Who Am I as a Leader?
What I Used to Think
Writing this reflection has made me realize that leadership has very little to do with being the smartest person in the room. If someone had asked me that question twenty or thirty years ago, I would almost certainly have disagreed. Looking back over my career, I can now see that I misunderstood what leadership really meant.
For many years, I believed good leaders had all the answers. I invested heavily in building my technical knowledge in regulated pharmaceutical environments because I believed that was what people expected from a leader. At that stage of my career, I genuinely believed technical expertise was the foundation of effective leadership.
What Experience Taught Me
My first real opportunity to test that belief came when I joined Novozymes and was given responsibility for leading software validation professionals supporting GMP manufacturing systems. It was my first formal leadership role and, if I'm honest, I approached it more as a technical expert than a leader.
In reality, the only person who expected me to have every answer was me because I believed my value as a leader depended on it. The people around me were experienced professionals who didn't need another technical expert. They needed someone who would listen, remove obstacles and help them make good decisions together.
That was probably when my understanding of leadership changed. My role wasn't to be the loudest voice in the room. It was to listen, ask questions, understand different viewpoints and help the team reach decisions that balanced compliance, business needs and practical delivery. Reflecting on this experience helped me realize that effective leadership comes less from having the answers and more from creating an environment where people can contribute their knowledge, challenge ideas constructively and solve problems together. Before I could lead others more effectively, I first had to challenge my own assumptions about what leadership required.
How I Lead Today
With experience, I've realized I lead best by bringing people together, listening carefully and helping teams reach balanced decisions. I naturally find myself facilitating discussions during regulatory audits, steering committee meetings and major client projects, even when I'm not leading the activity itself. I don't think that happens because I'm the most technically knowledgeable person in the room. It happens because people trust me to listen, challenge ideas constructively and help the group reach balanced decisions.
Today, I measure leadership less by organizational hierarchy and more by the trust people place in me when difficult decisions need to be made. When colleagues seek my advice on regulatory compliance, quality systems or computerized systems, I no longer see that simply as recognition of technical knowledge. I see it as trust, and I've realized that trust is probably the strongest foundation for effective leadership.
The Leader I'm Becoming
This reflection is timely because I'm about to begin leading a Regulatory Technology function. My success will depend less on my own technical contribution and more on my ability to lead through managers, develop technical specialists and create an environment where others can succeed.
If I've learned anything over the last thirty years, it's that people rarely expect their leader to have every answer. What they do expect is someone who listens, makes thoughtful decisions and creates an environment where everyone can contribute their best thinking. That's the kind of leader I want to continue becoming.
