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Leadership isn’t just a designation; it is a state. A leader is a person who other people 
will follow regardless of their official position or title. Often, the person officially 
designated as the leader isn’t really followed by anyone, while someone who is 
officially powerless might be driving the whole team. There are many indicators 
which can help determine if your leadership is only symbolic.

1 - People come to you after they’ve made a decision
This is the biggest indicator that your leadership isn’t really leadership. For instance, if 
someone plans on quitting and you find out only when you receive their resignation letter, 
you may be failing as a leader. When you are truly leading your team, they will come to 
you for guidance. This means that when they have a job offer from somewhere else they 
will consult with you as to whether they should switch or stay. If people don’t ask for your 
guidance, then it really isn’t leadership.

2 - You find out information about your team 
from elsewhere

If something happens in your team – a disagreement, someone wanting to leave–any 
scandal, really–and you find out about it from someone else in the organization, it is a huge 
red flag. This means that there is a barrier between you and your team. Leaders know their 
team intimately. They know what everyone is doing and they know everything that happens 
within the team. If people outside are getting information about your team before you, then 
there is something wrong with your leadership style.

3 - People only talk to you about safe matters
If people talk to you only about things that are considered safe in the corporate world, then 
it might be a sign of trouble. True leadership transcends corporate boundaries. This doesn’t 
mean that people will be talking about vulgar material or controversial political subjects. 
When you are a leader, people come to you with advice and they freely discuss how they 
feel. There are many leadership styles, but in all of them, the leader is supposed to be the 



one providing support and guidance to people. This doesn’t mean people should be coming 
to you to discuss personal matters, but if people stay strictly professional with you, in the 
same way they do with HR or other higher-ups, then you are just their manager, and not 
their leader.

4 - There are problems in your team you don’t know about
Ever see a fight happening in your team and have no idea why people are fighting? This is a 
failure of leadership. The first thing a leader needs to have is command over their own team. 
This means knowing when trouble is brewing. Most professional disagreements and fights 
can be seen coming from a mile away. If you didn’t see it coming, it means you weren’t really 
looking. You need to keep a close eye on your team to ensure that everything is going fine.

5 - You find yourself bearing the load alone
There’s extra work to be done. You are putting your full efforts into finishing it as quickly 
as possible. You look around and notice that you’re the only one who actually seems to be 
stressed about the work. You’re the only one staying late to make sure it is done. This means 
that you aren’t really leading people to do more than they usually do; instead, they are doing 
just the bare minimum in order to keep their jobs.



6 - You are excluded from unofficial outings
Every offi  ce team ends up becoming friends, aft er some time. Th is leads to meeting at bars, 
watching sports together, birthday parties, and more. If you are a true leader, your team will 
love to have you with them. If you are just a manager, and the team knows they won’t have 
fun as long as you’re there, they will exclude you from any unoffi  cial outings. 

6.5 - Becoming the leader you know you can become
Don’t begin disliking your team if they don’t see you as a leader. Instead, look into why 
people don’t think of you as a leader. You have to be there for your people. You need to 
let them know that, if there is any problem, you will help them out. You need to tell them, 
through your actions, that you don’t exist merely to extract work out of them; you’re also 
there to ensure they get what they deserve. Th is might mean standing up to your boss for 
your team. It might be diffi  cult to do, but it will be worth it.
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