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In a report by Knowledge@Wharton and The McKinsey Quarterly, the management journal of consulting firm 
McKinsey & Co., experts from McKinsey and Wharton point out that regardless of whether people are at the top of an 
organization or on the front lines, they can explore ways to expand their leadership potential to the fullest. According 
to the report, “It is said that leadership starts at the top. This is often true, of course, but it is far from being the whole 
story. Leaders can also be found at the bottom of an organization and at just about every place in between.” 

In fact, they say, “leadership can be found and must be practiced by employees at all levels of an organization. 
That is the only way in which an enterprise can get the most from managers and employees alike, achieve its 
strategic goals, fulfill the personal career aspirations of its people, and lay the groundwork for identifying and 
developing future leaders, including those who may eventually serve at the highest levels. A payroll clerk who 
recommends a way to streamline the process of cutting a check is demonstrating leadership -- given the 
parameters of his or her place in an organization -- in the same way as a CEO who is launching an initiative to 
transform a corporation.” 

The report quotes Michael Useem, director of the Center for Leadership and Change Management at Wharton, who 
says, “Everybody can lead at every level; there are no excuses. It doesn’t matter if you’re on the front line or the top 
line. If you are given an office with the powers of that office, what do you add to the office above and beyond those 
powers? Do you excite and motivate people? Do you bring excellence and vision to what ultimately is the objective 
of that office or even the whole company? Everybody should be good at leading, whatever their level in the 
hierarchy.” 

Helen Handfield-Jones, an independent consultant on leadership talent strategy and co-author of the book The War 
for Talent, is also quoted: “Everyone can exercise leadership by being an individual contributor at any level of an 
organization. What does that mean? Ultimately it comes down to looking for opportunities to make the world a 
better place. That sounds grand, but when people apply that idea to their work situations, it means having a vision 
of how your unit, or you as an individual, can be more effective and creative, go beyond day-to-day requirements, 
and energize others around that vision.” 

Keith Leslie, a principal at McKinsey, “notes that in recent years many business people and business journalists 
have become enamored with the idea of the ‘heroic’ leader -- the super-talented individual who single-handedly 
shepherds his or her organization to new heights. While powerful, charismatic individuals can make a difference, it 
is usually leadership teams, not the lone wolf, which proves essential to organizational success.”  

 Here are additional excerpts from the report: 

“Organizations can help managers and employees become leaders in a variety of ways: encouraging people to 
read histories, study biographies, carefully observe leaders around them, and engage in lifelong education. 
Organizations can also mentor people and help them discover, in their own way, how they can improve. 
Perhaps the most important thing organizations can do is encourage people to get out of their ‘comfort zones’ 
and take on new tasks and challenges.” 

“While everyone in an enterprise can demonstrate leadership skills, middle managers and other people in non-
executive positions must lead for different purposes and by different means than CEOs and other senior 



executives. No one suggests, for example, that a middle manager can influence a company’s strategic direction 
to the same extent as a chief executive. But non-executives can readily find ways to make their influence felt.” 

“Wharton management professor Anne Cummings agrees with Useem and Handfield-Jones that all employees 
can be leaders, even those who have no one reporting to them. All employees can exert what Cummings calls 
‘horizontal’ leadership -- leading in a setting where a person does not have the formal authority that is 
bestowed by a supervisory relationship.” 

“’There is a set of skills and capabilities that are useful at the lowest levels; you exert it through your peers and 
in team settings,’ Cummings says. Leadership in the lower ranks can involve everything from prioritizing tasks 
and managing time to getting people to accomplish goals and resolving conflicts. Such commonplace actions 
are important because they help an organization at any level meet its goals.” 

 “The essential set of skills for a senior executive -- character and integrity; the ability to think strategically; the 
ability to communicate and persuade; decisiveness and thoroughness in execution -- should be manifested by 
all employees. But they are exercised differently, and are narrower in their scope and influence, by people 
lower in the ranks. ‘If you’re an associate at Wal-Mart, you don’t look to change the entire corporate system,’ 
according to Cummings. ‘You do what you can do to improve things where you are.’” 

“Like senior executives, non-executives can demonstrate leadership by taking into account three important 
themes in making decisions: direction, interaction and renewal. Leaders look at the direction in which they are 
trying to take their business, according to Leslie, the McKinsey consultant. Leaders ask the right questions 
about overall organizational performance and how teams work together to improve performance. Leaders set 
clear goals for their businesses as a whole. They then work to institute processes that revitalize the effort and 
commitment of the people they work with. Effective leaders are rarely satisfied. They continually ask: What is 
the next level of improvement?” 

”People who wish to strengthen their leadership skills should seek out challenging experiences. ‘Put yourself in 
situations you’ve never been in before,’ says Handfield-Jones. ‘If you’ve spent three to five years in one 
business unit, make a change. Lead a mature business, then a start-up business. Learn to lead in a line 
position, then put yourself in a staff role. You also have to seek out feedback, coaching and mentoring, so you 
can reflect on your own leadership style and learn about yourself as you go along.’” 

  “As people grow as leaders, they are likely to find that their ability to lead requires a more sophisticated and 
less direct approach. ‘You have to find ways to influence people and inspire people around a vision,’ says 
Handfield-Jones. ‘Then you have to shape that vision and shape the culture and values of your organization. 
You also have to have the fairly sophisticated leadership skill of making sure the leaders who report to you are 
themselves effective leaders to their people. So you’re reaching more broadly and more indirectly than your 
own immediate circle.’” 

The article ends by asking “how, exactly, does someone with little or no managerial or supervisory experience go 
about taking that first step toward being a leader?”  Useem answers that “It simply involves an act of will. You must 
simply decide, ‘I’m going to step forward to make a difference. I’m going to offer fresh insights and get people 
excited about where this company or organization ought to go.’ Leadership is a matter of personal commitment and 
drive.” 
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