Leading THE Way

“Leadership is not just about leading people. Itis a
combination of skills - knowing how to lead others
and yourself at the same time. Leading people is a
special science and a gift, reserved for those with a

natural talent for it.”

RADE INJAC
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Introduction - Why This Book Exists

When | became a leader for the first time, no one gave me a playbook. Overnight, |
went from being a team member - focused on my own tasks - to being the one
responsible for other people’s work, growth, and even morale. | remember sitting at
my desk that first morning, the same desk I'd sat at for years, but everything felt
different. My colleagues hadn’t changed; the projects hadn’t changed - but my role
had.

| quickly realized that leadership isn’t about titles, authority, or control. It's about
people. It's about trust. And it’s about learning - mostly about yourself.

This book is for anyone stepping into leadership for the first time - whether you're
managing a small team, leading a project group, or guiding indirect reports. You'll find
real-life stories, honest lessons from mistakes, and practical tools you can apply
immediately. My hope is simple: that this book becomes the guide | wish | had on my
first day as a leader.
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Part |

The Shift: From Contributor to Leader
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Chapter 1 - The First Step Forward

It was my very first day as a manager. The office felt both familiar and completely new.
People came by my desk with the same morning greetings, but now | wondered if they
saw me differently. Would they still treat me like a colleague? Or would they expect
me to suddenly act like “the boss”?

Later that morning, my manager pulled me aside and said: “Congratulations. Now it’s
your turn to lead. Just remember - people don’t follow fitles, they follow trust.”

That sentence stuck with me. At the time, | didn’t fully understand it, but | would learn
soon enough.

That week, | faced my first real leadership moment. One of my teammates, someone
I'd worked alongside for years, missed a key deadline. Before, | would have just
grumbled and pushed harder to finish my own piece. But now, the responsibility fell on
me. Do | step in and fix it myself? Do | confront them? Do | let it slide?

| chose the easiest option - | stayed late, fixed the issue, and told no one. | thought |
was being a “good leader” by protecting my team. But the truth? | wasn’t leading - |
was rescuing. And rescuing isn’t the same as leading.

A few weeks later, the same thing happened again. And again. Until | realized: by not
addressing the issue, | wasn'’t helping my teammate grow, and | wasn’t helping the
team succeed. | was just burning myself out.

That was my first lesson:
Leadership is not about doing more yourself. It’s about helping others do more.

The next time a deadline slipped, | decided not to jump in and fix it myself. Instead, |
took a deep breath and invited my teammate for a quick coffee.

I remember saying:

“Listen, I noticed the report was late again. | know the workload has been heavy, but |
want to understand what’s happening and how | can support you. Can you walk me
through it?”

To my surprise, instead of getting defensive, he opened up. He admitted he was
struggling with a new tool we had introduced. He was too embarrassed to ask for help,
so he kept delaying the task.

That conversation was a turning point for me. It showed me two things:
1. People don’t need rescuing - they need support and clarity.

2. Leadership isn’'t about avoiding tough conversations - it's about creating safe
ones.

From that day forward, | started practicing a simple approach whenever | had to
address performance issues. It's something | still use today:

Practical Tool: The 3-Step Feedback Framework
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1. Describe what you observed (facts, not judgments).
o “The report was submitted two days after the deadline.”
2. Explain the impact.
o “This caused delays for the client presentation.”
3. Invite reflection and collaboration.
o “Can you tell me what got in the way? How can we solve this together?”

It's not complicated, but it works because it focuses on clarity, respect, and problem-
solving - not blame.

Looking back, that one coffee chat taught me more about leadership than any manual
ever could: being a leader means facing the issue, not fixing it alone.

A few weeks later, | faced another challenge: leading my peers.

One afternoon, | called a team meeting to assign new tasks. | spoke with more
authority than usual, trying to “sound like a manager.” As soon as | finished, the room
went quiet. One of my closest colleagues, who used to joke with me daily, leaned back
and said, “Wow, look at you being all bossy now.” Everyone laughed - except me.

It stung. Not because of the comment, but because I realized | was doing exactly what
| feared: pretending to be someone | wasn'’t. | thought leadership meant acting tougher,
more distant. But all it did was make me less authentic.

That evening, | reflected: | didn’t need to be a boss. | needed to be me, but with clearer
expectations and more responsibility.

The next day, | tried again - this time using my natural style. | explained why the tasks
mattered, asked for input, and made space for discussion. The difference was
immediate: the team leaned in, contributed ideas, and owned their part of the plan.

Practical Tool: Leading Former Peers
« Acknowledge the shift. It's okay to say, “I know this is new for both of us.”

« Be consistent, not distant. Treat everyone fairly without pretending you're
above them.

« Balance authority with authenticity. Use your real voice, not a “boss” voice.
« Focus on the work, not the hierarchy. People respect clarity, not titles.

When | became a manager, | was only 30 years old. My team? A mix of people ranging
from 23 to 64. Some were just starting their careers; others had decades of
experience. A few had even applied for the same leadership position - not once, but
multiple times - in the past two or three years. And yet, here | was the newcomer with
only one year in the company, suddenly their leader.

At first, it was awkward. In meetings, | sometimes felt the unspoken question in the
room: “Why him and not me?” One senior colleague would often start sentences with,
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“Well, in my 25 years here...” and another younger teammate would roll her eyes.
Meanwhile, | sat there wondering if | truly belonged.

I could have tried to prove myself by acting like | had all the answers. But that would
have been a mistake. Instead, | chose a different approach: | admitted what | didn’t
know, and | asked for help.

| remember telling the team in one of our first gatherings:

“I know some of you have far more experience than | do. | respect that deeply. My role
isn’t to replace your knowledge - it's to help us succeed together. I'll bring energy,
perspective, and commitment, but I'll also need your wisdom along the way.”

Something shifted in the room. People relaxed. The dynamic changed from
competition to collaboration. By showing humility, | built credibility.

Practical Tool: Leading When You’re the Youngest (or Newest)

« Acknowledge the expertise in the room. It shows respect and lowers
defensiveness.

« Be transparent about your role. You don’t have to know everything - your job
is to bring people together.

« Leverage differences. Young team members bring fresh ideas; experienced
ones bring depth. Combine both.

« Earn trust through actions, not titles. Follow through, stay consistent, and
people will come around.

Closing Reflection

My first weeks as a manager were a crash course in reality. | learned that:
e Leadership is not about rescuing - it's about supporting.
« It's not about pretending to be “the boss” - it's about being authentic.

¢ And it’s not about being the smartest or most experienced person in the room
- it's about creating an environment where everyone can contribute their best.

The first step forward is rarely easy, especially when you’re young, new, or not the
obvious choice. But if you lead with humility, clarity, and trust, people will give you a
chance - and often, they’ll surprise you with how much they’re willing to give back.
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