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LATERAL LEADERS USE A 
STRATEGIC MINDSET TO STEER 
PROBLEM SOLVING & RESOLUTION 

Bring others together to advance organizational agendas

Build shared understanding

Change power games through questioning

... Connecting to 
the purpose before
diving into content

... Being authentic
and vulnerable

...Listening! 
Others do not 
think like you.

... Coaching, mentoring, 
nudging, praising, 

encouraging failure and 
experimentation, and 

reflecting in order to inspire, 
motivate, and get results.

Generate trust

YOURSELF OTHERS

CULTIVATING LEADERS

Be a “joiner”

Say “yes” to
new challenges

Seek opportunities
for others to lead

Help direct reports
reach goals

Ask junior staff
to lead committees

Organizations need to cultivate people and give opportunities for a 
variety of people to lead groups and help the organization move 
forward. Lateral leaders, including those in “coordinator” roles, who 
have cultivated a broad set of relationships and coalitions with others 
throughout the organization and beyond can be extremely influential 
in leading strategic, cross- disciplinary projects. Lateral leaders 
might be labeled change agents who possess a positive attitude and 
a strategic mindset.

INTRODUCTION

IMPORTANCE & 
ROLE OF LATERAL 

LEADERSHIP 
IN TODAY’S

ORGANIZATIONS

WORK ACROSS 
HIERARCHICAL 

STRUCTURE 
TO ACCOMPLISH 

STRATEGIC 
GOALS

CULTIVATE 
LEADERS
ACROSS 

ORGANIZATION

SUCCESSION
PLANNINGMENTORING

LATERAL LEADERS IN TODAY’S 
ORGANIZATIONS ARE INDIVIDUALS WHO...

...Lead but are not the boss.

...Communicate, listen, motivate, 
influence, persuade, negotiate, and 
build shared understanding and trust.

...Have found success in positions 
of unofficial leadership.

...Inspire, influence, persuade, and 
elicit contributions across all levels. 

...Are coordinators, facilitators, peer 
leaders, interim leaders, team leaders, 
thought leaders, and project leaders.

...Are change agents with a positive 
attitude, and a strategic mindset.

LATERAL LEADERS COMMUNICATE 
AND BUILD TRUST BY …

VERTICAL vs LATERAL THINKING

LINEAR

PATTERN

DIRECTION

UNCERTAINTY
TOLERATED

REWARDS FOR

RESTRICTED BY 
RELEVANT INFORMATION

NOVEL APPROACHES 
WELCOME

YES

DEVELOP AN EXISTING PATTERN

STEPWISE AND METHODICAL

NO

DEPTH OF KNOWLEDGE

YES

NO

NO

RESTRUCTURE AN 
EXISTING PATTERN

MULTIDIRECTIONAL AND CREATIVE

YES

BREADTH OF KNOWLEDGE

NO

YES

Hernandez, J.S., & Varkey, P. (2008). Vertical versus Lateral Thinking [Article]. Physician Executive, 34(3), 26-28.

Vertical thinking is traditionally used in hierarchies while lateral thinking is 
better for dealing with ambiguity... which is the entire [library] world right now!  

(Hernandez & Varkey, 2008)

VERTICAL THINKING LATERAL THINKING


