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“The ability to learn is the most important quality a leader can have”
Sheryl Sandberg (2016)
Joseph Rost, scholar in leadership studies, found there were 221 definitions of leadership published in articles and books between 1900 and 1990. Emphasized by the words of James Mac Gregor B. “Leadership is one of the most observed and least understood phenomena on Earth” (Burns, 1978). Describing leadership in heroic terms, kind of superhero working with grateful recipients who are gladly putting their efforts into common goal, has nothing to do with reality. Being day to day leader is a lot more mundane and at the same time, more complex (Shiel, 2004). 
In traditional organizations, the focus of leaders is simple - maximize value of its employees to reach organizations goal. But in today’s complex workgroups and organizations this approach must be focus on co-creating meaningful value with all stakeholders (Lurie, 2019). Changes like digital business model or flattened organizations are challenging leaders to step up and work more collaboratively and one of the example of this change in 21st century are organizations Google and Facebook with their common denominator – Sheryl Sandberg, the woman who is responsible for their main successes. 
Sheryl Sandberg is an inspirational and a powerful woman in the corporate world which is still dominated by men. She inspires women and girls who want to have their voices to be heard, to make their mark in the word and do it on their own terms. Sanders ranks thirteenth in the Forbes’ Ranking of The Country’s Most Successful Woman 2020 (Forbes, 2020) and in 2019 together with outstanding women like Chancellor of German Angela Merkel, President of the European Central Bank Christine Lagarde, Speaker of the United States House of Representatives Nancy Pelosi or India’s finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman, she was on the list of The World’s 100 Most Powerful Woman. Sheryl Sandberg was named by Times magazine as one of the most influential people in the world and undoubtedly, she is one of the most influential executives who inspires other leader to lead a change (Times, 2012).
Sandberg's father was an ophthalmologist, and her mother taught French at a local college. The couple founded the South Florida Conference on Soviet Jewry through their local synagogue, and their home soon became a haven for Soviet Jews looking to escape anti-Semitism. Joel Sandberg fought the battle for the right of Soviet Jews to emigrate and together with his wife, often took their children to demonstration for Jewish right (Lithuanian Jewish Community, 2017). Sandberg’s family never stop fighting for what they believe and consequently Sheryl grew up surrounded by real life leaders. 
Sandberg studied at Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts where she received bachelor’s degree in 1991. Also, there she met her future mentor who helped launch her career. She was setting up student organization called Women in Economics and Government, whose mission was to encourage women to major in those subject and Lawrence Summers was one of the professors supporting the project. When in 1991 Summers become Chief Economist of the World Bank, he recruited Sandberg as a research assistant. Then in 1995 Sandberg joined him at the Treasury Department in Washington and she stayed his chief of stuff until he left the post in 2001 (Gregersen, 2007).
The same year Sandberg moved to Silicon Valley, where she joined the new tech boom called Google. Currently the company was only three years old, but she found its mission gripping enough to take up the position of vice president of global sales and operations. She was responsible for managing online sales of advertising and publishing products.  Sandberg stayed with Google for four years and during this time she grew sales and the add team from 4 to 4.000 people responsible for two-thirds of Google's revenue (now amounting to $14 billion) (Evan, 2009). She needed to learn how to lead in fast changing environment, which was different to her previous career and, how to hire people for the roles that never existed before. In the interview for Master of Scale she said that her time at Google she learnt what every leader of fast growing start-ups should know; every plan is made to be broken, and she gave an example – birthdays. 
“We celebrated everyone’s birthday that day. Then it became that week. Eventually we had a huge sheet cake with quarterly birthdays. My team was 4,000 when I left, and everyone’s name is on it. Now it sounds like that would not matter, but it did—because if you started out and we celebrated everyone’s birthday, and we took that away, that was a problem. Now I am not saying, “Be mean and don’t celebrate birthdays.” I am saying, “Figure out what your systems are going to look like later and do it now.” (Master of Scale, 2020).
The last sentence perfectly represents the essence of transformational leadership style and the leader who is charismatic, inspires confidence and have a strong sense of purpose. According to James MacGregor a crucial element of transformational leadership is the belief that the transforming leader is morally uplifting. Sheryl, like her parents, fights for what she strongly believes. She is a founder of global community called Lean In, which mission is to help women achieve their ambitions and work to create an equal world (Lean In, 2020). The organization is very successful (50 000 women in 184 countries), just like the whole Sheryl’s carer, but the way how she did it was a result from her unique originality, rather than following established precepts. According to the key thinkers in the leadership field, Bernardo Bass and Bruce J. Avolio, transformational leadership involved four factors: idealised influence/charisma, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation and individual consideration, and Sheryl Sandberg represents all of the aspect above, but her entire professional work has a special feature, which is beginning to be a desirable trait among future leaders – the personal brand. The type of businesses she deals with, require thinking and practices that match current and predicted circumstances as well “the face” of these brands. She bullied a personal brand behind Google and Facebook which conveys credibility, and it goes beyond the area of any traditional described leadership styles. 
Sandberg’s brand build her profile wide enough than she can stay in the technology sector as one of the most wanted leader in the world, but she can also choose to transition into any other institution, like government or the media (Forbes, 2020). And while it is generally accepted, that a leader should to focus his/her careers on creating and adding value to their organisation, Sheryl Sandberg creates a new and unique step – she shares and shows the whole journey how to get there.  Her profile become an asset for Facebook, and when Mark Zuckerberg consociates inventors and consumers with his youth style, she served and provide stability and comfort. 
In 2013 Sandberg published her book “Lean In” where she is giving advices on how women can take charge of their own careers and how she balances between parenting versus working (Forbes, 2013). The book become bestseller and Lean In has sold 440,000 copies around the world (PW, 2013) which shows the scale of Sandberg’s popularity. The book is not only a guide on leadership but also Sandberg’s way to get closer to people and thus gaining their trust (The New York Times, 2018). By showing people a part of her everyday life, she has become more human and it was another part of building her personal brand, but also it comes down to aspect of being a transparent leader. 
By contrast to Steve Job, who is famous for his mysterious and intriguing style, Sheryl Sandberg is not perceived as someone who has magical aura around her. And when both leaders are super successful a recent study showed if leader want to be seen as charismatic, the more he/she must keep their hard work hidden (Young, 2011) (Clark, 2012). Sandberg is open about her duties and the way how she is doing any business, which comes down to the fact that she attracts like-minded talent. People are happy to follow her path and where there is nothing “magical” some of the people want to be just like her. According to Kouzes and Posner (2007) who provides some of the most comprehensive research on leadership styles, the great leader should present five key attributes “model the way, inspire and share vision, challenge the process, enable other to act and encourage the heart”. Sandberg’s shareholders and employees understand her vision, value, and approach and her transparent way of being a leader brings results in the development of every company she works. 
People are also happy to follow Sandberg’s profile on Facebook or Twitter where her carefully cultivated image attracts new supporters. But at the same time the Internet is powerful tool where anyone can gain trust so quickly and so quickly can loos it and any small mistake or false information might be enough to destroy what someone has worked for years. And so, it happened to Sandbags, when she was accused for Facebook’s failure to spot Russian attempts to influence U.S. elections by buying political ads (CBS News, 2018) and also she was blaming for slow response to the Cambridge Analytical where data-mining firm gain an access to users’ private information (The New York Times, 2018). After both of those scandals a wave of criticism poured out, one of a New York University marketing professor Scott Galloway, said “Her brand was being manicured with same resources and care as the gardens of Tokyo (…) but unfortunately a hurricane has come through the garden” (Scott Galloway, 2018). 
And here comes the fact where previously described “personal brand” might had a negative influence on the company’s crisis. Facebook was and will be judged through the prism of its leaders and when people complied widely touted Sandberg’s transparent to the data leak or U.S political ads bought in Russian Rubles, the crisis has grown even bigger. A deeper discussion between managing crisis in organisation is beyond the scope of this paper but it is worth to pay attention on how the leader's attitude may influence the course of this crisis. According to the Reputation Institute RepTrak, the ongoing series of Facebook criticism over leadership, governance and data privacy made the social platform fall to the bottom of the reputation ranking, just before Trumps Organisation which has one of the lowest score and just after Philip Morris (tobacco industry). Sandberg as one of CEO is often identify with any scandal and she is usually the first person who held responsibility. Unfortunately, the study shown that one of the main responsibilities for negative reputation driver at Facebook organisation are wrong communication approach (unspecific facts) and slow reaction (Commetric, 2019).
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Figure 1. Reputation Index
Sheryl is often blaming for her conspicuously absent from the conversation, which shows that there is no responsibility for the wrong taken steps. Gene Klann (2003) in his book “Crisis leadership using military lesson” stressed that there are a few specific tactics that the leader can take to manage crisis, for example by explaining fully and clearly, apologize if necessary, or take the initiative. Trustful leadership implies being out in front even if the situation is not particularly positive, he/she must live the vision and values defined by organisation. 
A few years after the biggest scandals for Facebook another crisis came – COVID-19. After recent failures to protect customers data Sandberg faced the opportunity to gain customers trust again. This time she did the better thing by admitting their previous mistakes and then asking open questions about how they can help people. Then Facebook launched coronavirus information centre with real-time updates from WHO and the company introduced 100 million dollars in grants for small business which are in the worst financial situation (Ahuja, 2020). And it is to early to say whether this will help a small business to rebound but it is the first step for Sandberg and the company to earn back some people’s trust. 
Personal traits might be helpful in a leadership career but being a successful leader is a constant practise. In interview for McKinsey Sandberg was asked when she was first aware that she is a leader and what drives her. She response that she is not easily identify as a leader but more like a bossy person, but she always truly believes what her companies do, and the mission-based work is her priority (McKinsey, 2013). Sandberg was brought up in awareness of the importance of value, her parents showed her how and why it is important to fight for what she believes. She features great self-awareness; knows her strengths and weaknesses and is not afraid to talk about it. Both Google and Facebook were new and innovative when she started working there, but she identified herself strongly with their mission and vision. The former mayor of New York City Rudy Giuliani (2002) in his book Leadership, highlighted two of the most important things for any leader: set of believes and understanding how to develop them.  She operates in global enterprises, but her choices were consciously selected, and her values are consistent with those of the organisation’s. 
Sheryl Sandberg is an effective and skilled leader, great example of transformational leadership style, therefore she states the “ability to learn is the most important quality a leader can have” (Sandberg, 2013). Gaining knowledge and learning from the past build’s confidence, and confidence is one of the characteristics of a good leader. Constant practise to develop leadership skills is a key for future success as well as awareness of adopted leadership style because depending on organization’s type, culture, mission, vision this style will vary. Transformational style is great for the workplaces like Google or Facebook, but it does not mean it will be equal effective (or ineffective) in performing leadership role in any another organisation. 
The statement of Daniel Goleman “to be leaders is more art than science” seems to be a good point to sum up the above discussion but he also notices that all the good leader has one common feature, namely they are characterized by high degree of emotional intelligence. A leader can have best analytical mind, best training provided and endless great ideas but without emotional intelligence the person still will not make a great leader (Goleman, 2004).


My leadership styles

One of the leadership expert, Manfred Kets de Vries (2001) pointed out “the leadership is a property (…) a set of characteristics – behaviour pattern and personality attributes, that makes certain people more effective at attaining a set goal” (Knippenberg, 2002). He also defines leadership style as the point of interaction between the leader’s character, the followers’ character, and the situation. And I am finding this definition very useful while it comes to describing your own leadership style. 
According to leadership style test I am representing the laisses-faire style which means I am making a few decisions but allowing my staff to choose appropriate workplace solution (Rashid, 2017). And I think in overall it might describe the way how I work with people, however from the perspective of time I am seeing it all depends, like from de Vries definitions, on followers’ and situation. 
Back to 2014 when I did my master’s degree in Culture Studies, I undertook the project called “Seniors in Action”, which was aimed at encouraging seniors to be more active. The project also aimed to spread the tradition of handicrafts in small towns on the south regions of Poland, by engaging young people to cooperate with seniors. The project was very complex, has many different layers, and thus many different problems to solve. From technical issues, through financial matters to age gaps between participants, which at the very begging was very inspiring, but also, over the time become tough. The project was scheduled for a year, and I was the founder, organizer and the only one leader. We were a group of 52 people which who met every two weeks to fulfil the assumed task. The project ended with private view of handmade art where people congratulated us on our great success. Six years after this project people can still watch this exhibition which found its special place in the museum. 
It was the last time when I undertook the task of being a leader and despite the great success, I made a lot of mistakes which I could not understand till now. 
After deep research on leadership and leadership styles I came up with four biggest mistakes which I made and made me doubt myself as a leader. 
Articulate a clear visione also expHE

This should be the first point how should I start my journey with the above project. It was a typical technical mistake because we probably all have some mission and vision in minds, but it was never clearly state. Which resulted in a continuous work that later went downhill on various tracks. People could not say if they identified themselves with this project, or even if they did, in each case it could have been different values. After familiarizing myself with leadership style of Sheryl Sandberg I started to understand the importance of mission and vision statement of organisation. It defines the organisation’s goals, its objectives and approach to reach those objectives and describes the desired future position. Without those statements people are lost, they do not know what to believe and what is this all about. 
Earn the respect of the team

After many years of being craft tutor and wining many international competitions in this field I was super confident about my skills. But overall, I think I forgot to introduce myself to the team. At the very first meeting I simply said what we would do for the next year and then I showed them a plan and shared the responsibilities. Now I understand that I did not tailor the communication style to meet their needs. The group was very diverse, from people under 20 to ladies and gentlemen over 80’ and there should be totally different communication styles adapted to meet their all needs. I should listen more and take into consideration the views of each od these members. I had such a great diversity in my group, but I underestimated the value of these differences. 
Ask for feedback on leadership

I never did that till now. This is too late to ask that team for any feedback, but this is the first time when I am asking myself what I did wrong. And I think in that point my leadership style has showed its dark side. As a laissez-faire leader I am allowing group to make their own decision, which gives people possibilities to grown, encourages innovation and allows for fast decision-making but I did not understand that the people might not be at the same level of knowledge as me. The lack of experience and knowledge from some of the team members influenced poor job performance which has resulted in less job satisfaction. Also, the nature of this project needed highly productive and motivated people, and if they were a type of person who needs someone who sets them their tasks and deadlines, I was not there to help them as I did not give them enough guidance or feedback.
The project ended up well, we meet the goal, but I never ever did not take the leadership position again. Why? It might sound unprofessional, even silly but I gave up because of the later criticism from some members of the group. Most of the time I allowed people to make their own choices because I was too afraid to tell them something what they did not want to hear. My desired to be liked was so strong that I think the people in the group did not respect me at all. Respect is something what we earn through reputation of value creation and in our group, there were no value which should have to be created by the leader. 
What I learn after this essay are a few things which I need to work on in the nearest future. This might sound cliché but the most important is to show what I believe and be surrounded by people who believe what I believe. Simon Sinek (2009) in his Ted Talk speech How great leader inspire action said ‘(…) if you hire people just because they can do a job, they will work for your money, but if they believe what you believe, they will work for you with blood and sweat and tears’. People will not follow a leader because what he is doing, but the are following him because why he is doing it. By communicating people what we believe we can attract people to follow us and, in my opinion, this is one of the best starting point of any successful leadership. 
The second thing is the Emotional Intelligence which described by Goleman (2002) has five components: self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy, and social skills. And when I am looking at the definitions each of those components, I think even if I have some of these qualities when I did the first leadership project, I failed with most of them. Emotional intelligence is a set of skills which should be constantly practise (Goleman, 2002), just like being a leader. Some of the people are born but most of the people are made to be one. Research shows that about one-third people are born to be a leader and two-thirds are made to be one (Johnson, 1998). Which means we all can develop our traits to become a great leader. 
Now when I imagine myself in a workplace leadership situation, I am having a list thing “to do” before I even start to manage people.  Successful leader is not only about leading people to reach a common goal. Great leader creates and inspires vision for future, motivates people to follow him/her and builds a team of people who are looking in the same direction. It might sound pathetic, but this understanding of the term leader helps to distinguish between leaders and people who are managing. Managing people stand out with great skills for work, but it does makes them managers and not leaders. 
I will probably never be like Sheryl Sandberg but the next time if I get a chance, I will be more conscious about importance of leader and leadership style. Now, I am more aware about my traits and how they affect my decisions, but also, I understood that there is still not lost cause if once I turned out to be laisses-fair leader. 
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