














PEOPLE LEADERSHIP




[image: images]




Copyright © 2015 by Gina Folk


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2015


Printed in the United States of America


ISBN: 978-1-63152-915-3


e-ISBN: 978-1-63152-916-0


Library of Congress Control Number: 2014955315


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1563 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.




This book is dedicated to my family. No matter what
dream I’ve shared or action I’ve taken, you have been there
with me every step of the way, reminding me that I can do
anything, no matter how big the challenge. Mom, Dad,
Chad, Kady, Sofia, Conner, Kat, Joe, and Kevin, your love
for me is never questioned, and I am blessed to have you in
my life. Nanny, Poppy, and Grandmother, although you are
with me in spirit now, your love and guidance throughout
my life made me feel like I was the smartest, prettiest, and
most successful person in the world. I miss you very much
and cherish the times we had together.




“In the end, all business operations can be reduced to three words:


people, product, and profits. Unless you’ve got a good team, you can’t do much with the other two.”


—Lee Iacocca





Introduction


In late 2009, I was playing with the idea of starting my own business— searching for something to do besides work in corporate America—when I received a marketing e-mail promoting a webinar on how to make millions on the college speaking circuit. I love to travel, I enjoy speaking, and the concept of teaching others and making money on my own time and terms felt good to me, so I signed up.


The day of the webinar came, and one of the first things the person hosting the call said was that the number one thing you can do to boost your ability to make money on the college speaking tour is to write a book. Not just any book, though—it has to be a book on a subject college professionals are interested in. Of the various hot topics the speaker mentioned, leadership was one of the top five. I know about leadership, I thought. I’ve been a leader of many teams and organizations, and I’ve learned a lot of valuable lessons over the years. I immediately talked myself out of that idea, however, convinced that because I wasn’t a CEO or in the executive suite, I wasn’t qualified to write a book on leadership.


So I tried to put that idea aside. But no matter what I did, I kept hearing this nagging voice in my head saying, “Gina, you need to write a book on leadership.” Every time that thought popped up, I dismissed it—but I also started reading and rereading every book I could find on leadership. I wanted to see what the experts were saying, and I wanted to see what made these writers “experts” on the subject of leadership. And as I scoured those books, I realized two very important things: 1) Almost every single book was about making the reader a better leader for him or herself personally and not for the benefit of the people, teams, or organizations he or she leads; and 2) Most of the authors were sharing theories and best practices, but very few of them had actual hands-on experience with leading people.


With this information under my belt, I finally convinced myself that I was just as much of an expert as these published authors were on the subject of leadership—in fact, I felt that I had what many of them did not have: a love of leading others and actual experience in doing it. I was not a management consultant, and I didn’t hold a doctorate of anything, but I was—and am—a true-blue, hands-on manager with years of real experiences, good and bad, in leading people and organizations under my belt.


The leadership advice I have to offer I learned over the course of twenty-plus years in different departments and teams at Nortel, a Fortune 500 telecommunications company that met its unfortunate demise when it filed for bankruptcy in early 2009. In those twenty-plus years, I was promoted from an individual contributor to a manager of a small group to a director with 300 people working under me. My leadership experience crossed over different groups and types of workers, including both white-collar and blue-collar organizations.


Like many of my peers, I began my career thinking that being a leader was all about my personal results. I worked diligently and strategically to be the best at every goal and objective I was assigned, and I was a good employee. But because I was so focused on my personal success, I spent the first five years of my career overlooking the importance of my team. With each promotion came more responsibility, however, and as I climbed the corporate ladder, I quickly realized that my personal performance could not be my sole form of success. Through trial, error, and humbling learning experiences, I discovered that being a good leader was about encouraging and empowering my team members to be successful. I made a ton of mistakes throughout my years as a leader—but I learned from every single one of them. My team members taught me which leadership tactics worked and which ones didn’t, and the more I grew into being a people leader instead of a self-interested leader, the more my efforts and my team’s efforts were recognized. I received numerous leadership and excellence awards from the executives at Nortel—but more importantly, by the time I was a director there, I had people begging to work on my teams. I didn’t just study leadership; I lived it.


The moment the seed of the idea for this book was planted, I began taking notice of the number of articles and blogs that were appearing about how unhappy with their jobs workers in U.S. businesses are. In late 2013, the Gallup Organization interviewed nearly 150,000 workers across industries in the United States and discovered that more than 70 percent of the American workforce is either not engaged or completely disengaged from their jobs. This means people are not showing up for work at all, or, when they are at work, they are only going through the motions. Gallup noted that one of the main drivers of a person’s engagement level is the effectiveness of the person’s immediate supervisor. There it was in black and white: the validation I needed. Good leadership is vital to an individual’s performance and, by extension, an organization’s bottom-line results.


I wrote this book to offer guidance to anyone who leads people on a daily or frequent basis. Whether you’re a business owner, CEO, supervisor, manager, project team leader, teacher, or even parent, it is my hope that this book can inspire you to be a more effective people leader.





What to Expect from This Book


Throughout my career, I frequently heard managers say that the worst part of their job is leading people. If you are a manager, team leader, supervisor, or even executive, you most likely achieved that position because of your individual performance results and accomplishments. Being promoted to leadership was probably your reward for a job well done. If you are like most people in leadership, however, you received very little if any guidance on what to do once you had people working for you. Getting results by way of others is very different than controlling your own actions and outcomes—and a lot of leaders get tripped up by that difference.


If you are one of these leaders, this book is intended to serve as a tool that you can use every day to give you that one piece of advice you may need in order to get your team members more engaged or performing more effectively. Chapter by chapter, this book offers the thirty most impactful and effective techniques I used throughout my own career and which I now pass on to the companies I work with. My hope is that you will read them and try them out yourself. We all have a leader inside of us—but it takes desire, guidance, and practice to perfect that persona. If you embrace and try these techniques, I can guarantee that you and your team will receive amazing results from your efforts.


You do not have to read this book in order; no one topic is more important than another, and I wrote it so that you could open it up on any day, at any time, and get the pearl of wisdom you need to lead your people in that moment. It’s laid out in thirty short chapters. (I kept them short on purpose; I understand how harried your workday is. This book is designed for you to keep at your desk, and you can read a chapter when you need it in less than ten minutes!) Each chapter includes key points about a given leadership tip, a story representing the tip in action, and a thinking exercise for you to complete on your own time. All the stories are from my days at Nortel, though people’s names have been changed to protect their identities.


I encourage you to read this book with an open mind. Some of these tips may work well for you and others may not; you don’t have to adopt all of them. But each of the techniques I’ve covered here enabled me to turn low-performing teams into high-performing teams—to keep each and every one of my team members engaged and extremely effective in their performance results—so they’re all worth a try.


I encourage you to practice and refine these techniques to suit your personality and your company’s culture.


I also encourage you to seek support in this process, whether from a mentor, a coach, or your colleagues. Being a people leader can be a very lonely role; you may feel like you have the weight of the world on your shoulders and nowhere to turn to for guidance or advice. Find someone— within your company or outside it—whom you can share your burden with. In fact, if you like what you read (And I’m sure you will!), I would love to work with you—as long as you have the desire and are willing to invest in being a more effective people leader. If you are interested, you can find more about how to contact me in the back of this book.


My last piece of advice on how to read this book is simple but important: Have fun with it!
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Be Authentically Transparent


The business world is known for trendy leadership practices and buzzwords. In the late 1990s, the word du jour was “transparency.” The intent behind the principle was that leaders would communicate openly and with clarity. The expectation was that they would share with their teams everything they knew about business plans and conditions. In reality, what happened was that leaders would hold meetings or conference calls with their team and share some filtered information, and later the employees would find out from another department or another leader that important details had been withheld from them.


This continued to happen again and again, and over time, employees began to expect that when leaders said they were being transparent, they meant just the opposite—that they were not being authentic or truthful. Their BS meters kicked into gear; they heard the warning bells going off, saying, “Watch out for what comes next, because it’s only going to be part of the story”; and their guard went up. And they didn’t believe a word they heard.


That’s why this chapter focuses on being authentically transparent. When you communicate with authentic transparency, you disclose everything. There are no hidden agendas or underlying assumptions. You place your trust in your team—and in turn, they place their trust in you.


You can achieve this level of transparency by:


• Letting others know who you are and what makes you tick.


• Communicating openly and candidly.


• Disclosing how and why you make key business decisions.


• Being consistent.


Share who are you and what makes you tick.


Letting your team know who you are—informing them about your personal and professional values, preferred leadership and communication style, strengths and gaps, what motivates you to achieve, and what is fun to you—establishes a personal connection, and it demonstrates that you have a good grasp of what drives you personally and professionally. It shows your team that you are human just like them, and it puts a strong foundation in place on which trust and respect can be built. If your team does not know you, they will be unsure of your motives—and they will be hesitant to give you their best performance.


Communicate openly and candidly.


Transparency requires being direct in your communications. Bottom line: no hidden agendas. This means sharing details about important business decisions without sugarcoating or watering them down, and it means reporting on the facts, regardless of whether the news is good or bad. People can see right through half-truths, so it is best to avoid them. If you have confidential information that cannot be shared for some reason, tell your team that. It is very easy—and entirely acceptable—to say, “I cannot share this news with you right now as it is confidential. I will share it with you as soon as possible.” But whenever you can share information, do; the better informed your team is, the less likely they will be to waste their time and energy on gossip and water-cooler speculation.


Disclose why you make the key business decisions you make.


Offering your team insight into how you make decisions enables them to both understand your thinking process and to learn from it. When your team members know and understand your decision-making process, they can learn to “think like you”—and that means that they will be better equipped to make decisions on their own in the future that will be in alignment with your expectations. The better your employees become at making decisions on their own, the more time and money you and your organization will save.


Be consistent.


Your transparency must be consistent. If you are open and candid in some situations and not others, your behaviors will cause confusion in your group. Inconsistency sends a message that you are wishy-washy and are not certain of yourself. When you leave your team wondering which side of the fence you are going to be on today, they also wonder how much they can trust and respect you and your abilities as their leader. Demonstrating your consistency, in contrast, especially when sensitive events and situations occur, will solidify their confidence in you and in themselves. This confidence will allow them to perform at their best instead of wasting energy wondering what the “real” story behind the story is and how it will affect them.


Authentic Transparency in Action


My former company, Nortel, participated in a significant number of mergers and acquisitions while I was there. Because of my role at that time, I was often informed of the deals before they were made public—but due to the sensitive nature of these transactions, I had to operate under a nondisclosure agreement (NDA). This meant I could not share any information with anyone who was not under the same agreement.


The first time that I was involved in one of these projects, I wanted to be authentically transparent with my team from the very beginning. We had participated in these types of projects before, and one of our big frustrations in the past had been that we never received much information about them. Sometimes we would hear about them through the grapevine; other times, the executive in charge of the program would send an e-mail to tell us that he or she was working on a top-secret project but would then offer no other information. In both cases, speculation ran rampant. More often than not, the information being spread around was incorrect, and we wasted a lot of time and energy wondering and worrying about the impact these programs would have on us. As an employee, this behavior drove me nuts. I abhor gossip, and yet I frequently found myself getting just as hypnotized by rumors as everyone else. I always wondered why our bosses did not come down the hall or hold a call and tell us what they could without violating the NDA so that we could dispel at least some of the lies coming through the rumor mill. I was sure there was information they could give us to prevent us from trying to piece it all together ourselves. I was determined to do things differently if I were ever on a sensitive project.


So, when my time came to be under the NDA, I held true to my decision. Immediately after signing the NDA, I held a conference call with my team. I informed them that I had just been assigned to my first sensitive project, that my time would be focused on this program, and that I would be fairly inaccessible until it was done. I told them I wanted them to know that I was not evading them or trying to hide anything from them; then I gave them a high-level overview of the program and the projected timeline, explaining to them that I could not provide any details because I was under a nondisclosure agreement. I cautioned them to be mindful of the wildfire of gossip that projects like these instigate, and I assured them I would keep them up-to-date with the specifics as I could. Although their curiosity was piqued, my team appreciated my honesty and expressed their support to help in the project when the time came.


A few days after our meeting, I got a call from one of my team members, Janet. She told me she had just talked to Grace, a woman in another department, and Grace was freaking out because she’d heard the project that was in the works was going to eliminate all of their jobs. Janet said she told Grace that I was working on the project and that she trusted that I would tell them any details when I could—and that she tried to reassure her that what she was hearing was just a rumor, and to not believe everything she heard through the grapevine. Then she asked me if there was anything else that I could share.


Because I was legally bound not to share any information about the project at that time, I reminded Janet that I could not answer her question, but I assured her that any facts I learned would be shared with the team as I received them over the next few weeks. I encouraged Janet to continue to focus her thoughts and energy on her current role and responsibilities instead of group speculation. Although I could not relieve her concerns 100 percent, Janet knew that I had been as open and honest as I could be under the circumstances, and she thanked me for that.


After the call, I cringed. The rumor mill in action again. But I was happy that I had shared with my team what I could, and I felt comfortable that I had been authentically transparent.


A few weeks later, after the nondisclosure agreement was lifted, I provided my team with the full details of the project. When they learned that the program was actually going to provide more job security for everyone— not eliminate jobs, as Grace had heard—it was an eye-opener for some, I’m sure, about how unreliable gossip can be.


Going forward, each time we had a nondisclosure project, I openly communicated my role on the project and delivered the details as soon as they were available. There was always some nervousness in the air in the weeks before I was able to say more, but my transparency allowed my team to focus on their own work and not on the gossip.


People Leadership Action Steps to Being Authentically Transparent


1. Reflect on your ability to be transparent with your team. Would your team agree with your assessment?


2. What actions can you take to be more authentically transparent with your team?


3. Think about a time you witnessed transparency in leadership. How was it executed, and what were the results?


“In the end, I’ve found, people like the direct approach. It’s much more valuable to them to have a leader who’s absolutely clear and open than to have one who soft-soaps or talks in circles.


—Bill Parcells
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Be Adaptable


It’s a truism that no two people are alike, and that’s especially important to remember when you’re leading people. We all have different personalities and values. The manner in which we do our best work, and the pace at which we do it, varies from person to person. Each of us has our own work ethics and standards, as well as our own motivations; individuals on your team are not robots or minions. That’s why people leaders are most effective when they are adaptable to their team’s needs. Many managers and leaders expect their teams to adjust to their style; however, in projecting this expectation, they actually shut out their employees’ ability to personally express themselves, which stifles their performance and productivity. Similar to the chameleon that adapts its colors to blend in with its surroundings, people leaders need to adjust their style to benefit their teams.


Being adaptable means:


• Understanding and valuing each team member’s individuality.


• Determining what each person on your team expects from you.


• Changing your approach to produce mutually beneficial results for each person or situation.


Make efforts to understand and value each team member’s individuality.


Understanding each person’s individuality starts with an interactive conversation. In our very busy world, people have a lot more going on in their lives than what they feel comfortable revealing on the surface. Take a few minutes of your time to discover more about each team member’s individual circumstances. Find out about their families and how they like to spend their time after work. Listen to all the activities they have outside of their jobs, and think about how you can contribute in a positive way to the balance between their work and their personal lives. Ask them about the personal values that drive how they make decisions and live their lives. Discover what motivates them to achieve their highest potential. Find out why their jobs are important to them. Are they in it for the paychecks to support their families, or is it important to them that they use their talents for positive impact? Inquire about their career aspirations: do they strive to be leaders, or are they quite happy being worker bees? Get a sense of their work ethic: are they self-starters, or do they need more encouragement and direction? Uncover their perceptions of their personal strengths and what they enjoy most about their jobs. Allow them to freely share about any areas in which they would like to grow and develop.


Having personal and empathetic conversations with your team members not only allows you to get to know them; it can also provide you with some insight into yourself. Do not overlook the power that this personal connection can have for you and your organization. When made authentically, it shows your team members that you care about and value them as real people, not as commodities. Caring about others creates a strong foundation for trust; trust makes your employees feel valued; and employees who feel valued are highly innovative and productive.


Find out what your team expects of you.


In addition to getting to know your team members on an individual basis, it’s helpful to understand the expectations that they have of you as their leader. This means allowing them to share the type of management support they need from you: Do they do better with a lot or a little direction and guidance? How do they like to receive feedback? Is it important for them to talk to you every day, or can you touch base less frequently? Do they communicate best over the phone or through e-mail, or do they need an occasional face-to-face visit?


Uncovering a team’s expectations is an area where many leaders feel uncomfortable. With their own work plate full of deadlines and tasks, many leaders feel like they do not have the time or the patience to tailor their communications to each individual employee. I had that same mindset at one point in my career. Actually, I was worse: I expected my team to watch the way I operated, read my mind, and perform their work in a way that met my high standards. What that translated into in reality was that my employees were extremely unsure of themselves, so they included me on every thought they had, every decision they wanted to make, and every action they planned to take. Their need for my attention and time was overwhelming.


When I finally got frustrated with these operating conditions, I reached out to each one of my team members to come up with a more effective way of working together. What I discovered was that a common agreement on how best to work together resulted in much less work for me and for them. Although it took a little more time up-front on my part to be proactive in understanding their needs, it was completely worth it in the long run.


Change your approach when the situation calls for it.


Once you have an idea of what your team members expect from you, adapt your style, and apply it to meet their needs—and if an employee asks for something you cannot deliver, negotiate an alternative. At first this may not feel easy or worth your time and effort. It can sometimes feel like it would be more productive for your team to adapt to you and your needs, and not the other way around. You are the boss, after all, right?


Whatever your reservations, I can assure you that you will ultimately waste more of everyone’s time if you expect your team members to do everything your way. Why? Because they will always be second-guessing whether they are doing the right thing. Some employees will actually become almost paralyzed and afraid to act; others will spend all their time complaining about what a terrible boss you are and how impossible you are to please. And neither of these states of being is effective or productive for your employees or your company.


Proactively adapting to your mutually agreed-upon plan, in contrast, demonstrates that you value each of your employee’s input, individuality, and needs. It allows them to feel heard and appreciated, and from your perspective, if you think about it, it’s actually the ultimate form of control, because it allows you to create more focused and directed communication and expectations.



Adaptability in Action


About eight years into my career came one of my hardest and best lessons about leadership adaptability: I was promoted into the position of Director of Distribution, which made me responsible for the day-to-day operations of three large warehouses across the country. Up until this time, I had only led teams of white-collar workers, mainly in customer service—an environment far different from the warehouse floor—and I was one of the youngest female executives in the division.


I remember the first day I walked into our largest warehouse. I entered the building dressed in a nice business suit and high-heeled shoes—not exactly “warehouse attire”—trying as hard as possible to project confidence and competency. It didn’t matter to me that I had never worked in, or even been in, a warehouse up until that time. I was convinced that my job was to show these workers a better way to operate.


In my first all-hands meeting with my employees, I shared my ideas on how things were going to change now that I was in charge. I assured them that if they followed my advice, we would be the best-performing warehouse in the company. As I rambled on confidently about my expectations and leadership style, I could see that some of them were shaking their heads in disbelief, while others were smirking, whispering to one another under their breath, and even rolling their eyes. I just kept moving through my speech, even though I could sense the discord in the room. After all, I was their fearless leader, and I had some great ideas about how to make things work better.


At the conclusion of the meeting, I felt like I had done a good job sharing my expectations, intentions, and excitement about my new role. Based on the reactions I saw in the employees, I knew I had some skeptics—but I was confident that over time they would come to see that my ideas would make the warehouse’s operations run more smoothly. I had clearly communicated what I thought was being done wrong, what needed to change, and how that change needed to be effected. I had outlined an amazing plan for improvement, and now all my employees had to do was make it happen.


Because I felt that I had been so clear in my demands, I expected immediate improvements—but after a few weeks had passed, nothing had changed. Our daily performance reports provided evidence that results were actually getting worse, not better. When I questioned my supervisory staff about the situation, they assured me that change was happening and that all was well. But the numbers don’t lie; I knew that something was off.


I decided it was time to go out to the floor and talk to my employees directly. Up until that time I had only been on the floor with a supervisor by my side; I hadn’t gone out and actually had a one-on-one conversation with any of the workers. This time, instead of having the information be filtered or directed by my leadership team, I wanted to get firsthand information from the people in the trenches.


As I walked the floor, I could tell that a lot of people were intimidated by my presence and felt too uncomfortable to share their true thoughts with me. They were very cordial, but guarded. I received a lot of comments like “Everything is great—we’re just happy to have jobs” or “We like your ideas—it just takes some time to change.” Out of everyone I spoke to, only two team members, Katy and Jordan, were bold enough to voice their concerns. Katy, who was the first to offer her opinions, told me, “You may be good at what you did at corporate, but things work differently around here. Our jobs require hard work. We try to do a good job, but we don’t get any support. The warehouse is the end of the road, and we get dumped on all the time. We’re not appreciated for what we do—and no one tells us anything about why or how we are important to the company. If you want better results, why don’t you try understanding us first?”


Jordan shared similar concerns with me. “People are different here,” he told me. “They’re doing real work—you know, work that requires physical activity, not just sitting at a desk in front of a computer and answering phones. You ought to take the time to get to know them before you try to change anything.”


My ego did not like this input. I could feel myself getting defensive and frustrated; all I wanted to do was stomp my foot and yell, “If you would stop whining and just do what I say, things would be better around here!” My gut, however, was telling me to just listen to what they had to say. You should listen to them, said a tiny voice inside my head. It took guts for them to speak up; the least you could do is honor that. Maybe you should provide a safe space for more people to talk to you.


I spent several sleepless nights wrestling with my ego and my gut. Finally, I decided to at least try to listen. It’s not going to hurt anything, I thought. I’m the boss; if I don’t like what I hear, we can still do it my way.


After that personal awakening, I held a series of meetings with small groups of employees. I invited them to share about themselves; I inquired about what they were looking for in a leader, and what they needed from me and my supervisory team to make their work more productive and meaningful; and I encouraged each employee to share their fresh ideas about what we could change together to make the entire team more successful. As I listened to them open up and express their thoughts, I finally saw that I had been expecting them to adapt to my style—a style that worked in the corporate office environment but did not translate well to the warehouse environment. I was impressed with the courage they demonstrated as they expressed their concerns and the innovation they displayed as they shared their creative ideas.


In the weeks following those meetings, I began to adapt my style. My leadership team and I also began implementing some of the employees’ ideas—and as we did that, we saw performance start to improve. More important, I saw people becoming happier and more fulfilled in their jobs. I watched the confidence in some of my employees soar—and that made me feel awesome and energized.


This was my first real lesson in adaptability. As a people leader, I finally understood that it was my responsibility to adapt to meet their needs. Transforming my style enabled us to work as a team to produce more effective and profitable results for our organization.


People Leadership Action Steps to Being Adaptable


1. List the ways in which you feel you are adaptable with your team. Would your team agree with your assessment?


2. What steps can you take to become more adaptable as a leader?


3. Describe a time when a boss adapted—or did not adapt—his or her style for you. How did it make you feel?


“As a leader you should always start with where people are before you try to take them to where you want them to go.”


—Jim Rohn
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Respect and Appreciate Diversity


What makes a painting beautiful? The subject? The focus? The style of the artist? The frame? The varying colors? The answer is all of the above. A beautiful picture is the result of a range of diverse qualities and characteristics; it’s multidimensional. And so are people.


In today’s world, as technology and globalization are making the physical boundaries of distance less and less restrictive, all of us are increasingly being exposed to different kinds of people. In both our personal and our professional interactions, we are almost guaranteed to come into contact with people different than us—people gifted with talents, beliefs, expressions, thoughts, and emotions unlike our own—and we must be comfortable interacting with those individuals. With the growing melting pot of people and personalities in the global workplace, diversity is something we must embrace—not only because it’s the open-minded thing to do, but also because it is critical to our success.


In order to respect and appreciate diversity as a people leader, you must:


• Be well versed in all equal-opportunity laws, regulations, and guidelines.


• Recognize fears associated with differences.


• Let go of your fears and be curious.


• Leverage the differences for the greater good.



It’s the law, ma’am!



As the workforce has diversified, local and federal governments have adopted a myriad of equal-opportunity laws to ensure fair treatment of all employees—laws that are designed to protect the rights of individuals of different genders, races, ages, sexual preferences, religions, physical abilities, and cultures. The first key in respecting diversity in your team is to familiarize yourself with your state’s, country’s, and organization’s laws and policies. As a people leader, you must have a working knowledge of the equal-opportunity laws, regulations, and guidelines that are applicable to your business. If you are unaware or unsure of the laws, proactively reach out to a human resources or legal professional to educate yourself. You must be equipped with a strong understanding of these laws and then ensure that you adhere to them when dealing with your employees.


Effective people leadership doesn’t stop with self-education, however; a good leader shares these diversity laws with their team members as well. Awareness of and adherence to equal-opportunity laws will empower you and your team to respect the legal aspects of diversity.


Acknowledge your fears.


Appreciating diversity requires recognizing our human tendency to be scared or threatened by people who don’t look, think, and act like us. As with many animals, it’s in our nature to hang out in packs of beings that are similar to us, and we tend to feel threatened when someone new comes in from the outside. It’s an automatic response; we are innately fearful of anything or anyone that’s unfamiliar to us. The brain actually turns on its fight-or-flight mechanism when it encounters unfamiliar circumstances or individuals.


Our “fight” response to the unknown encourages us to defend our territory and stand our ground. Just like a lion protecting his pride, our immediate response is to roar out at whatever is new or different in our surroundings. In order to feel safe, we stand our ground and become protective of our territory. We may become outspoken and initiate conflict to push our own ideas, viewpoints, and agendas. Dominating a situation in our need to be right and insisting on doing things our way can feel like the best way to create a safe place for ourselves.


On the flip side, our “flight” response whispers silently to us that the person or situation we are facing may be harmful or cause us discomfort, and it drives us to run away and refuse to associate with that potential threat. We go to our proverbial “corner of the ring” and hope the person or threat will move on to another place.


Think back to the last time someone had a unique idea or introduced a new way of doing something in your workplace. What was your immediate response? Was it one of excitement and curiosity? Or was it a feeling of fear and uncertainty? If you are like most people, your first reaction was probably a gut feeling that had you barking out, “We can’t do it that way!” or “That just won’t work!”—or that led you to simply remove yourself from the conversation and hope that it would go away. And how about when new people join your team? Are you open and welcoming to them? Or do you stay in your cubicle and hope you don’t have to be “bothered” by them?


As a people leader, assess your feelings about diversity. Your team takes a lot of their cues on how to respond and act from your behavior, which means that if you are afraid of or feel threatened by diversity, they will mimic you. So if anyone on your team, including you, shows any signs of discomfort with or disrespect for someone else on your team or in your organization, address the issue. Don’t ignore it and hope it will go away; diversity issues can fester and will magnify over time if they are not dealt with in a positive manner. Work with your team to help them understand that it is natural to feel threatened by differences, but that such feelings can be worked through and transformed into appreciation for the richness that diversity can bring to the table.


Get curious.


We all know the popular adage “Curiosity killed the cat.” And if we think of the “cat” in this phrase as fear of the new and different, it’s true! Curiosity is a very effective way to overcome fears of dissimilarity and diversity. Encourage each of your team members to play the role of a child in wonder (and make sure you try it as well).


One of the best ways to do this is to ask questions. Getting more educated about the facts tends to tone down our emotional reactions. It is always best to frame your questions in the form of how, what, where, or when. Avoid asking “why” questions; “whys” put all of us quickly on the defensive. Instead, ask things like “How do you see your idea benefitting the team?” or “What are your reasons for wanting to do that activity?”—and be genuinely interested in the responses to your questions. There is nothing worse than being asked a question and then feeling that the questioner is just going through the motions. Listen with interest and excitement instead of fear, doubt, or indifference. You may find amazing similarities in the people and situations you perceived as being so very different. Kill those personal fears of others by being curious!


Use differences to bring your team closer together.


Being equipped with a better understanding of diversity enables you to leverage the best qualities of each person. Think of each difference as a piece of a puzzle. When you first start working on a puzzle, all you see is a pile of pieces that appear to have nothing in common. As you take a better look at their distinct qualities, however, you begin to see patterns—and in order to complete the big picture, you must find how each of them works together. Think of your team members this way. Leverage their differences for the greater good of your organization.


There is an amazing richness in our personal differences when you’re willing to open yourself up to it. The more we respect and appreciate the diversity in our midst, the better we are at collectively creating more effective and creative solutions, processes, and performance results.


Respecting and Appreciating Diversity in Action


As a project manager of numerous global programs, I encountered diversity all of the time. Our teams were made up of people from Singapore, Ireland, Australia, Canada, and the United States. We had a mix of men and women from various age groups and generations. Everyone had their own style of communication, including language, and we all had distinct personal and professional views.


I was assigned my first global project about twelve years into my career at Nortel. Up until that time, my team and I had successfully implemented projects across various U.S. states. With that experience under my belt, I entered the global program with a confident—bordering on arrogant—attitude. I expected that my counterparts from other countries would simply adapt to our style since we’d gotten such great results on prior projects. It did not take very long for humility to displace my confidence, however.


I will never forget our first call with the overseas team. Because we had a mix of European and Asian organizations, the vast array of languages and accents proved to be a challenge. It was difficult to follow along; I didn’t always understand the meaning behind some of my new team members’ words and expressions, and I found myself repeating, “I’m sorry, what did you say?” throughout our first series of phone calls. I felt especially ignorant because most of them could understand everything I was saying. They were much more educated about the United States than I was about their countries. Most of them had been to the States, whereas I had never left the country. I had no understanding of or appreciation for their countries and cultures, other than what little I remembered from my schooling or had seen on TV. I knew nothing about their living conditions or what their work environments were like.


I quickly became aware that there was much I didn’t know about the people I was working with on this project; still, the business facts indicated that our market had the largest revenue, volume of orders, and biggest customer base, so I persisted in trying to run it as if it were a North American project. “The objective of this team is to create a process that meets our global markets’ needs and that is based on doing business the way we do here in the States,” I remember stating very boldly during one early call. I should have realized that the silence that greeted my assertion was not a sign that the rest of the team was in agreement with my opinions. Instead, in my ignorance, I continued leading the team through a series of calls about our current U.S. processes and market requirements, and whenever anyone highlighted customer requirements or process needs that were different from those in the States, I basically shut him or her down, declaring that the overseas team members would just have to adjust to “our” way of doing business. Looking back, I realize that I was simply uninterested in—and a little bit scared of—changing the way we did things.
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