Quiet Leadership
By Patti Bertschler


Are you a quiet leader?


Maria Shriver commented recently on Oprah’s show, “Well-behaved women never make history.”  She champions women unafraid to speak up, dig in, make noise to effect positive change.  Many of them make headlines and are well-known historically:  Rosa Parks, Madame Curie, Mother Teresa.  


We all know local women who move organizations (including families) forward, lead by example, and quietly go about the business of teaching, managing, organizing, inspiring, and growing.  


In shaping this article, I called women whom I perceive to be quiet, dynamic business leaders.  Here’s what they say about their leadership styles.  (Dr. Deborah Plummer-Bussey was unable to make our deadline because she was helping a friend plan a funeral.  Typical of her kindness to others!  She knows how much I respect and love her, so I include her photo among the others.)
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Q 1:  What qualities do people see in you that make you a good leader?
A:  Miller: Genuine respect for every person I work with and encounter; empathy for every person’s life 
 
         
         situation; appreciation and support for every person’s unique talents and efforts. 
      Ruflin: Authenticity and transparency.  I am fairly optimistic which I believe translates into hope and 

         confidence as I work…towards the betterment of our organization.
        Salehi: Adaptability and timely responsiveness to the changing needs of my staff.  I am respectful, genuine, 

         flexible, and fun.
 Q 2:  What is hardest to face as a leader?
A. Miller:  It is hard for me to realize and accept that I will simply not…make everyone happy.  Because of that, I


         make extra efforts to always explain the why of every decision/action in order to help others understand


         both why we should/must—or why we cannot do something.

         Ruflin: Maintaining capacities to deliver uncomfortable messages and raise difficult questions in a way that 
          
         people can process, absorb, and ultimately grow.  It is also very daunting to acknowledge how much 

         impact your behavior and responses have on individuals you may not even know.  It is important to 

         share basic belief/value system with those you lead, so that they have that framework to use as they 

         receive your communications and interpret your messages.

        Salehi:  Handling organizational pressures with diplomacy and commitment to navigate 

        

         through with dignity, respect and regard to the clients I serve. Recognizing staff being 
       

         stretched and challenged in new ways. Helping staff be the best they can be.  

 

Q 3.  When did you realize you were becoming a leader?
A. Miller:  Reluctantly, at age 13.  My father died and my 32-year old mother took on two full-time                    
jobs to support us.  As the oldest, I learned to cook, clean, pack lunches, set routines…resolve sibling 



conflicts…and divide up a single bag of M&M’s among six kids.  I didn’t realize it at the time, but 

that was my first leadership role.

Ruflin:   Even as a child, I knew that I had significant capacity to influence my play/school mates on various



issues. “Being a leader does not make you one.”  Real leadership is demonstrated in attitudes and



behaviors that can challenge belief systems and engage people in new ways of doing things—



regardless of role.

Salehi:  Reflecting back, I played sports in school and displayed a 'take charge attitude" and enjoyed the 


competition and team work. Also in my teen years, I organized our family to support an aging relative 

who needed help to stay independent. It seems, I tend to be the problem solver/peace maker.   

Q 4.  Do you have a business leader whom you strive to emulate?

A. Miller:  No, but I have some excellent mentors, (former bosses/leaders) in my life…A Library Director who 



gave me early library leadership opportunities, a City Manager with a very strong public service



orientation, and a State Official whose diplomacy skills were exemplary.  I also try to emulate life



lessons my parents taught me:  Respect everyone you meet in life; Work hard and do whatever it 



takes; Fulfill your responsibilities; Family is important; Have some fun, too!
       Ruflin:  Not really.  My heroes are those who demonstrate leadership without support of formal authority



and titles.  I do appreciate the thinking and writing of people like Peter Senge, Margaret Wheatley,



and Jim Collins.

          Salehi:   Kevin Peterca, mentor and friend, his positive leadership style, dedication, and passion to the EAP 


field is an inspiration to me. Dave Kribel, Admin, leader in behavioral health field. My parents who 

raised me in non traditional ways and supported me in spreading my wings

Perhaps you are a quiet leader and don’t even recognize it.  Perhaps you are too shy or reluctant or introverted or think you lack qualities of a quiet leader.  Consider Nelson Mandela’s 1994 inaugural speech, quoting Marianne Williamson:  


“Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate… (It) is that we are powerful beyond measure.  It is our light, not our darkness that frightens us…We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented and fabulous? … Your playing small doesn’t serve the world.  There’s nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you…And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.  And as we are liberated from our own fears, our presence automatically liberates others.”






