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OWL BELIEVES TWO THINGS ABOUT SMALL BUSINESS MONEY: > It should be stable and secure.  > There should be more of it.
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Speaking of letting someone else do 
the thinking, we’d be happy to do 
some thinking for you. And some 
strategizing. And some doing. 
Please let us know if we can help.

As leaders, we’re programmed to, well, lead. 
That’s our default setting.
After all, a company thrives on steadfast 
leadership. Without it, things quickly stall 
(at best) and devolve into anarchy (at worst). 

But what if your: “All leadership, 
all the time” mentality is actually 
hurting your business?

Don Bailey is the CEO of Questcor 
Pharmaceuticals, which Forbes named
as #1 on its list of “America’s Best Small 
Companies.” Bailey says: “There are three 
roles of leadership: lead, follow, and (or not) 
get out of the way, and the key is to know 
when and how to do each.” 

Do you know when to lead, 
when to follow, and when to 
get out of the way?

Lead,    Follow    or 
Get    Out    of    the    Way 

When to lead
Leading is the easy part, relatively speaking. (Though you’ll never hear us say 
that leadership is actually easy.) The tricky part is figuring out when leadership 
is simply the default setting and when it’s actually value-added.

Real, value-added leadership happens when you’re doing something within 
your wheelhouse. Lead when it capitalizes on your skill set or experiences. 
Lead when you have something functionally useful to add. Lead when you 
know where you’re going and the people following you will gain something 
by listening to you.

This is about conscious leadership. This is about leading not because of your 
title, but because of what you can bring to the table. Let that marinate for a bit.

�ink about �meone who do�  �mething you admire : 
• Perhaps it’s her skill at capturing an audience’s attention during a speech. 
• Perhaps it’s his knack for anticipating market shifts. 
• Perhaps it’s her ability to attract and retain top talent.
• Perhaps it’s his capacity for flawlessly managing inventory levels.

Don’t follow for the sake of following. Follow in order to grow yourself and 
your business. Let there be an end game. Sometimes, following means 
looking within the lower ranks of your own company. Really, that’s more 
about getting out of the way. So let’s talk about that.

Many business leaders start to 
twitch as soon as someone 
suggests “following.” We know that 
by definition, it means stepping 
back. It means relinquishing control. 
That doesn’t come naturally to 
many of us at the top.

The truth: Following is a lot 
easier when you know you’ll 
gain something. 

In what circumstances could you see 
yourself following someone? What 
would you hope to learn? Whom 
would you follow? It doesn’t 
necessarily have to be someone in 
your own company. Think about 
your entire network. 

If you’re racking your brain and can’t 
think of anyone from whom you can 
learn something, that’s a problem. If 
you’re not learning, you’re stalling.

The art of following 

Getting out of the way: The very 
concept is rife with tension, 
because it inevitably suggests that 
you are in fact IN the way. That’s 
a hard concept for many leaders 
to grasp.

It may be true that your company 
would promptly tank without you at 
the helm, but getting out of the 
way doesn’t mean stepping back 
completely. It means stepping 
back strategically.

Think of it this way: You can’t 
possibly be the absolute best at 
everything all the time. Good 
leaders surround themselves with 
people who are as talented and 
dedicated as they are, and 
—ideally—more talented in some 
areas.

Rather than be threatened by 
others’ skills, embrace them and 
use them to your advantage.

Ruger CEO Michael Fifer says: 
“We use a team effort to set all our 
major goals and priorities. Everyone 
is expected to speak up, make 
recommendations, and then explain 
and defend them. The best ideas 
get adopted and worked into our 
plans going forward.”

Why not source ideas from a larger 
pool than your own brain? Who 
knows what fabulous ideas are 
lurking among senior management, 
middle management, or even 
the intern?

Finding the right ideas and skill sets 
may even mean stepping outside 
your own company. There’s a 
booming industry of outsourced 
organizations offering niche services. 
That’s because they don’t have to be 
good at everything—they get to be 
really, really good at one area, such 
as marketing or (ahem) accounting.

Getting out of the way doesn’t 
mean letting someone else make 
the final call. As the leader, you still 
retain veto power. You’re just 
acknowledging that you can’t be 
everything to everyone, all the 
time—and sometimes it pays to let 
someone else do the thinking.

Getting out of the way


