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What Good Leaders Do and How They Do It 
 

By Penny Berman 
 
 

Choosing and Developing Leaders of Volunteers 
 

The leader of volunteers will find that she is in a position very different from that enjoyed by other 
leaders. She has much less authority and power than if she were leading subordinates dependent on 
her for job security or advancement. 
 
Unlike leaders in business, church, government or military organizations, she cannot “command” 
anything to be done. Therefore, she must develop even greater skills in the use of persuasion, 
stimulation, motivation and encouragement, and in the instilling of commitment and loyalty. 
 
For that reason, the following pages will put great emphasis on the qualities and techniques 
applicable to leading volunteers. 
 
This is not an esoteric dissertation on leadership philosophies, but rather a down-to-earth 
examination of what a leader does, how she does it, and why she does it. It is also concerned with 
how a leader deals with her group members and their needs. 
 
Let’s begin with the following scenario: You are on the nominating committee, and you are charged 
with finding a new slate of top officers for the organization. You may choose from among the many 
present sub-group leaders, or even from among the non-leader general members. 
 
Where do you start? Do you seek out the most popular, the most verbal, the most visible? Or should 
you look for someone who stands out less, but who nevertheless works quietly behind the scenes, 
always seems to get things done, gets people to respond to her, and willingly helps when called 
upon? 
 
You could, of course, go either way. Is the PERFECT leader out there? Probably not. So which not-
so-perfect candidate do you tap? The answer is – the one who seems to have (or to be showing 
already) at least SOME of the leadership qualities we’ll describe in the next sections and the 
temperament and capability to learn the rest. This last characteristic is important; training can indeed 
produce strong leaders for the organization. 
 
If you can locate such a person, then you will have found a potential leader. But can you then relax? 
After she has been asked to do the job and has accepted, do you just leave her to her own devices? 
Hopefully not. There should be a leadership training program for her, in her region or her chapter, 
to which she can go to get the information that will make her a better leader. This is where the 
whole organization is responsible. It must provide this leadership training by its chapter, regions and 
national staff. 
 
A good leader must fully understand the job’s responsibilities and goals. She must not only be 



 

Embroiderers’ Guild of America, 2019  2  Guideline Series: 

  What Good Leaders Do and How They Do It 

 

 

informed of them before she accepts the job, but also then be trained after acceptance to know in 
more detail what is expected of her and her group. So it follows that a nominating committee should 
also have training on what to look for and how to seek the people who will be the leaders. If the 
members of the nominating committee are thus prepared when they choose their candidates, they 
are more likely to end up with good leaders who will take the organization on the road to success. 
 

Leadership Qualities are Dynamic 
 

[Note: The material in this section has been paraphrased from Gary Comb’s talk to the “Group 
Facilitators” in 1981. It is largely based on the work of C. R. Rogers and F. J. Roethlisberger as 
published in the Harvard Business Review.] 
 
For countless years, sociologists have tried to determine what are the true qualities of leadership; and 
most have finally decided there is no basic list of qualities. Instead, they have come up with four 
“approaches to leadership definition.” We will discuss these and show why even they are too rigid to 
be acceptable. 
 
First.  
“The Trait Approach” maintains that a person either does or does not naturally possess traits that are 
considered to be leadership qualities. If we buy this approach, we must conclude that leaders are born 
and not made. Do we really believe this is true? 
  
Second.  
“The Situational Approach” assumes that certain situations call for certain types of leadership and 
that the leaders will be those who best fit the requirements of those situations. Many researchers 
endorse this approach to leadership. 
 
Third.  
“The Follower Approach” maintains that the most effective leaders are those who best satisfy the 
needs or desires of a group of followers. This approach is definitely inadequate, because it implies 
that the emergence and maintenance of leadership is dependent on followers, not on a leader’s own 
skills. 
 
Fourth.  
“The Contingency Approach” is a combination of ideas using the situational approach and the study 
of leadership styles. It maintains that effective leadership relies not only on a leader’s personal style, 
but also on the characteristics of a situation. The contingency model is an exciting step in our 
leadership understanding because it refutes the simplistic and one-dimensional explanations of the 
earlier approaches. But this is not totally satisfying because it ignores the leader’s personal ability to 
control herself and her situation. 
 
The trouble with these approaches to leadership is that each one maintains, at least implicitly, that 
there is a static quality to leadership, a quality that can be isolated and described apart from what 
leaders do when they are operating in particular group situations. 
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There is weakness in such positions. A leader’s active involvement in the small group process has 
been overlooked, ruling out the possibility that a leader can, like any other human being, adapt 
herself and her behavior in order to enhance her own effectiveness. 
  
A static conception of leadership, therefore, is inaccurate. Small groups are characterized by 
contingencies – by lack of certainty regarding events that may occur. Once we acknowledge this 
dynamic nature of small groups, it becomes clear that a useful concept of leadership must be 
similarly dynamic. By considering the process of leading, we can focus on the dynamic nature of 
leadership and the possibilities for human control of contingent situations. We can view the leader 
as a purposeful agent who can consciously control her own actions and, therefore, the ways in which 
others respond to her. 
 
Leading is a process, a persuasive process in which a leader achieves effectiveness by the careful 
selection and management of her actions within a particular group situation. She has the potential to 
control herself, her situation, and her membership through the use of her own chosen behavior. A 
perspective on leadership, then, is characterized by two features: 1. The persuasive nature of the 
leading process; and 2. The recognition that humans can control their environments by adapting to 
social circumstances. 
 
Leading is an active process that involves making choice regarding behaviors. Leaders have goals for 
themselves, for the individuals in the group, and for the group as a whole. By selecting and 
implementing strategies, a leader exerts influence and, therefore, engages in what we call persuasion. 
 
The leader of a small group inevitably applies persuasion by the way she chooses to present herself, 
by the methods she employs in directing her group’s tasks and by the manner in which she relates to 
the group members. The leader’s choices influence the members’ evaluation of her and they, in turn, 
influence the group’s success in reaching collective goals. If a leader chooses to act democratically 
and not to dominate actively, the leader is exercising influence. 
 
We must recognize that leaders, members, and group situations are all flexible and that sensitivity to 
the methods of persuasion can enhance most people’s abilities to lead well. A leader’s capacity for 
adapting herself and her situation through the deliberate management of her behavior towards 
others should be emphasized. Such adaptation is desirable as long as it neither jeopardized her 
personal integrity nor results in her unethical behavior towards others. 
 
She lets the group see her as their leader and see themselves as her followers. A leader cannot help 
but influence her group. What types of influences does she wish to exert? Whom does she need to 
persuade? A leader should be aware of these choices and estimate what will work with her group. 
 
If a leader is aware that people are able to adjust themselves to situations and other people, she will 
be best able to implement her program. She must sell the group members on what she has to offer, 
on valuing her skills, on perceiving their situation as one in which her guidance is desirable or 
necessary, on committing themselves to collective goals and to working together in a satisfactory 
manner. 
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Leadership Qualities Can be Acquired 
 

We can understand Comb’s thesis that good leadership is the process of adapting one’s behavior to 
changing situations in order best to persuade one’s group to follow. But even as we accept his view, 
we STILL should identify somewhere the traits and behaviors being flexed. 
 
Good leaders possess certain qualities. Which if they are not inborn, can certainly be learned. Good 
leaders also should be familiar with job characteristics, and should act certain ways and use certain 
techniques which will elicit positive responses on the job. These, too, can be learned if good training 
is offered to motivate people. 
 
Let us review some of them. 
 
What personal qualities should a good leader possess? 
  
Organizations are characterized by their leaders, and creative organizations require leaders with two 
qualities: innovation and flexibility. Since these are seldom found in the same person, the top staff 
may need to include two different people who will provide both kinds of inputs. 
 
Charismatic leaders are not, by nature, flexible. Consensus leaders, by contrast, are malleable and fit 
easily into fluid situations; they are easily led. Therefore “the trick for organizations seeking to be 
creative is to meld charismatic innovation with consensus flexibility.” 
 
A leader should have the willingness to be a good listener. She should have both self-confidence and 
self-control. She should have a commitment to the job and the organization, and a belief that each 
person and each job is important. 
 
She should be able to find in her leadership job an answer for her own personal needs and be 
confident that satisfying those needs will also best serve the organization. 
 
What should a good leader know about her function? 
 
Some say that a good leader brings about agreement between subgroup goals and total 
organizational goals, between individual goals and organizational goals. If this is true, then obviously 
the leader must understand the organizational goals and what are the confining parameters of her 
own job within which she must work. 
 
With this knowledge she will be able to convince her people that primarily they must keep goals of 
the organization in mind and then plan how best to implement their subgroup goals within that 
framework. 
 
What does a leader do that makes her a good one? 
 
A leader, in the last analysis, is one who interacts with others for the good of all. Because she listens 
well, she will be able to recognize and then satisfy the needs of the members of the group. 
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People join a group to have personal needs satisfied. When the group no longer fulfills their needs, 
they will leave it. Remember that leaders seek leadership positions to satisfy their needs too. So 
when each member of the group and the leader of the group are all having their respective needs 
answered we have success. The wise leader of the overall organization will bear this in mind and will 
aid and abet both the leader and the members of each subgroup. 
 
The effective leader guides people, inspires enthusiasm, says “let’s do it,” makes work interesting, 
relies upon cooperation, and says, “WE.” 
 
In a concept called “WATERLINE” everyone is in the same boat, and any one may bore a hole in 
the boat provided it is above the waterline. But all must agree that if a hole is to be bored below the 
waterline, everyone at that point is in jeopardy and so everyone’s input and concurrence is necessary. 
 
A good leader has the group agreeing on the “objectives” of the organization or committee. She 
demonstrates fairness so that anger and resentment will not destroy communication and 
cooperation. 
 
She will also allow “FREEDOM” amongst her committee, freedom to be creative and to be 
innovative. She will accept the risk that comes with freedom. The leader in this situation will allow 
members’ failures and mistakes without being vindictive and punishing. No one person has failed; it 
was the group (who willingly embarked on the risk venture together) that has failed. Their leader 
must have “COMMITMENT” to each idea and to the group, and likewise the group must have 
“COMMITMENT” to the leader. 
 
“CLIMATE!” All organizations have their own climates. Some are cold and cloudy, threatening 
sudden storms and lightning bolts for the unsheltered. Some are warm and sunny, inviting members 
to come forth and expose themselves and their ideas without fear. 
 
A good leader will create a climate in her group that allows openness and constructive criticism. If 
there are hidden undertones of unrest, they will destroy an organization even faster than will poor 
leadership. If the climate is not free and open and fair, poor response will be the result. 
 

Leaders Can Make Themselves More Effective 
 

Once you are actually in the leadership position, constant self-evaluation can pay off. You should 
ask yourself critical questions about everything you plan and do. You should subject yourself to 
honest probing, and be ready to change your ways if you fail to come up with satisfactory answers 
for yourself. 

A. You, the leader, should search for opportunities to better the organization. You must have a 
vision of where you are headed and a very firm belief in the program you wish to employ. Is your 
vision the same as the one held by the members of the organization? Are you ready to persuade 
others to your vision? Are you willing to take the risks of opposition and disapproval that your 
vision might create? 
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You must establish the goals that are important to the organization and to you. Make sure that your 
vision of the program fits into the overall goals and philosophy of the organization. “A leader does 
right things and a manager does things right.” This is the overwhelming theme of the teachings of 
Warren Benis, a researcher and writer whose whole focus is on leadership. It is important to keep 
this running through your mind all of the time. It will help you keep your focus on the job at hand. 
 
B. You should be able to envision the future and the growth of the organization. This may cause 
you to challenge the way the organization works. (Doing so does not necessarily threaten the 
organization but reevaluates the entire process – the way it works, and/or the goals of the 
organization, so that they can be improved.) If so, do you have the patience to follow through while 
at the same time implementing your vision and convincing others that you are on the right track? 
 
C. What are the questions you must ask to assure yourself and your committee that the directions 
you wish to take are the best for the organization and that you have the enthusiasm and strength and 
conviction to put your plan into action? 
 
One.  
Does your vision have the best interest of the organization at heart? Are you sure that it is not a ploy 
for personal gain? Will you be able to communicate the vision to others? Have you asked the other 
members of the committee what their visions are? Can you pursue their visions and yours at the 
same time? Are they compatible? Must you do both? 
 
Two. Can you inspire the others to see your vision and purpose and get them to act with you 
enthusiastically to implement your program, even if, by doing so, they may have to put their own 
visions aside? 
 
Three. Is your vision long term or short term? 
 
Four. If your vision is long term have you selected people who will follow the plan to the end with 
gusto? Are you in it for the long haul? Do you have a schedule in mind? Have you set this up with 
the committee and have you convinced them that it is possible? 
 
If your plan is short term, is the total committee ready to proceed full steam ahead? Once that plan 
is fulfilled, have you prepared for the next step? If your term still has time to run, have you made 
further steps to plan and work for the organization? Have you consulted the committee for their 
vision and will you allow them to implement their vision? 
 
D. A plan of action is necessary. It must involve other members of your committee with a task for 
each person. Involvement of the committee is absolutely necessary for your plan to work. “Who 
does what when?” makes up the great plan. 
 
E. You must enable others to act. You should feel secure about delegating responsibility and be 
willing to strengthen others’ positions. 
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F. You should be willing to set an example and plan for small wins on your way to your vision. 
Have you arranged for your volunteers to get some instant gratification so that the long-haul 
program has some victories? People must have some idea that progress is being made, and 
recognizing individual accomplishments is vital to getting the job done. 
 
G. You should recognize individual contributions. You should celebrate the accomplishments both 
of individuals on your committee and on the committee as a whole as soon as possible, since delay 
of praise often takes the enthusiasm out of the accomplishments. 
 
Most important, have you taken time to “encourage the heart” of your committee? Notes of 
congratulations and encouragement, words of thanks and praise, telephone calls, telling others of the 
committee’s accomplishment – all these are ways of letting them know they are appreciated and 
needed. 
 
H. You must begin to read and absorb information about leadership and observe those around you 
who are leaders. What about their style most appeals to you? Could you adapt that style for you with 
modifications that apply to your personality? 
 
I. You should develop managerial skills. Among these are: 
 The ability to organize the committee and inspire loyalty. 
 The ability to solve problems. 
 The ability to learn how to handle people, and to learn what motivates them. 

The ability to avoid being the only one with an idea, by letting the committee members 
contribute their own ideas, by sharing your ideas, and by remembering you are all a TEAM. 
 

Most important, know your committee members. Know what appeals to them, how they think, what 
are their weaknesses and where their strengths lie. Use these to further the pursuit of the vision. 
 
 

You Can Learn to Handle Special Situations 
 

Response to Challenge 
 
Do you, the leader, feel threatened as you do your job? If so, how do you respond to this threat? 
When challenged, do you take into consideration the validity of the challenge and are you really 
willing to hear? If you, as the leader, reject the challenge, do you explain why to the challenger and 
persuade the challenger of the rightness of your view? 
 
Suppose that you are overruled by some higher authority and are not allowed to implement your 
vision; how do you handle this disappointment? Are you ready to find a compromise and/or seek a 
new vision? Are you still willing to work for the organization and be supportive and take pride in the 
organization? Has the challenge to your vision diminished your enthusiasm, threatened your loyalty, 
made you bitter? Are you ready with a new vision, or can you modify your original vision to 
accommodate the challenger? 
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Communication 
 
You must know how to write a report and get it before the eyes of the right people. 
 
Communication with the members of your own committee is vital. Never stay out of contact with 
them for long periods of time. They need to know that you are concerned with them and their lives 
and how they are doing the job. 
 
Be sure that you title and date all of your communications. Always have your phone number on your 
communications. 
 
Conflict 
 
A necessary skill is the management of conflict. You must know how to resolve conflicts equitably 
so that each opponent feels she has been heard. 
 
 
Progress Tracking 
 
Another needed skill is the ability to evaluate, on a regular basis, where the committee is headed, and 
in order to ensure you are still on track with the vision. 
 
Inspiring Trust and Inspiration 
 
Right from the start you the leader must work on inspiring trust with your committee. The 
committee members must feel that you are on their side and will listen to and respect their opinions. 
A good rapport with the committee is a must. How do you achieve this? LISTEN, LISTEN, 
LISTEN. The members of the committee have something to say and contribute, or they would not 
have consented to be on the committee. Mingle at coffee breaks; do not isolate yourself from them. 
 
Brainstorm with the committee. Allow the most ridiculous ideas to come forth. Let the committee 
have free rein. Encourage the quiet ones to participate. And be ready to let go of the vision if a 
better one comes out of the committee session. 
 
The Mechanics of Leadership 
 
1. How to Look. The appearance of the leader is important. You should present a mien of respect 
and consideration to your committee. You should be dressed as becomes the mores and ethics of 
your committee and community. The committee members should not be overly conscious of what 
you are wearing but focused on what you are saying. 
 
2. How to Free Yourself. If you feel overwhelmed and bogged down by paperwork, perhaps you 
have stopped leading and have become a manager. Are you delegating enough? Do you have the 
right people in the right managerial positions so that you may be free to lead and carry the vision to 
others? Remember that “leaders do right things and managers do things right.” 
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3. How to Set Up Your Meeting. The most effective setup depends on the purpose of the 
meeting. 
 
If you wish to instruct the committee and have a formal meeting, a theater style of presentation is 
appropriate. This arrangement has a head table with the leader sitting behind the table and other 
officers beside her. From this setup, the members attending the meeting will get the immediate 
impression that it is a formal meeting, and that likely give-and-take is not to be expected. With this 
type of theater seating, if at any time you wish to become somewhat informal, you should step in 
front of the table, thus communicating to the assembly that you are available because there are no 
barriers between you and the members. 
 
To have a really informal meeting, a round table is most appropriate. At a round table, it is implied 
that everyone is equal, and all will be heard, and now is the time to exchange ideas and brainstorm. 
What is brainstorming? It is a free and easy exchange of ideas with no parliamentary rules applying. 
Everyone is free --- in fact, encouraged --- to voice her most outrageous ideas and thoughts. 
 
Set up some role-playing scenarios that are appropriate to your needs and vision. Give everyone a 
chance to participate and explore the problem. You may want to break up into small groups and do 
role-playing, then reassemble as a general meeting to exchange ideas with all the other attendees. Let 
your imagination run free and do the unexpected, and you will generate enthusiasm and progress. 
 
Be sure that there is good ventilation in your meeting room, as well as plenty of fresh water and a 
bright pleasing atmosphere. Do not have participants staring into any bright lights that may be 
behind the speaker’s table. 
 
What do you bring to your meeting besides enthusiasm and information? Your notebook of all 
pertinent matters, such as copies of national, regional and chapter bylaws and standing rules. Be 
prepared to answer questions promptly regarding current matters at the national and regional level. 
Be sure that you have on hand a master calendar, and either Robert’s Rules of Order, Revised or else a 
very good parliamentarian whom you may ask for help and information. In essence, BE 
PREPARED for any eventuality. 
 
4. How to Deal with Dissention at Your Meeting. Let us assume that you, the leader, are 
running a meeting and there is dissension building amongst the committee members. How do you 
handle that? 
 
One of the best solutions is to let everybody have her say, even if you have to ask her directly what 
is truly on her mind and have her voice her answers. Dissension at the committee meeting should 
always be discussed. Let all be heard. If you, the leader, let one member leave the meeting without 
being heard, you will only hear rumblings later outside the meeting. 
 
Furthermore, often the dissenter will often contribute very valuable insights. You should not feel 
threatened but use the information and feelings to adjust your thinking or show the dissenters why 
their thinking is not in keeping with the vision. 
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Most of all, channel their energies to the cause. People can be won over if they feel that they were 
heard and that they have been fairly treated. If you feel that all has not been resolved by the end of 
the meeting, try to get together with the unsatisfied person or persons and allay their distress as soon 
as possible. 
 
Control of the meeting is vital. Know when the issue has been discussed thoroughly and know when 
it is time to conclude the discussion. When people start repeating themselves and people are restless, 
it is definitely the time. 
 
5. How to Regroup. Be very aware of “body language.” It can tell you more about how the 
committee feels than any words. If you see people with their arms folded across their chests, 
whispering constantly to their neighbors, or looking disinterested and gazing out the window, you 
have lost them. Call on them to express their views. Get them back into the meeting as soon as you 
can. If you find that your audience’s attention is wandering, lower your voice or pause. Your 
committee will wonder what has happened and will sit up and try to hear you. Once you have 
received their attention, you may then speak in a normal voice again. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 

This information has been offered to help you “get your act together,” to be a better leader, and to 
be responsive to your followers. As you become more comfortable with your position, you will find 
most of these recommended actions are instinctive. You will succeed and accomplish your visions 
with a great deal of ease while still maintaining your enthusiasm. Your goals will be well on the road 
to completion. Always remember that you are a volunteer for this job and, as such, in many cases 
you can bring to it much more than a paid employee could. You will gain much satisfaction and joy 
for a job well done, you will have created relationships that have proven to be rewarding and long 
term. 
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I want to thank my husband, Bob, for all his patience and understanding and for all his help in 
editing and for just being there. 
 
     Penny Berman, Metropolitan Region Director 
     September, 1991 
 

 
  


