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Introduction: Yet Another Book On Leadership!



So many leadership books, so few real leaders


There are thousands of books on leadership and I am conscious that this is yet another one in serious danger of being an unopened purchase or ‘bookshelf filler’ that seemed like a good idea at the time. At this point, at least I know you have opened it! But the threat to the book does not end here; it could be another unfinished read that got sidelined and eventually discarded because of other priorities and demands. So why should you finish reading this one? What difference will it make? Sadly, most books on leadership do not make a big difference to the leaders who read them, the evidence being quite simply that there are so few real leaders. Instead, there are many people in ‘leader’ roles who are ineffective because they do not know how to be a ‘real’ leader or they have no interest in putting themselves on the line and being a ‘real’ leader. So how will this book make a difference?



Who am I to talk about leadership?


It was more than a decade ago now but I recall the experience as if it happened yesterday; five amazing days that make the hairs rise on the back of my neck as I think about them.


It began on a Sunday in November when I was on a bus transporting the Wales rugby team to the Millennium Stadium in Cardiff. It had been raining all day and our police escort made slow but steady progress through the thousands of people milling about the city’s streets in eager anticipation of what was about to unfold. This was the culmination of an entire week’s focus and preparation for a match against the then World Champions, Australia. A whole nation, starved of recent success, was watching closely and both players and management were intensely aware of the scrutiny they were under. I had run a couple of sessions with the team during the week and I had spent one-on-one time with players on things like composure, focus and belief. However, a lot of my time was also spent talking with members of the management. They knew that they were running out of goodwill from the governing body, the Wales Rugby Union, and were feeling the heat; a heavy defeat would be too much to bear. In the final moments before they left the changing room to walk out on to the pitch to be greeted by more than 70,000 noisy fans, I shook hands with the players and wished them well as I retreated with the management team to watch from a box high in the stands. There was no more the coaches could do but watch and hope the best-laid plans would be implemented and effective. Wales lost 21-13 but it was a close-run game and the team performed well against the world’s number one.


Two days later, on the Tuesday, I was with the Board of Coca-Cola Enterprises UK, who produce, sell and deliver Coca-Cola products. A colleague, Dr Austin Swain, and I had been working with this team for some time as the result of an employee survey which highlighted a low level of confidence in the leadership team and a level of staff turnover above industry average despite good business performance1. The Board lacked cohesion, a long-term vision and supportive personal relationships, and it was clearly impacting on the employees. On this particular Tuesday, the team was faced with a serious business problem that had to be dealt with quickly and appropriately. This was the world’s best-known brand and I was fronting a session to help get them out of a hole. Happily, the meeting went well and it was pleasing to witness the work we had carried out over the previous months to develop them as a cohesive and supportive team come to fruition. We were able to have open and challenging, yet calm and trusting conversations that concluded in a solution that had everyone’s buy-in and commitment. I walked away feeling relieved and extremely satisfied, knowing they had an effective plan to avert what could have been serious repercussions.


By the Thursday I had arrived at the Royal Marines Commando Training Centre in Lympstone, Devon. This is the principal military training centre for the Royal Marines and a colleague, Professor Lew Hardy, and myself had been called in to work with the sergeants who were responsible for training new recruits. Our remit was to help them deal with the high and rising attrition rates among recruits early in their training. The leadership needed guidance and support on how to adapt training methods that had been used since the Second World War to suit the ‘new generation’ of entrants without lowering the requisite physical and mental standards to be awarded the coveted ‘Green Beret’. We met with the Commandant of the Training Centre on this particular day to gain an inside knowledge of the workings of one of the world’s elite fighting forces and to agree the parameters of our intervention. Our work eventually culminated in quasi-experiments where sergeants who were trained by Lew and myself in specific leadership techniques had higher retention rates than their counterparts who did not receive the training2.


This account of my ‘five days’ encapsulates so much about leadership that is applicable across all performance settings: the pressure to succeed; the vulnerability that accompanies the inevitable visibility and exposure; the uncertainty that can excite or frighten; the responsibility to do what is right; the courage and commitment to change something that has worked in the past; the willingness to put the organisation before self-interest; the passion that underpins total dedication; the drive to make things happen and the ‘in it together’ mentality that unites.


This experience also reminds me what a great job I have! Being on ‘the inside’ working with people performing at the highest level and, consequently, in the public eye, brings with it an exhilaration and buzz that I have both thrived on and learned hugely from. It has also brought with it a responsibility to ‘not mess up’. Helping leaders make decisions that affect whole organisations, and advising and guiding those who are putting everything on the line to get the best out of themselves, requires a composure and objectivity that is sometimes hard to maintain.


I have worked with, advised and observed leaders at very close quarters in numerous performance settings. As well as the interventions described above, I have also worked with Olympic and World Champions, professional golfers, leaders in the performing arts, medicine, charities and organisations across virtually the whole business sector spectrum. My experience is that the issues and challenges facing leaders are fundamentally the same whatever the setting.


A lot of this work has been on a one-to-one basis with leaders in high-profile positions, where the confidential and independent nature of my profession has meant that I have got to know them intimately as both professionals and as human beings. These are people who have the same frailties and vulnerabilities as those they lead; the problem for them is that they feel unable to own up to them for fear of losing credibility and following. Their existence can sometimes be a lonely one.



Learning on the job


So much of what I talk about and do with leaders is based on my own experience of being a leader. I cut my leadership teeth in the university world, where I created and grew a team of academic staff and doctoral students. It was here that I learned about leading and developing a close-knit unit capable of holding its own in an ego-driven and highly political environment. Looking back on that time, it was also here where I made the mistake of following the conventional leadership approach that I am now devoting an entire book to challenging. I led in the only way I knew. My leadership exuded passion and care for the team I had put together because that is what I believed leadership was all about. Tempered by an environment outside the team that I perceived to be ‘hostile’ and uncaring, this led to a style of leadership which inspired loyalty; unfortunately, that loyalty was probably misplaced. My overcaring and overprotective approach was, in retrospect, probably parental and stifling. Yes, I inspired loyalty but I did not create the conditions where my team could develop, learn from mistakes and take ownership. I fought their ‘battles’ for them and this created animosity with other leaders and their teams. I worked against the environment rather than with it, my leadership being founded on the way I was, what I believed in and what had driven my success to that point rather than what was required.


Essentially, I had followed a leadership path, trodden by so many, where the person I was drove the way I led. The ensuing environment of dependence and lack of ownership within my team, together with the tension my approach engendered outside the team, meant I will never know what we could actually have achieved. The team was successful in delivering against all assigned performance measures, but how good could we have really been? Leading in the way I knew best created a sub-optimal environment that in turn resulted in what almost certainly was underachievement, or at least a failure to deliver our full potential. Put simply, following the ‘leadership – environment – performance’ path was the wrong approach!


I was able to apply the invaluable learning from that early experience when I left the academic world to co-found Lane4 Management Group Ltd, a company that employs the elite sporting metaphor as a source of learning in commercial organisations. It was here where I worked with leaders and their teams in organisations such as Deutsche Bank, British Airways, HSBC, Sainsbury’s, DaimlerChrysler, Manchester Airport, Microsoft, Accenture, GE, Linklaters, the Post Office, J.P. Morgan, St Mary’s Hospital in Paddington and too many others to list here.


This is when a lot of the advice I passed on to leaders was increasingly driven and founded not only by the scientific research I had ‘grown up on’ as an academic, but also by my own experiences and continuing development as a leader growing an organisation. And what an experience! Lane4 grew from nothing to an international business with more than seventy people and a turnover of more than £7m. It was not an entirely smooth ride, of course, and I experienced both the highs and lows of being a leader. Managing expectations, aspirations, conflict, politics, uncertainty, change, demanding clients, cash-flow worries and unpopular messages are all part of being a leader and I have been right at the core of the pressure that is unavoidable.


In 2010 I left Lane4 to embark on a new adventure in the form of establishing Top Performance Consulting Ltd, where I continue to love the work I do with leaders and their teams and being able to put my own ‘on-the-job’ training as a leader into practice. I have gained so much from my own leadership experiences, but my most important learning is about the need to focus on performance first, and being crystal clear about what ‘performance’ actually means. It is only when this has been clearly defined that leaders can identify with confidence what the performance environment should look and feel like. And only then, of course, can the leader conclude how to lead. Define performance, identify the environment needed to deliver it, and lead accordingly. ‘Performance – environment – leadership’; simple!



Who is this book for?


The book is intended to appeal to, and provide an important resource for, a broad range of readers across the whole spectrum of domains, settings, sectors and contexts with performance at their core. It will be useful to current leaders aiming to enhance their leadership capability in preparation for stepping up to the next level, as well as others who find themselves in challenging situations and circumstances such as recovering from failures and setbacks, leading ‘turnarounds’, leading a merger or acquisition, overseeing a downsizing exercise, and simply being new to a leadership role.


The book will also be useful for leaders who wish to enhance their team leadership skills. Whether they range from high-performing teams to dysfunctional working groups, from close-knit to virtual, and from newly formed to long-standing, teams present a challenge for all leaders. Big egos, big brains, strong characters, personality clashes and entrenched mindsets are never far away in teams, and this book will help leaders with their approach to and management of them.


Aspiring leaders will also benefit from reading the book, especially those who are part of leadership and talent development programmes. These can be intensely ambitious people who want to reach the top rung of the leadership ladder as quickly as possible. They are out to impress and short-circuit the system if possible; if successful, these people reach leadership positions for which they may not yet be equipped, and there are harsh lessons ahead of them. Sometimes the people on these programmes are not always the ‘willing volunteers’ you might expect. They have been identified as having ‘leadership potential’ and find themselves on a programme that sets them on a path they would not necessarily have chosen. Not all leaders ‘choose’ to be leaders but end up in leadership positions anyway. Leadership can be a real challenge for these people too.


The book is also intended as a resource for people who are involved in partnering or supporting leaders in their personal development and also the development of their organisations and teams. Leadership and development, human resource and organisational development specialists, in particular, will find this an invaluable guide and support for their interventions and impact.



What is this book about?


The core focus of the book is on the whole experience of being a leader and everything that accompanies it. At its core is a very simple model of leadership applicable across all performance settings: define ‘performance’, then identify the ‘environment’ required to deliver it, and then ‘lead’ accordingly (this is referred to as the ‘PEL Model’ in the remainder of the book). It is not a book of answers, nor is it a self-help guide or a list of things to do as a leader. Instead, it is more a book on what is at the core of being a leader and how to think about and approach the responsibility of leadership and what it entails.


The whole essence of the book is founded on the responsibility of leaders to deliver performance of the highest quality which is sustainable; this is ‘Top Performance Leadership’. Therefore, there is a big emphasis on ‘performance’ in the book to stimulate leaders to think about performance in ways they have probably not considered previously. The ‘environment’ leaders create also figures prominently and in a way that is designed to encourage them to leave no stone unturned in enabling sustainable top performance.


The content includes some ideas that have appeared in my earlier books on ‘pressure’ because that is an inextricable part of being a leader3 4. It also addresses the motives that drive leaders, again an inextricable part of being a leader, in the form of ‘real’ and ‘safe’ leadership5. However, the vast majority of the book is based upon new material. For example, the section on ‘sustainable leadership’ is based on a study I published recently6, and the sections on ‘team leadership’, ‘performance’ and ‘environment’ are areas I have not written about in previous books.


Finally, the book is designed to be exhaustive of the demands on leaders and the ‘things’ they need to focus on and ensure are in place. There may at times appear to be a lot to think about as a top performance leader, and also a lot for you to absorb as a reader – and there is! But stick with it because this is the reality of top performance leadership. The leader must ensure nothing is left to chance in identifying, reflecting on and catering for every possibility, probability and certainty in their quest to deliver top performance that is sustainable.



Looking to others’ experiences: the Advisory Board


The content of my previous books has been based on my own published research in peer-reviewed scientific literature. Whilst large parts of the content of this book are based on my own and others’ published research, the model forming the core of it is based on my experience of working with leaders. Since the model is positioned to challenge current leadership practices across organisations in all performance domains, I was keen to subject it to validation by people who collectively represent a broad range of experience and expertise.


I approached five people who agreed to act in an advisory capacity for the book and have given them the grand title of ‘Advisory Board’. The collective experience and expertise of this team covers a broad range of performance domains; specifically, large business organisations, the Third Sector, medicine, sport and the military. Let me introduce them to you briefly.


•  Dr Jonathan Goldman MD has medical experience as the leader of heart-disease teams in major hospitals in the UK and US, as well as experience of large business organisations as a senior leader in biotechnology and pharmaceutical companies


•  Graham Hodgkin is the chief executive officer of a charity and also has vast experience of large business organisations as a former leader in corporate banking


•  John Peters has extensive military experience as a fighter pilot and facilitator of programmes on leadership and performance in aviation, as well as consulting on leadership, strategy and change in a broad range of organisations


•  Dominic Sheldrick is an ex-elite swimmer who competed for Australia in the 1980s and has worked closely with leaders in organisations spanning several sectors


•  Sue White is a group HR director with extensive experience of strategic leadership, working internationally and business partnering with leaders in numerous large organisations


These people were asked to:


•  Provide feedback on the entire working manuscript as it evolved, reinforcing or challenging aspects of the content where appropriate


•  Provide an independent written commentary on the PEL Model which forms the core of the book and its applicability to the organisations and sectors they have worked in


The Advisory Board have played a crucial role in the process of testing and validating my challenge around conventional leadership practices. Their commentaries feature in the final part of the book in which they share examples and insights which reinforce and bring to life the PEL Model.


The detailed feedback they have provided on the manuscript has proved immensely valuable in reinforcing and also challenging the content, as well as provoking and further shaping my thinking. Consequently, the content that follows is based not just on my own experience and research but also, and more importantly, on the broad-ranging experiences and expertise of people who are highly qualified in the areas of leadership and performance.
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Part 1


Top Performance Leadership Where do you start?






 


 


 



1.1 Why would anyone want to be a leader?


The sheer volume of texts on being a leader has already been alluded to in the Introduction and is testimony to a challenge that requires fine balancing skills. On the one hand, as shown in Figure 1.1.1, being a leader can be inspiring, exhilarating and enjoyable; on the other hand, it can also be frustrating, stressful and overwhelming. Whether documented in the form of biographies, theories, models, metaphors, parables or wisdom, leadership attracts a broad and diverse audience hungry for tips, tricks, strategies and tools to give themselves the best chance of making the leadership experience a positive one.
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