



Sheryl Sandberg as an Authentic Leader 

Leadership is a widely discussed topic today. Many past and present leaders are identified to portray various leadership styles. Among these many styles of leadership, this essay aims to mainly focus on Authentic Leadership. This essay will elaborate and explain this leadership theory based on its three dimensions, self-awareness, ethical decision making and relational transparency. The main focus of this essay is to explain these three dimensions in relation to a current leader and hence identify if this leader depicts authentic leadership. The leader discussed in this essay will be Facebook’s second in command, Chief Operating Officer, Sheryl Sandberg. Sheryl Sandberg has also gained fame from her famous women empowerment campaign, ‘Lean In’. This essay will mainly focus on her Lean In campaign to identify if she is an authentic leader. Also, there will be an analysis of the contextual framing of the chosen leader, ‘women in tech’. Further, how ‘power and privilege’ relates to her leadership will be examined.  

The leadership theory that is elaborated in this essay is authentic leadership. According to Bill George (2003, p 11), authentic leadership is “being yourself and being the person, you were created to be” rather than emulating from the societal stereotypes of a leader. Literature defines authentic leadership as someone who has self-knowledge and strong personal stance on issues they are interested in and making decisions based on their moral values and convictions (Shamir & Eilam, 2005). Such leaders are found to retain many dimensions while this essay mainly focuses on the chosen dimensions, self-awareness, ethical and moral decision making and relational transparency. 

Self-awareness refers to understanding one’s strengths and weaknesses and gaining an insight into the multi-faceted nature of the self (Walumbwa, Avolio, Gardner, Wernsing, and Peterson, 2008). Authentic leaders are self-critics and are very well aware of their true talents and weaknesses and are willing to accept and acknowledge them. Most authentic leaders will exploit their strengths to guide them in their leadership journey. For example, an authentic leader who has identified his/her strength in public speaking will eventually guide his/her followers by speaking amidst large crowds. Also, authentic leaders will have a clear understanding of their weaknesses and will openly accept them as weaknesses and eventually take measures to rectify them. This dimension will be discussed in detail in the essay referring to the authentic leader, Sheryl Sandberg. 

Self-awareness is a clearly evident quality of Sheryl Sandberg. As discussed earlier, self-awareness refers to having a good understanding of strengths, weaknesses of oneself and acknowledging the true nature of his/her identity. Sheryl Sandberg is very well-educated and showed glowing colours in her academics by being a university topper in her stream. Her high achieving performance in university earned her a fellowship in the first year of her MBA. Therefore, it is evident that she has a thorough knowledge in her fields, economics and business and excelled in the subject matter. Further, during her academic life, she co-founded an organisation called Women in Economics and Government. Also, she was recruited as a research assistant at World Bank while being a university student. This shows her ability to manage multiple activities and thus her sacrifice, commitment and time-management skills. 
After graduating, she worked as a management consultant at McKinsey & Company which is a large firm that excels in management consulting. Her recruitment as a new graduate to a major company reveals that she has embedded skills and talents that many employers search for in the job market. Therefore, she is ahead of many top employees who thrive to gather essential skills to enter the corporate world.  Having worked for the government, she has undoubtedly gained knowledge about the current position and future direction of the country and other countries. She later joined Google, a similarly successful tech company and therefore gathered skills essential in the field of technology and also learnt about the techniques and strategies adopted by the management of successful companies. Hence, it is clearly evident that Shery Sandberg was equipped with essential knowledge and skills due to education and employment in different firms. Also she was clearly aware of these strengths as she eventually initiated Lean In concerning on business leadership and development (Lean In, 2019). Her book, Lean In explicitly states that she intends to help women to achieve their career goals (Porter, 2013). Therefore, her Lean In movement is clearly a result of an attempt to use her own education, experiences and knowledge to help other women. It was possible as she identified her knowledge and skills as a successful female who has achieved her own career goals. Hence, it clearly describes the quality of self-awareness in her character. However, it also has to be noted that power and privilege played a major role for her to build up her own strengths that were previously discussed. She was educated in one of the best world-renowned universities and hence had the privilege to gain access to best education and also gain fame that will eventually help her in establishing her name in the corporate world. Also, being born and raised in a country that is the centre for tacit knowledge and had headquarters of all emerging and successful companies in the world, she was at a privilege. She had the chance to reach all the best employers and even improve her competencies by associating with the best employees in these companies. Hence, her education and her nationality acted as a privilege that allowed her to build most of the above-mentioned skills and talents that she shared with others through Lean In. 


Ethical decision making refers to making decisions based on moral and ethical reasoning and thereby minimising negative consequences on all affected parties in that decision. According to Walumba et al (2008), this also relates to internalised moral perspective which is making decisions based on internalised moral standards and values rather than societal pressures. 
Authentic leaders are always driven by a set of internalised morals and values to which they stay true to, and these guide their actions and behaviours. It is a widely accepted fact that with power comes corruption where most leaders use their power to gain personal benefits through unethical actions. But authentic leaders are identified as leaders who are not morally disengaged with the power they are given and also impact followers to behave according to the accepted moral standards. This dimension of authentic leadership will be further examined using the character of Sheryl Sandberg.  

Relational transparency refers to presenting one’s authentic self openly and sharing one’s true thoughts and feelings (Walumba et al, 2006). Authentic leaders are often referred to as relational transparent leaders as they do not hold back expressing their true self and sharing their internalised morals and values. This also avoids being a ‘false self’ who fake emotions, have loss of voice and projects false images. But however, people may have multiple selves depending on the situation and scenario faced (Sendjaya, 2015). For example, a leader who is very sociable with his/her subordinates may change his/her self to become very playful and joyous when at home with kids. This change to and from multiple selves can also be observed in authentic leaders which will be explained in this essay referring to the focal character, Sheryl Sandberg. However, having multiple selves do not diminish the dimension of relational transparency of authentic leaders as these leaders always remain consistent in the ideas they present and, in both thoughts, and feelings they inherently feel. 

The female leader in tech industry has been observed to possess unique features of authentic leadership. Sheryl Sandberg breaks free from the standard general stereotype of the technology industry; the technology industry constitutes males out of which many are the conventional white-men from affluent societies. However, she is an exemplar of the rising of women in the workforce, more women are being educated in today’s world and in some countries, women are emerging with better educational qualifications, skills and talents that outsmart men employed in the technology industry. This has led to more companies willing to recruit women in their organisations and exploit their talents to translate it into corporate advantage over their competitors. This evolution of women in workforce has been widely spoken and written by recent scholars in leadership in their academic journals. Sheryl Sandberg climbed the Facebook organisational hierarchy within a short span after her entry into the industry. 

This evolution of women in the workplace and transformation in the hiring policy of many tech companies have been studied and analysed by many recent scholars in leadership through media and their academic writings. Sheryl Sandberg will be similarly identified in this essay as a female who rose to a top position in a famous tech company, Facebook during a reasonably short span of time. Her education, leadership qualities and authenticity has helped her emerge as one such successful women in the modern world. Also, her background as a white-female from an affluent society has indirectly helped her way through to her current position, COO of Facebook. These demographics of her context will be further analysed when explaining her authentic leadership style in the following sections of the essay. 


Secondly, it can be suggested that Sheryl Sandberg possessed the authentic leadership quality of ethical decision making. Wharton Professor, Steward D. Friedman personified Sheryl Sandberg in his case study as acting with integrity (McDonald, 2018). She has a set of core values that speaks for gender equality. She does not believe it is ‘ethical’ to have only men rule the corporate world when women are as much as capable as men to hold responsibilities. Her interview with McKinsey and company (2013), she revealed that as she worked in teams at both Google and Facebook, she realised how women were held back either due to duties to their families or as they did believe they suited for the role. She also spoke about the pay gap between male and female employees and thus make women less promoted in the corporate world. She believed that “we do not live in an equal world”. Hence, she started the campaign, Lean In that was definitely an ethical decision she made in her life to support gender equality. However, it is necessary to understand that power and privilege existed in her context. As a white-female, she was at a privilege in the Silicon Valley. She was appointed as Treasurer for the government and subsequently COO of Facebook as she was prominent among other females in the industry due to her background as an educated white female. Also Sheryl admits herself as a working mom and thus encourages every such mom to excel in workplace despite having kids. Many female writers have argued about this in media sources stating Sheryl, appearing in 2013 Forbes’ Billionaire List, earns a decent sum of money and thus does not have financially difficulties in raising kids. Writers have argued it can be an extremely difficult situation for average earning working women to raise children while working or in other words, it can be incredibly difficult for many women to manage both career and motherhood (Adams, 2013). Hence, Sheryl’s empowerment for every woman may not suite their context. In that context, it is questionable whether she began Lean In with an understanding of women who do not have the same privilege and financial power as her. 

Thirdly, the authentic leadership dimension of relational transparency is examined through Sheryl Sandberg. This dimension of expressing one’s true self without faking emotions is a core quality of authenticity. The focal leader of this essay, Sheryl Sandberg is identified to have this quality as she constantly expresses herself through social media and also indirectly through her acts and behaviours as a leader in a prominent firm. She was found to have expressed her grief publicly in numerous occasions about losing her husband. For example, she wrote the book, “Plan B” which was about how she dealt with loss and grief after she lost her husband (CBS News, 2018). Also, she has openly expressed her feelings in Facebook of losing her husband and how she has struggled to seek comfort during those difficult times of her life. She had openly stated that this negative experience in her life was the reason for creating a tribute section for memorialised accounts in Facebook that honours the memory of loved ones. Also, another incident that revealed her expression of true feelings was during the Facebook privacy scandal. When Facebook faced numerous scandals and when media reported that Zuckerberg criticised Sheryl for these scandals, it was reported that Sheryl publicly expressed that she felt “deeply personally responsible, because a lot of mistakes were made” (Salinas, 2018). She clearly expressed in public social media that although the scandal happened out of their knowledge and control, as COO, she takes full responsibility for not knowing when she should (Fink, 2018). Therefore, it is clear that Shery Sandberg possess the authentic leadership dimension of relational transparency.

In conclusion, it is clear that Sheryl Sandberg depicts self-awareness as she began Lean In after identifying and making use of her strengths, having thorough knowledge in the fields of economics and business, ability to lead teams, work with sacrifice, commitment, etc. Also, it was explained that she was an ethical decision maker as she made the moral decision of advocating for gender equality when many women were unethically mistreated in the workplace. Finally, she also depicted the dimension of relational transparency as she openly expressed her feelings during various incidents such as death of his husband and Facebook privacy scandal. Hence, it can be concluded that Sheryl Sandberg can be identified as an authentic leader due to the presence of the above-mentioned dimensions.   
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