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  Introduction




  For a while now I wanted to write a book on leadership and what I had learnt in fifteen years of running our family business, a medium-sized recruitment company. As I wrote this book in 2020 and 2021, I couldn’t help but reflect on the Covid-19 pandemic. Leadership and how we deal with a crisis of such magnitude are inevitably linked. As this pandemic raged through our society and economy, it laid bare some fundamental flaws in the way we organise our modern lives. It exacerbated dynamics of inequality, work pressure and alienation. But it also made us rediscover nature and the true value of friendship. Every disaster has a silver lining. The pandemic made me realise how vulnerable we are and how grateful I am for what I have.




  As I write this introduction, the vaccination campaign is in full swing, so organisations are already starting to think ‘how can we get back to normal (as quickly as possible)’ as they bring their workers back into the office. Since life is not a fairy tale, I’m afraid we’ll have more of the same: more toxic leadership, more e-mails, more disengaged workers, more meetings, more burnouts. But I want less of those things and more of other, more benign things: more engagement, more joy at work, more energy, more meaningful encounters. Now is the moment to make a choice about who we want to be and how we want to work. A choice we may not even realise we have. And it requires good leadership to get us to this better place, both at work and in society.




  This book is about my experience of leadership. About how we as a leader have a real impact on our colleagues and our team. Throughout this book I refer to colleagues, but you could just as well read ‘employees’ or ‘direct reports’ if this feels more relevant or appropriate to you. I wrote this book from my perspective as an entrepreneur. My perspective is different from the ‘outside-in’ view of an academic or consultant. As a third-generation family business owner and with over fifteen years of experience leading a company, I have seen all the frustrations, trials and tribulations of leadership, and wanted to share my insights. Because I have also seen the joys of success and a team coming together and achieving great things.




  When I first started leading a team, I had no clue what to do. It was much harder than I thought and it would often leave me completely drained. First I got frustrated, then I got stuck and then I burned out. And when I came back to work I learnt that true leadership means that you lead yourself first. This book contains the advice I would give my former self if I could travel back in time.




  Our family business was founded by my grandfather who started a temporary staffing business in Zeeland in the Netherlands after World War II. In those days this mostly involved manual labour in the fields, until chemical manufacturers started setting up shop in our region because of the central location and handy connections by waterway, road and rail to the rest of Europe. These companies became our main customers.




  My father worked in our family business for fifty years, turning it into a stable and sustainable business. I joined the family business in 2006 and oversaw downturns, upswings and everything in between. When I started, our company was so small there was no team to lead, even though my title read CEO straight away (heck, our company was so small we didn’t even have a website yet and ran our payroll system on MS-DOS based software). In those days I did everything myself from sales to recruitment, HR, IT, you name it. Only when we started growing (‘scaling’ as we call it nowadays) did I hire people. That’s when things changed because I actually had to get people to follow me to where I wanted the company to go. That’s when I got frustrated.




  The central ideas in this book are that as leaders we have to work on ourselves before we can lead others. Effective leaders are able to help their colleagues reflect on their behaviour and perform to the best of their abilities. This leads to better problem solving and better decision making. But in order to carefully manage our colleagues and teams, we need to provide them with a secure base, make them feel safe enough to express their doubts and fears and have open and brave conversations. In order to do that, leaders have to be able to self-regulate their emotions, especially their frustrations. We have to understand our limitations and the ways they make us react immaturely. We can’t provide a secure base to others if we have no secure base for ourselves. We can’t connect, truly connect, with others if we’re disconnected from ourselves.




  In this book I make the case to look deep inside ourselves to find out what thoughts, emotions and beliefs hold us back. To come to work as a whole person, warts and all. And how to overcome those frustrations and limiting beliefs, after which we can work together more effectively with our colleagues. We are social animals who long to be part of a ‘tribe’. It can be stressful to have difficult conversations or to show vulnerability. Shame and fear hold us back. Therefore many of us, including leaders, don’t speak up when we should. The fear that others won’t like us is too strong. Yet speak out we must, loudly and clearly if we are to get anywhere.




  This book is for anybody who leads people, and who has come to a dead end with themselves or their team. It does not matter if you are a business owner, middle-or senior manager. Nor does it matter if you are new to leadership or not. You try really hard to get results and inspire your team. But at some point you notice that nothing changes and you keep getting the same outcome and lack of results. How come, especially when you’re working so hard? And what do you do about it? In my case, I started working harder. And harder. And instead of getting ahead I became very much like the Red Queen in Alice in Wonderland, who had to run very hard to stay in exactly the same spot. It left me exhausted. The solution lay not in working harder but in working on myself. And only then could I make progress with my team.




  We will learn about the work we need to do with ourselves to become ‘unstuck’. To overcome our frustrations. By telling you about my struggles and how I overcame them, I hope to show you how to care for yourself, learn more about what helps and what limits you, and how to build resilience. Progressively we will see how to apply the same lessons that we applied to ourselves to our colleagues and then our team and our organisation. This work is never finished. Imperfect as we are, our minds will always create new obstacles to overcome. And we will still act out our own immature patterns, reliving our very own Britney Spears moment in our leadership (‘Oops, I did it again’ is what I often find myself thinking when I become frustrated or distrustful). This book is about becoming aware of the inner game and being able to distance ourselves from it.




  Chapter 1 will focus on what’s hard about leadership, and in chapter 2 we will look for a definition of leadership in order to better understand what it’s about. In chapter 3 we will see what is going on inside our heads. Chapter 4 will help us become more aware and give some tools to better self-regulate our emotions. Chapter 5 is focused on connecting with colleagues and chapter 6 is about connecting with our team. Chapter 7 and 8 look at our organisation and the wider world it is connected to.




  Although I quote from leadership literature, this is not a scientific book. It illustrates how I tried to lead my team, how I failed and how I succeeded. And because there are universal emotions and themes running underneath, I hope there are things in here that will resonate with you. A lot of people struggle with their job as leaders. That is perfectly normal. But you are smart and wonderful, which is what has led you to this point. I find it helps to be reminded of this simple fact from time to time.




  August 2021




  Timmie de Pooter
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  Nothing can harm you as much as your own thoughts unguarded.
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  Lachlan Brown




  

    Introduction




    I joined my father in the family business in 2006. There are two narratives, both of which are true. The first is that my team and I worked hard to grow the company (which is active in staffing and recruitment). We opened new offices, found new customers, and quadrupled our revenues over the years. My company progressively became more professional as our team implemented better processes and systems, and as we hired more people. Despite the occasional slump, we were very good at finding talented workers in a scarce labour market, and our main customers brought us steady business. World crises and a pandemic dealt us a blow but our company was strong enough to weather the storms. Fairly soon after each crisis, we started growing again.




    The second narrative is different. Despite our successes, I had a very hard time and struggled as a leader. My intentions were good: I wanted to build a company that people would love to work for. Where people would learn and grow. Where we would achieve good things. But I was also very ambitious and often frustrated at the lack of progress. I was unaware of the gaps in my own knowledge and the limits to my skills as a leader. I was unprepared and therefore started pulling the wrong levers. Instead of building a great company where we achieved things, and one that people loved to work for, we ended up with a culture where achievements fell short, people were unhappy, avoided taking responsibility for their role, and left fairly quickly. Instead of really giving our company purpose, I created more and more policies and procedures, because I thought that was the right thing to do. I hired more people but failed to train and guide them properly. Needless to say, the company suffered as a consequence. And so did I.




    Without knowing it, I was in over my head. Nobody had taught me what it was like to lead a team or organisation. I was overburdened with a sense of responsibility and terribly lonely in my position as CEO. I was constantly working harder and harder, trying to solve every little problem that anyone had. Most of the time I felt completely drained. I wanted to get ahead, but every step forward seemed to lead me two steps back. I started micromanaging people and also pushing away my responsibility as a leader. I saddled direct reports with my emotional burdens, and in doing so made their job more difficult.




    What surprised me is how demanding a leadership role is. How much energy it takes. I came to detest being in charge. It was only after recovering from a burnout and returning to work that I experienced how enjoyable it can be, which (again) took me by surprise. It is tremendously rewarding to achieve results together with your team. Throughout this book I will share a number of tips to help you understand and overcome the obstacles you’re bound to run into as a leader.




    Although I think that my personal story is of no particular interest to anybody but myself and my loved-ones, I believe there are some universal threads running through it which might be of interest to you. Have you ever felt overburdened with responsibility? Have you felt lonely, inadequate, frustrated and afraid? And what did you do to overcome this? How I went about finding my footing as a leader might turn out to be useful for you too. But first let me tell you a little more about why I think leadership is hard.


  




  You are now the boss




  Congratulations




  Whether you are a business owner, a start-up entrepreneur, a middle manager or on the C level: you are now the boss. You are the one people look to for answers. Perhaps you feel confident. Eager to get started. So did King Robb Stark the night before the Red Wedding in the Game of Thrones series. Look where that got him. I certainly felt confident until it turned out that leading people was not as easy as it sounded. People didn’t automatically do what I wanted, and I ended up very frustrated because I couldn’t get the results with them that I felt were needed.




  Often people are not prepared to lead others. And like many things in life, if you have not prepared for it, then you will likely stink at it, which is exactly how it is for many people. Although there are plenty of leadership courses out there, these tend to gloss over what it is truly like. How you really feel.




  A lot of people arrive in a leadership position because they get a promotion. But often we don’t get promoted to lead a team because we are good at leadership. We get promoted because we are experts at what the team does or because we have been working with the team for a long time. But knowing a great deal about accounting, marketing or coding does not necessarily mean you have the qualities to become a leader. Age does not automatically make you a great leader either, so seniority counts for little. A promotion might result in potential leadership skills manifesting themselves. But that is also not a given. So often people start leading a team totally unprepared. We saw in the introduction how being unprepared had a negative effect on myself and my company. And that leadership is often just… hard.




  In this chapter we will focus on things that make leadership ‘hard’. On how our best intentions can go awry and make us run in circles. But I will also share my vision for a humane organisation where achievement and care for others go hand in hand because I believe that the success of an organisation is intimately linked to the amount of effort and care we spend on our colleagues and teams.




  Why is leadership so hard?




  It should be easy. It looks easy on paper. You set a goal, people work towards it, and at the end we celebrate our successes. Or we learn from our failures so we can be successful the next time around. In the meantime, everybody enjoys themselves and gets better at their job. Easy, right?




  Yet if it were that easy, there would be no market for leadership literature. And you probably wouldn’t have picked up this book either. So, odds are you’ve experienced first-hand how hard it is to be a leader. As for me, I would never have written this book if I hadn’t struggled myself.




  Looking back, there were a number of things that were making my life miserable. First of all, I felt terribly lonely. The moment I hired people, I became ‘the boss’ and things changed. I never wanted to be the boss, I just wanted to be one of the guys. My colleagues had each other. But I didn’t feel part of the team. I was never invited to lunch nor was I included in the team’s WhatsApp group. Conversations would stop when I entered the room. There is no way of dealing with this loneliness. It comes with the territory and it’s what I struggled with the most. I longed to be part of the group. Yet I needed to accept that I was separate from the group.




  Secondly, I started feeling very inadequate. Maybe you’ve heard of impostor’s syndrome, which is the fear that other people will find out you’re totally unsuited for the job and throw you out of the building. Of course, I was not unsuited for the job and nobody would throw me out, but my feelings of self-worth were low. And that made me work harder and harder, raising the bar for myself far too high. Good was not good enough as long as there were customers or employees who were slightly unhappy.




  Thirdly, I fretted all the time. About all the things that could go wrong, might be wrong, did go wrong or might have gone wrong without me knowing it. This left me exhausted and sleepless. As tension began to build in my head, I started feeling resentment and frustration. My team ‘was against me’ – or so I thought. Relations with some team members became increasingly fraught, and a number of people either left because of their bad relationship with me or because I fired them. The pattern would repeat itself with new people I hired, so I knew deep down it had more to do with me than with them. That made me feel even more inadequate and lonely.




  In a nutshell, I was in a downward spiral and all because my frustrations were impacting my behaviour and therefore also the world around me. Never mind the long working days, pressure to achieve, endless meetings and full inbox. Those just added to my worries.




  Does any of this seem familiar? What do you relate to most in my story? I think there are things in my story that many people recognize and it has to do with the way we’re hardwired. Our minds are prone to worrying. They go into survival mode under stress and that’s where they linger, gradually wearing us out. Worrying about all the predators out there, all the things that could happen to us. When talking to other leaders, coaches and friends, I notice that many people feel lonely. Or inadequate. Or stressed out.




  Many of us recognise that we are often our own worst enemies. That we are immature in many ways and burden ourselves and others with our behaviour. But we can’t seem to help ourselves. Or can we? So take a moment to reflect on the feelings I described above. Which ones do you recognise? And in which situations do they tend to emerge?




  The best of intentions




  When I started hiring people for my team, I wanted our company to be different. I wanted it to be a place where people would love to work. You see, it’s beautiful watching everything coming together in a team or an organisation. When a team works in harmony, like an orchestra, or a group of dancers. But that doesn’t happen overnight. And everybody needs to be on the same level to reach that goal. The leader is responsible for creating the right conditions to ensure that people achieve. As a leader, this meant I had to treat my workers very well. But it also meant I had to be willing to hand out tough love, by having candid conversations with people.




  Despite my best intentions, I was not focused on helping others grow. I burdened the company with unworkable HR policies and compensation packages we couldn’t afford because I wanted people to love working for us. I also delegated responsibility without properly training or checking in with the people I had delegated to.




  The right way to go about it would have been a more focused effort on hiring more experienced people, paying them slightly above the market rate (after benchmarking what that was) and connecting with them to help them achieve their goals. One thing that shaped my thinking is correct though: it is people who make everything happen in any organisation. Not the machines, not the money, but the people behind it all. And there is nothing more satisfying than people relating to the organisation’s values and working hard to achieve the goals they’ve set for themselves.




  I think this harmonious collaboration is only possible if people feel that you care for them and that they’re part of a larger entity, a team. That’s why I focus on how I see people and how bringing out the best in them is an important skill to have as a leader. Harmony does not mean that we always agree, so as a leader it’s also our role to channel differences between ourselves and colleagues into something positive.




  We will see more on that in chapters 5 and 6. Just like a choirmaster, a leader sometimes has to push people hard to make them practise and tune-in with what we’re trying to do. Don’t place too much importance on perks and paperwork either. If basic remuneration is adequate, then it’s the connection with each other that makes people tick.




  So despite the fact that leadership is hard, it’s our role to care for others. In order to do that we need to care for ourselves first, otherwise we won’t have energy to give our colleagues what they need.




  Conclusion




  Looking back, I should not have put so much pressure on myself. And I should have surrounded myself with more senior people to share the responsibility. But I wanted to do things myself because it raised my self-esteem. So instead of making smart choices to get me out of the hole I’d dug for myself, I just kept digging deeper.




  Getting to know our minds is very important for becoming more at ease with ourselves and our role. Once we know and accept our limits, we can work towards a better organisation.




  In this chapter I told you about the ‘hard’ things that can happen when you’re a leader, even when you have the best of intentions. I also shared how beautifully things can come together in a humane organisation. In the next chapters I will tell you what happens inside your head as a leader and how this can help or hinder you. But first things first: in chapter 2 we will explore what makes a good leader.




  

    Key takeaways




    •Leadership can be very stressful and drain you of your energy.




    •It can leave you feeling lonely, inadequate and hurt.




    •These feelings will reflect on your role as a leader and your interactions with others.




    •Leadership can be fulfilling as well, especially when a team comes together in a state of flow.




    •People are the most important drivers of performance in your company, so it is important for you to genuinely care about your people.


  




  

    Reflections




    •Take a moment to reflect on this chapter and write down your thoughts so that you can easily refer back to them as we continue.




    •What do you find hard about leadership?




    •How often have you felt alone in your position?


  




  Tip #1: Become aware of the inner game




  For a long time, I had a voice in my head. I was constantly fretting about things and this amplified my negative feelings. My inner voice never praised me or told me it loved me. It constantly criticised me, ate at my feelings of self-worth and at my ability to feel at ease with myself and others. As the Vietnamese monk Thích Nhất Hạnh describes it, “For most of us there is always a mental discourse going on day and night in our heads. We relive the past; we worry about the future.1”




  A lot of what I heard inside my head was fake news. But I did not realise this and it had a real impact on me. I did not act out of calmness or compassion, but rather out of frustration, resentment and fear. Becoming aware that my observations of myself or the people around me were often inaccurate brought me much relief and diminished the authority of that little voice inside my head.




  Maybe you often find yourself listening to your own inner critic. Many people are prone to feelings of inadequacy, frustration, fear and anger. And since these negative emotions and thoughts trip us up, they make us act in bad faith towards ourself and those around us.




  Becoming aware of the ‘inner game’ or how our thoughts and emotions affect our behaviour is the first step to work on ourselves. It’s not an easy step because it requires us to focus on our emotions and thoughts, which might be a painful process.




  After all, it is only if we observe ourselves from a distance, as if we were on the outside, that we can acknowledge the impact our emotions and thoughts have on our behaviour and therefore on our lives. This opens up a world of choices. The choice not to act out of fear or frustration. To ignore the inner dialogue. To be content with our accomplishments instead of questioning our abilities. To be happy, genuinely happy. Often, we don’t realise that being happy is a choice. Something we don’t need to hope for, but a mindset we can adopt if we want.




  This brings me to my first tip: become aware of how your emotions and thoughts, which together form the inner game, affect you. Try to observe them in action, first inside your head and then as you interact with others. Try observing how you feel when somebody cuts you off in traffic, or when a light jumps to red right in front of you when you’re already late for a meeting… Can you feel your emotions? Where inside your body can you feel your emotions? And can you also observe yourself feeling those emotions? That’s no easy skill to master. Observe how different your behaviour can be if you are able to turn off ‘yourself’ in your head from time to time.


  




  1 See Thích Nhất Hạnh (2014, p. 22).
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  What we mean when we talk about leadership
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  What got you here,


  won’t get you there.
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  Marshall Goldsmith




  

    Introduction




    If I go back to my story in the previous chapter, I could amplify the first narrative and think that I wasn’t a bad leader really. I worked hard and our team was successful. People weren’t all that unhappy. I just didn’t have the courage to have the difficult conversations that we must have as a leader, and I was not aware enough of my inner game, so often my frustration would show through. In short, for a long time I was being too soft and then I would suddenly flip to being very unkind to my colleagues. So there really is more to learn about leadership in the second narrative.




    As I learnt more about myself, I also learnt more about what leaders need to do, and what they should definitely not do. Having a clear view of what leadership is and how it is done right will help us as we progress. For me, becoming aware of my inner game was an important step in realising that I had to do things differently. However, it was still unclear to me what I had to do differently. To a certain extent, the answer was to accept that my position was separate from that of others, and that loneliness was just an inherent part of it. By learning more about what leadership is, I understood better what was expected of me.
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