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BUILDING SUCCESSFUL LEADERSHIP BRANDS 

FOR COMPANIES AND EXECUTIVES 

 

Nelson Mandela’s Leadership Personal Branding Principles 
 

Recently, I ran across a 2008 interview with Nelson Mandela regarding leadership that I really 

enjoyed reading. Published in Time Magazine, the article outlined eight leadership principles that 

Mandela used to build his distinguished career – and his very powerful leadership personal brand 

– as an activist and politician. All eight are interesting, but today, I want to focus on two of 

Mandela’s principles and how they apply to building a leadership personal brand in the business 

world.  

Principle #1: 
 

“Lead from the back – and let others believe they are in front. The trick of leadership is allowing 

yourself to be led too. The chief’s job, Mandela said, was not to tell people what to do but to 

form a consensus. ‘Don’t enter the debate too early,’ he used to say.”  

 

What Mandela is doing here is advocating a democratic, or participative, leadership style. Let’s 

face it: As a business leader, there may be times when you have to use an authoritarian style and 

make a fast – and sometimes lonely – decision. But, the majority of the time, it makes sense to 

include direct reports in the decision-making process. Otherwise, why have you hired them in the 

first place? Great leaders know that they, too, are learning and growing every day in the job – 

even from those who are in subordinate positions.  

 

So, build your leadership personal brand by (1) allowing others to have a say in decisions, and 

(2) getting clear on when you need the expertise of others in order to make the most informed 

choices. 

 

Principle #2: 
 

“Nothing is black or white. Life is never either/or. Decisions are complex, and there are always 

competing factors. To look for simple explanations is the bias of the human brain, but it doesn’t 

correspond to reality. Nothing is ever as straightforward as it appears.” 

 

This is an important reminder for all of us in every aspect of life – both personal and business. 

It’s fundamental to success to be able to see the nuances in any business situation, whether it 

involves launching a new product, dealing with a challenging employee, managing a tough boss, 

etc. The mind naturally wants to categorize everything in black or white terms, so most of us 

have to constantly remind ourselves to stop and look at all aspects of a situation. Otherwise, it’s 

easy to fall victim to making decisions based on tunnel-vision, and that can lead to costly 

mistakes. Make sounder, smarter business decisions by pointing out nuances and contradictions 

to your team, and they will begin to see the situation more multi-dimensionally as well.  

 

How can you apply these leadership principles to strengthen your own leadership personal 

brand? (Here is a link to the entire article: http://tinyurl.com/6pgaeb.) 
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Brenda S. Bence is an internationally-recognized branding expert, Certified 

Executive Coach, dynamic trainer and Certified Speaking Professional, and 

the author of several award-winning books, including the How YOU™ Are 

Like Shampoo personal branding series and Smarter Branding Without 

Breaking the Bank. 

 

With an MBA from Harvard Business School, Brenda’s career has spanned 

more than two decades and has included developing mega brands for Procter 

& Gamble and Bristol-Myers Squibb across four continents and 50 countries. 

 

 

Now, as President of Brand Development Associates (BDA) International, she travels the world 

speaking, training, and coaching individuals and companies to greater success through creative, 

yet practical, corporate and personal brand development. Brenda’s client list includes companies 

such as Citibank, Microsoft, Deutsche Bank, Credit Suisse, Deloitte, Hershey’s, KFC, Kraft, 

Johnson & Johnson, Mattel, and Sheraton Hotels. 
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For permission to reprint this article in part or in full, 

please email Articles@BrendaBence.com. 
 


