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Leadership


In A Week


Carol O’Connor, PhD




Dr Carol O’Connor has more than 30 years’ experience teaching leadership. She’s worked on five continents for businesses, governments, charities and professional firms with people from every level of management. She believes that anyone can be a leader as long as there is the willingness to step up and take responsibility on the day.




Introduction


World events in business and politics reveal the importance of leadership. When it is absent, things fall apart. When it inspires, things improve. The purpose of this book is to encourage good people to become leaders by presenting the basics. Using a step-by-step approach, it shows the way to gain skill through training and effort.


Anyone can be a leader, even if modesty, lack of experience or self-doubt get in the way. This seven-day programme guides readers to identify their strengths and build upon them. It also helps them to focus on their weaknesses in order to manage them better.


The central theme is self-awareness. Its importance underlies every activity, idea and suggestion. People often surprise themselves when they begin to explore their inner resources and discover that they have untapped leadership qualities. The result is personal growth as well as their leadership development.


However, taking charge is never easy. Each day in this week-long programme features the challenges as well as the benefits of leadership. Among these is the need to inspire other people and gain their support. Leaders must also set priorities, give direction and make decisions, often under pressure of both time and resources.
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Here are the topics covered in this seven-day programme for improving leadership:


Sunday: Self-awareness


Monday: Understanding people


Tuesday: Communication


Wednesday: Authority and power


Thursday: Making decisions


Friday: Connecting and linking


Saturday: Vision and inspiration


Carol O’Connor
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The first step to successful leadership is developing self-awareness. Leaders who lack personal insight are like tone-deaf musicians. Even if they gain technical skills through drill and practice, they begin each performance at a great disadvantage. They don’t know if the notes they play are sweet or sour until their audience reacts.


Leaders need to cut the risk of striking the wrong note by adjusting their actions immediately. Self-awareness shows them how. Four topics support developing awareness:


•  Leadership essentials


•  Assessing strengths and weaknesses


•  Following the leader


•  Personal development
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Leadership essentials


There are three commonly held ideas about leadership:


1  Leadership is hereditary, and leaders are born to their role.


2  Character traits make a leader, including ambition, charisma, confidence, intelligence, initiative and independence, among many others.


3  Leaders emerge when special situations require them to accept leadership responsibility.


For many years, businesses, universities and the military have all debated the true nature of leadership. These ideas are still discussed around the world, and each idea has such firm support that this discussion could go on for ever.


However, everyone does agree on one point. It is clear that leaders must have the support of their followers because only this gives them the authority to act. When leaders lose this support, it is only a matter of time before they also lose their position as leader.


James MacGregor Burns wrote in the 1970s that leaders and followers need each other. He said that, when leaders represent their followers fairly, and followers loyally support their leaders, they create a virtuous circle. Also, if leaders later fail to respect their followers, then this circle breaks down, and the followers withdraw their support.


[image: image]


The virtuous circle of leadership


Respect is earned, and a leader’s primary task is to convince people that they are worthy of receiving their support. Without followers, leadership exists only in the imagination of the would-be leader. The relationship between leaders and followers is crucial and far more important than birthright, personal qualities, a specific situation or any combination of these.


Any definition of leadership should include the idea of both leaders and followers needing each other. Here is a good definition:


‘Leadership is the ability to present a vision so that others want to achieve it. Leaders need the skill to work with other people as well as the belief that they can make a difference.’


People who have different backgrounds can work well together when they have a common purpose and shared goals. It’s the leader’s task to:


•  focus everyone’s attention on identifying these goals


•  encourage discussion and debate until the goals are fully understood by all


•  inspire action so that the goals are achieved.


All of this takes self-confidence and many would-be leaders have doubts about their abilities. There are many quiet heroes who question their own leadership ability but choose to accept responsibility anyway. This means they face self-doubt and then find the necessary confidence to take action. Therefore a first step towards leadership excellence is to gain confidence.


It’s interesting that those who already believe in themselves and their own inner worth seem naturally to receive respect and recognition from others, while those who need to develop a sense of self-worth often receive little approval from others.


The process of gaining respect can begin in everyday life, when potential leaders make an effort to understand other peoples’ difficulties. Mutual appreciation begins when colleagues notice other people’s problems as well as their own. This is the basis for giving and receiving respect.


There are leaders who gain power through bullying or manipulation. History and news stories about politics and business show repeatedly that this kind of behaviour works for the short term only.


Those leaders who inspire, build, create and encourage others to succeed have long-term success and are remembered well into the future. Those who undermine, destroy, cheat and belittle others are avoided or destroyed as soon as their power weakens – as it always does.


Assessing strengths and weaknesses


Leaders need to know their strengths and weaknesses. This gives them a starting point to improve their leadership performance. One source of information about leadership effectiveness is feedback from other people. Asking colleagues what they think can be a valuable exercise. Occasionally, however, other people’s ideas are biased, imprecise or lack perception.


So how can leaders know which comments are going to be helpful and which are not? Also, how can they avoid being defensive when they hear negative comments? They only make things worse if they try to explain away their behaviour or make excuses for themselves. They can also resent those who risked making a candid remark.


A good solution for dealing with negative comments is for leaders first to assess their own behaviour before asking anyone else for feedback. This self-assessment gives them a baseline against which their colleagues’ comments can be considered carefully.


An honest self-image, clear goals for personal development and newly set performance standards can help a leader to decide whether colleagues’ comments are helpful and appropriate, or signal the need for a further change of behaviour.
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Self-assessment requires strict honesty. It is a waste of time and opportunity to create a fictional self-image. It is also self-defeating. Leaders need to see the difference between who they are now and who they want to be. They need to distinguish between their current skills and their future hopes. Honest self-assessment can produce goals for personal development and a plan of action to achieve them. Questions they can ask themselves include:


•  Am I fair?


•  Do I take responsibility?


•  Do I listen?


•  Do I care about other people?


•  Am I honest?


•  Am I willing to debate?


•  Do my colleagues trust me?


Following the leader


Improved leadership is based on a careful study of actual behaviour. The first challenge is to ask: Would I follow a leader like myself? If not, then this is the starting point for discovering how to become the kind of leader that people want to follow.


It helps to think of a recent leadership experience and then focus on its details. Begin the process by listing five positive and five negative examples of your own actual and current leadership behaviour.


If there are fewer than ten examples, or if there are more positive than negative examples, this can signal a need for developing greater self-awareness. Concentrate and try to add one more example to each category before attempting the activity below.


However, fewer than ten examples could also mean a lack of leadership experience. If this is the case, then use the shorter list. After finishing the whole Leadership In A Week programme, return to this section and repeat this activity until there are at least ten items.


After identifying examples of positive and negative leadership behaviour, it’s time to include colleagues’ opinions and beliefs. This new list should include their honest opinions about your leadership behaviour. However, if it really isn’t possible to ask colleagues directly, think about their reactions to you. Try to see yourself through other people’s eyes.


Once again, make two lists. The first should include positive comments made by colleagues about your leadership behaviour or an estimate of their opinion about you. The second should include their negative comments or a best guess for this.


The following activity uses both your self-assessed and colleagues’ lists in order to improve self-awareness.




Activity


Compare the two lists: your self-assessment and your colleagues’ ideas.


•  Are they the same throughout?


•  If not, what are the differences?


•  How can you increase your awareness of how other people see you?


•  How can you increase self-awareness of your own behaviour?





Personal development


Identifying positive and negative leadership behaviour supports self-improvement. However, behavioural change should always build on qualities that a leader already has so that changes enrich natural personality. Everyone has a unique blend of qualities, such as courage, patience, faith, ambition and honesty. It’s the unique mixture of core qualities that are the source of leadership success.


When leaders identify and accept their core qualities, then they can draw on these with greater confidence. It also helps them to discover what other qualities they need but may lack. This self-audit is a good first step to improving their leadership performance in future.


For example, an inability to give clear directions is a negative leadership behaviour. But there are a variety of potential causes for this, including a lack of confidence or decision-making skills, or even a need for clearer thinking or determination.


Therefore the same problem of ‘an inability to give clear directions’ could require a different solution depending upon each person’s blend of qualities and their personal make-up. Improved leadership depends upon discovering what causes the negative leadership behaviour.


Positive behaviour


So how can leaders discover what qualities they already have and what qualities they need to develop? The two lists of positive leadership behaviour you compiled earlier in this chapter offer a way to begin this process. Each item from the two lists can help you to identify personal qualities.


For example, a positive item could read: ‘remained calm during a crisis’. This behaviour could result from a variety of qualities such as courage, steadiness and trust. The task is to identify the quality that is the source of remaining calm during a crisis. When leaders know which qualities they already possess, they can actively draw upon them when the occasion requires it.


This insight has the direct benefit of improving self-confidence. ‘I am calm in a crisis because I have courage’ is a thought that obviously enhances self-image. Once a quality is identified for each item on the list, this can be written next to the item. Some qualities may be repeated and some may offer a surprise. The point of this activity is to discover qualities that underlie each example of positive behaviour.


This can be challenging if any qualities on the list are not normally associated with leadership, such as gentleness or humility. As a result, it can be tempting to ignore these qualities. However, many great leaders are guided by qualities like these and they are valuable features of any leader’s personality. The challenge is learning how and when to express the less obvious leadership qualities so that they enhance leadership behaviour.


This is always possible, and the process begins with self-acceptance and the wish to discover how to express each quality in a strong and positive way. Personal development means building on existing strengths and managing any weaknesses. Masking or hiding personal qualities creates good actors, not good leaders.


Negative behaviour


The two lists of negative leadership behaviour you compiled earlier also offer learning opportunities. For example, if a comment on the list refers to using humour when presenting official company business, this creates an opportunity for choice, including:


•  deciding that humour is an inappropriate leadership quality


•  ignoring any criticism by showing increased clowning behaviour


•  learning from the comment and deciding when, where and how a leader should use humour.


Rather than react blindly to negative comments, the leader can analyse them instead. On hearing a negative comment, a leader should ask the following questions.


•  Did I really do what this person says I did?


•  Does this person have all the facts?


•  On reflection, do I truly believe that my behaviour was appropriate to all three essentials: time, place and audience?


•  If not, when, where and how is it appropriate to express this quality in this way?


Changing behaviour


Both positive and negative feedback helps leaders see how their behaviour has an impact on other people. Positive comments are useful for identifying personal qualities. Negative feedback offers an opportunity to change behaviour.


In general, personal development can be organized into three areas: skills, knowledge and experience. Both positive and negative behaviour can offer ideas for improvement.


It may help to review the lists of behaviour you compiled once again, both positive and negative. Choose just one item and decide three goals for that item:


1  a goal for developing a new skill


2  a goal for gaining new knowledge


3  a goal for having new experience.


After achieving all of the goals for that item, proceed to choose another item from the lists. Set three goals for that item to improve skills, knowledge and experience.
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Solutions for self-doubt


Self-awareness supports leadership because it shows what skills and qualities can be developed. Here are examples of issues, both physical and emotional, that many people argue make them unfit to lead. If this is what they truly believe, then so be it. But if they feel even a small flicker of a wish to lead and to make a difference as a leader, then they should explore this.


They may discover that there is an antidote to resolve the issue that they believe is holding them back. In fact, there is always an antidote. There is always a way forward. There is always a solution. Always. The leader’s job is to find it.






	Issue

	Solution






	High, squeaky voice

	Singing lessons






	Confused thinking

	Learn to play chess






	Weak physical presence

	Martial arts or fencing






	Poor stamina

	Swimming






	Fear of public speaking

	Join Toastmasters™






	Indecisiveness

	Video gaming






	Physical disability

	Make this your rationale for leadership
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Summary






	

Self-awareness is the single most important leadership quality. Leaders need to examine their behaviour regularly to continue their growth and improve their self-knowledge.


Here is a checklist to help you review your leadership performance during any work week. Use it at the end of this week and in future as well:


1  What qualities did you express consistently throughout the week?


2  What attention did you give to creating positive relationships with your colleagues?


3  List three strengths in the way you dealt with your colleagues.


4  How can you build on these strengths next week?


5  List three weaknesses in the way you dealt with your colleagues.


6  What quality or qualities do you need to develop in order to improve on these weaknesses?
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