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EARLY INFLUENCES...


“Dad has minutes to live” my sister said to me as she sat in the Headmaster’s office. I was sixteen years old, and in the middle of my GCSE maths exam. The first part of the exam I had just finished, the second part was after lunch. My sister and I promptly went to the hospital during the lunch break. When we arrived my father was dying but had seemed to stabilise a little. As I watched my father and my great leader in his last battle... I was confronted by my first battle. A choice needed to be made. A choice of two options and both had implications. What to do? Stay with my dying father and miss the exam, or leave him and my mother and go back to school?


Like many choices that you make there will always be plenty of observers with opinions and views on what you should do in certain situations. However, in those moments I had to make that decision on my own. I made the call... I walked out of the hospital. I went back to do the exam. Was it right or wrong? At this stage, it is neither here nor there, but a difficult decision had to be made and it had to be made alone. My great adviser was dying; the man of wisdom was going and I had to make a call. And my decision was to finish my exam. Some will think that leaving my father to finish an exam was brave, some will see it as perhaps cowardly. Some will believe that the responsible thing to do would have been to stay, and others will see my going back to school as commendable. And in a way, that’s the reality of leadership: your acts of leadership will have differing opinions, perhaps polar opposite opinions! The key thing for you and for me is to not worry too much about what people think, just make sure that the decisions you make are the right ones, popular or otherwise, in the circumstances you are in. Walking out of the hospital and back to that exam hall, as I look back now, was my first act of adult leadership.


The lesson from this story is that in leadership we have to make difficult and sometimes painful decisions. Those decisions can’t be answered from a text book. You have to answer them. Yes of course you can listen to advice and take counsel, but at some stage a leader has to, well, lead! Those decisions may not be easy, they could have significant implications on you and others, but they have to be made. It is you making them and it is you living with the outcomes of those decisions.


A few days after my father died, I sat alone in Bewley’s in Belfast having breakfast, and the realisation that my father had gone forever hit me like a train. We had spent many a morning having an Ulster Fry in Bewley’s before he went to lead others while I went to school to be led (sort of). That wasn’t going to happen anymore. I was on my own. The career plan collapsed, the safety net of always having my dad to employ me or bail me out was also gone. There was nothing. However, what I gradually began to realise was that there was something that my father had left me. In one of life’s brutal turns my father left me something great. My father had given me a gift. It wasn’t money, an insurance policy or shares in Pizza Hut (he had brought the franchise to Northern Ireland shortly after being diagnosed with leukaemia – this is covered in my previous book Start to Grow). It was something much more valuable. It was priceless, something that I have to this day, and no one can take away from me. It was his legacy of leadership. These lessons in leadership he taught me both consciously and subconsciously. Through his words of wisdom, his actions, and the experiences I observed and went through with him, he instilled in me leadership lessons. These leadership lessons no school or university could ever give me. They were locked in my inner being, and could only be unlocked through the joyful and painful experiences of life. He had given me a gift and it was his legacy of leadership.


Leadership is a gift. If you are a leader you have been given that gift. With any gift, you must take it with a spirit of gratitude not reluctance. And having received that gift you should then, in all humility, remember that having been given it – you must at some stage give it back. It is a gift that is only under your care and not ownership. I remember when I won the chess school cup. I got the school chess cup. I got the gift but I had to hand it back to the next winner after a year. It was not mine for ever. I got the gift, I looked after it, but always remembering that one day I would have to give it back. Your leadership will have to be handed back at some point in time – it is not yours forever. True leaders will plan to do that, will want to do that, and will ultimately do that.








LEADERSHIP IS A GIFT. IF YOU ARE A LEADER YOU HAVE BEEN GIVEN THAT GIFT. WITH ANY GIFT, YOU MUST TAKE IT WITH A SPIRIT OF GRATITUDE NOT RELUCTANCE. AND HAVING RECEIVED THAT GIFT YOU SHOULD THEN, IN ALL HUMILITY, REMEMBER THAT HAVING BEEN GIVEN IT – YOU MUST AT SOME STAGE GIVE IT BACK. IT IS A GIFT THAT IS ONLY UNDER YOUR CARE AND NOT OWNERSHIP.





As I completed my final week of GCSEs just days after my father’s funeral, I had accidentally stood on a blade standing upright from a Swiss army knife (If you are over forty you probably had one). Dragging my infected leg across Belfast to my school to do my exams, a week after my father died, was pretty horrendous. However, it had to get better. And it did. It always does. The leadership journey had begun; I was now responsible for that journey, it was no longer my dad. Leadership is fundamentally about responsibility. It is about responsibility for you, others, a business, an organisation, and maybe even a country! Knowing that he was gone, I now had responsibilities. I couldn’t outsource them; I had to take on those responsibilities. I had begun my leadership journey and this book is about what I learnt on the way.


Before I go any further, I want to make this clear. This book is about great leadership. And lest there be any misunderstanding - I don’t believe myself to be a great leader. In fact, whether I am a leader of any sort is something for others to judge. Sure, I have engaged in leadership acts, seen it in others, experienced it and lived it out but defining me as anything in the realm of leadership will always be clouded and subjective.


Even as I write this book, as a co-owner of ShredBank with my business partner James and being involved in the governance of at least six organisations concurrently, everything that I am going to say about leadership, and particularly great leadership, is based on what I have learned on the journey. It has been through observation, experiencing it from various angles, the odd successful go at it, but mostly my understanding of the leadership journey will be through the brutal reality of failing on so many occasions to get the leadership thing sorted in my own head. So here goes...





TRUE LEADERSHIP


First of all, I personally have not met that many true leaders (and I have met a lot of people). In the world generally, I think true leaders are sadly few and far between. And of those true leaders, there are only a small fraction of truly great leaders. There are many of course who think that they are leaders but in reality… in the day to day outworking of their “leadership” they act, think, behave and operate in reality more like managers. And let me make this very clear from the outset, being managerial is not a negative thing at all. Managerial behaviour is necessary and of equal importance to leadership. Leaders need managers and managers need leaders. However, the point is that, regardless of a title, some will behave more managerially, rather than acting out the leadership role they have been given. And indeed, conversely, some people will act more “leadership orientated” despite their designated managerial role.


People can coin themselves as leaders because they have a budget and a bunch of people reporting to them, or because they have a leadership title like “CEO” in a business or “Minister” in a church. However, none of these titles necessarily mean that you are a true leader.


We typically have in our mind what a stereotypical leader should be like. We have a fixed view in our head as to the nature and behaviour of such a person. However, the type of person who fulfils the role of leader will come in all shapes and sizes. It is important to make this clear from the outset: a leader is not exclusively that charismatic hero who wins people over by their charm and panache and strength of character. Yes, there will of course be leaders like that; excellent charismatic communicators who fit the leader stereotype. However, to exclusively define a leader by those characteristics is wrong and potentially dangerous for your organisation. This is because if you are trying to identify future leaders in your organisation for development or promotion, you may exclude anyone who doesn’t fit the stereotype leader profile - despite the fact that they are actually behaving like a true leader. Indeed it may also be that the high profile, charismatic individual who is in a position of leadership (because of those stereotypical traits) shows by their actions and behaviour their inability to actually lead!


As I say, leaders come in all shapes and sizes. There are some who are extroverts and others who are introverts, some are charismatic and others are the very opposite, some are great communicators and others couldn’t string two words together. Don’t stereotype leaders as they are drawn from a wide spectrum of people.


The title of “leader” whether self appointed or bestowed upon you, can only be yours if the reality of your day, your week, and your life is that you are involved in true leadership. So let’s start with defining what true leadership means. There are many definitions out there and many different views on what makes a leader. However, may I be so bold as to say, this is it! So here goes:


A leader is someone who creates an environment that enables goals to be achieved.


That’s it. A leader is in the business of creating and building an environment that achieves goals. That environment could be a multinational corporation, a division, a start up, an SME, a church or just a two man finance team in a corner of an office. Whatever the environment is, the leader will structure it in a way that achieves agreed goals.


Therefore, quite simply, a leader is someone who creates environments that enable goals to be achieved. Managers will operate within the environment that they have been given, but true leaders will create the environment that will, they believe, enable goals to be achieved. That environment could be created from a standing start (like a start up business) which is challenging enough. However, leaders more often than not have to create an environment to achieve goals through changing an existing environment (for example, an established business or public sector organisation) – and that is off the chart challenging!








A LEADER IS SOMEONE WHO CREATES AN ENVIRONMENT THAT ENABLES GOALS TO BE ACHIEVED





That environment, that a leader creates and builds, essentially consists of four key areas that I will expand on later in the book – Infrastructure, People, Organisation and Culture:


•  Infrastructure


People need somewhere to sit! So the leadership needs to ensure that there is the right infrastructure in place for goals to be achieved. Infrastructure will include the fixtures and fittings, the tables and chairs, the IT systems and software, and all the tangible physical stuff that enables people to carry out their roles. The leader will ensure that the right infrastructure is in place, it is fit for purpose, and through planned investment it is maintained, changed and scaled according to the needs of the environment throughout its life cycle.


•  People


The environment, as with everything in life, needs people. These are all the individuals within the leader’s environment who will be delivering the goals that need to be achieved. That environment could consist of one person or one million people. The leadership will ensure that the right people are brought together into that environment with all the right mix of attributes, skills and abilities to achieve the agreed goals. The leader will make sure that the people are the right fit for the environment and that they will be able to gel with the existing team and complement everyone perfectly. The leader’s role is to ensure that the people are firstly competent and capable for the job that they have been appointed to and then that they are empowered and motivated to do great things.


•  Organisation


People need to be organised in order for the environment’s goals to be achieved. The leadership needs to ensure that structures, systems and processes are introduced into the environment to ensure reporting mechanisms are in place; that there are good accountability and challenge functions to ensure people’s goals are aligned with the greater organisational goals; that there is empowerment and delegation; and that everyone is working in harmony to ensure resources (both human and otherwise) are used efficiently and effectively.


•  Culture


When you bunch people, infrastructure and organisation together you get a culture. And the key for leadership is that the culture in an organisation needs to be innovative, flexible and risk orientated. This is in order to remain competitive, adaptive to change, and to retain and motivate entrepreneurial individuals that can come up with new ideas, innovate and ultimately enable the organisation to continue to be relevant to the market they serve in a rapidly changing world. This type of culture is automatically there at the start up stage and growth stage of a business. It has to be, as the organisation would not get off the starting blocks and survive otherwise. However, with the increasing scale and size of an organisation it becomes necessary for the leadership to introduce more structures, systems and processes to ensure the organisation is efficient and effective and scales for growth. However, too many structures and too much complexity typically starts to enter into an organisation after time and this can stifle innovation and risk taking and create a more bureaucratic culture. The ultimate conclusion of this bureaucratic slide will be the total irrelevance of the organisation to the market, and its inevitable closure. Leadership needs to strike the right balance of structures, systems and processes that tame complexity and ensure efficiency. Too many structures, systems and processes will stifle innovation and risk taking and cause the organisation to become stagnant, irrelevant and ultimately enter into a state of irreversible decline.


A LEADER NEEDS TO BE ABLE TO DEFINE THEMSELVES


My history teacher used to bring me to the front of the class and say to everyone – “What do you make of this guy Bain... what type of guy is he?” (Yep this really happened). He was trying to figure something out that I wasn’t even too sure about myself. Start your leadership journey by very clearly defining who you are and what you are all about, because becoming a true leader can only happen when you have laser like clarity on what it is that defines you.


LEADERS CREATE AN ENVIRONMENT... THEN THEY MUST PRESERVE IT


Creating, and building and growing an environment that enables goals to be achieved is the leadership’s responsibility. However, like any beautiful garden that you create and grow, it needs to be preserved to stay beautiful and lush and not wither and die. The leadership role is to look after the environment. Like a beautiful garden that needs to be conserved, preserved, fed and watered and tended to regularly - the environment that leadership has created needs the same. This book shows you how to do that.









START YOUR LEADERSHIP JOURNEY BY VERY CLEARLY DEFINING WHO YOU ARE AND WHAT YOU ARE ALL ABOUT, BECAUSE BECOMING A TRUE LEADER CAN ONLY HAPPEN WHEN YOU HAVE LASER LIKE CLARITY ON WHAT IT IS THAT DEFINES YOU.






LEADERSHIP MYTHS


There are a few leadership myths that I would like to dispel before we go any further. Again, for the purpose of ensuring that leadership is clearly defined to enable you to know if you are one, how to spot a leader of the future, and to make sure that people are not included or excluded from leadership due to wrong perceptions of who or what a leader is. Here are a few leadership myths:


•  The Success Myth


Leaders are not always successful. They may have created an environment which had a goal, but that goal was not then achieved. They may be unsuccessful in relation to any endeavour that they have been involved in - but they are still leaders!


•  The Unity Myth


Leaders don’t necessarily lead a group of people with common goals. Leaders can lead divided parties who have different goals. However, a true leader will work that environment, maybe through persuasion, coercion, sheer determination or extraction to achieve whatever goal the leader has set. He or she may create an environment that drags people across the line! That is not poor leadership... it’s just non text-book reality.


•  The Ethical Myth


Leaders may not always be good people. They may not necessarily be ethical. Dictators of the world do not lose leadership status because they are evil. If they are environment creators - they are leaders. Yes they may create an environment of fear and oppression, and an environment of terror (all of which are repugnant to me), but as evil and as reprehensible as they are, they still are creating an environment to enable goals to be achieved. And for that reason, they are leaders.


•  The Transparency Myth


Leaders may not always be that transparent. They may use subterfuge to achieve goals but, again, this doesn’t mean they are not leaders. They are of course not ethical, but they are still leaders if they are creating an environment to achieve goals.


•  The Title Myth


You can have the title of manager and be the ultimate leader, or you can have the title of leader like CEO but act like a manager. Titles are not what define you as a leader: it is your action and behaviour that defines you. You could be a junior administrator and act more like a leader than any director, CEO or manager in your business.


LEADERS ARE AS PARADOXICAL AS EVERYONE ELSE


I know a man who performed poorly academically, was hated by his teachers, found it difficult to work for anyone, signed on the dole after university, was close to being sacked twice, and at one point was close to facing financial ruin.


I also know a man who got a First Class Honours Degree, won many business awards over his career, grew a number of start-ups including co-founding two businesses, and is also involved in the governance of six large, highly respected organisations concurrently.


Both of these men are actually the same person - me. All of us are a mixture of successes and failures, strengths and weaknesses masked by a bit of bravado. Leaders are people who succeed and fail, who have a bunch of contradictions, who will sometimes lead and other times slip into management and then back again. They are a paradox like everyone else.
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