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Our world has changed tremendously in the past one hun-
dred years, but the qualities of a leader remain unchanged. It 
matters not if you communicate by email or telegraph, nor is it 
important if you arrive at the office in a Mercedes or Model A. The 
trappings of our technological advancements have no effect on 
leadership because leadership is about relationships – relation-
ships that give you the ability to connect and create an environ-
ment of trust with another human being. 

For years, leaders have been presented with the idea that soft 
skills, such as relationship building, were less important than the 
ability to produce. Now we are learning that this line of thinking is 
not true. People want to know what kind of person you are before 
they give you their trust. In today’s business environment, no mat-
ter how well you produce, if you don’t have the ability to inspire 
trust your overall effectiveness will be limited. Your members, and 
your employees, have no interest in your resume or how you got 
where you are – but they do care what you value as a person. Is it 

people or things? Is it meeting their needs or focusing entirely on 
the bottom line? Perception is everything.

My goal in this series is to cut through all the rhetoric and 
buzzwords and give you practical information that you can put 
to work, right now, to improve your leadership abilities. This is 
not another eight-step plan to separate you from your cash; it is a 
no-nonsense look at the reality of leading today’s workforce and 
an illumination of the skills executives must cultivate now to con-
tinue to lead effectively in the future. Don’t misunderstand. I’m not 
in any way against leadership seminars; some of them are quite 
good, but often they are created from the idea that leadership is 
something you do. Leadership is not something you do; it’s some-
thing you are. It is an internal growth process not an external ini-
tiative or multi-step program. 

Unfortunately, the concept we have come to know as leader-
ship has most often focused on changing something we do – and 
CEOs of today’s credit unions have heard every program in the 
book. Many senior leaders spend tremendous amounts of time 

shuffling policies and proto-
cols, removing and adding 
staff, and creating new prod-
ucts to offer their members. 
They generally look and feel 
very busy but activity does not 
equate to accomplishment. 
Many CEOs feel the pull of 
corporate quicksand as they 
implement new programs or 
ideas only to see them have a 
marginal effect, if any, on the 
bottom line. They are frus-
trated as they try one initiative 
after another and may even 
see programs that were suc-

“Leadership is not something you do;
it’s something you are.”

NEW >>THE LEADERSHIP SERIES



www.CUBizMag.com	 March 2008     Credit Union BUSINESS     43

cessful at one credit union fall completely 
flat at another. 

Senior executives who have been 
around for any length of time have a gut 
instinct when something isn’t working. 
They feel it, but often are still at a loss to 
understand exactly why it’s not working. 
The CEO who has seen the hype of new 
leadership ideas come and go over the 
years can become easily jaded and resis-
tant to the thought of change. He or she 
can go so far as to refuse to acknowledge 
that anything is actually wrong – until the 
pink slip arrives. 

Leadership, stated very simply, is the 
ability to get others to follow. The prob-
lem is that this is not something you can 
command or manage. People follow only 
if they choose to. You may be able to buy 
their time and insist they do what is required to fulfill their job 
description, but you cannot force them to engage their hearts and 
minds in your vision for the future. They only do that 
by choice. It makes no difference your tenure, salary 
level or the title engraved on your office door. Nothing 
matters except how others perceive you as a person; 
and if you are an individual of character, they will 
put all their intelligence and talents to work for you. 
The ability to leverage the hearts and minds of those 
you lead gives you more power and influence than 
any title can ever bestow. You will be able to attract other leaders 
and get the buy-in from those with skills you do not have to assist 
you in reaching higher goals than your organization can currently 
imagine. 

The “Credit Union BUSINESS” Leadership series is designed 
to outline some essential skills and concepts that the next decade’s 
senior executives must master to move themselves and their credit 
unions to the forefront. The changing workforce and regulatory 
environment have direct effects on the ability to lead, and it be-

comes ever more important to under-
stand the personal growth necessary for 
senior executives to weather the chal-
lenges and changes necessary to remain 
on the leading edge of the industry. 

This series will challenge your ex-
isting beliefs and assumptions of what 
leadership means and will offer ideas 
to expand your ability to succeed. It will 
stem from the concept that leadership is 
about character, trust and authenticity. 
In “The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leader-
ship,” John C. Maxwell writes, “Char-
acter makes trust possible. And trust 
makes leadership possible.” You cannot 
lead anyone without his or her consent, 
and the ability of executives to gain the 
trust of members and employees is di-

rectly related to their ability to succeed. 
People still want a relationship, and the CEO has the ability to cre-
ate an atmosphere of belonging and acceptance. 

The Three “C”s
I recently spoke to John Maxwell to get his insights on leadership 
within the non-profit financial world. Dr. Maxwell has written over 
50 books, which have sold more than 13 million copies and have 
been translated into over 50 languages. His latest book, “Leader-
ship Gold,” highlights the lessons of leadership he has gained over 
the course of his life. He agrees that the ability to lead has much 
more to do with how others perceive you as a person than what 

“Credibility doesn’t make you  
a leader, but it will break you  

as one.” – John C. Maxwell
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your credentials are. Maxwell states that in order for CU execu-
tives to be successful, they must have the three “C”s: Credibility, 
Confidence and Consistency.

It is important to note that a great leader cannot get away 
with having only one or two of these qualities – they must have 
all three. Often there is a tendency for CEOs to try and trade one 
of these key qualities for another. They may realize that they lack 
confidence but think that their competence and ability to get things 
done make up for it – it doesn’t. You may be competent but lack 
the consistency necessary to be truly effective. Understanding the 
role that each of the three “C”s plays in leadership ability is vital 
and provides a starting point to assess your leadership skill.

Credibility – An Inner Strength
Credibility is not about awards you have won or designations you 
hold. It is not just about honesty and integrity – though it certainly 

encompasses those qualities. Credibility is about doing what you 
say you are going to do. It is the inner strength to plow through 
the tough times and stick to your principles rather than be tossed 
about by whim or the popular thought of the day. It boils down to 
the simple idea that if you make a promise, you keep it – period. 
According to Maxwell, “Credibility doesn’t make you as a leader, 
but it will break you as one.” 

CEOs will often try to erect a façade that gives the impression 
that everything is going well. You must realize that those around 
you will always be able to see through to the reality of the situa-
tion. No matter how pristine or perfect a new building looks, if the 
foundation is weak, stress will force the cracks to show. The same 
is true in leading your credit union. When stress rises and things 
aren’t going well, you will either gain credibility or lose it based 
upon your actions, which reveal your true inner character. 
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Confidence Creates Support
How do you feel about the current status of your credit union? Are 
you confident and looking forward to the future, or are you wor-
ried and focused on your inability to reach certain benchmarks 
or meet goals? If you ask most any CEO or senior executive if they 
are confident, they will probably say yes. It is very hard to rise to 
the senior level and not have a great deal of personal confidence. 
However, personal confidence is very different from professional 
confidence. 

Personal confidence is what you believe you can accomplish. 
Professional confidence is what you believe your organization and 
people to be capable of and able to accomplish. Those you work 
with know immediately whether you have confidence in them and 
their abilities or you don’t. The only 
reason they choose to follow a leader is 
that they are convinced that things will 
improve and that the leader trusts his 
or her employees and their abilities to 
make it happen. If you, as the leader, 
are not confident, you may be a person 
of your word but you will lack the ability 
to produce and get others to produce, 
which is essential in a CEO or senior 
executive role. 

In the corporate world, you often 
see CEOs with a large amount of per-
sonal confidence, yet they seem very 
ineffective at times. The reason is that 
the CEO is not a force unto himself. 
He must have the assistance of those 
around him, and if he doesn’t display 
confidence or trust in his people, he 
will be rendered virtually helpless. That 
is because they will not display confi-
dence or trust in him. 

Consistency Improves Productivity
Consistency is all about the people around you knowing how you 
will react to certain situations and why. They don’t want to spend 
precious time trying to guess your mood of the day or wonder how 
you will react to a particular situation. When you are consistent in 
your behavior and you follow specific principles, those around 
you can relax. This relaxation, in turn, frees up their minds to 
be more creative and to focus on solutions rather than worrying 
about how to explain themselves to the CEO just in case she has 
a bad day. 

There are many examples of CEOs who take a certain strange 
pride in their ability to keep their employees guessing and unable 
to predict their actions. However, when your staff is uncertain how 
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