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When first commissioned, I obsessed with earning qualification badges; 

wings, tabs, ribbons and medals…how else could this newly commissioned officer 
display credibility? Visible proof of personal accomplishment and qualification 
such as the Ranger Tab, Jump Wings, a Pathfinder Badge, Canadian Jump Wings 
(these are big and really cool looking wings,) the French Commando Badge, the 
Expert Infantry Badge, and a Combat Infantry Badge (not to mention medals) 
were highly coveted; I thought I could display credibility on my uniform.  

This article is written specifically for young officers and noncommissioned 
officers with the sincere desire of causing these leaders to ponder the topic of 
their own credibility. Badges, tabs and other displays of martial and technical 
prowess are important, but unfortunately these symbols do not necessarily 
translate into credibility for a leader, at least not into meaningful credibility. 
Accoutrements have their place and they do extend a transient form of credibility. 
For instance, all things being equal, a leader with a particular qualification badge 
might garner more credibility, at least initially, than a leader who had not earned 
that qualification badge. This kind of credibility, however, is of a fleeting nature; 
enduring credibility is built over time, sometimes an entire career. 

Time, experience and most importantly (at least in my case) maturity, has 
changed my view on many things, including what it takes for a leader to establish 
credibility. Before proceeding further, it might be helpful to explain what I mean 
by credibility. After some reflection on the many good leaders I have had the 
privilege to serve with, including some very credible ones, I suggest a leader’s 
credibility emanates from their ability to build trust, garner confidence, and 
inspire those they lead.   



An old and crusty Command Sergeant Major (who wore big and really cool 
looking jump wings) once told me “credibility is similar to a bank account; people 
will follow you as long as your credibility is in the black. A zero balance of 
credibility means you are no longer effective as a leader.” Credibility is a leader’s 
center of gravity; without it, there is no real influence, just position and rank. 
People obey rank and position, but they follow credible leaders. 

How does a leader build credibility? You begin to build credibility by 
realizing you are only part of the credibility equation. One may work as hard as 
one may to establish credibility (you might even wear big and really cool looking 
wings), but it is those you lead who ultimately decide how much credibility to 
afford to you. Lou Holtz, the former football coach from Notre Dame, uses a very 
simple, but effective framework, to evaluate a leader’s credibility. He asks three 
questions from a follower’s perspective:   

 

 Can I trust you? The people you lead watch you; they also listen to what 
you say. When your words do not match what you do, you will lose the 
confidence and the trust of your followers. Your people will also evaluate 
the “why” of your decisions. They want to know, even if they disagree with 
a particular decision, that their leader was motivated out of interest for the 
organization and not by personal gain.    
 

 Are you committed to excellence? We all want to be on a winning team, to 
be part of something bigger than ourselves. If you do not set, demand and 
enforce high standards, the people who follow you will question both your 
commitment to the organization and your competence (regardless of 
badges, even big cool looking Canadian Jump Wings;) a leader’s low 
standards equate to low credibility. 
   

 Do you care about me? Meaningful credibility is more than professional 
competence, setting high standards and being trustworthy. Your credibility 
is also based on your relationship with those you lead; you are evaluated as 
both a leader and as a person. Those you lead want to know that you care 
about them as people, and that you have true concern for their families. A 
genuine commitment to people contributes to real and enduring credibility.  
 



Your credibility is a big part of your professional reputation. Professional 
reputations and a leader’s credibility, however, are fragile things; both are easily 
undone by a single lapse of judgment. Leaders must work hard to maintain and 
preserve both their reputation and their credibility.  

It took time for me to realize a leader’s credibility is more than a badge or a 
tab displayed on a uniform; with experience, credibility became something to be 
earned from those I led. I now know a leader’s credibility cannot be pinned or 
sewn on; but, if it could, it should be big and really cool looking.   
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