
OPINION

CHARACTER: Without it 
you cannot lead

When MAD is desirable and inspiring

I HAVE found that there are 
two fundamental require-
ments for effective leadership 
– and everything revolves 
around these two. In an earlier 
article I wrote about leader-
ship capacity being one of 
these fundamentals. The other 
is character. Anyone who 
wants to make a difference 
in their field of endeavour 
today first needs the capac-
ity i.e. the relevant skills and 
capabilities. However, to make 
the desired impact as a leader, 
these capabilities must oper-
ate within parameters that 
appropriately guide how they 
are used; parameters provided 
by the values which guide you 
morally and provide the basis 
for your making choices and 
decisions. So, being an effec-
tive leader is not just about 
the capabilities you require 
for leadership, but also about 
what underpins those capabili-
ties that determines how they 
are used. 

What is character? Charac-
ter is your values in action. It 
is the outcome of your being 
tested in different situations 

that require your moral judge-
ment and decisions. Situations 
face us daily that require us to 
make choices, and it is these 
choices that define our char-
acter. Character is primarily 
seen through our conduct, but 
it also reflects in our attitudes. 

There are a number of 
reasons why character is es-
sential for effective leadership 
and here are three:  

First, character validates 
and directs your leadership ca-
pacity. A person’s character is 
what their leadership capacity 
rests on. No matter one’s abil-
ity, character often determines 
the outcomes in a person’s life 
and situations because our 
conduct and attitudes are the 
result of our choices. Let me 
give an example: if a someone 
has high capability but based 
on his or her values makes the 
choice to be dishonest, this 
choice will direct his capabil-
ity towards being effective at 
being dishonest. His values 
will determine how he applies 
his ability – which is how char-
acter directs ability.

Capacity gives you the abil-
ity required for leadership, but 
character ensures you have 
the right motivations and 
attitude and is what enables 
you to make the right choices. 
You may have the capability 
to solve a problem or deliver 
required results, but it is your 

character that ensures that 
your intentions are genuine. 
If you work in an organisation 
and have the responsibility for 
running an aspect of its activi-
ties, your capacity can make 
you proficient at knowing 
what to do, but if you lack char-

Character plays the greatest 
part in determining your cred-
ibility and provides the basis 
for trust by those you lead or 
seek to influence because with-
out character, people cannot 
trust you. 

Former U.S. President 

you”. Well-known sportsmen, 
entertainers, corporate titans, 
politicians, and public figures 
have fallen from grace because 
their talent and capability 
took them to great heights but 
without the character to sus-
tain their success, they came 
crashing down. Authors Har-
old Myra and Marshall Shelley 
in their book The Leadership 
Secrets of Billy Graham, said: 
“talent is not sufficient to sus-
tain a leader’s effectiveness if 
the ever-present human flaws 
are not addressed.” Until char-
acter issues are addressed, 
capability will always be com-
promised. 

In the world of sports, we 
see how character sustains 
success. Sportsmen and wom-
en known for their capacity 
developed through training 
and coaching and displayed in 
competitions, can only sustain 
their success by showing good 

conduct through fair play in 
competition and adhering to 
rules such as not taking drugs 
or banned substances. If they 
make the choice to do any of 
these, it reflects negatively on 
their character, taking a toll on 
their achievements and limit-
ing their potential. It is of no 
consequence if they have high 
capacity because their conduct 
is what matters. Their char-
acter effectively determines 
their future. 

Since the choices we make 
define our character, should 
our circumstances determine 
our choices? For example, 
should I say: “Oh I have no 
choice - Nigeria is corrupt”, 
implying I don’t have options 
in the choices I can make be-
cause of my circumstances? 
The fact is people who have 
character strive to make good 
choices regardless of the cir-
cumstances. It won’t be easy 
at all, and no one is saying 
it is but someone who has 
character will not adjust their 
standards to fit the differ-
ent circumstances they find 
themselves in. Ultimately, 
character is a choice. If we be-
lieve the investment is worth 
it, then circumstances should 
not dictate that choice.

Thank you and until next 
week, let me challenge you 
to begin to lead from where 
you are. 

their MADNESS, declaring 
them upstarts who’d soon 
fizzle out. They never imag-
ined the word disruption had 
any place in their close-knit 
sector.

But a few would be in-
spired, birthing a handful 
of other MAD companies, 
enhancing the emergence of 
“indigenous players” in the 
once exclusive oil and gas 
sector.

Many more MAD people 
would join the company as 
it traded its way into promi-
nence through sheer grit 
and brilliance. They quickly 
became a company that was 
looked upon with respect; 
making believers of those 
who thought they’d run out 
of gas. How wrong they had 
been. It was not about the 
allure of oil money for this 
MAD company. They had 
their sights on becoming 
a business that would go 
beyond Africa. - bringing 
energy to life responsibly.

It was no surprise when 
just after two years of oper-
ating in oil and gas trading 
in Nigeria, the MAD com-
pany moved its trading hub 
to Geneva, Switzerland in 
1998 - unleashing its global 
credentials.

Similar expansion would 
be the trend as the company 
extended its footprint across 

Africa, Asia, Europe and 
the Middle East, ultimately 
ramping up employee num-
bers to almost 5,000, compris-
ing exceptional professionals 
from over 50 nationalities. It 
would become an energy con-
glomerate with operations in 
the Upstream, midstream, 
downstream, power and in-
frastructure sectors. How 
this MADNESS made the 
fledgling company emerge 
as the largest private power 
business in sub-Saharan Af-
rica is a phenomenon that’s 
the subject-matter of many 
case studies.

It’s interesting to note 
that the achievements above 
are dwarfed by the compa-
ny’s commitment to bring-
ing benevolence to life. Its 
Foundation has achieved 
the feat of empowering more 
than 2,000,000 beneficiaries 
through sustainable develop-
ment projects across Africa. 
In 2020, the company set up 
an Impact Fund with access 
to over $100,000 in grants 
and funding for entrepre-
neurs and social innovators 
in Africa. The involvement 
of the company’s employees 
as volunteers in the Founda-
tion’s quest of giving wings 
to aspirations is remarkable. 
They do this with so much 
commitment and gusto.

When Covid-19 disrupted 

the world, the MAD company 
responded with its “Saving a 
million lives” campaign. It 
spearheaded and supported 
major Covid-19 interventions 
in Africa including deliv-
ery of the 300-bed Thisday 
Dome Isolation and Treat-
ment Centre alongside other 
stakeholders, donation of 
medical equipment as well 
as the provision of food and 
relief materials to tens of 
thousands of beneficiaries, 
sanitizers, oxygen to support 
ICU operations, personal pro-
tective equipment and trans-
lation of Covid-19 awareness 
literature to local African 
languages.

The company would earn 
the privilege of becoming 
an important partner in the 
pursuit of the sustainable 
development goals, work-
ing closely with the United 
Nations as well as other re-
gional and global partners. It 
would also join the league of 
businesses championing the 
cause  of integrity in business 
under the aegis of the World 
Economic Forum’s Part-
nering Against Corruption 
Initiative (PACI). Promoting 
good corporate governance 
and citizenship, reinforcing 
the role of business as a force 
of doing good – responsibly, 
transparently and sustain-
ably.

It gets even better. The 
MAD company is bullishly 
lending its weight to con-
versations on energy transi-
tion in Africa, leveraging 
its businesses to promote 
more responsible mining of 
hydrocarbons and massive 
optimisation of gas to boost 
access to cleaner fuels and 
power.

You would most certainly 
take an emission-free ride 
on the company’s electric 
buggies and scooters when 
you visit Egbin Power - its 
sprawling power genera-
tion asset that is the largest 
privately-run thermal plant 
in sub-Saharan Africa.  Talk 
about promoting decarboni-
sation, healthy living and en-
vironmental sustainability.

The company couldn’t be 
prouder of its African herit-
age and how its successes are 
shaping the narrative of en-
hanced capacity and tailored 
global energy solutions from 
Africa to the world.

But do you know the 

MADDEST aspect of the 
company? Its uniquely di-
verse employees who flour-
ish in a workplace culture 
that encourages being MAD. 
You don’t get a job at Sahara 
Group, you are immersed 
into a family where agile, 
nimble and adaptive learning 
makes you better.

At Sahara, your job is not 
done until the job is done. The 
business encourages you to 
excel within and outside the 
workplace. This is driven by 
the work hard-play harder 
culture that finds expression 
in Saharians as exceptional 
poets, singers, writers, fash-
ion designers, footballers, 
chess grandmasters, sports 
enthusiasts, chefs, social 
media influencers, thought 
leaders and much more. Am-
bidexterity at its best!

Being MAD is desirable 
and inspiring when you work 
in Sahara Group. Since 1996, 
Sahara Group has continued 
to redefine excellence in the 
energy sector in a trans-
formative way. These past 
25 years have been phenom-
enal. The next 25 years and 
beyond would certainly be...
yes, MAD...you guessed right.

You’re thinking of joining 
the MAD team right? Your 
journey to being MAD starts 
at Sahara Group.

Character is your values in action. It is the 
outcome of your being tested in different 
situations that require your moral judgement 
and decisions

acter, you cannot be trusted to 
use the resources entrusted to 
you for what they are intended 
for. Our values and the choices 
we make based on those val-
ues are what determine our 
outcomes. While leadership 
grows principally around 
capacity, it is sustained by 
character.

The second reason is that 
your character to a great ex-
tent determines your qualifi-
cation to lead others. Charac-
ter is a strong determinant of 
personal and organisational 
reputation, which affects busi-
ness, relationships, and oppor-
tunities. If you desire to lead 
others, you must have strong 
positive character. A person 
who has positive character 
will always attract followers. 

Richard Nixon said: “You 
must not give power to a man 
unless, above everything else, 
he has character. Character is 
the most important qualifica-
tion the president of the United 
States can have). Sadly, these 
words he spoke in 1964 came 
back to haunt him almost a 
decade later during the Wa-
tergate scandal of the early 
1970s which implicated him. 
In his country’s eyes he had 
failed the character test as 
their leader, and was no longer 
qualified to lead, leading to his 
resignation. 

Thirdly, character sus-
tains personal success. In 
the words of the late Ed Cole: 
“It is possible for your talent 
to take you to a place where 
your character cannot sustain 

IT’S interesting how words 
that were hitherto consid-
ered as having negative 
connotations now engender 
widespread admiration. So, 
you’re clad in an outstanding 
outfit and you get compli-
ments like, “dirty”, “wicked” 
and “insane”. It gets more 
interesting. When you work 
in an organisation that’s 
everyone’s dream, you’re on 
the “MAD” team. Madness as 
a compliment? Well, why not, 
if being MAD means you are 
“making a difference.

25 years ago today, a MAD 
phenomenon kicked off in 
Lagos, Nigeria, propelled by 
a one-of-a-kind company. The 
company’s ethos was MAD 
and the people who embod-
ied the phenomenon were 
MADDER. Their attention to 
detail was MAD as was their 
stakeholder management 
expertise. They would go 
the extra mile to create and 
extract value from seemingly 
impossible situations.

In spite of being fledg-
ling businessmen who were 
completely green in the sec-
tor, their vision was MAD.  
They sought the tall order 
of “bringing energy to life” 
and “to be the provider of 
choice wherever energy is 
consumed.” Many scoffed at 
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