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PRAISE FOR


THE VERSATILE LEADER




“There are many published books on leadership, but The Versatile Leader is one of a kind and stands out differently. Its structure is simple, attractive, and inspirational in many respects. I certainly recommend it. I have known Tese for nearly thirty years, and his authentic take on leadership resonates through every chapter. He has unpacked and shared his life lessons in this book with illustrations from day-to-day life. What’s more, the references to African proverbs and scripture are delightful.”


—JOSEPHINE FALADE


Pharmacist and lecturer, UCL School of Pharmacy London, United Kingdom




“This business book is very engaging and authentic. As I read it, I realized that while working with Tese, I was learning about The Versatile Leader firsthand! What a privilege! The real-life events and examples bring home the points, making it easier for the reader to grasp the content. A considerable part of what I know today about leadership and management came from these teachings. Yet I know you did not clone me. Instead, you have prepared me well to be the successful businessman I am today. In addition, these principles have given me the confidence to handle, effectively, countless challenging situations. Thank you, Tese, for making such a significant impact on my career!”


—GUILHERME GUERRA


Managing partner, Consulang Luanda, Angola




“The Versatile Leader reads like a novel with a rare combination of humor, practical life stories, and concepts that are easy to remember. Still, it has the capacity to completely alter the way you think and lead. By drawing from diverse contexts of life and business, you’ll find a personal connection with it that will surprise you.”


—BULUS SILAS BOSSAN


International vice president, The Navigators Colorado Springs, Colorado, United States




“The Versatile Leader is a highly relevant and practical book for entrepreneurs. It was easy to read, and I found certain aspects particularly interesting. First, I enjoyed the African proverb starter for each chapter. It gave me perspective and increased my interest in what I was about to read. My favorite proverb is: ‘A chameleon that wants to survive from the burning bush must abandon the majestic walk of its ancestors.’ Second, the personal stories added more profound meaning to the book’s message. Third, the author presented ideas that have been tested on the streets of life. Finally, this book has helped me appreciate the importance of the Bible in leadership.”


—JONATHAN I. HUSSAINI


Founder, Globe Cabs Services Abuja, Nigeria




“A handful of books have helped shape my perspective on life. I am honored to include The Versatile Leader as one of them. As an entrepreneur, husband, and father, I can find in the book nuggets of wisdom in every role I play and every season of my life. So, along with the Bible, I envision this book will become an essential handbook as I navigate the different seasons of business ownership.”


—MAYAN MARSHALL


Co-owner, Uzima Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, United States
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FOREWORD


I am privileged to write the foreword to this interesting book, The Versatile Leader, by my friend and brother in Christ, Msuega Tese. I first met Msuega in 2010 when I was a team leader in Eni Angola, in Luanda. During my time in Luanda (2010 to 2017), he served creditably in various leadership positions in our church, Angola International Christian Church. He demonstrated impressive leadership skills in the church environment. In addition, he experienced firsthand the leadership principles outlined in this book as someone who cofounded a successful information technology services company in Angola.


The Versatile Leader gives a refreshing approach to this very important subject. Despite reading many books and attending many seminars on leadership, it was not easy for the author to find a definition of leadership that appealed to him. However, the definition given by Professor Robert Steven Kaplan was just what he was looking for. According to Professor Kaplan, “Leadership is figuring out your beliefs and having the guts/ability to act on them in such a way that adds value to others.” The author appropriately summarized this definition with the following keywords: beliefs, actions, and benefits.


The author defined a versatile leader as “a person of integrity who, along with others, creates valued outcomes using appropriate metaphors.” He pointed out the importance of switching to appropriate metaphors with integrity when the situation under consideration changes. He asserted that “success will elude us if the situation changes and we don’t adapt our leadership.” This is in line with this Namibian proverb he quoted: “When the rhythm of the drumbeat changes, the dance steps must adapt.”


I particularly like the following aspects of the book:


•The subject of leadership presented in an interesting, engaging writing style and important principles conveyed in a way that is easy to understand


•Use of familiar occupations as metaphors to drive home important aspects of strategy and tactics


•References to Bible verses/stories/principles to emphasize some important points


•References to lessons learned from the author’s dad and his workplace


•The author’s frankness and humility that come across in this book (he referred to personal stories to illustrate where he was wrong and identified important lessons learned)


•Use of relevant African proverbs (from Nigeria, Angola, Namibia, Uganda, etc.)


•Inclusion of an example in the last chapter showing how some of the principles in the book can be applied


I am convinced that The Versatile Leader will be very valuable to leaders and those who aspire to be leaders in various walks of life. I highly recommend this book to you all.


—WILLIAM A. ADELEKAN


Chorley, Lancashire, United Kingdom November 2022









INTRODUCTION


A good beginning is of no value unless one perseveres to the end.


—NIGERIAN PROVERB


I shall never forget the year 1997. I got married during the first quarter of that year. Some months later, the promotion to become a supervisor at work came. Unfortunately, I had a poor start in both roles! Thankfully, I had a mentor who guided me in the right direction. What he did with me stirred up my interest and transformed me into a lifelong student of leadership. Since then, I have read more books than I can name and have attended many seminars to reinforce my leadership skills. Moreover, I constantly analyze news and events through the lens of leadership. Over time, I observed that many of the challenges people face in different areas of life are interlinked.


Leadership skills are needed everywhere. Unfortunately, only certain people in need do have them. However, it is possible to overcome this shortcoming and become a versatile leader if desired. I define a versatile leader as a person of integrity who, along with others, creates valued outcomes using appropriate metaphors. The principles you are about to learn are very portable. You can use them anywhere with no need for retooling.


Initially, I taught my friends and colleagues these principles. With time, the scope expanded to facilitating leadership seminars in different settings, such as businesses, churches, and associations. The feedback, in addition to my experience, has helped to refine these crucial lessons. As you are about to see, the scope of what I have discovered is broad. However, I have carefully structured these principles to help readers remember them easily and lead confidently, regardless of the context.


STRUCTURE


The structure of this book is as follows. Part I provides the foundation for the subsequent parts. Chapter 1 examines the definition of leadership that conveys my underlying thoughts. Chapters 2 and 3 also form part of the foundation and cover fundamental concepts, including situational leadership, metaphors, and the organizational life cycle, also referred to as the S-Curve.


Each chapter in parts II and III presents an occupation used as a metaphor. The first part of each chapter describes the context, and the remaining sections amplify the relevant qualities of the metaphor.


Part II contains metaphors for less frequent actions called strategy. You may not need these metaphors every day, yet their impact is profound. They set the stage for tactics, the metaphors in part III. The starting point for this section is the physician metaphor. When you get into a new leadership situation, this metaphor will help you make a diagnosis. Then, you will decide on the next steps.


Depending on what you have discovered, you may use architect, builder, or engineer as an implementation metaphor. The architect metaphor helps articulate the vision for your new organization. If you join a company that is healthy and ready to grow, you can execute its existing vision like a builder. An existential threat to an organization requires an engineer for its turnaround. Irrespective of the context, the leader must deliver expected results the way entrepreneurs do.


Part III relates to tactics. These are metaphors you will frequently use in pursuit of your goals. Obtaining reliable information on an ongoing basis demands the skills of a journalist. That is where to start. Essentially, the journalist metaphor does for tactics what the physician does for strategy. The remaining six metaphors are equally divided to cover internal and external settings.


The internal tactical metaphors are coach, parent, and judge. Use these metaphors where your authority is not in doubt. When you need to train your team, be the coach. The parent metaphor is best when considering the long-term implication of your action. Be fair to each party when conflict arises, like a good judge.


The external tactical metaphors—pilot, soldier, and diplomat—will help when you lack authority or control. Thinking like a pilot will give you confidence when handling emergencies. In tough situations, you will need the discipline and courage of a soldier. Finally, the tact of a diplomat will help in sensitive circumstances.


These metaphors enable a leader to adapt to various situations authentically.


The final section, part IV, consists of just two chapters. Chapter 16 provides essential elements, such as adaptability and humility, that enable the leader to work seamlessly with others. If you are wondering how to begin applying the lessons learned, please start with chapter 17. Then, if you start well, you can stand out from the crowd.


CROWDED


At the time of this writing, over sixty thousand leadership books are available on Amazon. Sixty thousand! Many say the field is very crowded, which begs the question, Why must I write yet another book on leadership? I have some answers to this question.


First, I’m not afraid of crowds. I once lived in Lagos, a Nigerian city with an estimated 21 million inhabitants. It is the largest urban center in Africa and is infamous for its traffic jams. I had to pass through Oshodi every day to and from work. If you’re unfamiliar with the area, the population density of Oshodi is seven times that of Lagos itself! That does not include the multitude that transits through its overcrowded bus stop.1


Nevertheless, Oshodi didn’t scare or prevent me from pursuing the career I cherished. I knew where I was going, and the multitude did not deter me. Like myself, each person was making their journey. Similarly, despite the numerous books on leadership, The Versatile Leader brings a fresh perspective that many readers will find helpful.


Second, allow me a moment to debrief. From childhood and growing up in a rural community, my dad often said, “Listen while you play.”


He would say this as the other elders arrived and then send me, along with the other kids, out of the village reception hut.2 It meant that we would play quietly nearby while the adults were discussing different subjects.


When the elders left, my dad would call us back into the hut to report what each child had heard and learned. Those sessions made a tremendous impact on me. To this day, my father’s voice echoes in my mind: “Listen while you play.” After over fifty years of “listening,” I finally consider it the right moment to debrief. I believe all readers will find the lessons I have learned beneficial.


I often wondered why the adults in my village didn’t mind that children sent out of the hut were playing in its vicinity. The reason was simple. The elders used so many parables that it was difficult for children to understand even if they listened carefully. Although we couldn’t grasp everything, we would pick up an adage that would elate us. Those proverbs were insightful, and some were entertaining. As I grew, my interest in them increased. I have now accumulated quite a number of these wise sayings—one of which you will find at the start of each chapter. Not intending to confuse anyone, I have selected those that bring out the central message of each chapter, which a diverse audience can understand.


To this day, my father’s voice echoes in my mind: “Listen while you play.”


Third, despite the many books on leadership, finding suitable leaders remains a significant challenge to organizations. Without good leaders, society is in trouble. Every family needs at least one leader. Since it is difficult to count how many families are in the world, we’ll try something else. Every team of twenty soccer players (including reserves) usually has at least one leader, the coach. Assuming the 8 billion people in the world today are divided into teams of twenty each, you will get 400 million teams—each requiring a leader. Considering this significant number, the sixty thousand leadership books on Amazon suddenly feel like a small number!


EVERYONE


Occasionally, every person will find themselves in a situation where leadership skills could help them stand out. The insights from The Versatile Leader will help you become more assertive in handling many challenges—even if you don’t want to be called a leader.


As a technologist and a businessman, I recognize my own biases. As such, people involved in business may find my examples familiar. Yet the ideas I present are generic, and anyone in any leadership situation can find them helpful. You will also see that my Christian faith has considerably shaped my views. That said, I do not presume that readers are familiar with the biblical texts I have used. In addition, you do not need to know the Bible beforehand to benefit from this book.


In general, I set out to offer easy-to-remember practical skills so readers can confidently deal with various leadership challenges. In addition, I aim to assist new leaders in mastering these crucial concepts in the shortest time possible. Experienced leaders may also find in The Versatile Leader a practical framework that will significantly simplify their decision-making process.


Finally, as Nigerians wisely say, “A good beginning is of no value unless one perseveres to the end.” I’m optimistic that you will find The Versatile Leader insightful, refreshing, and helpful as you read to the very end. Families, communities, companies, churches, countries, and the world desperately need versatile leaders.





1CityFacts.com, “Oshodi-Isolo,” accessed November 14, 2022, https://www.city-facts.com/oshodi-isolo.


2This is known among the Tiv people as Áte, although many other Africans call it Jango.
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CHAPTER 1


DEFINITION


When you pray, move your feet.


—WEST AFRICAN PROVERB


WHAT IS LEADERSHIP?


Joseph Clarence Rost, professor of leadership, analyzed hundreds of leadership definitions offered by authors in the twentieth century. In 1991, he published his findings in a book titled Leadership for the Twenty-First Century. One of his conclusions was that “the dictionary definitions of leadership have been, and continue to be, very simple and, as a result, are not very helpful in understanding the concept.” Furthermore, Rost anticipated that “leadership scholars in the future are going to have to think new thoughts about leadership … critically analyze one another’s theories and models, and engage in dialogic conversations about those conceptual frameworks.”3


Professor Rost is not the only one who observed the challenges of defining leadership. Professor Robert Steven Kaplan also noted, “If I asked a hundred people to define leadership, I would probably get a hundred different answers.”4 Please be aware that Kaplan taught leadership at Harvard Business School.


However, what is exciting is that Kaplan has defined leadership in a way that makes perfect sense. Consequently, I have ended the many years of my search for a definition of leadership. I vividly remember my first day attending the Harvard Business School leadership class in 2013. Professor Kaplan started his lecture with this statement: “Leadership is figuring out your beliefs and having the guts/ability to act on them in such a way that adds value to others.”5


I like this way of looking at leadership because it contains three critical components that are very appropriate. First, you want to start by figuring out your beliefs. Beliefs are in the spotlight whenever there is a contemplation of purpose or other vital questions of life. Therefore, clarifying yours is an excellent place to start as a leader. Second, you need to act on those beliefs. Knowing your beliefs is nice, but more is required. You must put them into action to be called a leader. Third, a leader must add value to others. This is where we evaluate leadership. It’s ensuring your actions are producing positive results for others.


We can summarize Kaplan’s definition with these three words: beliefs, actions, and benefits.


BELIEFS


Beliefs have profound implications on individuals as well as organizations. Thomas J. Watson Jr., the former CEO of IBM, wrote:


Consider any great organization—one that has lasted over the years—and I think you will find that it owes its resiliency, not to its form of organization or administrative skills, but to the power of what we call beliefs and the appeal these beliefs have for its people … I firmly believe that any organization, in order to survive and achieve success, must have a sound set of beliefs on which it premises all its policies and actions. Next, I believe that the most important single factor in corporate success is faithful adherence to those beliefs.6


Countries, empires, and even civilizations are built and destroyed on beliefs. In his book Civilization: The West and the Rest, Niall Ferguson, a Scottish historian, argued that the rise of Western civilization is a product of Protestant work ethics. A belief about work, wealth, and education spurred actions that inspired Europe to world dominance for many centuries. Unfortunately, as Europeans have become complacent, they “work less; they also pray less—and believe less.” As a result, their dominance has waned.7


Even though whole civilizations are created with beliefs, they are deeply personal. Former president of Nigeria Olusegun Obasanjo said, “A man is a slave to his belief[s] because he will unconsciously do everything in his power to conform to them.”8 Therefore, we need to ensure that what we are conforming our lives to is not causing harm to others but is beneficial to society.


Examining one’s beliefs is an exercise not just for the philosopher or the clergy. Every person should attempt to answer fundamental questions, such as “Where do we come from? What are we? Where are we going?”9 Interestingly, these three questions are the title of a famous painting found in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, Massachusetts. It is an early twentieth-century work of the French artist Paul Gauguin. The painting contains a beach scene of people, animals, and plants, with the sea and hills in the background.


We need to ensure that what we are conforming our lives to is not causing harm to others but is beneficial to society.


However, no one would seriously agree that Gauguin’s or any other artwork can answer these profound questions. Os Guinness, the author of The Great Quest, wrote:


The truth is that the urgent need of our times is a fresh seriousness about human existence and a renewed openness to ultimate questions. Answers to ultimate questions are not only vital to each of us as individuals but to whole societies and civilizations. Indeed, there are no great societies or civilizations without confident answers to ultimate questions, and such answers need to become vital again in our schools, our universities, and our public discussion as well as in our families.10


Guinness outlined a four-step approach that helps everyone tackle this crucial quest. The steps are questions, answers, evidence, and commitment. Leadership will be pointless without a sense of purpose. Therefore, I urge every leader to take personal responsibility and address these primary questions head-on. After this, however, you can act confidently.


ACTIONS


Without action, beliefs are of no value. James, one of the early church leaders, asked the rhetorical question, “You foolish person, do you want evidence that faith without deeds is useless?”11 James further argued that Israel’s ancestors, such as Abraham and Isaac, became faith heroes because of their actions. If we look around us, we will also find many good examples of people who acted on their beliefs for the well-being of others. Sonya Carson is one such example.


In 2009, a movie called Gifted Hands told the story of US presidential candidate and neurosurgeon Ben Carson, who would eventually serve as the seventeenth US Secretary of Housing and Urban Development.12 The significant part of Carson’s story was the role his mother, Sonya, played in his life. Married at just thirteen years of age, divorced, and only possessing a third-grade education, she didn’t even know how to read. She was a housemaid and lived in abject poverty. Still, she had a simple but essential belief: “Learn to do your best. God will do the rest.”13


Instead of sitting down, crying, and feeling sorry for herself, she acted on what she believed. She wanted her kids to have a better life, so she reduced their TV time and insisted they go to the library and read. Ben Carson would become an internationally admired figure because her actions gave him a firm foundation. We can learn from Sonya that, regardless of the situation in which a leader finds herself, she must act according to what she believes to be true. For without action, there can be no benefits.


BENEFITS


While it is not wrong to think of the personal gain one can derive from a situation, a leader should always focus on what will be helpful to others. Very often, a leader makes some form of personal sacrifice to enrich the lives of others. This is normal and expected. However, if someone imposes sacrifice on one group so others will reap the benefits, this is no longer leadership—especially if this person is not part of the sacrifice. The old saying goes, “You cannot rob Mario to pay Maria.”


A great example of a leader who acted consistently on his beliefs for the benefit of others is the biblical character Joseph. This young man was sold into slavery because he was his father’s favorite. Despite this misfortune, Joseph excelled wherever he found himself.


When he worked at the house of an Egyptian official named Potiphar, he did so with diligence. Potiphar’s wife pursued him tirelessly, but he would not flirt with her. Consequently, they locked him up. Even in jail, Joseph was kind and cared for other inmates. Eventually, he became second in command over all of Egypt. If he had strayed from his values, he could have become very corrupt, but he was upright. When he had a chance to repay his brothers, who had been cruel to him, he didn’t. Instead, he said to them, “And now, do not be distressed and do not be angry with yourselves for selling me here because it was to save lives that God sent me ahead of you.”14 Wherever he turned he acted with integrity and helped others, ultimately saving Egypt and surrounding nations from a severe food shortage that lasted for seven years.
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