LEADERSHIP
IN THE ERA OF
DISTRACTION

David Parmenter explores
the leadership attributes that
management theorists believe
bosses can't succeed without

.A

07

192 SFPTEFMRBRFR 2018 BUSINESS & MANAGEMENT



The immediacy of technology has led to a
distorted sense of urgency for many. It
has also led to a loss of focus and
productivity, as well as a lack of
leadership. To make matters worse,
management and leadership training -
once compulsory - is now a rarity.
Talented staff are entering their thirties
as highly-paid specialists without
exposure to management responsibilities.

Where does this leave my talented
40-year-old friend who works in the
finance sector and has just received
leadership training, but has not, to date,
had any staff reporting to him?

He is not as disadvantaged as one
might think.

LEADERSHIP BEHAVIOUR TRAITS
In an earlier article for the Business &
Management Faculty’s Courageous
leadership quarterly report in September
2017, L illustrated my belief that effective
leaders need to have eight behaviour
traits. Subsequently, I have separated
these out between those that are
‘hardwired’ and those that can be
adopted over time (see Figure 1).

Having discussed the behaviour traits
in an earlier article, I want to focus on
some of the skills that a winning leader
needs to master. From my research into
the great leaders and writers in the
leadership space, I have come up with
15 leadership skills divided into three
groups (see Figure 2).

In this article I want to address the
people and execution skills my friend
needs to master.

MASTERING COMMUNICATIONS

As I wrote in The Financial Controller and
CFO’s Toolkit, you cannot lead unless
others understand your vision. Becoming
proficient in communication means
understanding the importance of
one-to-one communications, spending at
least 20 minutes a day walking among
your team members, working the public
relations machine and mastering the
written and spoken word.

In his Harvard Business Review article
What Makes a Leader?, Daniel Goleman
pointed out that socially skilled people
see networking as vital - money in the
bank to be drawn on when needed.

They can quickly pull together divergent

resources because they have built
contacts who trust them or owe them
a favour.

Leaders need to understand the
importance of being a good orator, and
must put time and effort into delivering a
meaningful message. Special coaching
and endless practice needs to be seen
as an important investment instead of
a chore.

RECRUITING AND PROMOTING
Management thinker Peter Drucker
believed recruiting was a life and death
decision to be taken with great care, and
that promoting staff was one of the most
important decisions for a manager to
make. He signalled that great leaders
were not afraid of appointing outstanding
people to their team; individuals who had
the potential to outshine their managers.
Drucker even saw General Motors
spend four hours on one promotion. CEO
Alfred Sloan explained the process: “If
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we didn’t spend four hours on placing a
man and placing him right, we’d spend
400 hours on cleaning up after our
mistake - and that time [ wouldn’t have.”

American author Jim Collins also
emphasises the importance of taking
vigilant care in the recruiting stage to
maximise your chances of recruiting the
right people. However, mistakes will be
made, and eminent organisations quickly
recognise these recruiting mistakes and
help the employee move on to more
appropriate pastures.

SELLING AND LEADING CHANGE
Selling change requires a special set of
skills and we all can, and should, improve
our ability in this area. Two books have
opened the way for us to rethink change.
The Three Laws of Performance by Steve
Zaffron and Dave Logan explains why so
many change initiatives have failed.
Zaffron and Logan specified that a
person’s performance correlated with

FIGURE 1: THE EIGHT BEHAVIOUR TRAITS OF LEADERSHIP

Trait type Behavioural traits

People-focused traits | Integrity and honesty

Nature of trait
Hardwired

“Love thy neighbour as thyself”

Hardwired

Self-awareness and self-regulation | Behavioural change programme can radically

improve performance

Execution traits

Abundance of positive energy

Hardwired

Decision-making and risk taking

Exposure to best practice can improve

Seeing future opportunities

performance

Handling Ability to excel in a crisis

Hardwired

change traits
Learning agility

Exposure to best practice can improve
performance

FIGURE 2: LEADERSHIP SKILLS

People skills

1. Master of communication and public relations
2. Recruiting and promoting
3. Develop and maintain stakeholder relationships

Setting direction
skills

4. Selling and leading change
5. Provisioning for the team
6. Develop, engage and trust

Execution skills

7.Valuing results and people

8. Valuing work-life balance

9. Have a vision of your legacy

10. Define the mission, vision, values and strategy

11. Working with the organisation’s critical success factors

12. Embrace abandonment (letting go of the past)
13. Champion of innovation, quality and learning
14. Afocus on execution

15. Using your mentors and a safe haven effectively
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Companies like
McDonald's have an
employee of the month
award. Surely, if four
staff members have
succeeded then they
should all be rewarded?

“how situations occur to them”.
Furthermore, they illustrated that the
organisation’s “default future” - which
we as individuals just know in our bones,
will happen - will be made to happen.

They key to change is to create, in the
minds of an organisation’s staff, a new
vision of the future. Let’s refer to this as
an “invented future”. You then let them
decide between the old and the new
vision. If you have done the sales pitch
well, reminding them of all the carnage
from the current way, they will say,
“hell no!” Then you ask them: “Do you
vote for the status quo?”

In 1996, John Kotter proposed an
eight-stage process for creating major
change. These stages were outlined in
another article published by the Business
& Management Faculty, and are
strengthened by the inclusion of Zaffron
and Logan’s suggestions.

DEVELOP, ENGAGE AND TRUST
In my white paper, Winning Leadership -
a guide to the top, 1 stated my belief
that recognition is one of the most
important driving forces in performance.
But many companies, managers and
leaders act as if it must be given
sparingly, leading me to believe that
there is a tax on recognition.
Companies like McDonald’s have an
employee of the month award, which
indicates that only one person can
achieve recognition at a time. Surely, if
four staff members have succeeded
then they should all be rewarded?
Drucker advocated that it was a

leader’s duty to focus on what staff can
do well, and fit tasks around them rather
than criticise them for their weaknesses.
Capable managers spend time with each
member of their team to find out what
makes them tick, how they can best lead
them, and how they can serve them.

Jack Welch, former CEO at General
Electric (GE), and Tom Peters have
emphasised the need for the flattest
management structure possible. Welch
took about 10 direct reports, Peters up to
30. They both saw flatter structures
as a way to avoid the silo mentality of
large multinationals.

Drucker also believed a leader should
ensure there is an able pool of at least
three protégés to take over your position
when you move on. It is a sign of failure
when organisations need to seek leaders
from outside. That is why Toyota and GE
have always grown their own CEOs.

VALUING RESULTS, PEOPLE AND
WORK-LIFE BALANCE

Drucker was adamant that challenging,
achievable goals should be presented to
the team. He was, however, equally
adamant that they should not be used
to beat staff with.

Welch liked to set goals that were
beyond what had been seen as possible.
By raising the bar so high, staff and
management were forced to find
new routes to succeed, and often this
was achieved. He was also aware of the
dangers of setting targets and linking pay
to them. He agreed with other writers that
it was far better to view performance
retrospectively and compare achievements
against the market and other teams to
ascertain the extent of achievement
rather than a predetermined target.

Many senior managers and CEOs have
also made decisions that have put their
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staff, or themselves, at risk (for example,
presiding over a system where staff feel
pressured to work long hours and then
drive home). But great leaders - the ones
you want to work for - seem to make time
stand still. They somehow can smell the
roses, even when under pressure. They
can change the default future so we can
see an alternative and be motivated to
move in that direction. Insightful leaders
work hard when it is needed, thereby
seldom working for its own sake.

Management at Netflix and other
organisations are challenging the status
quo by offering staff as many holidays as
they need as long as they still deliver. It
should have always been about what you
deliver instead of the hours you work or
number of meetings you attend.

General wellbeing of staff, as well as
health and fitness, are core values that
good CEOs pursue vigorously while
others merely pay them lip service.
Several organisations have initiatives
promoting fitness, for example with free
step counters to encourage staff to walk
during the lunch break, and take stairs
instead of the lift.

ABANDONMENT AND INNOVATION
Drucker frequently used the word
abandonment, saying that deciding what
to abandon was the first step in a growth
policy and that companies should have a
“systematic policy” to remove “the
outgrown, the obsolete and the
unproductive”. He also said
abandonment is the key to innovation.

Accomplished leaders know when to
cut losses, admit they made an error of
judgement, sell parts of their business
and move on. The act of abandonment
gives a tremendous sense of relief to the
leader for it stops the past from haunting
the future. It takes courage and
conviction and is a skill to be cultivated.

Drucker saw innovation as being fed by
his principle of abandonment. The
freeing of resources can be allocated to
something new.

At GE, Welch wanted innovation to
be part of the culture. Workshops
called ‘WorkOuts’ were held. During
a ‘WorkOut’, groups discussed better
practices and would brainstorm
recommendations that would be given
a “yes” or “no” by the manager at the
end. Remaining recommendations had

FINISH WHATYOU START

Around the world there is a common
problem facing organisations. The
desire to start new projects is greater
than the desire to complete existing
ones. The net result is a growing list
of unfinished projects. Some ways
you can make a difference in this
area include:

Monitoring all late projects each
week and make it career-limiting
for project managers to be on the
‘late project list’ on a regular basis.

Having a projects-in-progress
summary and reviewing it at least
twice a month, ensuring the
projects are finished as quickly
as new ones are started.

Focusing on execution. Peter
Drucker said execution was always
the benchmark for evaluating a
leader. Clearly leaders need to be
able to say "yes"”, “no” or "“maybe”.
As Drucker illustrated, capable
leaders realise that a decision,
even if wrong, is often better

than no decision.

EATA FROG A DAY

Mark Twain once said that if you ate
a live frog first thing in the morning,
you knew that the rest of your day
would be better because the worst
is behind you.

We often dread a task because we
either hate it or think it's impossible.
When you wake up in the morning,
ask your subconscious: “What tasks
do | not want to do today?” Your
subconscious will not lie.

Swallowing your frog, or finishing
your most dreaded or important
assignments first, will give you a
productive boost and reduce the
number of items that you were
worrying about.
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a maximum 30-day gestation period
before a decision was made. This
technique forced decision-makers to try
their hand at innovation, allowing for
some failure in the knowledge that it
would be outweighed by success.

Furthermore, Welch understood that
new ventures needed to be managed
differently. He always had new ventures
reporting at least two levels up the chain,
and wherever possible, directly to him.
They were given the freedom and
support to develop.

USING YOUR MENTORS AND
SAFE HAVEN EFFECTIVELY

A mentor is normally someone older
and wiser who knows something about
what you are doing, like a retired CEO
for example.

Welch observed that it was rare to find
all your help in one mentor. It is far
better to find a series of mentors who
can help you with different decisions.
Leaders will have many soul-searching
moments during their careers. To cope
with the lows you need to have built a
safe haven for yourself - a place where
you can retreat and recover.

Leaders need to nurture close family
relationships and hobbies that offer
relaxation and enjoyment. Without a safe
haven, leaders will succumb to the sense
of failure that can permeate them when
all they have in their life is their business
and it has gone off the rails.

To the talented friend of mine
mentioned at the start, I say all these
skills are attainable with a solid
commitment, hunger for leadership
wisdom, and some timely guidance from
mentors collected along the way. @

David Parmenter is delivering an
e-lecture - Leadership in the Age of
Distraction - on 21 and 22 November.
For more information, please see
icaew.com/leadership18

David Parmenter,
expert in KPls, quarterly
rolling forecasting

and planning. He is an
international presenter
of workshops and the
author of four books
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