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There seems to be little substitute for exposure and experience in the field of leadership, yet such a fine line between being handcuffed to tradition and being free to new experiences...

In our work with many corporates and mid-size organisations, we have frequently been faced with the radical, yet subtle, difference between someone who has 10 years of experience and someone who has one year of experience 10 times over!

Our work in organisational design and people management, remuneration and employee satisfaction suggests possibly there is a need for more aggressive feedback to leaders and managers in organisations.  So here are a few rules of engagement we have learned.  Take it or leave it – your business, your people, your success...

Rule 1 – Make sure you have a sense of and a passion for where you want your business to go, what you want to achieve and how.  They say that if you don’t know where you are going, then any direction will do.  This is ok for Alice in Wonderland, but NOT OK for a business trying to make it in a tougher and crueller environment than many of us have remembered in our lifetimes!  And don’t give that oft heard crap about not yet ready to build a strategy because there isn’t yet enough information, or you are just waiting for....  Sanity Check! – there will never be enough information.  You need to go with what you got for now.  If it changes next year, then change next year!  What is complicated about this?  I’ve seen businesses fail because they were waiting for more information before working out their plan!  Good heavens, how dof!

Rule 2 – You can’t do it on your own.  You only think you can if you work harder and longer...and die earlier.  Truth be told, most founder leaders probably can do the job better, but I have more often seen that a new resource just doesn’t do it quite the same.  Any person with a particular skill or profession has learned individual ways to make it work for him.  Different is not necessarily worse, or if it is, it is not necessarily less satisfactory to the client.  Possibly the greatest skills of a leader is the ability to let go, and to place trust in those you have brought around you, to do their best and do right for you.

Rule 3 - People operate the way they are inducted – If you as leader retain the power and the authority and micro-manage your manager, soon you will be proven to have been right, insofar as the manager will no longer do or even attempt to do a manager’s work.  He won’t even complain any more.  See how clever you are – see why it was important for you to have retained the power in the first place? – Idiot!  He’s learned from the best...  And you’ve destroyed a potentially great resource.  No different to letting an untrained domestic employee loose on the Kirby, and then using the example to prove the quality of domestic staff...

4 – You don’t have all the answers – and pretending that you do is the first tear in the fabric of your team.  This is precisely why you employ or contract people around you.  Your job is to provide energy, vision and belonging, theirs to do the work.  The traditional view of manager as the one who gets there because he has more knowledge of the business and more technical experience than the rest, has long been rooted out as the myth that it is.  New Leaders in organisations brandish proudly the idea that the people in the team are really the ones who can answer, and give them the recognition for that knowledge, and embrace the threat that truth may place on their own tenure.  I’ve not once in my 25 years in the field experienced a job loss of a great manager who isn’t the most knowledgeable – I have all too often been called to assist to remove great technicians who some idiotic dinosaur put into management!  Everyone loses when managers become defensive of their knowledge.  If any confusion see rule 2!

5 – Tight control is not good leadership.  It may help in supervision, but you cannot run your business on sustained tight control over people.  I have learned one important lesson from the debacles in employee relations:  Treat your people with awe and humility, and your systems with controls.  In fact, let your people manage the systems, while you manage the people – in other words do not micro-manage a manager.  This stops him or her from being a manager.  People will inevitably behave as they have been trained to behave by their boss!  You want accountability from them?  Give them authority.  And you know what – when they still stuff it up, protect them from the client, jump in to help save the relationship, check that they’ve learned from the experience, and make them fix it.  There is no quicker way to destroy potential and energy than to make him feel as though he does not have what it takes.

6 – Those of you who still believe that developing people only makes them pickings for your competition need read no further.  You should rather carry on as you are and continue to bemoan the poverty of skills and commitment in your staff.  You have it now and you’ll have it next year, so just get used to it and stop boring us with your cynicism!  Developing people makes them mobile – yes.  Developing people makes them attractive to the market – yes.  Developing people makes them expect more from the employment relationship – yes.  But if you honestly believe that the way to prevent loss of staff is by suppressing their potential, by keeping them less skilled than other employers would want, you must surely have left your Ritilin at the Clinic.  But have no fear, you’ll be back there...

So what do we reflect in these irreverent lines?

· As your business grows, your success lies not in your craftsmanship, but in your mentorship.

· Along with care and mentorship comes information.  People are at their most vulnerable when they don’t know.  Bad news is easier to handle than no news, or worse, suspicion.

· As your business grows, you have to let go of the doing – watch and advise, plan and direct.  Let the workers work.  Stick to what you are good at – and it is NOT the whole business!

· Protecting your people, letting them feel directly your care, is probably the single most important step in retaining good people.  Failing to train, expose, develop, is probably your worst mistake.  Their capacity to leave is balanced by their recognition of unconditional acceptance and worth.  If you believe they will leave once trained, then your problems lie a lot deeper than in the issue of skills.

Michael Jarvis is an Associate with KeyPoint Consulting, based in Port Elizabeth.

For further abuse, he can be contacted at Michael@keypointconsulting.co.za
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