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Living Leadership Finding Equilibrium

Introduction

Living leadership is about fully embracing your leadership challenges 
and opportunities. Leading well is about bringing all your experiences 
to bear, while not trying too hard and exhausting yourself. When you 
are living leadership you are drawing on your energy and insights, 
while leaving the sense of guilt behind. You are able to judge when to 
be on the balcony and when to be on the dance floor: ie when to be 
observing and when to be intervening.

Living leadership embraces enjoying leading, adapting your approach 
to fit the context, being true to your values and drawing on all your 
insights and experience. It involves being confident in what you bring 
as a leader while always being open to learn. It means being liberated 
to make your own choices on the way you lead. 

Five Key Axes

At the heart of living leadership well is finding the point of equilibrium 
on five key axes, namely:

1. Leading and Managing

2. Short-Term and Long-Term

3. The Individual and the Team

4. Activity and Reflection

5. Being Resolute and Adaptable
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A
 pre-requisite for success includes m

aking conscious decisions about 
the point of balance on these five axes. In this booklet, w

e highlight w
hat 

w
e are observing in our w

ork w
ith senior executives about how

 they are 
finding their point of equilibrium

 on these axes. These axes m
ay seem

 
obvious, but they are easily ignored. O

ften w
e apply a default approach 

to the w
ay w

e lead, returning to the w
ay w

e have alw
ays done it. 

Living leadership requires being vigilant about the point of equilibrium
 

and w
hen to vary it. It involves looking at these five axes anew

 and 
m

aking conscious decisions about our approach. 

1. Leading and M
anaging

There is a false dichotom
y betw

een leadership and m
anagem

ent.  
Living leadership requires doing both w

ell. K
ey elem

ents are:

B
ringing clarity of purpose requires a com

bination of leadership that 
inspires 

and 
m

anagem
ent 

that 
delivers. 

G
ood 

leadership 
ignites 

a passion to m
ake a difference. S

ound m
anagem

ent is about w
ell 

planned 
program

m
e, 

project, 
perform

ance 
and 

risk 
m

anagem
ent.

It m
eans clear expectations based on underpinning standards, w

ith  
a significant degree of em

pow
erm

ent.

W
ithout leadership there is no vision and energy. W

ithout m
anagem

ent 
there is lim

ited discipline or structure. C
larity and purpose that is 

engaging and realistic w
ill inspire a clear passion both to m

ake a 
difference and to ensure quality m

anagem
ent. C

reating a clear picture 

of w
hat an organisation is there for requires both uplifting leadership 

and effective m
anagem

ent. 

Liberation, energy and hope flow
 naturally w

hen sim
ple things are  

done w
ell and w

hen there is a consistency betw
een values and 

behaviours. A
 sense of personal liberation as a leader results from

 the 
individual know

ing w
here they stand w

ithout guilt or fear of blam
e. Energy 

flow
s w

hen the direction is clear, the sense of m
utual encouragem

ent 
and com

m
on purpose is strong and m

utual respect is high. 

G
row

ing 
organisational 

resilience 
can 

often 
be 

ignored. 
B

uilding 
organisational resilience is both about engaging people in new

 w
ays 

and building em
otional resonance, alongside clarity about w

ho is 
accountable 

for 
w

hat. 
G

row
ing 

organisational 
resilience 

is 
about  

building the capability to address both the know
n and the unknow

n. 
Evaluating clearly w

hat happened follow
ing a m

inor crisis can lead to 
im

portant lessons about addressing future, unpredicted events.

The organisation felt fearful 
of m

aking m
istakes and 

constrained. Its reputation  
had taken a ham

m
ering 

because of som
e w

ell 
publicised errors. A

 new
 leader 

brought both clarity of purpose 
and a strong sense of both 

challenge and encouragem
ent. 

P
eople w

ithin the organisation 
felt able to try new

 approaches. 
They felt m

ore confident 
because of both purposeful 
leadership and sound 
program

m
e and perform

ance 
m

anagem
ent arrangem

ents.
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to m

ake a difference?

program
m

es, projects, perform
ance and risks?

resilience?

 
the organisation is to deliver.

 
the organisation.

 
of your people.

 
in the organisation.
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2. S
hort-Term

 and Long-Term

H
ow

 can you best have one foot in today and one in tom
orrow

?  
K

ey elem
ents are:

R
ecognising the urgent alongside the im

portant is about the necessity 
of keeping the show

 on the road w
hile delivering the transform

ation 
necessary to achieve long-term

 goals. It involves living w
ith the polarity 

of doing both the urgent and w
hat is im

portant for the future. It is 
recognising that fire storm

s do have to be m
anaged as w

ell as ensuring 
tim

e is preserved for longer term
 planning. It is acknow

ledging that the 
“day job” cannot be ignored.

B
uilding the right foundation m

ight m
ean 70%

 of the effort going into 
the preparation. It m

eans stim
ulating debate that brings together quality 

and quantity w
ith no factors being in the taboo or too difficult categories. 

It involves prelim
inary w

ork that exam
ines all the linkages, sees issues 

from
 different angles and em

braces the perspective of custom
ers and 

stakeholders. P
reparation is about building on solid rock rather than 

shifting sand, w
herever that is possible.

Ensuring 
that 

long-term
 

intentions 
and 

realities 
inform

 
short-term

 
decisions 

is 
about 

bringing 
understanding 

about 
the 

long-term
 

im
plications of short-term

 decisions, and about ensuring that long-
term

 desires are not seen as irrelevant or unrelated to necessary short- 
term

 decisions.



6
P

raesta Insights
Living Leadership

7

A
 tight focus m

ay be im
portant to deliver specific tasks, but a w

ide 
field of vision helps ensure that consequences are seen. B

ringing clarity 
about long-term

 intent can build a greater com
m

itm
ent to the initial 

steps. A
 clear understanding of attitudes and the approaches of others 

is essential to sustain the energy and com
m

itm
ent necessary to deliver 

m
ultiple outcom

es and not be throw
n off course.

for transform
ation? 

alongside w
ork on longer term

 transform
ation.

building the foundation?

w
ide enough to encourage the adventurous?

transform
ation?

drive out the im
portant?

and the urgent?

3. The Individual and the Team

Living leadership m
eans nurturing and grow

ing the energy of both the 
individual and the team

. B
oth are crucial to success. K

ey elem
ents are:

M
ost leaders can see w

here they can m
ake a difference. They w

ant to 
add value in lots of different w

ays. They m
ay be better equipped than 

m
any of their team

 to do individual tasks w
ell, but ‘w

hat is the value I 
can bring’, m

ay be the w
rong question. A

 tighter question is, “W
hat is 

it only I can do?” A
sking that question puts a m

uch tougher filter on 
how

 best the leader uses their tim
e and energy. 

A
 leader felt pulled in m

any 
directions at the sam

e tim
e. H

e 
w

as rushing from
 one thing to 

the next. H
e knew

 he needed 
to be m

ore system
atic about 

allocating his tim
e betw

een 
the urgent and the im

portant. 
H

e used a com
bination of 

allocating blocks of tim
e in his 

diary for longer term
 issues, 

being clearer w
hat success 

looked like both this w
eek and 

next year, being explicit about 
w

hen he w
as available and not 

available, and recognising w
hat 

raised or sapped his energy.
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A
 successful team

 w
ill be delivering stronger outputs than they w

ould  
as individuals. S

uccessful team
s w

ill be generating energy in individuals 
as w

ell as in the team
 through building on a sense of collective 

endeavour, w
ith recognition and developm

ent of the diverse talents 
w

ithin the team
. Team

s that are doing w
ell flow

 from
 individuals w

ho 
are playing their part effectively, are true to their ow

n values and are 
focused on team

 rather than individual outcom
es.

Effective team
s are not only internal team

s. B
uilding external partnerships 

w
ell is about creating a w

ider sense of m
utual engagem

ent and 
com

m
itm

ent from
 people w

ith a diversity of interests. Living leadership 
involves creating a sense of team

 both w
ith those outside and inside an 

organisation so that there is a shared sense of com
m

on endeavour that 
creates com

m
itm

ent, energises and liberates. S
uccess com

es through 
asking the question regularly about how

 can building a broader team
 

create synergies and energy that increase the prospect of success.

endeavour w
ithin a diverse team

?

enterprise?

get from
 other people?

that I bring?

Each m
em

ber of the team
 

shared their perspective on 
w

hat w
ould bring out the best 

in them
. They identified the 

distinctive contribution each 
m

em
ber brought and w

hat they 
needed in particular from

 the 
leader. They w

orked through 

w
hat success looked like and 

how
 jointly they could increase 

their prospect of success 
through the w

ay they supported 
and stretched each other. 
They identified how

 they could 
keep their deliberations fresh, 
energised and reflective.



10
P

raesta Insights
11

Living Leadership

4. A
ctivity and R

eflection

G
etting the equilibrium

 right betw
een activity and reflection is about, 

connecting 
head 

and 
heart, 

bringing 
focus 

and 
observation, 

and 
applying determ

ination and detachm
ent. K

ey elem
ents are:

S

 all

S
eizing the m

om
ent is about accepting new

 reality and being w
illing  

to 
prom

ote 
fresh 

thinking 
and 

em
brace 

radical 
approaches. 

It 
is 

recognising 
that 

decisions 
are 

needed 
and 

not 
procrastinating.  

It is being w
illing to put the foot on the accelerator w

hen there is an 
opportunity that m

ay not com
e again. S

eizing the m
om

ent w
ill often be 

about taking the initiative to build m
utual understanding and a shared 

w
ill to initiate change.

Exercising the pow
er of reflection is about the im

portance of standing 
back and seeing a situation or decision from

 a num
ber of different 

angles. It involves encouraging freshness and new
 thinking, even at 

busy tim
es. A

llow
ing effective reflection tim

e so that preconceived ideas 
can be re-exam

ined is fundam
ental to long-term

 success. 

G
ood quality reflection w

ill m
ean that learning is codified, em

bedded and 
built on. A

stute reflection and observation w
ill m

ean there is recognition 
of both the form

al and inform
al processes through w

hich decisions 
are arrived at. R

eflection is not for w
im

ps. R
eflection sits alongside 

courage to ensure that decisions are thought through, consistent w
ith 

your values and aligned w
ith long-term

 intent. 

“Tim
ing is all” is know

ing w
hen to stand back and w

hen to press 
the button. The m

ost precious skill of leadership is about judging the 
m

om
ent to take an initiative,  m

ake a decision, or change direction. 
G

ood tim
ing is about creating defining m

om
ents for both team

s and 
w

ider organisations. M
om

ents of crisis or celebration can be im
portant 

in crystallizing w
hat in an organisation is there to do.  Living leadership 

is about know
ing w

hen to decide, w
hen to “w

ing it” and w
hen to stand 

back and reflect.

 
of reflection?

 
on tim

ing are uncluttered by previous behaviours or expectations?

A
 leader found him

self 
exhausted and failing to 
rem

em
ber the nam

es of key 
people. H

e knew
 he had  

to stand back in order to m
ove 

forw
ard effectively. H

e needed 
to calm

 dow
n and create  

som
e shafts of stillness.  

H
e began to take five m

inute 
breaks w

hich helped recharge 
his energies and put issues 
back into a w

ider context. H
e 

saw
 tim

es of being reflective as 
a strength and not a w

eakness.
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space to think or for shafts of stillness?

in a purposeful and perceptive w
ay?

you learn from
 them

?

5. B
eing R

esolute and A
daptable

U
nderpinning the four axes above is the im

portance of getting the 
balance right betw

een being resolute and adaptable. B
eing adaptable 

is a sign of strength and not w
eakness. B

eing overly resolute can m
ean 

rushing into a brick w
all. K

ey elem
ents are:

B
eing resolute is about having the passion to m

ake a difference 
in uncertain tim

es and a doggedness to keep at it. P
assion w

ith a 
purpose starts from

 clarity of intent, consistent underlying values and 
the im

portance of building on the im
perative for change. 

R
esolution and determ

ination flow
s from

 confidence in your values and 
goals, and trust in your ow

n judgem
ent. It involves recognising w

hen 
you are given authority by others and being w

illing to take responsibility 
for your actions. It incorporates a strong sense of self-authorising 
beliefs and actions, w

ith a sound, internal barom
eter that keeps you on  

a reasonable track.

B
eing adaptable and agile includes recognising w

hen persistent action 
and determ

ination can risk blinkering your understanding of current 
reality. It includes understanding your ow

n em
otions and how

 som
etim

es 
w

e can be rigid in our reactions. 

B
eing adaptable m

eans both being focused and retaining bandw
idth 

w
ith a breadth of understanding. A

gility is about how
 w

e get over or 
around barriers in the w

ay. C
onstantly searching after new

 opportunities 
to deliver w

ell reinforces adaptability and agility, w
hich is crucial to 

ensuring that resolution does not becom
e tunnel vision.

B
eing single m

inded w
as not 

getting a leader the conclusions 
she thought w

ere right. S
he felt 

as if she w
as banging her head 

on a brick w
all. S

he knew
 she 

had to adapt her approach but 
w

as not finding the prospect 
attractive. S

he forced herself  

to be m
ore open to the view

s  
of others, m

ore w
illing to vary 

her approach and less dogm
atic 

about how
 the objectives  

should be delivered. She w
as 

reassured w
hen progress began 

to be m
ade.
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P
utting a strong em

phasis on co-creation reinforces adaptability through 
the 

involvem
ent 

of 
diverse 

interests 
and 

individuals 
in 

developing 
coherent 

next 
steps. 

B
uilding 

progress 
around 

co-creation 
and 

partnership reaffirm
s the benefits from

 new
 w

ays of w
orking together. 

Learning fast by w
orking jointly and building buy-in can create both 

clear resolution and adaptable w
ays of getting things done.

and the need for change?

right betw
een being resolute and adaptable?

encourage adaptability w
hile ensuring a strong sense of com

m
on 

purpose?

 
of other people

 
previous definitions

N
ext S

teps

Living leadership to the full can be both painful and exhausting.  
It m

eans recognising your ow
n lim

itations, w
hile continuing to stretch 

the boundaries of your ow
n understanding and preferred approaches. 

Living leadership is about taking control of the future, being upbeat and 
assertive, w

hile at the sam
e tim

e recognising the realities and lim
itations 

of both yourself and others. 

Leading successfully involves keeping an eye on w
here you are on 

these five key axes, possibly using the approach set out in the annex. 
It is about recognising your natural behaviour and being w

illing to flex 
it. It includes training yourself to “stretch the slider bar” so you are 
trying different positions on the axes. S

uccess w
ill involve judgem

ents 
about w

hen you lead and w
hen you follow

, w
hen you press your point 

and w
hen you concede to others, and w

hen you lead from
 the front 

or steer from
 behind. 

These five axes m
ay w

ell be eternal verities but getting the balance 
right is fundam

ental to success for any leader in any sector at any tim
e. 

Enjoy observing yourself, standing back, experim
enting and flexing  

your approach.
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16 A
nnex: R

eview
ing Your A

pproach 

M
any leaders w

e have w
orked w

ith have found it helpful to stand 
back and reflect on w

here they are currently on these five axes.  

 
- 

leading and m
anaging

 
- 

short-term
 and long-term

 
- 

the individual and the team
 

- 
activity and reflection

 
- 

being resolute and adaptable

som
e of these axes?

tim
e and energy?

In relation to your team
 questions to enable them

 to reflect m
ight be:

balance right?

reassess the right point of equilibrium
 on these axes?

Looking again at these five axes can provide a defining m
om

ent for 
an individual or team

, w
hen review

ed individually, or w
ith a colleague 

or a coach, or in w
orkshop. Tim

e spent reflecting on these them
es 

is likely to result in greater clarity about next steps and a renew
ed 

energy, how
ever daunting the issues being addressed.




