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Nowhere is the leadership skill shortage more keenly felt than 
in the public sector, where organisations are still struggling 
to promote and harness good leaders. Government News 
approached seven established leaders from a variety of 
organisations to ask them what constitutes good leadership.
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[  By  L INDA SORRELL   ]  

■ Being a leader... what does it take and how do you get there? 
Everyone is different, everyone will have a personal and 

distinctive approach and everyone will learn along the way. But 
what matters most? It is that you want to be a leader; that you 
believe in being the best you can be and that you accept leadership 
as your defi ning goal. 

I believe to be a good and effective leader you must lead by 
example and do not ask others to do what you are not prepared to 
do yourself. Know and accept that your staff and the community 
note your demeanour, behaviour, actions and words. 

It is through you that your organisation, its vision and its 
successes will be monitored and judged. This is the role of a leader, 
and you should see it as a privilege, embrace it and accept the 
responsibility with integrity and sincerity. 

Show yourself to be a champion of team-orientated and inclusive 
management and underpin this with positive and comprehensive 
communication and clear vision. Be a leader who inspires 
confi dence and evokes a sense of achievement and pride within 
your organisation. Remember to challenge, support and motivate 
staff and insist they value their own talents and initiatives. 

Mentoring is an area of leadership that I actively support and 
encourage. Sharing your skills, experiences and learnings with 
others enables professional growth and shows a true sense of 
nurturing and developing the next generation. Mentoring should 
not only focus on any one particular individual but also be the 
willingness to listen and encourage your direct reports and junior 
executives to debate and discuss issues with you. 

Delegation shows faith in your team and confi dence in your 
leadership. Wherever I work, I promote the importance of 

building a strong, committed and 
dependable executive team who 
can take on responsibility, work 
independently and focus on the 
day-to-day activity, allowing me 
the time to focus on the broader 
strategic issues. 

It is important for the executive to follow a similar path when 
building their own teams. At Melbourne Health adopting this 
practice has seen a positive fl ow on effect; promoting leadership, 
confi dence in personal and professional ability and increased staff 
satisfaction.

Open and regular communication with all levels of your 
organisation is a signifi cant factor in providing and demonstrating 
effective leadership. A true leader cannot achieve success or 
effect change alone. Providing the information to assist staff in 
understanding issues, challenges and responsibilities allows for and 
generates a sharing of these responsibilities as well as sharing in the 
success of achievements. 

In my roles as chief executive (CE) I have always conducted 
regular CE forums, introduced a fortnightly chief executive 
newsletter and made it a priority to present at the monthly 
orientation program for new staff. I value being a visible, 
approachable and recognisable leader.

 My closing message: remember leadership is a journey and the 
journey should not be undertaken in isolation... mentors inspire, 
your friends are important, your family matters... it is they who 
help defi ne and shape you, remind you who you really
are and provide you with perspective when it is 
most needed.  
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“A TRUE LEADER 
CANNOT ACHIEVE 
SUCCESS OR 
EFFECT CHANGE 
ALONE.”

LINDA SORRELL IS 
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OF 
MELBOURNE HEALTH.

A POSITION OF PRIVILEGE

LEARNINGS FROM THE TOP
[  By  CAMERON BROWN  ]  

■ When thinking about what constitutes good leadership, my 
mind went to the key leadership lessons I’ve learned over the past 
two years in my role as chairman of the Centre for Sustainability 
Leadership and as manager, sustainable solutions at EPA Victoria. 

The best lessons have often come from making mistakes or by 
learning from informal mentors. Here are four of them:

1. LEARN TO EMPOWER INDIVIDUALS AND TEAMS
The most important lesson I’ve learned over the past year is the 
incredible infl uence a leader’s decisions and actions have on the 
motivation of teams and individuals. My instinct when I fi rst 
stepped into management roles was to be involved in everything, 
often at the expense of others. This became detrimental to my 
work-life balance and to team morale. I was disempowering my 
teams by not allowing them the opportunity to make diffi cult 
decisions and to make mistakes. I’ve seen an enormous difference 
when a team is given control of their own planning process, 
versus being handed targets or plans that have been decided by 
management with no consultation.

2. FOCUS ON FACILITATION
In my transition to leadership roles I 
actively focussed on improving my 
group facilitation skills. This involved 
knowing when to hold back my 
opinion, learning how to resolve 
delicate debates and keeping group 
discussions on track. As a leader it is 

all too easy to control discussions, or to enter a healthy debate 
and sway a group’s opinion. Doing so limits the breadth of ideas 
considered and it also stunts development, as people are not being 
pushed to think for themselves. 

3. TAME THE EMAIL TIGER
Being organised was certainly not instinctive for me. When I fi rst 
took on leadership roles I was consistently falling behind on email. 
My poor email and time management was getting in the way of 
being a good leader. In response, I took a class on how to manage 
email effi ciently. I also learned from those around me who were 
strong email and time managers. The result: I now have email 
under control and more time to spend with my team.

4. LEARN TO BE LOVE FEEDBACK
I view feedback as a gift from my team or colleagues. It is an 
opportunity to better understand the impact (or lack of impact) 
that I’m having in my roles. Some of my biggest steps forward have 
followed courageous and insightful feedback from those close to 
me. The other side of this coin is the importance as a leader to give 
feedback to those you are leading. People’s development accelerates 
when positive behaviours are recognised and poor behaviours are 
addressed.

In my view the critical skill that separates a good leader from a 
bad leader is the ability to get the best out of others.  

Finally, a large part of my leadership style is based on instinct 
– but that instinct has been developed and honed 
over the years through experience and personal 
development.  
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