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    To Sandi, Boikanyo and Tshiamo …


    We are still going to enjoy this journey together!

  


  
    FOREWORD


    I FIRST MET MIKE AS a young human resources executive all the way back in 2000. The mining industry that we both worked in was one in which some of the most notable struggles for improvement in working conditions had taken place, and indeed leaders in the labour movement from this sector parlayed their skills into leadership positions in the new South Africa.


    The situation that we found ourselves in was not an uncomplex one – the rise of China as a massive natural resources consumer was just starting. However, simultaneous opportunities and threats emanating from this rise in consumption existed for the product of the facility at which I met Mike. The threat in this case was primarily concerned with the fact that, as China entered the consumption market, it also entered the metallurgical processing market. And China was competitive – very competitive – whereas the facility we worked at definitely was not.


    While the situation facing the facility was not unique, only a year later it had moved from being uncompetitive to competitive which was very unique. Most often, uncompetitive facilities just remained so, and then slowly died an undignified death. A major factor in the response of this particular installation was Mike and his approach, even at a young age, to solve problems.


    During a career that meant, at times, managing more than 150 000 people walking through the company doors every day, one meets many people. My style of seeing things as close to the proverbial coal face as possible meant that I met more people than most. When I met Mike and saw how he led the restructuring of the workforce against a backdrop where such restructuring was very difficult, I was, in one word, impressed.


    Leading a large organisation and meeting many other leaders over the ensuing years gave me plenty of opportunities to reflect on what made a good leader. What was most bewildering was that, when I looked at the people I met and tried to distil the common characteristics of those who were successful, it proved to be troublesome. Among those I admired for their leadership, there were both introverted leaders and extroverted leaders. There were those at the front of the battlefield, waving the flag – and there were others who seemed to say, ‘there go the people, I had better keep up with them.’ There were agreeable ones, and I dare say some disagreeable ones. They came from all backgrounds and nations, colours, and creeds.


    During this time, I also saw and learned that leadership based on the cult of personality was doomed to eventual failure. During this period Jack Welch was the hero of the realm – until he was not. Ultimately, short-termism and not caring for people was not the way to build lasting value and achieve positive community impact.


    So – what then was that common factor that defined leadership? As I searched for personal impact, I wished that I could distil this out, and I looked ever more closely. Eventually I concluded that a combination of authenticity and attention to the individual was present wherever I looked for success.


    Fast forward two decades. After our initial contact, I had kept in touch with Mike on a regular basis. I knew from the start that he had those rare qualities that would turn him into a leader and builder of businesses. To be fair I did not know then that his drive and skill set would lead to the building of Seriti Resources and beyond. However, I knew that if I watched closely, I would see success, and I hoped to learn more. I was not disappointed in that expectation.


    During the years we talked many times: sometimes about markets, sometimes about family and mostly about companies and leadership. And throughout this process, Mike, with his unique insight and skill set, grew an ever-expanding, high-performance company. My admiration grew and I looked ever closer. I learned.


    While Mike was clearly a good dealmaker, this was not the part that impressed me most. The way in which the company that he owns and leads was being constructed, to be both ‘good’ and successful, was the defining characteristic. As my examination became ever closer, it was clear that Mike was building for the long term, and that he was building to benefit both the employees of the company and the society in which it operated.


    It was therefore not a big surprise when Mike shared the manuscript of this book with me. In keeping with his approach to benefit others, he made this effort despite many competing calls on his time. Sharing his experience both as manager and owner was just part of what he wanted to contribute to society.


    As I kept reading and rereading Mike’s message of ‘respect for the individual’ in his book, many of the disparate strands of leadership that I had been pondering all those years were being pulled together for me.


    I have every expectation that the book that you are about to read will educate and inspire you at the same time. I know that it did for me.


    DR MARIUS KLOPPERS


    Former CEO of BHP Billiton

  


  
    Introduction


    COLLEGIALITY, INGRATIATION, FRATERNITY AND SELF-RESPECT


    THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK is to focus on leadership and relationships. Leaders thrive on healthy relationships: relationships with those they lead, as well as with others who have an interest in the organisation.


    Among others I also look at what harms leadership relationships and the growth, development and progressiveness of a leader. Such influences spread harm to the entire organisation led by the specific person.


    Importantly, leaders could be either male or female – but for simplicity’s sake, when I refer in this book to a leader simply as ‘he’, it would include ‘she’. The plural ‘they’ would include both genders.


    When I refer to ‘organisations’ here, the discussions of the concept are confined mainly to business – but the principles and lessons that I discuss in some detail will benefit organisations beyond pure ‘business’.


    When I talk about ‘harm’, it means that organisations may be harmed in many ways. This could include lack of leadership direction, lack of strategy, lack of motivation among employees, lack of trust, as well as a toxic work environment and plain poor performance. ‘Poor performance’ may, among others, be the result of bad decisions made by individuals, committees or boards.


    Having worked in the private sector for more than twenty years and having developed from being a junior employee to becoming a senior employee, director of businesses and ultimately chief executive officer (CEO), I have gathered experience, observed leaders perform in different roles and have also become a leader entrusted with very influential positions.


    Today, as CEO, director of several businesses, entrepreneur, and chairman of various organisations and businesses, I can understand the evolution of relationships among different people and leaders in an organisation. I have learnt to decipher those relationships that are dangerous and harmful for the growth and progress of the organisation. I also understand how to develop mechanisms to prevent such relationships from evolving, permeating all structures in the business – and ultimately destroying the business or other organisation.


    In this book I explore four key behaviours. Three of these behaviours – collegiality, fraternising and ingratiation – are those that can also cause harm and prevent the fourth behaviour being achieved. This fourth behaviour is the desirable behaviour or state, namely self-respect – and it is essential for healthy leadership to thrive and make a business successful.


    First, some dictionary definitions of the key terms, followed by more detailed descriptions of the terms as I see them:


    BEHAVIOUR 1: COLLEGIALITY


    The ability to relax, cooperate, or be part of a collective and being dependable in a friendly manner. The Macmillan Dictionary refers to it as ‘the quality of being relaxed, friendly, and cooperative, as is typical among a group of close colleagues.’


    Whilst collegiality can work, it may also cause harm. It is well and good to relax and cooperate as a leader and ensure that you create a spirit of collegiality with those you lead – but it may also slow processes and decision-making when the leader continues to be collegial through the soliciting of opinions. Thus, the freedom from decision-making that defines this management style doesn’t always have a positive outcome: it may also lead to conflict and disagreements, as mentioned by Andra Picincu in The Disadvantages of Collegial Management1 (2019).


    Because collegiality slows things down, it takes away the leader’s motivation in terms of urgency and progress. Imagine starting a project that is critical to the business and that needs to be executed and delivered urgently, but most of the time the leader has to solicit the opinions of those who report directly to them. This will invariably lead to a broad range of ideas and opinions being offered, while the selection of the right way to go could be tedious and may take a very long time.


    Leaders who prefer to act in a collegial manner regularly, must therefore understand that they are opening avenues for lots of opinions: employees believe (often rightly so) that their opinions are important for consideration to resolve issues. If their opinions are rejected or not desirable, it could lead to demotivation and anger, which is harmful to the business. Significantly, although this does not mean that leaders should always be autocratic and force decisions on the people and organisations they lead, it does mean that firm and resolute decision-making is paramount.


    BEHAVIOUR 2: FRATERNISATION


    The Cambridge Dictionary refers to it as ‘the action of meeting someone socially, especially someone who belongs to an opposing army or team or has a different social position.’


    ‘Fraternization in the workplace is a broad topic. Defined as associating or mingling with others in a friendly or brotherly way, it most commonly means relationships, romantic or otherwise, between people who occupy different levels of authority or power. This generally means a boss and an employee in the workplace, or a teacher and a student. Fraternization can jeopardize the integrity of the official relationship among people, and many organizations develop policies to discourage it.’ (Dale Marshall, Examples of Fraternization in the Workplace2, writing for The Nest)


    There is thus a social aspect to fraternisation. Becoming friends or friendly with your employees is not wrong at all for a leader and indeed it can be beneficial to be friendly with employees and people reporting directly to them. However, it does carry with it many risks and could ultimately impact decision-making and the strategic direction of the organisation.


    It is important to define clearly how far ‘friendliness’ goes or should go. Notably the kind of relationship that compromises the effectiveness of a leader are those that go beyond friendship and develop into romantic affairs.


    BEHAVIOUR 3: INGRATIATION


    According to Vacabulary.com, it is ‘the act of gaining acceptance or affection for yourself by persuasive and subtle blandishments.’


    Here is a useful discussion of the situation in the workplace: ‘Ingratiation is defined as the use of certain positive behaviours such as flattery, doing favours or conforming to another’s opinion to get someone else to like you. This behaviour is especially common when employees interact with a supervisor because of the latter’s status and control over important work resources, including job assignments, responsibilities, pay and promotions … While social influence behaviours like ingratiation are thought of as a dyadic phenomenon (that is, involving two people – the ingratiator and the ingratiated), these behaviours are actually embedded in a much more complex and dynamic work environment, which includes many other people.’ (Trevor Foulk, Scientists prove that sucking up to your boss actually works, 20163)


    The impression created in conversations about ingratiation is often that only subordinates or lower-level employees are the ones who suck up to their bosses. This is, however, not true, for leaders also initiate this behaviour, and bosses seek favour with their employees. This can happen easily when a leader heads up a strong and powerful team of confident and highly-regarded individuals. It can also occur when a leader has their own personal issues like low confidence levels, poor self-esteem or simply ‘being weak’. When such leaders are over-anxious to curry favour with people reporting to them, the ingratiation is bad for business.


    A clear example of ingratiation was observed by several journalists, among them Elliot Hannon who wrote the following for Slate.com on 28 June 2019 in an article titled Here Are The Latest Soul-Crushing Things Trump Said While Ingratiating Himself With Vladimir Putin: ‘US President Donald Trump met with Russian President, Vladimir Putin at the G20 conference in Osaka, Japan, and this was the first meeting after the Mueller report dropped, which among many, many other things, confirmed a “sweeping and systematic” effort by the Russians to disrupt the 2016 elections. As usual, Trump put on a weird, ingratiating performance in front of the Russian President. Why was he not serious about reprimanding Russia about their meddling in the 2016 elections? When asked specifically about confronting Putin regarding election meddling, Trump mocked the premise, play-scolding the Russian President.’4


    In my view, this was bad leadership practice and a terrible lesson, if this was indeed correctly reported.


    BEHAVIOUR (STATE) 4: SELF-RESPECT


    Oxford Languages calls this ‘pride and confidence in oneself; a feeling that one is behaving with honour and dignity.’ Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines it as ‘A feeling of respect for yourself that shows that you value yourself.’


    ‘Following from the interpersonal respect literature, it is logical to conceptualise self-respect as an attitude of respect for oneself, that is, a positive evaluation of oneself as valuable and deserving of respect, and therefore a specific self-evaluation, as opposed to a generalised attitude of favourableness or unfavourableness towards the self as a whole, i.e. global self-esteem.’ (Rosenberg et. al, 1995, quoted by Claudine Clucas in Understanding self-respect and its relationship to self-esteem, 20195)


    It is lovely to be respected seriously and authentically. The best state is self-respect, where one can look in the mirror with pride and say that there are things in this world I will not do at all or engage in.


    ●WHERE DID THIS BEHAVIOUR-ORIENTED APPROACH START?


    I was inspired to write about these four leadership behaviours when I attended a quarterly meeting with employee leaders from the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM). One of the employee leaders raised an important topic related to safety, since our business had just faced difficult safety issues. He asserted that one of the reasons for these safety issues was poor leadership. When I enquired about the nature of the poor leadership and invited him to delve deeper, he responded that most of the leaders at a specific mine spent their time fraternising and engaging in ingratiating behaviour towards one another. A low level of respect and self-respect had become prevalent and led to poor discipline. This employee leader’s view was that colleagues started to take advantage of one another’s authority. This was harmful to individual performance and culminated in poor organisational performance.


    When I enquired what he thought the solution was, the view was that fraternising and ingratiating behaviour tend to be confused with collegiality – which was thought of as good behaviour, unlike the other two. The immediate solution offered by this union leader was for me to ‘break the leadership at the mine’. I disagreed with this solution, as I preferred to confront the situation and educate the leaders in the entire business through training, development, mentoring and coaching.


    Amplifying the views about collegiality, one cannot ignore the stance adopted by Max Weber, the German Sociologist who espoused the theory of collegiality and bureaucracy. Sean Peek’s article, The Management Theory of Max Weber6, in Business.com (2020) he argues that the bureaucratic management theory claims it will increase your business’s efficiency. Peek mentions several characteristics of a bureaucracy and advocates for ‘work-appropriate relationships’ only. Weber did not condone any type of personal relationship in the workplace. He supported the notion that all work relationships are bound by rules and regulations. There should be no small talk, collaboration or sharing of ideas. Work is work, it isn’t a social outing.7 In today’s world, Weber would be criticised for being too prescriptive, destroying morale, demotivating employees and taking the fun out of the world of work. I argue that he fully appreciated the pitfalls that come with fraternising and ingratiation, which at times go beyond the boundaries of civility and professionalism. I do touch on civility and incivility later in the book.


    I am reminded also of an article regarding orchestras and collegiality – The Maestro: Benevolent dictator or collegial facilitator? in Notes from the Podium (2020)8 – that states ‘Ivan Hewett recently defended the image of the “tyrannical male maestro” against a perceived inclination by orchestral managers to book conductors they hope will be more collegial, collaborative and unthreatening.’9 I too also liken an orchestral conductor to a leader in business with several key players. The conductor ensures that good music is produced in a collaborative, relaxed and collegial environment. The article also describes types of conductors of an orchestra and how they achieve results. Although I have never played in an orchestra or conducted one, I am nevertheless inclined to believe that collegial conductors do get the best out of their musicians. The description of a collegial facilitator is one where the experience on stage is that of collegiality, and one where the leader promotes relaxation, cheerfulness and harmony in a less threatening environment.


    ●THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING FIRST


    Finally, I hope also to inspire others to be first. The first to smile. The first to initiate a conversation. The first to admit a mistake. The first to listen. The first to compliment someone. The first to admit when you’re wrong. The first to laugh at yourself. The first to apologise. And the first to forgive. I was inspired to add this by the words of Nathan French: ‘Do the world a favour, go out of your way, and BE first. You will be amazed at how the world responds.’


    I hope this book inspires you as a leader to be the first to embrace collegiality in the way you lead and direct your business. From my own experience, I can attest that a collegial approach also has the advantage that it spills over from one’s business activities into your personal and family life.

  


  



    Chapter 1


    COLLEGIALITY AND LEADERSHIP


    In this chapter, there are some general remarks, followed by case studies and stories from real-life leadership situations. These examples illustrate the effects of collegiality and leadership. A number of leaders I know well have responded to some of my specific questions about the topic, and I include some of their views.


    At the end of the chapter, there are also some thoughts on mentorship and on wartime/peacetime leaders.

  


  
    A CEO OF A LISTED business tells a story of frustration when he attended a board meeting where a serious decision had to be made. The CEO of the undertaking started to solicit ideas from board members regarding this decision and the directors decided to pass the responsibility back to the CEO, as they believed that it was the CEO who had to provide direction regarding that decision.


    The CEO argued the reason for his approach as being collegial. The members of the board felt that he was abdicating responsibility.


    Does being collegial mean that one is abdicating responsibility?


    Every year, boards and executive recruiters spend countless hours in the search for a perfect CEO – someone who is visionary yet well grounded, courageous yet prudent, confident yet modest, firm yet flexible and tough yet compassionate. Gary Hamel with Bill Breen, in their 2007 book The Future of Management10 argue that the trouble is that there aren’t many people who possess a full measure of these admirable and seemingly paradoxical qualities. The original architects of democracy recognised this fact and compensated for it by creating political processes that leverage the everyday genius of ‘ordinary’ citizens. The real challenge, then, isn’t to hire or grow great leaders, but to build companies that can thrive with less than perfect leaders.


    If you ever found yourself in a job interview with Mary Barra, CEO of General Motors, you’d be faced with a zinger of a question: actually, three questions in one. She’d ask: ‘What three adjectives would your peers use to describe you? What three adjectives would your boss use to describe you? And what three adjectives would those working for you use to describe you?’


    In her article What GM’s Mary Barra asks in job interviews11, Judith Humphrey says the first question looks at self-awareness, the second question at integrity and the third question looks at collegiality.


    Focusing on collegiality, soft skills – including people skills – are more critical than ever, so think about it: would the adjectives you’ve identified define good people skills? Suppose your boss says you’re ‘reclusive’, ‘focused’, and ‘reliable’, it would not really relate to people skills, although they may apply to work skills. If a leadership role came up, you might not be in the running. On the other hand, if you believe your boss, your colleagues, and your team would say you’re ‘empathetic,’ ‘supportive,’ and ‘inspiring,’ you’d have a good crack at a leadership role because those qualities are associated with collegiality.


    Members of the popular business press on both sides of the Atlantic are infatuated with chief executive officers who have drunk from the holy grail of heroic leadership, say Erika Herb, Keith Leslie, and Colin Price in their article Teamwork at the Top, (McKinsey Quarterly, 200112).


    ‘To be sure, a single person can make a difference, but even such heroic CEOs as General Electric’s Jack Welch emphasize the power of team leadership in action. As Welch himself said, “We’ve developed an incredibly talented team of people running our major businesses, and, perhaps more important, there’s a healthy sense of collegiality, mutual trust, and respect for performance that pervades this organization.”’


    I will return often to the future of leadership around collegiality in this book. There will be some examples of leaders known to be tough and ruthless, and who take no prisoners. However, are these the qualities sought after today? I believe the world has moved on to a phase where we now appreciate collegiality. In my view the current generation of successful leaders will not be seen as heroes who dominate the boardroom with ruthlessness, but as heroes who can combine collegiality with fast and decisive decision-making and collaborative teamwork.


    Collegiality will promote civility


    The 2010 article The Cost of Bad Behavior: How Incivility Is Damaging Your Business and What to Do about It13 began with the following paragraph: ‘Evidence of growing incivility is all around us, from road rage to presidential hecklers. Business in the USA also has an incivility problem. According to authors, Christine Pearson and Christine Porath, workplace incivility is at the top of the list of economic drains on American business. The problem is getting worse. Their research shows, for example, that in 1998, 25 per cent of the workforce they polled had been treated rudely at least once a week. By 2005, that number had risen to almost 50 per cent.’ Authors Pearson and Porath define incivility as ‘the exchange of seemingly inconsequential, inconsiderate words and deeds that violate conventional norms of workplace conduct’ and note that incivility is a subjective phenomenon that ultimately comes down to how a given action makes a person feel.


    The manifestations of incivility that Pearson and Porath cite include ‘failing to return telephone calls or respond to e-mails; checking e-mail during meetings; not listening; withholding information; talking down to others; taking credit for the efforts of others; shutting someone out of a network or team; belittling the efforts of others; passing blame for mistakes; spreading rumours about colleagues; and setting others up for failure.’


    My book focuses on creating an understanding among employees and bosses. Throughout I caution that out-of-control fraternisation or ingratiating behaviour can create challenges. One of these challenges relates to friendships losing boundaries and leading to incivility – intentionally or unintentionally.


    The aim should be behaviour that is collegial in our approach to work. This means creating a relaxed atmosphere, striving to be cheerful at all times, refining our communication to create a friendly and high-performance culture, and ensuring that respect is at the core of behaviours.


    I believe that the tonic to remedy incivility is to encourage, practice and train – if necessary – all managers and employees in collegiality.


    Leadership in mining and collegiality


    When Mark Cutifani, the now retired CEO of Anglo American, mentioned to me that he had visited the Vatican to meet Ghanaian-born Cardinal Turkson, I was drawn to this fact as I wanted to understand his approach and the reasons for his visit.


    Their conversation had ‘focused on how mining can engage better with the communities it touches. Cutifani is all too aware these communities bear the brunt of the industry. But he also wanted help in understanding how to deal with the various non-governmental organisations (NGOs) lobbying for African local communities against the industry,’ Philippa Anderson says in Unearthing Wisdom – Insights from 20 Mining Leaders.14


    She then quotes Cutifani as saying: ‘It was a start. We listened to Cardinal Turkson’s view. I sense that as miners we can be arrogant and miss things … We have to understand how to engage in a conversation that makes us part of the solution and not part of the problem.’


    Mark’s point is valid in that it moves us from the mindset that miners are tough and ruthless people who don’t have the patience to deal with those topics – including community issues – that may in the past have been viewed as minutiae or soft issues. Today, community issues are central to our agenda, and to us as leaders. This also implies our attitudes must change. We have to embrace empathy, collegiality and collaboration, while sharing a shared agenda of growth, development, progressiveness and advancement of humanity.


    I fell in love with the mining industry when I joined Bayer, the German multinational, in 1994. They owned two mining operations in South Africa. Vergenoeg Mining Company (VMC as we used to call it) in the Rust de Winter area outside Pretoria mined fluorspar. The second operation was the Rustenburg Chrome Mine (RCM), based in the Mooinooi area near Rustenburg.


    When I went underground at Rustenburg Chrome Mine in 1994, I loved what I experienced and soon realised that employees working underground have their own way of doing things. The miners have a spirit of camaraderie that is second to none and they understand the intricacies of how their operations work. They also speak their own language, Fanakalo, which is not really an appealing tongue, as it consists of a mix of several languages. It was meant to simplify the communication among the different language groups who worked together, but is viewed differently by different people. There are people who love Fanakalo, since it is unique to a certain group of people, and there are those who hate it, as it is viewed as an oppressive language associated with the dark history of the past in South Africa.


    Over the years, the industry has faced issues resulting from discriminatory practices, among others, and many things needed to be rectified. When I started working in the mines, old ways like living in hostels, eating communally in dining halls and specific diets were still normal practice. I realised that one had to be strong and, in Fanakalo, one had to be a ‘madoda’, instead of the proper Zulu word, ‘indoda’. Miners, shift bosses, mine captains, mine managers and general managers have upheld the mindset that one has to be strong, take no prisoners, suffer no fools, and ‘just be stern’. Very few leaders in the mining industry believed in collegiality in those years, as you would have been perceived as weak. The best way was to be tough. There were exceptions of course, and there were leaders who were collegial and still achieved great results in a smart way.


    Over the years, the old strict mindset changed, with a new generation of leaders emerging and starting to achieve great results through teamwork, collegiality and being empathetic. The new smart leaders are collegial in their approach with their executive teams, and in their interactions with their employees and trade unions. They are also collegial in approaching stakeholder issues, including community-related matters. This collegiality is not fraternising or ingratiating, but a clear demonstration of the new agenda that includes environmental, social and governance (ESG) matters. As ESG is such a serious issue and deserves a chapter on its own, I will outline my views on it later in this book.


    I believe I may refer to myself as a leader in the mining industry. I interact with many mining leaders at operational (mine), middle management, executive and board levels. I was recognised by the mining industry by being elected to the highest role in the industry as President of the Chamber of Mines of South Africa (now known as Minerals Council South Africa) for several terms, as well as being bestowed the Brigadier Stokes Memorial award in 2018 by the South African Institute of Metallurgy. I remain eternally grateful for these awards.


    What has changed from my first days in the industry in 1994 until now?


    To me it feels, as Pope Francis outlined in his book with Dr Austen Ivereigh, Let Us Dream: The path to a better future (2020)15: ‘Many words in the business world suggest the fraternal purpose of economic activity we must now re-establish: “company”, for example, comes from sharing bread together, while “corporation” means integration into the body. Business isn’t just a private enterprise; it should serve the “common” good. Common comes from the Latin cum-munus – cum means together, while munus has the meaning of a service given as a gift or out of a sense of duty. Our work has both an individual and a common dimension. It is a source of personal growth as well as being key to restoring the dignity of our people.’


    A few decades ago, the world of business spent a lot of resources in the form of money, time and human resources to understand the world of employee/labour relations when the trade union movement became stronger and stronger in South Africa and indeed the entire world. As the world moved on towards new approaches, community involvement and engagement gained prominence.


    In today’s mining industry, we have communities that are keen to understand what the industry does, how they can integrate themselves into the mining value chain and how they can assist mining to grow with them as an essential part of that growth. It is therefore imperative that today’s developing leadership appreciates collegiality as the way leading them into the future. The leaders of the future must appreciate that community engagement is not about steamrolling decisions at the expense of communities, but about involving these communities. They must also embrace collegiality to avoid conflicts that can harm the business reputationally and in other ways, such as operational disruptions and destruction of trust. Communities and the mining industry should strengthen their relationships through collegiality – thus also proactively guarding against disruptive forces that could harm both parties.


    An international example of the collegial leader


    In an article, New Microsoft CEO’s collegial style sparks hope16, AP Business writer Ryan Nakashima highlights several points about Satya Nadella.


    Nadella once held an impromptu townhall webcast which interrupted business meetings between Microsoft employees and outside business partners at the executive briefing centre in Redmond, Washington. Hours earlier, he had been named only the third leader in the company history. When the webcast was over, he didn’t want to hog the limelight.


    ‘If you have to get back to (a meeting) because its more interesting or important, please …,’ Nadella said as the townhall transitioned into a light reception.


    This gesture was just one example of Nadella’s calming, collegial style, which stands in stark contrast to the blustery, passionate, rally-the-troops approach employed by Microsoft’s previous CEO, Steve Balmer.


    I fully agree with experts on leadership that the change in tone was a necessary cultural shift for a mature company transitioning into new businesses, while letting go of past successes and missed opportunities. Today, one looks back at a business that listed in 1986 at $21 a share and at today’s successful business led by the capable Mr Satya Nadella. He showed humility, made no noise and exhibited collegiality – but he was seriously effective and successful. Being collegial is not a sign of weakness.


    Case studies from my own career


    Several leaders with whom I have worked, met or read about have demonstrated exceptional collegiality in their leadership styles. On the other hand, I have also come across instances where collegiality is quietly discouraged as a weak form of leadership.


    Below I concentrate on a few case studies of leaders who understand or understood collegiality, and some of their own insights, prompted by my questions, described in some detail.


    The late Theophilus Vusi Debese’s legacy


    My first year in the world of employment was in the teaching profession, and not business. I started at Kenneth Masekela High School in 1990 as a teacher and watched different individuals managing their different departments. The late Mr Theophilus Vusumuzi Debese was the school principal, and I can distinctly remember this great leader as someone who got things done.


    He was never an autocrat, despot or bully. Tall and jovial, yet serious at the same time, Mr Debese was quick to denounce those who did not live up to his high standards. When there was a staff meeting, he would clearly articulate an issue and spend some minutes soliciting views and opinions from the staff members. Staff members would deliberate on the matter, since the principal had opened an avenue for opinions to be discussed before a decision could be made. As a young man who deeply respected Mr Debese, I did not worry about the speed at which decisions were made in the school environment. After all, as a school it was not a commercial entity where the profit motive was paramount. Today I realise that Mr Debese did not concern himself about the speed of arriving at a decision, but rather the quality of the decision. He was humorous and we felt very comfortable around him. I do not remember a moment or time when he became abrupt and forced his way on any decision, and I also do not remember any moment when he would be rude and forced us to make a decision.


    Yet, the impression should not be created from his management style that decision-making should be slow at a school or any non-profit making organisation. The point I am making about Mr Debese is that he was collegial and very effective. He led a great institution; hence Kenneth Masekela was a great school.


    During those days apartheid was still rife and strong, and townships enjoyed sport in an interesting way. Wednesdays between 13:00 and 19:00 were reserved mostly for sport. This included soccer matches, netball matches and, in several schools where the level of sophistication was high, softball. I remember that Kenneth Masekela had a great soccer team coached by Mr Rubin Nzima. Other teachers like the late Mr Rio Xaba assisted occasionally, but Mr Nzima was the main man. Some matches were tough – especially between Kenneth Masekela and Tlakula High School. Occasionally during halftime we watched Mr Debese taking over from Mr Nzima to lead the coaching. This did not mean Mr Debese did not respect Mr Nzima or that he was a bully, he just wanted us to win. Whilst he embraced collegiality, I cannot imagine him asking for permission from Mr Nzima. This was collegiality in practice. ‘Kenneth Masekela must fight to win – and I can add value.’ That was Mr Debese’s view, I presume.
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