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How to lead if you’re not in a position of leadership 
Written by Kevin Morihira 

My two previous columns were somewhat targeted to those currently in, or ready to aspire to, positions 

of formal leadership. Because of this, I received some notes and comments back saying, "That's great, 

Kevin. But how can I 'lead' if I am just starting my career or if I'm not in a position of leadership?" 

This is a great question, and it has a fairly simple answer. Remember I had said that you don't need a 

title to lead. The leadership spectrum is broad and has room for many styles and types of all levels. 

Whether it is formal or informal, there is always room to get things done. Here are five simple tips to 

keep in mind if you find yourself asking, "How can I lead if I'm not in a position of leadership?" 

1. Keep an eye on the future: Perhaps this is a bad time for a Fleetwood Mac reference, but 

don't stop thinking about tomorrow. Start focusing on the type of leader you want to one day 

be. 

One of the best ways to do this is to create a table with four columns. The first column is for the 

leadership trait, skill or style you want to have; the next is for a person (or people) you believe 

have this trait or skill; the third is for a list of why this is important to you; and the last column is 

for a list of some simple steps on how you can begin building the desired skill. Keep this table 

and refer to it often. 

Revise it as required and begin working on building your "toolbox." Once you start building and 

applying some of your desired skills, the odds are pretty good that those around you will take 

notice. 

2. Understand the big picture: Talk to your leader(s) about the company and/or business unit 

strategy. Make sure you understand the vision, mission and values and what is expected of you. 

Make sure you have absolute clarity on these pieces and how you support the bigger picture. 

Once you know the rules of the game and how you fit into it all, you'll be much more effective 

and able to contribute more, which will in turn make you more visible and more valuable. After I 

came to this realization earlier in my career, whenever I had deliverables to produce, I not only 

knew exactly what to do and why we were doing it, but I also got good at predicting what the 

first or second question would be and started factoring responses to those questions into my 

work. That's when it gets fun, and that's when good things can start to happen. Hard work pays 

off. 

3. Passionate and patient: If you don't know who Gary Vaynerchuk is, check him out on Google. 

He is smart, smart, smart and an authority in the world of social media. I saw one of his 

presentations where he mentioned passion and patience. He said that if you have passion and 

are patient, there is nothing you cannot do. I agree. Your career spans a long time. If you're not 

in a leadership position today, that doesn't mean you won't be at some point in the future. Be 
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patient—there is no such thing as an overnight success story. Use the skills and experiences you 

receive today to ensure your success tomorrow. Be passionate about what you do and have 

patience and awareness to know that something bigger is waiting for you. 

 

4. Do the little things right: Learn the lessons, take the experiences and make yourself better. A 

great real-life example of this is the back-up goalie on a hockey team. By simple definition of 

title, a back-up is a second choice for starting the game. Yet back-up goalies play a huge and 

important role in the success of the team. Often the back-up shows up early to practices, stays 

late, and takes extra shots from the team. Back-ups do the little things that contribute to the 

greater success of the team while also improving themselves in the process. 

 

5. Make the most of what you get: Sticking with the back-up goalie example, when you get the 

opportunity to play, make the most of it. While this is straightforward and simple for our goalie 

example, what might this look like in your world? It could mean attending meetings while one of 

your colleagues or leaders is on vacation or double booked. Or having the opportunity to make a 

presentation. Or even something simpler like sharing the elevator with someone you want time 

with. 

Please don't overthink this and don't take it to mean that these are "do-or-die" scenarios. They 

are not. In the case of back-up goalies, coaches, players and fans aren't expecting miracles 

because their expectations have been adjusted. Still, on the odd occasion, a well-prepared back-

up has been known to steal the show and begin to rise from back-up to starter. The same could 

happen to you. 

So don't fall victim to the excuse of "but I'm not in a position of authority." It does not matter how many 

boxes are above or below you on the org chart. If you don't start doing something about it now, I can 

promise you that you'll likely be in the same spot the next time the org chart gets updated. 

 


