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Is it realistic for assistants to think of ourselves as 
leaders?
It certainly is realistic! Leadership isn’t a private club, or an opportunity restricted 
solely to people holding management positions or certain job titles. The only true 
barrier to your potential for leadership is your mindset.

Assistants lead in a number of capacities, within the career as well as in professional 
networks/associations and communities. If you’ve ever been part of an office 
relocation or refurbishment, the implementation of new systems, or attended a 
major event or meeting, you can likely identify the assistants whose leadership was 
instrumental in the success of such undertakings. The assistants involved don’t 
always hold formal authority, yet they inspire the confidence and trust of those in 
authority. Think back to the early months of 2020. You likely stepped up to the plate 
and demonstrated leadership qualities as people everywhere were sorting out how to 
work remotely. 

Assistants hold formal leadership roles in local, national and international networks 
and professional associations. These assistants impact decisions on budgets, 
professional development opportunities and strategy. Consider, too, the extent 
to which assistants lead in community associations, advisory bodies, schools’ 
parent associations and more. In England, four assistants lead what’s known as the 
Manchester PA (Personal Assistant) Network. Their network not only provides a 
strong social community for assistants; they’ve raised the British equivalent of more 
than $250,000 US for The Christie, a hospital charity. These assistants are known 
throughout their community. Not one person in their vicinity doubts the capacity of 
assistants to lead. Nor should we.

What are some key leadership traits?
Let’s start by considering four leaders you respect and admire. Who comes to mind? 
Begin by identifying two individuals you know through your career. Position titles are 
not the criteria; focus on people who inspire and motivate you. Then, think identify 
an assistant whose leadership qualities you recognize. For the fourth person, cast 
your thoughts beyond your career and open your choices to include someone from 
a community or civic body, a professional or athletic association, or the global stage. 
This fourth person needn’t be someone you personally know. We’re unlikely to ever 
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meet Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy, yet we need only read the news or 
watch a newscast to gain exposure to his leadership qualities.

Write these four individuals’ names or initials in the quadrant/space below. Then, 
beneath each name, jot down a few key traits or characteristics that come to mind 
when you think of that person. What is it about each leader that inspires or motivates 
you? What is it about that person that inspires confidence, loyalty, respect, and your 
readiness to pay attention to and even act on what they say and do?

A LEADER IN MY CURRENT WORKPLACE 
A LEADER FROM A PAST WORKPLACE 
AN ASSISTANT I VIEW AS A LEADER 

A COMMUNITY/ CIVIC/ OTHER LEADER   

There is no single formula for leadership
Now, have a look at the words you wrote about each individual. Are there some 
common threads despite the differences in how and where these four people lead  
(or have led), or did different qualities come to mind for each person?

There is no single, static formula for leadership. There are certainly key qualities,  
just as there are values by which leaders live. 

When it comes to leading people, whether in the office, our community, or both, 
leaders do more than talk the talk. It’s their actions that inspire people to believe 
in them as leaders. Think of colleagues who’ve inspired you to perform at a high 
level. They likely collaborated to establish shared goals. They probably empowered 
you by communicating goals or a priority, rather than identifying the task and also 
micromanaging how you would complete it. As Bill Owens put it, “true leadership  
lies in guiding others to success”.

Turning your own leadership aspirations to reality
If we want to lead people, whether in the office, our community, or both, we need to 
do more than talk the talk. Our actions influence the extent to which people accept 
and trust us as leaders. 

To turn our own leadership aspirations to reality, it helps to contemplate what 
leadership means to us. We can think about developing or honing those traits we 
admire in other leaders. That said, the experiences that shape one person’s path to 
leadership will be different from another’s. 

To lead with integrity, we need to be  
authentic and true to ourselves and our values.
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