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Leader Snapshots
S t a r t m a n a g i n g y o u r i m a g e .

LEADERSHIP IMAGE

EMPLOYEES QUICKLY
make inferences

and assumptions of
their leaders; and

whether incorrect or based on limited
data, these assumptions powerfully in-
fluence motivation, creativity, mood,
and performance.

As a leader, you are scrutinized all the
time. People see you when you are good
and bad. Most leaders underest- imate
their influence on others. They are more
concerned with getting tasks done than
how they are perceived.
Snap-shots of you are quickly col-

lected to form an impression, as team
members and co-workers quickly make
positive or negative fixed impressions of
you as a leader. If your behavior, pos-
ture, and style are similar in three to
four of these snapshots, you get “thin-
sliced” as “that is you.” People don’t
take the time to understand your inten-
tions or rationale. They want to know
quickly if they can trust you. If you are
unpredictable, you are untrustworthy in
their eyes.
These snapshots may not be accurate

portraits of who you are as a leader, but
unfortunately they stick in people’s
minds and become “reality.”

How Are Snapshots Formed?
Here are some premises that make

leadership a challenging endeavor:
• People don’t have time to get to know
you; they take the easiest short cuts.

• 2 X 4 rule: The impression youmake in
the first four seconds is so powerful that
it takes four more minutes to change it,
even 50 percent of it.
• Many snapshots take place in meet-
ings—where your image is crystallized.
• These snapshots are reinforced as
people see you in that pose again.
• You are always communicating, even
if you are not saying anything.
• Everything you say or do counts.
There are no second attempts, editing,
or deleting of what you say or do.
• Whenwords leave your mouth, you
can’t control how they’ll be interpreted.
• Listeners are constantly story making
—interpreting what you say or do.
• Yourwords or actions are transformed
or reorganized to fit into the listener’s
personal story, snap-shot or precon-
ceived idea of you or similar situations.
• There’ll be more than one story. Each
listener will create his or her own.
• The story that is created from your
communication or actions determines
the meaning, not what you say or do.
• The story or the snap-shot of you, not
what you say or do, will be remem-
bered, passed on, and communicated.
Given these premises, the likely out-

come of your communication or actions
is that you will bemisunderstood or mis-
interpreted. So, you need to be very clear,
deliberate, and focused in your commu-
nication and behavior.

Here are eight things you can do:
1) Be clear about your intent, 2) What
actions or reactions do you want from
your audience, 3) What is the most ef-

fective delivery method, 4) Be congruent
in how you communicate, 5) Clarify
their interpretations of what you said, 6)
Listen well with empathy, 7) Let them
know you see their perspective, 8) Reit-
erate or reframe what you said honor-
ing, incorporating or repudiating their
perspective calmly.

Getting the Benefit of the Doubt
If your snapshot image is positive,

your colleagues and boss will give you
the “benefit of the doubt” if you miss a
deadline or make a mistake. The prob-
lem occurs when these snapshots are
negative; because once the impression is
made it is almost impossible to change.
If this impression was created because
you’ve been unpredictable or impulsive
in your behavior, your direct reports,
peers, and boss are constantly poised for
that same behavior. They can’t trust that
you can control yourself. Even if you
make changes over six months, if the
same impulsive behavior happens again,
in most people’s minds you haven’t
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changed at all. They think, “There he or
she goes again.”
I’ve met with executives about the

performance of an individual victimized
by “Snapshot Management.” The ques-
tion was, “If this person actually made
positive changes, would they see and
recognize them?” Original snapshots are
so powerful that they blind people to
the multifaceted sides of a person. The
person’s wins, strengths, and capabili-
ties in different settings with different
people can blur the original fixed snap-
shot, but it is a slow process and doesn’t
always stick.
Become aware of how you present

yourself in meetings and learn how to
manage the snapshots you give people.

The goal is to counter the one hand of
snapshots with a “collage” of your suc-
cesses and efforts. That may mean com-

municating more than you feel is neces-
sary about what you have accom-
plished. You may say, “I don’t want to
toot my own horn” or “They will see
my results.” In communicating in a re-
spectful way what you’ve done, you can
ensure that your co-workers and boss
“see” more of you than just a few snap-
shots. Otherwise, you leave your image
management more in the hands and
minds of others (negative snap- shots
may be ingrained in the minds of your
supervisors or co-workers).
For example, here aremicro-initiatives

you can say without boasting: “I feel
comfortable with our progress thus far in
. . .” “The team is performing well with . .
.” “I’m proud about . . .” “I‘m excited
about our direction with . . .”

To better manage your image and
challenge initial assumptions you have

of others, address these questions:
•What are the snapshots of you? How
many are positive or negative?
•Are you presenting the “collage” of
your successes and efforts?
• What preparation do you need to
take to ensure at meetings you are pre-
senting your best snapshots?
• Do you have snapshots of people that
are limiting how you see them?
• Can you spend more time inquiring
about other successes they’ve had and
multiply your snapshots of them?
If three or more of your top five snap-

shots are negative, you’ll have to stay
consistent and let others see your
changes. Everything you say and do
counts when you are a leader. LE
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ACTION: Start managing your image.
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