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“The author blends 40 years of international business experience with his knowledge of sports coaching. In doing so he brings new and fascinating insights to creating high performance environments. His examination of why most organisations remain average is similarly fascinating. While this book initially draws on the world of sport and coaching, it is without doubt focused on business. In showing how any organisation can become a high performance one he provides genuinely new concepts and models that can be applied to any business. This book is essential reading for any leader or aspiring leader seeking to avoid ‘average’ and wishing to create the high performance organisation.”


Andy Kerswill.


Andy is the Director of Engineering, British Airways


 


“There are lots of books out there about lessons from sport or other domains for organizational leadership. What lends this one credibility is that the author has decades of experience as both business leader and sports coach. This is the most in-depth comparison you'll find between how sports coaches get results out of their teams and the status quo that we see today inside most corporate and public organizations. Bottom line: there is plenty of opportunity for organizational leaders to foster substantially higher engagement and performance with their people by adopting some practices from sports coaching.”


Karen Lindquist


Director Organizational Development Solutions


Management Centre Europe





INTRODUCTION



 


Most people never run far enough on their first wind to find out they’ve got a second.


William James (1842–1910), professor in psychology, philosophy and physiology


This book is first and foremost about people.


It is about leaders and leadership but more importantly it is about ‘followers’ and what it is that they want from their leaders.


This book explores the relationship between leaders and followers and the responsibilities followers have. It provides insights into how this relationship is managed in high-performance sports teams and how these concepts can be transferred to companies and organisations.


By combining current ideas of leadership in business with coaching in sport and modern sports science I aim to show that high performance is not a holy grail. It is not some remote aspiration achievable only by an elite, brilliant few. It seeks to explain how high performance in business can readily be achieved and how leaders can create a high-performance environment through good leadership, good coaching and, of course, through their people.


By way of explaining why you should make the effort to create a high-performing organisation, this book sets out the case that the majority of modern organisations are, at best, average. It describes how most incentive regimes predominantly reward mediocre performance. It shows how average leaders are able to obscure poor results and that stakeholders are either unaware of the situation, powerless to influence it or even collude in rewarding mediocrity.


Part 1 of this book draws out the differences and the similarities between business and sport in terms of leadership and coaching. It shows that good coaching is not about great leadership. The very best coaches are deliberately not leaders because they know that leadership must come from within the team. Conversely, it shows that good leaders must be exceedingly competent coaches. While great coaches do not (and, I would argue, should not) aspire to be great leaders, the reverse is not the case. If they desire to be great leaders and create an environment that enables their people to excel and deliver sustained high performances then they will have to be great coaches. Many of today’s top leaders cite the ability to coach and mentor talent as a key requisite of good leadership.


This poses one of the key questions this book seeks to answer: ‘Are leaders getting the same performance out of their “followers” at work as coaches get out of their athletes in sport?’ If not, why not?


Just as it is the responsibility of the coach to create a high-performance environment in their squad so it is the leader’s responsibility to do the same in a company. In almost all cases, creating the right environment and culture that secures raised performance makes for a much more enjoyable working life. Where it is achieved a virtuous circle is created – a more enjoyable working life leading to increased performance creating increased rewards (and not just extrinsic ones), thereby leading to a more enjoyable working life, and so on.


Unfortunately, business leaders, especially poor ones, are able to disguise and conceal weak performance behind any number of excuses. As we see almost every day in the global media, company leadership not only gets away with low performance but secures ever-increasing rewards for it. The same is not true for those lower down the corporate hierarchy where the ramifications of poor leadership are often much more painful. Coaches in sport, however, have nowhere to hide when it comes to average performance. The performance of their athletes is a lens that focuses attention on the coach’s performance. It is visible, immediate and on display at the end of every exercise, every development test and every competitive encounter. Good coaches cannot and do not make excuses.


If, as a leader, you are reading this and mentally looking around your organisation thinking ‘How on earth can we beat the competition with this lot?’, then the organisation’s limitations may just be you! Look at high-performing sport clubs and think again. Within every successful club there are multiple layers of squads and teams competing at various levels of competition. At the top are the fully committed – perhaps even professional – players, but as you move down through the layers there are many athletes of varying abilities playing for the love of the sport, the excitement of competition and that feeling of exhilaration when they win. If you delve deeper into the workings of these clubs you will discover that not only are there excellent coaches at work with each squad and team but there is good leadership as well. It is the blend of both that makes not just individual teams great but the club as a whole successful.


I must stress that sport is not always about money or material gain. Not one of the athletes in the rowing club where I coach is a professional sportsperson – they all have full-time day jobs. Not one of the coaches in my club is a paid professional – they too have full-time day jobs. However, over the years the club has produced rowing crews that have won gold medals at the highest levels of the sport both nationally and internationally. It also produces its share of Great Britain trialists. Only in professional sports or at the highest level of amateur sport do coaches and athletes see material or monetary rewards. There are tens of thousands of athletes and thousands of coaches out there devoting huge energy and hours to their sport for no reward whatsoever, other than the joy of competing and creating winning performances by athletes and teams. It is this innate desire to be the best they can be that drives these individuals.


If you think they are unusual, take a look around your own organisation – you will find many of them already working for you. In any company you will have runners, rowers, footballers, rugby players, racquet-sports players and any other number of highly competitive individuals. A medium or large company will have lots of employees who are highly committed in terms of the hours, dedication and desire to learning and improving themselves in their activities outside of work. You will find in the majority of people a natural desire to fulfil themselves. This desire may take many forms, of which sport is just one. Nonetheless, the psychological drivers to do well, to be recognised and to belong to something exciting and worthwhile are all things that the best coaches recognise and positively and actively develop to achieve high performances out of their individuals, squads and teams.


Part 2 of this book focuses exclusively on organisations and how they can use the principles discussed in Part 1 to build a high-performance environment. It emphasises good goal setting and analyses processes that will deliver the target outcome of high performance.


Some years ago I developed a framework I call the ‘performance triangle’ to guide my approach, planning and philosophy in developing successful squads and teams of athletes. Over time I have adapted this for use in business. The resulting model is a mix of my development and learning as a sports coach combined with 40 years of experience running medium-sized and international companies and has become a model that I use all the time, both in sports coaching and in my business and consultancy work. The elegance of this model is that it provides a performance-enhancing framework that can be used at all levels of an organisation. It can be applied to individuals, to teams, to business units or at the organisational level. It can be used ‘statically’ to help frame, shape and resolve issues at a particular point in time. Its real value, however, comes when it is applied dynamically. It can be used over the full timeline assumed by the top-level strategies, help deliver goal-congruent performance and management of people, and guide strategic alignment of all staff across the organisation.


It is important to understand that a number of the ideas, developments, regimes and techniques employed at the top levels of sport can be successfully adapted to suit mere mortals. In looking at the ideas taken from sports coaching and their suitability for adaptation in business, it is also important to note that ordinary people can and do achieve extraordinary things when they are well-led, well-supported, and excited and engaged in their endeavour.


The coaching principles contained in this book are used at the elite levels of sports as well as at club level. Holding true to the desire to make the ideas in this book relevant and accessible to small and medium-sized entities as well as large corporations, many of the examples focus on club level. This proves that high performance is not just the preserve of the large, the highly resourced or the wealthy. It must be remembered that many national and international record-setting athletes and teams are first developed and come to prominence at club level.


This raises a very important aspect that I must clarify early on. You may already be thinking about the rarefied levels of Olympic, international or premiership-level sports and the phenomenal, supra-normal athletic specimens they often produce. If you are, you may also be wondering about the ideas in this book and their application to the average people that work in average organisations. What chance does Albert in accounts have of clearing the finance equivalent of the six-metre pole vault when he can’t seem to clear his desk? What this book shows is that ordinary people are not actually that ordinary if they can be ‘turned on’. I have been in business for 40 years and have led companies internationally in four different industries. I am also a qualified rowing coach. I have employed the many relevant elements of coaching principles and techniques (including elements of sport psychology) in my businesses to excellent effect. I have also seen good coaches (and occasionally good leaders) in action and observed the galvanising impact they have on the performance of people in their teams and organisations.


This book is not just about the people in a company or organisation who are committed sports athletes. It is about achieving high performance from the majority, if not all, of the staff. It is about enabling them to enjoy the feelings and rewards that such high performance creates. Anyone with a normal degree of self-esteem wants to feel they are good at what they do, whether in sport, hobbies, home or work. People want and need only a few (albeit critical) elements to be in place. If these are in place people will respond with raised levels of commitment, enthusiasm and, not unsurprisingly, higher performance. Just as in sport, everyone in a business organisation has within them the scope for significantly raised performance.


I have deliberately grounded this book in the real world, not the theoretical or the politically adjusted one we often see. In drawing on real life experiences I hope you will find it stimulating, interesting and enjoyable. Delivering winning performance is generally great fun for both leaders and followers – and winning certainly is. I hope you find the ideas, examples and experiences offered interesting. More importantly, I very much hope you find them useful in helping you develop your own ideas on how to achieve higher performance though people at whatever stage you find yourself in your career.


Notes:


1. Throughout this book I use the term ‘follower’. This is not used in any disparaging or pejorative way. It is used broadly in three ways. The first is as a convenient way of identifying and expressing the difference between those who are not employed in any formal leadership role. The second is to ensure that we are clear that there is a properly identified ‘group’ apart from leaders who have distinguishable needs that good leaders must recognise and address. Lastly, it is to ensure that followers understand that they are not ‘passive actors’ in their organisation and that they have just as much responsibility to engage themselves in achieving high performance as their leaders.


2. Having defined follower, it may also be helpful to define ‘leadership’. The danger here is that, rather like economics, there are as many different theories and schools of thought on leadership as there are leadership experts. Thus a definition will depend on what theories of leadership you ascribe to. For the purposes of clarity the definition I use is as follows: leadership is the ability to envisage a future, set a direction towards that future and enable people to follow that direction of their own free will.


3. I use the word ‘average’ throughout the book and in many cases apply it to people. This again is not meant in any disparaging or pejorative way. It is used in order to differentiate between those who deliver average performance and those who deliver high performance in order to show how one moves from the lower to the higher state.


Murray Eldridge


April 2013





PART 1



 


COACHING IN SPORT AND ITS USEFUL APPLICATION IN ORGANISATIONS


An exploration of concepts, models and techniques from the world of coaching relevant to organisations





CHAPTER 1
WHY COMPANIES ARE AVERAGE AND LEADERS GET REWARDED



 


They [leaders of corporations] come from an order of men, whose interest is never exactly the same with that of the public, who have generally an interest to deceive and even oppress the public, and who accordingly have, upon many occasions, both deceived and oppressed it.


Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations, 1776


No doubt you have found yourself at some time or other sitting in yet another meeting room in front of yet another corporate leader who flashes through a slick slide presentation exhorting you to do more to be ‘part of the team’, to ‘get on board with the programme’ and to ‘work hard to deliver results’. Also, no doubt, this message was sugar-coated in all the usual ways: the ‘you people are our greatest asset’ speech, the ‘we are all one team’ lecture, the ‘these are tough times but together we will win’ call to arms and no doubt many more such phrases. These ‘leaders’ deliver their rather superficial messages, answer a few questions and are whisked away by their executive clique. In the case of average and poor leaders, rarely do their actions match their rhetoric. Rarely does the senior team around them seem to exhibit the leadership required to match their grandiloquent exhortations. Consequently, rarely do these ‘leaders’ see the performance they so badly desire and need. This chapter examines how and why leaders of averagely, even poorly, performing organisations are able to continue leading them.


FOLLOWERS PAY FOR THE MISTAKES OF THEIR LEADERS


Why is it that so many leaders get away with being, at best, only average at what they do? Why is it that the frequently reported failure by leaders to achieve performance in business not only goes unpunished but more usually secures handsome rewards? Why is it that, more often than not, the ramifications of failing to achieve good performance are visited upon the followers, not the leaders? And why is it that some companies do achieve the holy grail: superior performance derived through people who seem to have fun whilst doing it?


The undeniable fact is that even poor leaders intrinsically grasp the fact that within all the rhetoric the underlying message is absolutely true. People really are the greatest asset. Good people, if they are led well, really can make great teams. Great teams really do win and outperform – and can keep on doing so for long periods of time. The problem is that so few leaders are real ‘leaders’ in the true sense of what that really means. Often they will have been good managers who have been promoted over time. Sometimes they have been around so long that it is just deemed to be ‘their turn’. There are some who have progressed by being a ‘safe pair of hands’ – certainly not the strongest endorsement for future stellar performance! More frequently, people succeed by being very good at corporate politics. In the world of large companies, they may often be part of an ‘old boy’ network who take it in turns to move the deckchairs around all the Titanics they captain until one of them hits an iceberg! At such times a metaphorical helicopter usually clatters over the horizon as their mates whisk them off the bridge and onto another ship.


There are a number of cases of individual companies where poor leadership and its lack of ability, strategic incompetence, venality, criminality or just plain stupidity have bankrupted otherwise good businesses. In extreme cases the failures of leaders on an industry-wide scale have taken whole sectors down. Arguably the financial crisis of 2007 and subsequent full-blown global recession is indicative of this average level of competence. The technology crash of 2002 certainly was.


It is usually the case in business that the incompetence of the few is visited on the many. These failures rarely impact materially on the leaders, who generally receive handsome ‘abandon ship’ payments. They do, however, often punish tens of thousands of otherwise competent ‘followers’ who not only lose their jobs but often their houses and even their pension funds. The failure of leaders is not much fun for creditors and shareholders either.


POOR PERFORMANCE! WHAT POOR PERFORMANCE?


The lack of penalty for failure at the most senior levels of corporations is easy to understand. Elements have been outlined above but the real reason corporate failure goes unpunished, even below the level of the ultimate leaders, is that the causes of poor performance in the business world can be easily concealed or obscured. Leaders at all levels in an organisation are almost always able to mask their own direct failures by blaming factors outside their control. The market collapsed. A competitor launched a new product. The government changed the rules. A war broke out. Or any other of the myriad reasons you have probably heard many times before.


This masking of performance can only occur if there is a conscious, or even unconscious, collusion between two parties – those who wish to portray it (the leaders) and those who wish to believe it (the owners and/or investors). It also requires an absence of will to implement regimes that:


[image: Image]   properly determine what is good and bad performance, and


[image: Image]   properly measure that performance.


Note: the word ‘properly’ is used here deliberately to make the distinction between what usually happens in organisations, namely almost exclusive use of internal measures of performance, rather than taking comparative and relative measures against external industry, sector and competitor performance.


For this to occur as consistently as it does in modern business means a number of things are happening:


[image: Image]   average (even poor) performance is tacitly planned for by the senior leadership team


[image: Image]   average (even poor) performance is accepted by the business’s owners and investors – or they are powerless to do anything about it


[image: Image]   average (even poor) performance at the top of an organisation is well rewarded


[image: Image]   employees of the business (who are neither stupid nor blind) will know that average (even poor) performance is not just acceptable but attracts rewards.


We have all seen how the performance and rewards game is played, especially in large corporations. No doubt most of us have even participated in it. Typically it goes something like this:


Here at Gamble & Hope Limited we operate an employee performance reward scheme with a bonus system linked to both corporate and personal performance. Personal performance is determined by our comprehensive employee appraisal system and corporate performance goals are set each year by the board. Any performance related awards are at the discretion of the management.


In most organisations this means that corporate performance targets get plucked from the business plan, e.g. revenue, profit, earnings before interest and tax, or some mixture of these or other elements. Since, more often than not, the business plan is little more than a glorified financial budget it is quite likely that all the players in the game, from the bottom up, have tacitly conspired to ‘minimise’ the performance levels wherever they can get away with it. There follows a bit of negotiating by the chief financial officer and his managers with the respective heads of business units. Eventually a consensus set of company ‘performance’ figures are agreed and an annual business plan derived.


The above process generally ensures that, provided an employee’s personal performance appraisal is at least average and provided the company meets its corporate (massaged) targets, some level of performance-related rewards get paid. Chapter 12 outlines why average appraisal results nearly always mean below-average performances.


It is interesting to note that invariably the leaders of the business will be on significantly different, and always more lucratively rewarded, schemes. They are less likely to be linked to personal ability appraisal schemes than their followers. In listed companies they are more usually tightly linked to share performance. This opens up a completely different set of problems that include short-termism, decision-making based on self-interest, inordinate risk-taking and even unethical and illegal behaviours. These problems are not the subject of this book, but Roger Martin in Fixing the Game addresses superbly all of these elements and more.


THE REWARDS OF MEDIOCRITY


Actions, symbols and signals are far more effective than words. The actions, symbols and signals from almost everyone at the top of the corporate world is that average performance is not just acceptable but extremely well remunerated, and that even poor performance has little impact on personal gains.


Gary Winnick, who in 1997 was the founder and chairman of start-up telecommunications company Global Crossing, sold over $700m worth of shares in advance of his company going into Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection in 2002 where it subsequently lost over 95% of its value. He was later given an honorary doctorate by his alma mater and still plays a large part in US corporate life as chairman of Pacific Capital Group.


In 2008 Fred Goodwin, Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of the Royal Bank of Scotland (RBS) and one-time close ally of the then UK Prime Minister, struck a rather cosy deal with the UK government that saw him depart the bankrupted institution he presided over with a pension deal worth £693,000 per year for life, starting at the age of 50 – an age he had conveniently already reached. This deal was reputedly valued at £16.9m and considerably more than his contractual pay and bonus severance package would have been. The resulting furore around the scandal later saw this severance package reduced to a mere £2.7m tax-free lump sum and a £342,000 per annum pension. A year later he was back in employment as an adviser to a prestigious engineering and architect firm. Meanwhile, RBS has made 36,000 people redundant since the UK government bailout in 2008.


Similar to Goodwin, Tony Hayward, CEO of BP, walked away with enhanced and early pension rights in a deal said to be worth over £10m. Anyone who will recall his handling of the BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico must wonder how much you get for mediocre performance in such large, listed organisations if this is what appalling performance can achieve. Within 12 months of his ignominious exit from BP he had been installed on the board of TNK-BP and became a director of a Rothschild-backed energy acquisition vehicle looking to spend up to £8bn. This could see him on the board of another quoted company in short order.


Other examples are easy to find. Robert Nardelli, CEO of Home Depot between 2000 and 2007, departed with a severance package reportedly in excess of $200m. Share price performance during his tenure was a negative 4%. Henry McKinnell, CEO of Pfizer between 2001 and 2006, managed to reduce the share price of Pfizer by almost 40%. For this stellar performance he exited with just under $200m. From the sub-prime debacle, Richard Syron, CEO of Freddie Mac between 2003 and 2008, allegedly ignored internal warnings on the credit risk Freddie Mac was exposed to. Together with Fannie Mae almost $150bn was required from the US government as a bailout, on top of the $78bn they lost of their own money. Syron exited with a reputed $3.8m.


Performance failure does not come much bigger than these examples from the worlds of telecoms, banking, energy, retail and pharmaceuticals and neither, it appears, do the rewards for failure. If this is what is happening in the glare of the media spotlight imagine how much poor, let alone average, performance is being rewarded every single day in companies all over the world that operate away from media attention.


By comparison, Johnson & Johnson, founded in 1886 and consistently recorded as one of the world’s most admired companies, saw its share price rise from an average $42 in 2000 to $64 in 2006. Despite the financial crash and global recession, Johnson & Johnson’s shares were at $70 by the end of 2012. Interestingly its leader, Chairman and CEO Bill Weldon, had been at the helm for 10 years and had been in the company for 41 years – almost his entire career. During a time of global financial crisis and double dip recession, when many of Johnson & Johnson’s competitors (and most companies in other sectors) were going backwards, the company’s positive results go to show that poor or even average performance is not the result of external forces. High-performance people find ways to harness every situation to their advantage. I have even worked with a few, rare people who positively relish industry downturns because they see them as times of massive opportunity for the well prepared.


SUMMARY


This chapter highlights the fact that poor, even grossly incompetent, performance is in many circumstances able to secure handsome rewards, albeit just for the leaders. Of much greater concern, however, is that if this can happen with outright poor performance, what is happening in entities where performance is hovering around average? It is the case that the majority of organisations I have been involved with are rewarding mediocre performance.


The good news in all of this is that if you are a leader seeking to create above-average outcomes you do not have to do too much to start driving performance beyond sector norms. Even better news is that the basic, psychological needs of followers are aligned to what is required to drive high performance, if only the leader can tap into these needs.


Further good news is that winning teams in sport not only survive changes in coaches but often go on to bigger and better results. If the right performance ethos, frameworks, measures and other factors are in place winning teams can survive and even relish change. What sporting teams cannot do is survive poor coaching. The same is true for business: high performance cannot survive poor leaders. Poor leaders predominantly rely on rules, constraints, procedures and financial measures. As we shall see, in the hands of poor leaders, these create a climate that minimises rather than maximises performance.





CHAPTER 2
COACHING AND LEADERSHIP: DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES



 


A leader is best when people barely know he exists, not so good when people obey and acclaim him, worse when they despise him. But of a good leader who talks little when his work is done, his aim fulfilled, they will say ‘we did it ourselves’.


Lao Tzu


I start this chapter by reiterating:


Great coaches should not be great leaders – but those who wish to be great leaders must also be great coaches.


Since leadership is critical to driving performance we need to establish an early reference point for the ideas put forward in this book. In this chapter we look at the differences and similarities between leading and coaching and set out the key elements for each.


In most team sports, once the team takes to the field or arena, it moves beyond the coach’s immediate control. At this point the team needs a highly competent leader who is part of that team. If an overly strong and forceful coach deliberately sets himself up as both coach and leader then often the team is left leaderless on the field of play. The effect of this may be temporarily masked if the team is successful. However, if performance comes under pressure from a better side the speed at which a highly coached but leaderless team disintegrates can be spectacular. The best coaches not only have the ability to create strong teams but also have the ability to identify team leaders. They quietly and almost unobtrusively build up those leaders at the same time as developing the teams.


Corporate leaders who do not have great coaching skills will find it difficult to achieve the highest levels of performance that are the essence of this book. This chapter introduces key aspects of leadership and coaching and explores the differences and similarities between them. It also looks at each role from the perspective of the follower in business and the athlete in sport. By examining those aspects of coaching in sport that are relevant and applicable to business, this chapter begins to provide ideas, models and techniques that business leaders and their followers can adopt to secure high performance.



LEADERSHIP: A DIFFERENT VIEW



When we talk about high performance, whether in sport or in business, there are many variables to be taken into account, planned for and managed on a continual basis. We will come to all of these later but before we do we must to address the crucial matter of leadership.


I have had the good fortune to lead a number of companies. I have also run numerous leadership programmes and workshops with senior people from well-known blue chip companies as well as smaller entities. Typically, when running a leadership programme I will start with a simple question: ‘What do leaders need?’. This exercise, without fail, elicits 10 minutes of filling flip charts with characteristics that include:


[image: Image]   interpersonal skills


[image: Image]   charisma


[image: Image]   competence


[image: Image]   vision


[image: Image]   communication skills


[image: Image]   empathy


[image: Image]   strategic ability


[image: Image]   technical skills


[image: Image]   experience.


This exercise can run to 30 or more attributes, skills and abilities.


I have to own up here and say I am being deliberately misleading when asking the question. I want participants to go down the blind alley of thinking of the leader as a ‘superhero’ in order to show how unrealistic it is to list all these amazing characteristics and expect to be able to ‘check box’ them against a leader and say ‘this is a good one’ or ‘look at these scores, our leader must be awful’.


There are myriad papers, books and seminars on leadership that have investigated a plethora of aspects of leaders and leadership styles, behaviours, attributes, habits and actions. All good stuff, often very interesting reading and without doubt some fascinating insights. But they nearly all miss the point from a high-performance view. Since performance, especially high performance, can only be delivered through people, the primary question relevant to leaders is: ‘What do followers need or want?’


If you agree that outstanding performance can only be achieved through your followers, then if as a leader you can work out what it is that they really need and what turns them on, then the whole leadership question in many respects becomes simplified. This is because, in broad terms, the needs of followers are not inordinately complex, especially if you address them at the level of our most basic human drivers.


With respect to our basic human needs most business people will be aware of the ‘hierarchies of needs’ addressed by a variety of researchers and authors. The theory and hierarchy probably best known in business is that of Abraham Maslow who developed a hierarchy of five basic needs in 1943 (see Figure 1).




[image: Image]


Figure 1: Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.





In terms of leaders and followers, and specifically with respect to organisations and the work environment, we can simplify even these five basic needs. If we accept that in most developed and developing countries the state and/or societal frameworks provide for the first two basic needs, physical and safety, we are left with Maslow’s belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation. Understanding how these might translate into the needs of followers within organisations is critical for leaders to understand.


WHAT FOLLOWERS NEED


Returning to the basic question ‘What do followers need?’ and interpreting from the above, we are looking at some rather important human ‘needs’.


A need to belong


In corporate or workplace terms this often looks and feels like being part of a ‘tribe’ that has some meaning for the individual. We see tribes every day in work and they can be very small, right down to the department level. While they can be a powerful driver for good they can also be highly destructive and cause organisations to tear themselves apart. This tribalistic need to belong poses both huge opportunities and significant challenges for leaders. Good leaders maintain a high awareness of the tribes in their organisation and are able to use their power positively to increase feelings of belonging. However, the best leaders are also aware that this can be a double-edged sword and are acutely tuned to managing the negative aspects of tribalism.


A need to be stimulated


This is the desire for excitement. Most people would like to wake up on a workday morning and be able to feel a sense of excitement and a positive buzz of anticipation for what the day ahead may bring. It may not necessarily come from the task or role. It may come from the people they work with but it is more likely to come from the environment created. Good leaders have an ability to understand the levels of stimulus that will excite their people and create structures, practices and organisational environments that provide that stimulus. It is important to note that one person’s excitement may be another person’s terror. Leaders have to be attuned to and dynamically manage this continuum.


A need to feel valued and recognised


This can come from two sources. It may come from the job itself in that the work being undertaken has a clearly visible, meaningful purpose and is deemed important and valued by others outside the organisation, e.g. by society itself. Examples are surgeons, teachers, police officers, etc. The second source is where the job or tasks have little or no external recognition. In this case the status and self-esteem must come from how it has been structured and framed within the company itself. This means that the work has been positioned to have meaning and purpose internally to those in the company that the followers value. An example might be a company’s receptionist. There is little external status or external recognition for the role but if the company leadership takes the view that this first point of contact for the outside world is critically important and visibly does things that shows the role is crucial then the person performing that role will feel highly valued and perform well. The less natural recognition, purpose or external status a job has, the harder leaders have to work at creating that recognition internally. If a role or job is valued neither externally by society nor internally by leaders, the chances of securing anything more in performance terms than a vertical human being with a pulse are limited.


A need to believe in and trust the leader


Regardless of the degree to which someone wants to be led it is important that leaders do not set themselves up as some form of ‘idealised construct’, trying to act out a role of some archetypal leader they may have read about or studied and want to try to model themselves on. Followers are not stupid and will flush out actors even if their mistakes have not given them away already. People buy into genuineness in whatever form it comes. Leaders can lead in almost any way that suits their character as long as it is real and they are being themselves.


SITUATIONAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR LEADERS


While it is crucial to understand what followers need and want the other critical question that is often not asked is, ‘What is the situation?’. Situational in this context means that what followers want depends not just on the mindset and needs the followers themselves bring to the organisation but on the circumstances in which that organisation, its leaders and followers find themselves at any given time.


There are many publications that talk about leadership and even a few that now recognise followership as being perhaps more important in terms of truly understanding leadership. In some cases they focus on the leaders and in others the followers – even to the extent of saying followers don’t want to feel they are being led. The belief, in these more enlightened and egalitarian times, is that followers, even though they may not be part of the leadership, want to feel they are at least engaged and involved in direction setting. This all sounds very desirable but in reality it is highly situational. Take the following example. A previously strong, growing, egalitarian and highly empathetic company suddenly comes under heavy attack from competitors. It rapidly begins to lose market share with revenue and profits plummeting. The previously democratic followers are not going to be too impressed with a leader in such a situation who is highly consensual and inclusive and who uses problem solving encounter groups, egalitarian voting systems and feedback mechanisms that result in fatally slow decision making and ultimately the company going under.


Conversely, take the follower who is blissfully happy working in a slow, stable, bureaucratic entity with a dominant market position in a benign environment. The leader who comes along trying to generate a gung-ho, sharp, lean, mean and aggressive organisation will be a terrifying prospect and will alienate such followers. That leader may well find difficulties not just in making things happen; he might not even be speaking a language the followers understand.


It is therefore evident that, despite what the ‘normal’ needs and desires may be for followers and what they look to their leaders to provide, these will undoubtedly change depending on the situation. In an emergency situation even followers in a typical bureaucracy will suddenly want to see high competence, incisiveness, speed of decision making and the ability to execute from their leaders.


These situational aspects of leadership become clearer when set out in Figure 2 below. Without doubt there have been undeniably great leaders in war or emergency situations who have been hopeless in more benign and less threatening conditions, and vice versa. We have often seen leaders, especially the more Machiavellian ones, creating and even fabricating threatening and fearful situations to enable them to embark on a particular course of action or simply to try to deflect attention away from some issue or event that might damage them.




[image: Image]


Figure 2: Situational leadership styles.





WHAT MAKES A GREAT COACH?


To understand why good leaders need to be good coaches we need to examine what makes a great sports coach. There are two aspects that are critical. First, the best coaches have very high technical domain knowledge. This is not just about the sport itself but about what it requires of the athletes in terms of physiology, biomechanics, conditioning and even psychology and mental skills development. Coaches may not have expert knowledge in all these fields but they will secure it from those that do. Second, the best coaches have exceptional empathy and people skills, the key elements of which are listed below.


[image: Image]   Strong focus on people and their needs (physical and psychological) in everything they do.


[image: Image]   Putting the athlete first: placing the individual and their needs at the forefront of everything they do.


[image: Image]   Commitment and adherence to the highest of standards.


[image: Image]   The ability to identify weaknesses and areas for improvement in positive ways so that individuals feel empowered, even desperate, to turn them into strengths.


[image: Image]   The ability to devise and implement ‘improvement’ regimes, tailored to suit each athlete based on the their intimate and broad understanding of each individual in their squad.


[image: Image]   Highly developed ability to communicate complexity and change requirements positively such that the athletes work hard to implement them. Even the type of language used will change from athlete to athlete.


[image: Image]   Strong empathy with and psychological awareness of both their squad and each individual.


[image: Image]   Ability to get their athletes to believe in them, their approach, training regimes, etc.


[image: Image]   Creation of an environment that feels like a powerful ‘can do/try anything’ one to the athlete, but in which the coach is aware of and in control of the risks as much as they can be without making it so safe nothing worthwhile can happen.


[image: Image]   Non-hierarchical: does not rely on position and creates a powerful, positive team spirit.


[image: Image]   Being a ‘real’ and authentic person who is genuinely interested in their athletes.


We can complete this exploration into the differences and similarities between coaches and coaching and leaders and leading by finally looking at the coach roles through the lens of their athletes. In the same way that we earlier asked, ‘What do followers need?’, we can similarly ask ‘What do athletes want or need?’.


It is important to note that athletes are a little different from people in organisations in that they already have a mentality that has moved them very firmly into the esteem and self-actualisation areas of Maslow’s hierarchy (see Figure 1) The ‘need’ below this, that of belonging, is generally subordinate to the two higher drives. For those who seek out team sports, belonging is clearly important but the need to be the best they can be as an individual takes priority. On this basis we can get an appreciation of what the needs of top performing athletes might be. While true athletes exhibit a much higher and more visible order of these drives to be the best they can be, they also exist to a greater or lesser degree in the majority of followers in business (especially if a strong degree of selectivity at the recruitment stage is practised – see Chapter 9). By gaining an appreciation of what drives athletes to high performance in sport, business leaders will gain insight into how these may be adapted for use with followers to obtain increased performance in organisations.


WHAT ATHLETES NEED


A need to be challenged


In order to achieve continuous development and improvement athletes want to be challenged, tested and measured. They want demanding goals to be set and they want those targets raised as often as sensibly possible. They are seeking to find and challenge limits. A term used in training in sport is ‘progressive overload’. This means training that overloads the athlete (for whatever period is appropriate for the particular sport being coached) and then dropping below that limit for a predetermined recovery period. During this recovery period adaptation takes place in the body and brain. Repeating this cycle results in a progressive increase in whatever performance levels are being targeted.


A need to trust and believe in their coach


At the heart of this trust is the need for the athletes to believe that their coach can help them achieve the high-performance levels that will place them in a position to be able to win. A strong element in this deeply trusting relationship is the further belief in their coach’s absolute competence in all aspects of their sport. This competence must be wide ranging. Obviously technical competence is critical. But athletes also have to trust that their coach can identify problems and fix them in ways that enhance performance in both the individual and the team. In this respect athletes generally are very open to having weaknesses exposed. Either they recognise, or good coaches help them recognise, that turning a weakness into a strength has a far greater impact on performance than simply building an existing strength a tiny percentage higher. Identifying and exposing weaknesses needs to be handled well and good coaches must also be highly aware of the psychological needs in training and in competition. Athletes look to their coach to address these mental skills as well. As a squad becomes a team there is also a great need for the athletes to trust and believe in each other. This is also within the coach’s sphere of control.
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