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INTRODUCTION




‘What are you in it for?’


– Jim Collins, author of Good to Great1





The leadership industry is vast, and yet leadership is in crisis. We have rarely talked more about leadership than we do today. But the gap between what we want from our leaders and what we get is huge. We dream and reminisce about John F Kennedy or Franklin D Roosevelt or Winston Churchill. But we look around the world and see an array of demagogues besmirching their offices, or self-serving chief executives being grossly overpaid, dragging the idea and practice of leadership down into the gutter.


This is another – short – book about leadership. Why do we need one, and why have you bought it (or picked it up to look at)? We know that businesses and organizations expect people at all levels to show initiative and display leadership. Perhaps you are a boss, or an aspiring leader, and are looking for a little boost or a few useful ideas.


This book is designed to help. In just a few pages we will consider what it means to be a leader, what good and bad leadership look like, think about a few prominent exceptional leaders, ask about the different ways in which men and women lead (and how we can get nearer to genuine equality at work), examine the language of leaders, and end with a few closing thoughts and prompts to action.


But before going any further: what is the nature of the leadership challenge today? Why do we have a problem with our leaders? And what can we do about it?


The Conservative MP (and former Royal Artillery captain) Johnny Mercer has written candidly about his frustrations with today’s leaders. Our problems, he has said,


 … require a higher standard of political debate, and a higher standard from our politicians. And that is the most galling thing about the present domestic and international agenda. At a time of profound challenges, we are perhaps enduring one of the most sub-optimal generations of political leaders the world has known. We are fixated by polling, social media reactions, focus groups and think tanks: the days of the visionary, bold, courageous leader seem to be on the wane.2


In business, too, the story is not good. There is, as many surveys have shown, a crisis of trust in leaders and how businesses operate. But this supposed crisis of trust, says Robert Phillips, the founder of the Jericho Partners consultancy, is really a crisis of leadership. Elite CEOs do not like to talk about this: ‘Locked in echo chambers and wrapped-up in their own machismo, with few notable exceptions, they lack fundamental self-awareness and honesty. They have raised the banality of trust to an art form.’3


The writer Margaret Heffernan agrees. ‘The crisis of leadership is partly due to the fact that we mostly observe leaders as out for themselves rather than working on our behalf,’ she says.4 These leaders, Heffernan suggests, fail the test set by Jim Collins with his stark question: what are you in it for?


The arts world has noticed this crisis of leadership too. The musician and lyricist Tim Minchin despairs at what he is seeing.


Give me a leader who will stand up and talk to us like we’re f***ing adults and inspire us to be the best version of ourselves, you know. Where are they? Where’s the oratory? Where’s the f***ing rhetoric? … Obama wasn’t perfect but my God that dude could talk … You don’t have to talk dumb – you have to talk clear … You don’t have to be a f***ing demagogue and rile up the less educated, the less rich, the insecure to turn on themselves … I know I don’t understand the subtleties of politics – obviously – but just get a f***ing leader who can say the right shit … Someone with a good heart, good intentions. Someone who can talk.5


If only it were that easy. Leadership is about more than plausible talk, of course (although it helps). Good leaders need self-knowledge. They need to understand their strengths and weaknesses, where their motivation comes from and why they are doing the job they do. Not enough leaders do this essential homework on themselves.


Neil Morrison, HR director at the FTSE100 firm Severn Trent Water, says that knowing about your limitations can help you to be a better leader.


Truly great leaders recognize they’re not as great as others believe and they know how to compensate for it. They’re acutely aware of their strengths and weakness, they recognize how they’re behaving and why – the situations that will trigger them or cause them to react. And they work constantly to maintain that level of awareness … If you’re on a leadership journey, my advice to you is to spend a little more time focusing on yourself. Be hard on ‘you’ in order to give yourself a break. There is no model of leadership perfection that you will ever obtain, but you can be the best leader you’re capable of being. There is a path for you to grow and be better, but only you will ever, truly know how.6


So far these are familiar, even conventional, concerns. But of course the other fundamental reason why leadership is in crisis is that authority itself is being questioned and traditional hierarchies challenged. The nature of power and how it is wielded is changing. In recent times, dynamic networks and movements have grown up without obvious or conventional leadership structures.


David Brooks in the New York Times described these changes well. ‘If power in the Greatest Generation [post Second World War] looked like Organization Men running big institutions, and power for the [baby-]boomers looked like mass movements organized by charismatic leaders like Steve Jobs and Barack Obama, power these days looks like decentralized networks in which everyone is a leader and there’s no dominating idol,’ he wrote.7


Some have tried to meet concerns about old-fashioned, top-down leadership with alternative concepts and approaches. ‘Distributed’ or ‘collaborative leadership’ implies that not all wisdom is to be found at the top. ‘Servant leadership’ requires leaders to be humble, and to recognize that they are there to serve others. (‘Serve to Lead’ is in fact the motto of the British Army’s leadership training academy, Sandhurst.) How many CEOs actually got to the top by being more humble than their colleagues remains an open question, however.


These changing times call for what the business leader Rajeev Peshawaria calls ‘open source leadership’, where leaders establish a purpose or goal for an organization but then are relaxed and open about where ideas come from.


I think today we have to open it up to everybody to say, ‘Who has a good idea? Who wants to contribute in what way? Submit your projects’. Then make it no barrier to entry and see where the innovation comes from. The people that raise their hands every year and come up with great ideas and are able to back it up with their energy, they’re your future leaders. Your innovation takes places in an organic way, and future leadership development takes place in an organic way. The cream rises to the top naturally … I think the big change is going to be for leaders to understand what it means to live in the open-source era.8


Leadership, like management, is prone to fads and fashions. But while some things change, some stay the same. The task of this book is to avoid falling into the fad trap, and to offer a few useful and, with any luck, timeless observations about how you can be a better leader.


So let’s get on with it.





1:


WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO LEAD?


Describe the task in hand
(‘the vision thing’)


Leaders are sense-makers; at least, they ought to be. They define terms. They set targets and establish parameters. They describe the context in which work has to be done. They point the way ahead. Want to be a leader? Then have some sense of where you are and where you want to go. If you don’t know, then how is anyone supposed to follow you?


It is a paradox of leadership that, while many may aspire to get to the top, if and when lucky executives get there they may forget that others are now looking to the new leader for that sense of direction, just as they used to before getting the top job. You used to be a face in the crowd. But now the crowd is looking at you. Leaders, in short, are watched and studied much more than many of them perhaps realize.


This is why that skill of describing (or ‘framing’) the situation is so important. There needs to be a shared understanding throughout the organization of what is required, and what sort of contribution people ought to make. Does this mean that leaders have to be great storytellers? Many will tell you that this is so. There has to be a leadership narrative, it is often said.


The management guru Steve Denning published a fable about leadership and storytelling in 2004, called Squirrel Inc, set in a business world inhabited by, yes, squirrels. If you can get over the potentially comic nature of the setting there is a serious message to be grasped about the role of storytelling in leadership. One squirrel explains,


When you tell a story, you engage us in your experience. You entice us into your life. If we accept the invitation we can get beyond mere facts or chatter. No matter what the story’s about we learn who you are. We begin to see things from your perspective. We begin to live your story. With luck, we begin to trust you. Your story becomes my story becomes our story. That’s what we need from the CEO. We need to learn who on earth he really is.9


This is persuasive. We are often told that the era of ‘command and control’ leadership is over, which is probably a pretty big overstatement, especially when you think of the conditions so many people in the service and retail sectors have to work in.


But in the higher skilled parts of the ‘knowledge economy’, where ideas and intangible assets are key, leaders cannot usually just arbitrarily call the shots and tell people what to do. There has to be encouragement, suggestion, persuasion, ‘nudging’ rather than shoving. We will listen to leaders we believe in. But we cannot believe in leaders whom we do not know, who are physically and emotionally remote and rarely present. We will listen to good storytellers we feel close to and like the look of.


The vision thing


The first President Bush, George H (the forty-first US President), was preparing to run for the White House in 1987 to succeed Ronald Reagan in the 1988 election. It was suggested he needed to take a few days out of Washington, perhaps at Camp David, to develop the big ideas he might base his campaign on. But Bush was not convinced. He dismissed such talk as a waste of time, aimless worrying about ‘the vision thing’.10


Bush’s scepticism may have been well founded. He had an old-fashioned, restrained style, and did not believe in excessive displays of zeal or ideology. And indeed he did win the presidency in 1988. But four years later he was defeated by the charismatic young Governor of Arkansas, Bill Clinton.


Clinton had ‘the vision thing’. He showed his emotions. He felt people’s pain. He told a story about ‘a place called Hope’, the town in Arkansas where he was born. He seemed to be interested in other people, and wanted to learn about their stories. It may have been schmaltzy, and subsequently undermined by his behaviour in office, but Clinton ultimately proved to be a popular president who would have been re-elected again in 2000 had the US constitution allowed such a thing to happen.


Bush’s rejection of ‘the vision thing’ has come to stand as a warning to leaders not to underestimate the need to have a big and appealing story to tell followers. It does not necessarily have to be, nor should it be, a ‘Grand Vision’ (and we will say more about this word ‘vision’ in chapter 6). But describing the task in hand in an inspiring way is undoubtedly a core element of leadership.


Words into action


Describing is one thing, and doing is another. Words are useful but need to be directed towards action. Leaders cannot be pure theoreticians. What they say should prompt others to put plans into effect.


This is the danger of high-flown visionary utterances and over-ambitious mission statements. You can’t do anything with them. They stand as superficially impressive words on a poster or on a pledge card. But they do not make anything happen. ‘Leadership involves plumbing as well as poetry,’ as the late James March, emeritus professor at Stanford’s graduate school of business, said.11


So even as leaders succeed in explaining to their business or organization what matters now and what has to be done, they should make sure their words have follow through, and consequences.


There are two main ways leaders can achieve this. The first is to make sure that they are able to receive information as well as transmit it – that is, ensuring there is a real dialogue in the workplace and not merely a leadership monologue.


The second is for the leader to model the sort of behaviour he or she wants to see in others – so not just talking a good game, but actually playing it too. That is the topic we shall go on to discuss next.


Set an example (actions/behaviour)


One of the consequences of the modern obsession with leadership is that leaders’ behaviour is studied more closely than ever. There was a time when leaders could be a bit more remote and unknown. They could stay behind the curtain like the Wizard of Oz.


But now the demand for transparency is strong. You had better get used to it if you want to lead. If you work closely with your people they will want access to you and expect to see you around the place. And even if you are not based in the same country you will have to travel regularly to see them in person: show up and show yourself.


Every breath you take – they’ll be watching you. This is why the traditional wisdom about setting a good example with your behaviour is even more pertinent than it used to be. It really matters.


Be the change


How do you show up at work? And how do you behave? It would be wrong to expect other people to work harder than you do – you are getting the big bucks after all. So pay attention to your time-keeping and availability.


As a leader you set the tone as well as setting an example. So mood swings and excessive public displays of emotion should be avoided. If you start to panic don’t be surprised if your people do too.


But, equally, if you want to avoid a long-hours culture, and genuinely believe that meaningful flexibility will help your business do better, then prove it. Don’t adopt the ‘first one in, last person out’ approach beloved of some bosses. Don’t send emails late at night or right through the weekend. Take the holiday that is due to you, and make the most of flexible working arrangements yourself. These are good examples to set, echoing Gandhi’s famous phrase about being ‘the change you want to see in the world’. Until the boss starts doing it, many people at all levels will not believe the organization is serious about changing the way people work. When in early 2018 the UK’s minister responsible for promoting shared parental leave revealed that he would not in fact be taking advantage of the system when his new baby arrived there was much hilarity, of course. But also there was a sad recognition that this sort of paradox is all too common in working life. It’s what you do, not what you say, that counts.


‘Hello Seattle, I’m listening’


Dr Frasier Crane, Seattle’s favourite on-air therapist, may or may not have meant it when he told the city’s inhabitants that he was listening and interested in their affairs. But leaders cannot hide in a radio studio and merely pretend to listen. One of the most important examples a leader can set is being seen to listen actively and act on what he or she is told.


You may need to set up several listening channels to make it clear that you are serious. ‘All hands’ meetings can work, but are not the only option. Smaller groups (‘brown bag lunches’), online discussion, even dreaded away-days – all these things can give people a chance to speak up. But that is just the first step. Consultation is one of the most abused words in management. A leader who claims to invite views but then ignores them is no leader. You must be seen to have listened. Even if you reject the advice you have received, at least say why you have done so. People will know that you were listening and may even respect the choice you have made.


Time to go


There is one other crucial example which leaders need to know how to set: when to step aside. Having fought for so long to reach the top, and quite possibly having enjoyed the ride, leaders can often overstay their welcome. They may fear being less busy or less relevant. They may worry about no longer being at the heart of things. But these are selfish and self-centred instincts. Part of the job of a leader is handing on an organization that is at least viable and preferably in better shape than when you took over. Believing your own hype about your success, your indispensability or infallibility will lead you astray.


Both Jack Welch and Jeff Immelt won plaudits at different times for their leadership at General Electric, the great US conglomerate. But both arguably stayed too long (Welch did twenty years at the top, and Immelt seventeen), delaying necessary change. Sir Terry Leahy led Tesco brilliantly for many years, but lost his touch when backing a doomed US venture. After he left, the business faced several years of difficulty which cannot be blamed solely on his successors. Things must have started going wrong while he was still at the top. And so on.


Sir John Parker, former chair of the mining group Anglo-American, put it bluntly in an interview with the FT: ‘I have never, ever stayed long enough for any board to say: “It’s time you moved on”.’12 Leave them wanting more.


Resign!


In the worst cases, when things have really gone badly wrong on your watch, when you are responsible, you should of course resign. There are not nearly enough prompt and timely resignations in business or in public life these days. People try to cling on, hide behind lawyers or PR advice, or hope to simply ‘tough it out’. This is almost always a mistake. A swift, honourable resignation is something you can come back from. Being slowly and painfully forced from office after weeks of criticism is not.


Leaders are important. What they do is important. Have enough respect for the role and the people you lead to be conscious of how you act and how you come across. Don’t take the credit for other people’s work. Praise those who deserve it, in public. Criticize mainly in private. And when the time has come to walk away, go, and do not wait to be told. Leaving well is the final good example you need to set.


Have followers


It’s quite simple really: if you don’t have followers then you cannot be a leader. And by followers I don’t mean people who have to report to you. They may sit under you in a hierarchy but that doesn’t make you their leader. Employees choose to follow or not. If they are convinced by you and feel that their work is worthwhile they may make ‘discretionary effort’ – that is, they will bother.


‘Employee engagement’, as it is known, is hard to measure accurately and difficult to pin down, but you know it when you see it and experience it (whether as a customer or a colleague). Good managers may win some of that discretionary effort, and good leaders create the environment in which this is more likely to happen.


If you follow me


Gareth Jones and Rob Goffee asked the right question in their award-winning Harvard Business Review article ‘Why should anyone be led by you?’ (2000),13 which they later expanded into an important book with the same title.14 They avoided the pitfall of too much writing and research into leadership – being fixated on supposedly heroic individual figures – and instead thought about leadership from the point of view of those who were being led.


They spent a lot of time listening to people at work and finding out what they thought. They found that there were four essential qualities that people at work wanted their leaders to help create and build: community, authenticity, significance, and excitement.


Community matters, because a sense of belonging and shared identity helps bind a workforce together. Diversity alone may not necessarily deliver anything special, without inclusion. When a business or organization feels like a community you don’t need so many rules or intrusive management supervision. People just know what to do, and set standards for each other as peers. A business that builds community will have a strong and hard-to-copy culture, which could give you a competitive advantage. So leaders need to think hard about what they are doing to build that sense of community.


Authenticity matters because people can spot a phoney boss from a hundred yards. Transparency and openness require leaders to show more of themselves, so the truth had better not be too unpleasant or unappealing. Leaders expect a lot from their people. In return, people at work want bosses to level with them, not to dissemble and to tell them a true story about where the organization is headed. This cannot be faked. Be authentic if you want to lead.


Significance matters because work should mean something. If you are asking for commitment and attention to detail then work must also have some variety and interest in it. Good leaders help people to understand why their work matters, and why it is meaningful – even if it might not necessarily appear that way at first. We have all heard that possibly too-good-to-be-true story about the man sweeping the floor at NASA headquarters who, when asked by President Kennedy what he was doing, said: ‘I’m helping to put a man on the moon.’ Whether this really happened or not, it makes a good point about people finding significance at work.


Excitement matters because, again, leaders expect a lot from people. Maybe excitement (or ‘fun’) at work seems too much to ask some of the time. But its opposite, clearly, is tedium. Which leader would want to instil boredom in his or her workforce? Bosses should not want their people to get bored, so they need to introduce some variety and allow workers to manage their own time as far as is possible. Where there is excitement there will also be greater enjoyment, engagement and productivity.


‘There’s no discouragement …’


Leaders win followers by inspiring people and encouraging them. Not everyone can be inspirational. Charisma is an over-rated quality – too often a short-lived burst or sugar rush of apparent excitement, followed by a let down and the question: ‘What was that all about?’ Deeds and character can inspire in the long term; words alone may not last.
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