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Leading with professionalism is one of the most difficult tasks you will encounter in your career. Exhibiting 
professionalism while leading may be a difficult task but at the same time can be the most rewarding and fulfilling 
accomplishment of your career. People will view you as someone with extraordinary qualities and your motives, decisions, 
and actions will bring you a higher level of respect. You will be highly looked upon for your leadership in doing the ‘right’ 
thing, which shows integrity. Others will look to you as a role model and will want to emulate your leadership style. 
Through your words and actions you will continually impact the office culture positively. 

Professionalism, as any attribute that is noble, can also be laden with pitfalls. There are times when your efforts will seem 
futile and you will believe that your decisions would be easier if you did not act with such professionalism. Your motives 
will occasionally be questioned. There will probably even be times when you will be asked to sacrifice your personal and 
professional values and beliefs. Many will wonder why and how you do what you do. Yet, even with these pitfalls, the 
benefits of leading with professionalism can infuse a sense of personal and professional fulfillment and peace that can be 
achieved in few others ways. 

Professionalism begins with your personal values. They are the foundation of who you are as an individual and the qualities 
that you exhibit and abide by regularly. Each individual must go through an internal process of self-reflection to determine 
who they are and what values they want to demonstrate through their words and actions. Through the process of self-
reflection you should constantly seek to learn and grow. As a result of this self-reflection experience you strengthen your 
own professional actions, which in turn will build up the leadership qualities that you hope to exude in your organization 
and among your colleagues. 

Personal Values That Colleagues and Others Will Notice Quickly 

l Little things matter. The old cliché, “don’t sweat the small stuff” has value, but the small things we do on a daily 
basis really make a significant difference in the work we do and the people with whom we interact. The small tasks 
and initiatives are what separate great employees from good employees. Accountability is a wonderful example of 
this concept. This includes following through on small menial tasks on a regular basis and trying your best with every 
aspect of your job, not just specific areas. 

l Be fair and consistent. When you are fair, you are often not consistent and when you are consistent, you are often not 
fair. It is a complicated balance that you must diligently monitor. 

l Go out of your way to help others. People may take advantage of this quality, but it can make a major difference in 
the lives of those with whom you interact. Going out of your way helps others and lets them know they matter to you 
and that you care. In essence, care more than others think is wise and risk more than others think is safe in your 
everyday interactions. 

l Honesty. Each individual has a different definition of honesty. Despite the definition used, one must keep honesty 
pure; we need to be sensitive about how we approach situations and the details we tell others. Letting people know 
that you can’t discuss, or don’t feel comfortable discussing a situation instead of saying you don’t know anything 
about the situation can frame honesty. 

l Remain open and develop an understanding of others. This signifies a value of diversity. Trying to understand where 
others are coming from, especially those who think differently about a subject, is pivotal. Understanding where others 
are coming from and not being afraid to change your mindset, when new information is presented, should be a work 
environment value. Allowing your convictions, values, and overall mindset to be questioned and reanalyzed is 
important, as they are your foundation. Testing your foundation against other viewpoints can give you a greater sense 
of confidence and willingness to openly discuss virtually any topic. 

l Integrity: Doing what you say you will do. This characteristic is difficult to develop and maintain. In an increasingly 
complex and busy work environment it becomes more difficult to meet the needs of those you work with and serve. 
Be careful to commit only to tasks you know you can complete and always follow through with what you say you 
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will do. Students and staff are quick to notice and appreciate this attribute. 
l Keep your motives beyond yourself. Those with whom you work should understand that your actions and what you 

say are used to support and encourage others and the organization; not just yourself. Allow yourself to make 
decisions that may not be in your best personal interest, but are beneficial to your colleagues, department, division, or 
institution. 

Personal (Internal Processes)

l Challenge yourself. You should first question yourself before you make a decision, voice a comment, or take an 
action. Ask yourself questions in an effort to move your perspective closer to reality. Listening first, following that 
with questions, and then responding can be a useful progression to facilitate this ‘challenging’ process. There are 
times when a rapid response is necessary, but it is always easier to say or do something you should have said, than 
trying to later take back something you said. The old adage, “Your thoughts are your own�  your words are so no 
more,” reiterates the idea that once you speak you cannot control how your words are perceived, so speak wisely. 
Continuously evaluate your thoughts, your motives, and your viewpoint and make changes as you develop. 

l Be humble! No matter how well we are equipped to do our jobs or the experiences we have had, we can still make a 
poor decision from time to time. Do not be overconfident in your abilities and remain willing to let others help you 
look at your work in a different way. You must remind yourself of your boundaries and your strengths and 
weaknesses. �eeping others engaged and involved in your organizations’ decisions will pay significant dividends. 

l Ask questions, be critical, and challenge the status quo. To maximize the positive outcomes garnered through the use 
of this technique, an individual must become involved in the overall organization. Get involved and focus on 
understanding the big picture of the entire department, division, or institution. First challenge yourself and then 
challenge others. This will hopefully help you avoid the “they” syndrome. “They” made this decision or “they” want 
it this way. Remember you are a part of the “they.” 

l Understand the individuals you work with and those you serve. Use the knowledge you have of individuals to make 
the best of situations and to craft the desired impact. This knowledge can best be described in how others respond to 
you and how you respond to others. 

l Strive for excellence! Find ways to ensure you and others are continuously striving for excellence, while keeping in 
mind that some are internally driven and others externally driven. Define excellence by what you as an individual are 
able to accomplish, not by the opinions or actions of your colleagues. Strive to make the pursuit of excellence a part 
of the organization’s culture. Engaging your staff in the pursuit of excellence can alleviate “skeletons” being found 
after staff move to other opportunities. You must also ensure that you do not leave problems for others to discover 
when you leave your position. 

These suggestions for developing your personal values and thoughts about how you want to be viewed as a professional can 
be invaluable to your professional journey. The internal processes that we each go through are often overlooked in decision 
making and the focus must first be placed on who you want to be and how you expect to respond if you want to exude 
professionalism based on your values on a daily basis. The work we all do is stressful and laden with difficult decisions. 
Therefore, we must take the time necessary to plan for our professional future. In part two, suggestions will be given on 
how to have your external actions and leadership style follow from your internal values, beliefs, and thoughts. 
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