three pillars as the foundation of my theory; showing people that you care, a commitment to excellent, and earning people’s trust.

The basis of the philosophy was formed from listening to motivational speeches while deployed to Afghanistan. At the time the speeches were a counter measure to experiences encountered while deployed. The speeches were a tool to help endure combat operations, overcome fear and depression, and mental fatigue. Despite the hardships, at the completion of my deployment I was proud at what I had accomplished. When I returned to the United States my interest in what motivate others grew. My research into the topic transformed into an examination of my lived experiences as a leader and as a follower. As a leader, I noticed that I was most successful when I showed compassion, instilled drive and purpose, and earned my followers’ trust. In preparation for my next deployment, a support of a mission to Sub-Sahara Africa. I used my self-reflections to adjust my leadership style as I began to make the necessary steps in developing a new leadership philosophy.

The first pillar of my philosophy is showing people that you care. The importance in showing people that you care is found when your followers understand that you have interest in their success at work and beyond. It can be manifested in the encouragement to seek education or even another job. Letting people know their wellbeing is important to the welfare of your organization is impactful. As a young manager I was arrogant, thinking my role as a manager was predestined. Unfortunately, I did not fully comprehend the value of the people I managed. I lacked emotional intelligence, failing to show a sense of empathy toward issues my staff experienced in and outside of work.  It wasn’t till I grew as a leader that I understood how work performance can improve when your followers know you care. One of Colin Powell’s 13 rules is simple, be kind. (Powell & Koltz, 2012) Being kind to others should be a non-negotiable for any leader. Kindness and empathy are two of the building blocks to building relationships. An act of kindness or the showing of empathy will positively change the mindset of their followers.  

Prior to enlisting in the military, I worked in the banking industry for several years. My time as a bank manager was inauspicious. I held the title of manger, but my actions reflected my attitude. Needless to say, my first stint in banking did not go over very well.  Joining the military was life changing. My previous experiences as a manager had no relevance on what I had embarked on in the military. Over the next ten years I learned a lot about what Colin Powell called the essence of leadership. I witnessed that when a leader gives their followers purpose and direction, ordinary people can accomplish extraordinary things. Throughout my military career, the only thing my leaders asked was that I complete every task to the best of my ability. I was promoted regularly and given the opportunity to lead larger teams of soldiers, soon I was managing several teams simultaneously. Upon reflection I recognized the deficiencies that plague my civilian career had been replaced by an attitude that all things were possible and learned that doing your best is contagious among followers. When I left the military I immediately transitioned back to banking. The misgivings that hindered my ability to effectively manage my team was replaced by a leader’s mentality of commitment to excellence, my second pillar of leadership.

The third pillar in my philosophy is the belief that all leaders need to earn the trust of their people. Trust is a pivotal element in any relationship, regardless if it personal or professional in nature. In building relationships, people want to know if we have integrity and will do what is right when no one is around or looking. Without trust any partnership will fall apart. I developed a habit of showing my teams they can trust me by exhibiting the first two pillars in my philosophy.  They could trust in me that I always had their best interest in mind and would balance my responsibilities to the organizations and my obligations to them.  They would never have to question my dedication to overcoming a challenge or that we could achieve it together.

In setting forth an action plan to further develop my leadership theory I plan to use my time in the PhD program expand my knowledge base. The PhD program standards that are outlined in the syllabus are in direct connection with the principles I detailed in part one of the paper. To improve upon my foundation of leadership I plan to continue to seek leadership positions with my organization. 

The Department of State is multination organization that offer opportunities in different capacities in almost every country in the world. My education will serve me well regardless if I serve in the United States or abroad. I have approached the Regional Director of Consular Affairs within Department of State, volunteering to conduct research on issue facing the agency.  My intention is to better understand the agency and how policies impacts the relationships between front line employees and the management team.  

In closing, leadership is more than a position in an organization. It is the behavior of those that hold leadership positions that is just as important. Given the right environment we all can be leaders. I do not believe people are born with a leadership trait, rather leadership is a learned behavior that is refined over time.  This premise applies to any organizational leader. Leaders can further their development of their skill set as a direct result of the dynamism they infuse into their responsibilities and their ability to adapt to the various dimensions of an organization.
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