
There’s a moment in many leadership careers that doesn’t get 
talked about enough. 

You’re in the room. The stakes are high. Whatever decision 
you make next carries a lot of weight. And you don’t own the 
budget, the product, or the revenue, but you’re still expected 
to influence the outcome.

I’ve spent much of my career in that position, advising CEOs, 
working alongside boards, and helping guide organizations 
through transformations, mergers, and high-pressure 
moments where alignment was critical. And what I’ve learned 
is that leadership isn’t defined by authority. It’s defined by 
influence.

In today’s organizations, many of which are cross-functional 
and increasingly complex, the leaders responsible for shaping 
outcomes often don’t have direct control over the teams 

required to execute them. Influence has become as important 
as hierarchy. Sometimes, even more important.

WHY TRADITIONAL LEADERSHIP 
MODELS BREAK DOWN

The traditional command-and-control model assumes that 
leaders have clear lines of authority, decisions flow top-down, 
and accountability follows structure. That’s all well and good, 
but it’s no longer the reality in most modern organizations.

Work happens across functions. Decisions involve multiple 
stakeholders. Execution depends on teams that don’t report 
to the same leader.

Add in the pace of change, whether it’s digital transformation, 
AI-driven workflows, or large-scale integrations, and the gaps 
widen even further. In these environments, authority alone 
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doesn’t move work forward. You need alignment to really 
get the ball moving, and alignment is a direct result of how 
leaders show up.

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 
AUTHORITY AND INFLUENCE

Authority is assigned, but influence is earned. You can have a 
title and still struggle to drive alignment. You can lack formal 
authority and still shape outcomes in meaningful ways.

In my experience, the leaders who are most effective in 
complex organizations are the ones who understand that no 
one is obligated to follow you just because you’re in the room. 
The people around the table earned their seats too.

If you want to influence decisions, especially when you don’t 
control the outcomes, you have to build credibility with the 
very people you’re expecting to just follow you willingly. 
And this doesn’t just come overnight. You have to build it 
conversation by conversation, decision by decision.

FOUR GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR 
LEADING WITHOUT AUTHORITY

To help you not only build credibility but also learn how to 
lead without authority and really connect with your teams, 
I’m sharing my four guiding principles that have helped me 
in my own career and while advising other leaders: know the 
business deeply; be deliberate in how you show up; listen to 
understand, not respond; and separate ego from outcome.

Know the business deeply. This principle is important 
because one of the fastest ways to lose influence is to operate 
only within your functional lane. I’ve said this often, and I mean 
it: Don’t settle for being the communications person who 
doesn’t understand the business, the HR leader who doesn’t 
understand the numbers, or the strategy lead who doesn’t 
understand the customer.

If you want to lead without authority, you need to know:

•  How the company makes money

• What the financial targets are 

• Where the pressure points exist

• What the board is focused on

• Who the customer is and what they care about  

• What the competitive landscape looks like

•  Where the organization is trying to go in 12, 24, and 
36 months

You don’t need to be the technical expert in every area. You 
just need to be well-versed enough in the information that 
you’re a credible source. When you understand the business, 
your recommendations are grounded in reality. You speak in 

outcomes, not abstractions, and you connect your perspective 
to what matters most. Over time, you’ll start to be seen less 
as a functional leader and more as a business partner. That’s 
when you’ll really see your influence start to build.

Be deliberate in how you show up. When you don’t have 
authority, being deliberate in how you show up matters 
more than what you say. This is where I see many leaders 
unintentionally dilute their influence. They overexplain, speak 
too often, and constantly try to prove they belong in the room. 
As a result, their voice carries less weight.

Conversely, influence requires discipline. It means:

• Speaking with intention, not frequency  

• Being clear and direct, not overly polished  

• Holding your ground without being combative  

• Letting your ideas stand on their own

• You anticipate objections before they’re raised.

• You address the real issues, not the surface arguments.  

• You shape proposals that already account for 
resistance.

When people feel understood, they engage differently. They’re 
less defensive, more open, and more willing to align with you. 
Getting more people on your side in this way is how to give 
your influence momentum.

When you operate this way, people begin to notice—not 
because you’re louder, but because you’re more deliberate. 
The longer you stay consistent here, the clearer it’ll be that 
when you speak, it matters, and people will listen. That’s 
influence.

At its core, leading 
without authority is 

about reducing friction.

Listen to understand. Listening is one of the most underrated 
leadership skills. And in environments where you don’t  
have authority, it becomes a strategic advantage, making 
it even more important. But I’m not talking about passive 
listening. This is active, intentional listening. What are 
people reacting to? Where do objections keep surfacing? 
What concerns are being repeated? What language creates 
resistance?

If you pay attention, you’ll start to notice patterns, and 
addressing those is how you build your influence.

When you truly understand stakeholders, your entire 
approach sharpens:
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the stabilizing force in the organization, even without formal 
control.

Organizations aren’t getting simpler. They’re getting more 
interconnected, more dynamic, and more reliant on cross-
functional execution. And with the rise of AI and new ways of 
working, that complexity will only increase. This means your 
ability to lead without authority is becoming a core leadership 
capability.

When you consistently understand the business, show up with 
clarity and discipline, listen intentionally, and stay focused on 
outcomes, you send a signal to the rest of the team. You’re 
basically saying: “I understand the stakes. I respect the people 
in the room. I’m here to move the organization forward.”

That signal compounds the more you keep up with it. You’ll 
notice people start to invite you in earlier, seek out your 
perspective, test ideas with you, and advocate for your 
involvement in conversations and issues you may not have 
been invited to earlier.

Bottom line, you become someone the organization relies 
on, not because you have authority but because you’ve built 
influence.

Remember, leading without authority isn’t about control. It’s 
all about credibility. And you have to build credibility over 
time through knowledge, discipline, intentional listening, and 
consistency. In complex organizations, that’s what drives 
alignment, and in many cases, that’s what determines whether 
strategy actually turns into execution.

At the end of the day, here’s your biggest takeaway: Leadership 
isn’t about the authority you’re given. It’s about the influence 
you earn. 

THE COMPOUNDING EFFECT 
OF INFLUENCE

THE ROLE OF TRUST, CLARITY, 
AND COMMUNICATION
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Separate ego from outcome. This becomes important 
because when you’re operating without authority, your ideas 
will be challenged, reshaped, and debated, and sometimes 
they’ll even be attributed to someone else.

That’s the reality of cross-functional leadership. If you’re not 
prepared for it, it can be incredibly frustrating. I get it. I’ve 
been there. But the leaders who build lasting influence are the 
ones who stay focused on the outcome, not the credit.

That doesn’t mean you allow your work to be misrepresented. 
But it does mean you don’t let ego get in the way of  
progress, because in complex organizations, ideas are going 
to evolve, input will be shared across departments, and, 
for the most part, decisions are collective. Ownership of a 
single idea isn’t the goal. The goal is to see the outcome be 
successful, regardless of who gets credit or who did the bulk 
of the work.

When you consistently show up with that mindset, people 
notice. They begin to trust that you’re there for the business, 
not the spotlight.

At its core, leading without authority is about reducing friction, 
and the three most effective tools for doing that are trust, 
clarity, and communication.

Trust is built through consistency. Clarity comes from 
understanding. Communication is what connects the two. 
When all three of these elements are present, teams align 
faster, decisions move more efficiently, and overall execution 
improves.

However, when they’re absent, you’ll notice misalignment 
start to grow, assumptions begin to fill the gaps you’re not 
addressing, and momentum across the board slow to a 
halt. I’ve seen this play out most clearly during moments 
of significant business transformation, such as mergers, 
restructurings, and other strategic operational pivots. 
Authority is often fragmented in these environments because 
no single leader owns the entire outcome.

In these cases, alignment, once again, becomes the difference 
between success and failure. In those moments, leaders who 
can articulate the “why” behind decisions, connect priorities 
across functions, and reinforce consistent messaging become 
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