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LEADERSHIP IN THE NEW AMERICAN WORKPLACE

In the 1980s, most American workers were managed.  Few were led.  Americans didn’t work for leaders.  They worked (or more precisely, “put in their hours”) for managers.  As a result, American businesses were over-managed and under led.  Stable organizations can be managed.  Chaotic organizations must be led.  The difference between the 1970s/1980s leadership paradigm and that of the 1990s and beyond is not so much one of content as coverage.  A uniquely different style of leadership isn’t demanded.  What is demanded is more leaders.  Future organizations demand a heightened quantity of leadership, not just a heightened quality.

Accustomed to being “managed,” most Americans will find themselves being “led” in the new American workplace.  The change from management to leadership will reshape the work environment and the experiences of Americans at work.  And the increased demand for leaders versus managers will open exciting new opportunities for those Americans willing and able to develop and exercise leadership skills.

MANAGERS AND MANAGEMENT LEADERS
Leaders may be managers.  But management leadership is much broader than and uniquely different from managing.  Managers plan, organize, staff, direct and control.  Management leaders also do these things, but not exclusively, and when they do them, they do them in a different way and at a different level of purpose.  Leaders plan but their planning, rather than being pedestrian as it often is with managers, is more global in terms of setting the agenda for the future.  Leaders organize, but their staffing function involves identifying and developing talent rather than merely filling vacancies.  Manager leaders direct and control, but their direction tends more toward defining end purposes and their control leans more toward empowering people and holding them responsible for finding their own means to those ends.

Management leaders differ from managers in that they go far beyond the performance of management functions.  Typically, managers focus on operating their area of assigned responsibility for efficiency, cost containment, and compliance with delivery schedules.  Management leaders are also interested in these things, but they go beyond an interest in performance requirements (that, for managers, are usually dictated by others from above) to an interest in the effectiveness of their operation in meeting the larger needs of the organization within which they operate, or society as a whole.

Managers are largely internally focused.  They concentrate on mobilizing and deploying capital, labor, and technology to achieve desired purposes.  Management leaders do too, but their interest extends beyond their own operations.  Management leaders are “boundary managers.”  They focus on identifying and acquiring resource and constituent support for their “team’s” agenda.  In this respect, management leaders are much more involved in politics and selling than managers are.  Management leaders are adept at selling their ideas versus (or in addition to) selling products and services.  They are marketers of thoughts, feelings, and emotions, which they connect to concrete action.  Management leaders are politically adept.  They possess and exercise skills to resolve conflict and balance the interests of multiple constituencies to build consensus on both a vision of the future and concrete steps to achieve that vision.

Managers command and control.  Management leaders inspire and empower.  The manager’s authority is legitimized by his or her position title.  The management leader’s authority is legitimized by his or her vision and ability to communicate that vision to followers.  Managers seek stability, predictability, and to be in control.  Management leaders accept the world as fluid and constantly changing.  Their objective isn’t so much to manage or control change as to take advantage of it.  To management leaders, change provides opportunities, not problems.  They accept failure as one natural consequence of exploring the unknown.

Managers and management leaders think in different ways.  Managers are analytical and convergent.  Management leaders are intuitive and divergent.  Managers make decisions and solve problems for their employees.  Management leaders set a direction and then empower and enable followers to make their own decisions and solve their own problems.  Management leaders emphasize intangibles such as vision, values, motivation.  Managers think and act for the short term.  Management leaders think and act for the long term.  Managers accept organizational structure, policies, procedures, and methodology as they exist.  Management leaders constantly seek to find a better way.

WHAT IT IS LIKE TO WORK FOR A LEADER

Working for a management leader is quite different from working for a manager.  Management leaders behave differently and have different expectations.  Here are some of the qualities we can expect from management leaders:

Management Leaders Will Have a Vision:

Management leaders will have a vision of the future.  It is a dream and an ideal.  It’s nothing less than “changing the world.”  The management leader visualizes an ultimate purpose or mission for the organization that is so inspirational followers will voluntarily suspend rational judgment about the probability of success.  Management leaders visualize a larger reality and transmit that vision to others.  The new American workplace will need different types of management leaders with different levels of vision.  Small business units (the predominant organizational structure of the future) will require management leaders with broad vision.  But there will also be a need for management leaders at a different level--reporting to the business unit leader.  These lower-level management leaders (such as division managers and department heads) are interpreters of the grand vision and arbiters of values for their own units.  They “visualize” how their unit can contribute to realizing the company leader’s vision.

A vision is a powerful tool for mobilizing people to action.  Management leaders know that and use it.  It is not the goal, but the ultimate mission that kindles the imagination, motivating followers toward higher levels of achievement.  But what about the more mundane vision of a lower-or middle-level management leader--not the leader of a business unit itself?  The challenge of realizing a “less than grand” vision can motivate people to extraordinary effort.

The vision is key.  Vision, is the foundation of leadership.  Without a vision, one cannot be a management leader.  Where, then, does vision come from?  In the Charismatic Leader:  Behind the Mystique of Exceptional Leadership, Jay Conger suggests that “vision is very much an incremental process spurred on by past experiences, creative insights, opportunism, and serendipity.”  He identifies six stages of experiences or development that lead to the development of a vision and leadership:

1.
Early adulthood or early to mid-career interests such as Donald Burr’s child-hood love of airplanes or John De-Lorean’s early interest in the automotive industry.

2.
Early and broad exposure to a type of product/service or a particular industry that enables the future leader to detect shortcomings and emerging opportunities in his or her chosen field of interest.

3.
Exposure during his or her career to innovative ideas and/or tactics.

4.
Personal experiences that heightened the future leader’s sensitivity to constituent needs or market demands.

5.
A period of experimentation in which the future management leader is able to try out and refine his or her ideas.  Visions tend to be in constant evolution.  The leader may experiment with the initial ideas to test their possibilities and the receptivity of the organization and marketplace...”

6.
Seizing a market, resource or technological opportunity.  The key here is the future leader’s unique ability to take advantage of an emerging trend or need.

Conger notes that vision--the spark of leadership--derives from two sources.  First, the leader has the unique ability “to synthesize diverse information, weeding out the irrelevant and then conceptualizing it into a coherent picture,” and then the leader is willing to take the risk of taking action to realize his or her vision.

Management Leaders Will Be Able to Communicate Their Vision:

Having a vision is one thing.  Communicating that vision to others in a way that is exciting and compels followers to action is another.  Management leaders are great communicators.  In fact, communication may be a prerequisite skill for leadership.  Management leaders create a verbal picture of the future state they envision and demonstrate through stories and anecdotes how persistence, perseverance, cooperation, determination, commitment, etc. on behalf of followers can and will lead to the desired future state.  Leaders must therefore be adept at communication.  Conger notes, “the task of leadership... becomes a matter of infusing day-to-day work with a larger sense of purpose and intrinsic appeal.  To accomplish this, the leader must not only be able to sense meaningful opportunities in the environment but also to describe them in ways that maximize their significance.  Part of “visioning” is explaining.  The vision interprets the past and present and explains the future (or at least a version of the future).  John Gardner, in his book “On Leadership,” describes “explaining” and its purpose in this way:  “Explaining sounds too pedestrian to be on a list of leadership tasks, but every leader recognizes it.  People want to know what the problem is, why they are being asked to do certain things, why they face so many frustrations.  Thurman Arnold said, ‘Unhappy is a people that has run out of words to describe what is happening to them.’  Leaders find the words.”

The leader engages, excites and mesmerizes his or her audience.  How?  With stories, with common and easy-to-understand language, with repetition and rhythm in his or her pattern of speech, with direct and powerful words, and with expressive body language, all of which create the sense of a common enemy to be conquered or common values to be preserved and extended.  The management leader also communicates by matching his or her words with action.

The Management Leader Will Build Trust:

In addition to having and being able to communicate a lofty vision, the management leader will also have the capability to get his or her followers to trust in his or her ability to turn that vision into reality.  The management leader’s followers will act to accomplish the leader’s vision because they will believe the leader’s vision, with his or her guidance, is imminently attainable.  How does the leader build such trust?  First, the leader has or creates the illusion of a track record of success.  “You can believe in me because I have demonstrated I have the knowledge, skill, determination, etc. to see something like this through to a successful conclusion.  Not only does the leader have a history of success to imbue confidence, but he or she exudes confidence enhancing personal characteristics.  He or she is (or at least appears to be) smart, quick witted, knowledgeable, perceptive and talented.

Other ways management leaders build trust and faith in their abilities are:

(
Through self-confidence.  The management leader never seems to doubt his or her own capabilities or, for that matter, the capabilities of his or her “team” of followers.  “We can do it,” the leader says.  “I know we can.  I have no doubt.”

(
Through steadiness and predictability.  Followers know where the leader stands on those issues that are important.  He or she will, they know, respond to events in concert with the vision and known values.  Above all, he or she can be relied upon.

(
Through unconventional behavior.  The management leader is predictable, but he or she is also different.  He or she is noisy and expressive where others (mere managers) are quiet and reserved.  He or she is informal and reachable where others (traditional managers) are formal and closed to all but their peers.

(
By possessing and demonstrating (or appearing to possess and demonstrate) values, beliefs and aspirations in common with those he or she leads.  “We are alike.  I’m one of you.  I think like you think.  I want what you want.”

(
By a total personal commitment.  The leader demonstrates his or her total commitment to the “Cause.”  He or she will and does put personal reputation, financial security, and whatever else it takes “on the line” (or at least appears to do so).

The Management Leader Will Empower People and Hold Them Accountable for Performance.  He or She Will Manage Discovery:
The management leader of the future American business will trust his or her subordinates and reject the possibility that the organization can be successful as a result of command and control.  Obtaining employee commitment will be seen as the only option for securing success.  He or she will rely upon people at every level to do the right thing as they understand it.  If the people fail, the initial assumption of the management leader will be that perhaps he or she is at fault--not his or her employees.  “First,” he or she will say, “I must look to my own behavior--what I have said and done.  Then, and only then, will I look to the behavior of my employees.”

The management leader will expect uncompromising excellence in performance and assume that it can and must be achieved.  Excellence will be viewed as not an option, but a necessity.  To enable excellence, leaders of the future will search diligently for the best way to do things right the first time and will be devoted to training and coaching every employee in the details of performance.  In the past, the “One best way” was defined by engineers or professionals charged with that responsibility.  Employees weren’t expected or allowed to join in the search.  Management leaders will insist, through managing discovery, upon the organization finding and following “one best way,” but then the new leader will be equally insistent that employees be “empowered” to find a better way.

Managing discovery will be the chief motivational tool of management leaders and the primary way they get things done.  People feel empowered when they feel confident and in control.  The leader’s efforts at empowerment are varied, but all aimed at the same outcome--followers who have ever increasing faith in their own abilities.

Building confidence through winning.  The leader firmly believes in the philosophy that “winners win.”  “Small success by small success,” reasons the leader, “I will build their confidence in their own innate abilities to the point where they will finally believe they cannot just possibly or probably, but certainly meet and conquer any challenge no matter how imposing it might be.”

Makes performance (success) really matter.  The management leader is effusive with reinforcement.  Accomplishment, success, even improvement is lavishly praised and meaningfully recognized.  The praise is genuine--not fake.  It is earned, not given.  Management leaders are in touch with people.  Intuitively, they understand the psychological, social, spiritual, aesthetic, and physical needs most people in the culture hold.  Management leaders are not reluctant to utilize their understanding and sensitivity to these needs in order to redirect follower behavior in concert with the common good.

Making work fun.  The management leader occasionally does something totally outrageous to relieve the tension.  He or she believes in the irreverent sign on the wall, the silly memo, or the carefully timed and orchestrated “event” designed to reduce the stress.

Finally, and most importantly, the management leader coaches.  He or she doesn’t control, order, demand, or criticize.  The management leader “manages discovery” by asking people what they want to do--what they think they should do--to solve their own problems.  He or she doesn’t blame.  The leader corrects or, more precisely, guides the failed employee through a learning, discovery, experience.  “What did this teach you?”  or  “What did you discover from this experience?” the management leader says.

The management leader understands that, left on their own, people don’t necessarily like to solve problems.  Solving problems is hard work.  People naturally prefer to be critics.  It’s easier to criticize the decisions of others.  Being involved in determining solutions requires a commitment.  We have to “walk it like we talk it.”  The management leader knows how to facilitate an understanding of the problem, (U), an agreement to a solution, (A), and a commitment to action, (C).   (U+A=C)

On occasion, a leader may exercise authority.  Typically, the leader will coach and facilitate people in the hope and expectation that, with proper guidance and support, they will find ways to solve their own problems.  On occasion the leader will step in with a solution or, at least, specific direction--”Okay, now this is what we are going to do...”

Here is how one management leader described her management style:  “I make sure that my people have the training and resources they need.  We sit down and talk about what has to be done, the general direction we want to go in.  Then I pretty much give them free rein.  If they run into trouble, they can come back to me and we’ll renegotiate.”  Notice what she did.  She involved people.  She explained why change was necessary.  She asked for help and others’ ideas.  She made sure people were trained to respond in new ways.  She was courageous.  She took risks.  She was honest.  And, perhaps most importantly, she managed discovery.

THE PROBLEMS IN WORKING FOR A MANAGEMENT LEADER
Management leaders are human.  They make mistakes.  They have been known to dream things that can’t be or shouldn’t be.  Perhaps their vision is right, but they are trying to force into reality something neither the organization nor the market is yet prepared to accept.  Leaders are typically ahead of their times.  But they can also be too far ahead.

Management leader/follower relationships are inevitably emotional.  Being under the spell of a leader is like being under the influence of a powerful mood-altering drug.  The highs are great!  Followers feel energetic, confident, enthusiastic, and never more alive.  But like a drug-induced euphoria, eventually the leader-inspired high may come as a crushing blow to leader and followers alike who have invested so much of their lives into making the vision a reality.

Another problem in working for a management leader is the isolation that can occur.  The power of a unique, driven, “oh so different” team led by a strong personality may, and often does, alienate other people and groups.

A third problem in working for a management leader is that, at some point, it may become impossible for followers to convince the leader that he or she is wrong.  Leaders can become seduced by their own rhetoric and unwilling (even unable) to admit that their vision is flawed.

Finally, there is the problem of empowerment and its darker side.  To be empowered is to be given the opportunity to succeed, to grow, and to develop--to gain greater and greater confidence in one’s abilities.  Empowerment also entails being given the opportunity to fail.  The occasional failure of a team member is tolerated by the leader and by other team members.  Repeated failure isn’t.

And management leaders don’t like being taken off guard.  They maintain open lines of communication--anyone can come to them at any time--and they want their people to exercise initiative.  But they also want to be informed.  They don’t mind people going off in their own direction.  But they do mind when they are not told about it.

RECOGNIZING “GOOD” AND “BAD” LEADERS

In “On Leadership,” John Gardner suggests that we judge leaders in a framework of generally accepted American values. 

“Bad” Leaders:
(
Are cruel to their followers.

(
Encourage their followers to do immoral or illegal things.

(
Motivate with appeals to bigotry, hate, revenge, fear and/or superstitions.

(
Diminish their followers, rendering them dependent and childlike.

(
Destroy or diminish the processes established to protect freedom, justice, and/or human dignity.

(
Lust for power as an end in itself.

(
Uses propaganda to distort reality.

(
Betrays the trust others have in his or her judgment.

Morality acceptable management leader (How do you rate?):

(
Accepts, but isn’t hungry for, power (at least power is not the sole end).

(
Serves the common good in addition to that of special interests (including his or her own interest).

(
Manages discovery rather than coercion (in those rare instances where coercion is used, it is circumscribed by carefully designed and followed custom and procedure).

(
Is “first among equals” not just “first”.

(
Treats followers as ends in themselves, not as objects to be manipulated.

(
Fosters individual development; believes that there are great untapped reservoirs of energy, talent, creativity, capability in all people; seeks to release human possibilities for the common good.

(
Understands that the individual is dependent upon the group and the group is dependent upon the individual; seeks to balance the needs of the group and individual to the common benefit of both.

(
Respects and operates within the confines of law, custom, and traditional values.

(
Encourages individual initiative; pushes personal responsibility and involvement to the lowest levels.

John Gardner has noted two failures of followership we are all prey to:  “First, there are qualities such as apathy, passivity, cynicism, and habits of spectator-like non-involvement that invite the abuse of power by leaders.  Second, there is the inclination of followers in some circumstances to collaborate in their own deception.  Given the familiar fact that what people want and need often determines what they see and hear, the collaboration comes easily.  But a citizenry that wants to be lied to will have liars as leaders.”

WILL MANAGEMENT LEADERS BE FOUND OR MADE?
We can create the opportunity for more people to exhibit leadership qualities, and we can supplement natural and early ingrained talents with specific leadership skills.

Attributes or Personal Characteristics
Positive Self-Regard.  Management leaders have the capacity to recognize their strengths (and opportunities), nurture and develop their strengths, and discern and establish a link between their strengths and the organization’s needs.  Positive self-regard is also having positive feelings about others.

Optimism.  Management leaders are optimistic.  It is not that they reject the possibility of failure.  It is just that they don’t dwell on failure.  They expect to win.  And they expect others to win.  The management leader expects success.

Inquisitiveness.  Leaders are learners--lifelong learners.  They are interested in the past, present, and particularly the future.  Not only are management leaders learners, but they are quick learners and they enjoy learning.

Action Orientation.  Management leaders believe that through their action (their behavior) they can effect change.

Value Laden.  Management leaders have a clearly defined set of values.  They have firm notions about what is prudent and courageous; about the importance (or unimportance) of honesty, fairness, and civility; about what are (or should be) “desired end states”; and about the proper relationship between means and ends.

A Need to Achieve.  Management leaders are “driving people.”  They are obsessed, with doing something, accomplishing something, being something, and perhaps even proving something to themselves or others.  This “need to achieve” is so strong that leaders are willing to endure hardship, make personal sacrifices, and generally “do whatever it takes.”

Leadership Skills
Skills are different from attributes and most importantly, skills are “teachable.”  With proper training, most people can (and eventually will) learn the skills of management leadership.  But not everyone can develop the attributes of a leader.  Eight key leadership skills are:

Communication Skills.  By communication, we mean the ability to read, write, speak, and listen--to acquire and disseminate knowledge and ideas.  Management leaders need the skill to read rapidly with high comprehension; to write clearly; to speak persuasively; and to listen effectively.

Political Skills.  The political skills of negotiation, conflict resolution, and consensus building.

Motivation Skills.  The cognitive and behavioral approaches to motivations and how to put that knowledge to use to get people to change their behavior.

Change-Management Skills.  Management leaders are, if nothing else, change agents.  To be effective, they must understand the human response to change and have the skills to implement change in a way that overcomes predictable resistance.

Trust-Building Skills.  By expressing commitment, demonstrating self-confidence, sharing values, and demonstrating sensitivity, management leaders can learn the skills to foster trust.

Managing Discovery Skills.  Management Leaders empower through delegation, holding people responsible and accountable for performance, building teams and facilitating employee problem solving.

Visioning Skills.  Management leaders can learn how to visualize the future with their people.

Most of the training conducted to foster leadership in the late 1980s was either “awareness” training or “skills” training.  Awareness training programs focused on exposing managers to the need for leadership, providing some common leadership vocabulary, providing an opportunity for mangers to assess their own leadership “style” or “potential” (using one of various types of survey instruments), and, not infrequently, providing a “leadership-building”, “trust-building” experience.  The latter “touchy-feely” exercises garnered the companies providing such training considerable criticism from the press.

“Skills” trainers focused purely on behavior.  Identify the behaviors exhibited by leaders, they reasoned, teach people the skills necessary to behave the way leaders do, and you’ll create leaders (or you will at least make the normal manager behave in a more “leader-like” fashion).

Both the “awareness” approach and “skills” approach to management leadership training had their advocates.  However, what became evident in the late 1980s was that neither approach was sufficient to produce leaders, particularly if the training was “generic” and delivered out of the context in which the participants worked.

Leadership development comes with doing.  By applying the learned skills on the job, guided by a coach or mentor, will lead to the ongoing development of management leadership.  Mentors are friends, advisors, coaches, teachers, and exemplars.  Organizations in the future will make every effort to place a potential management leader with a leader/mentor within (or even outside) the company.  In effect, potential management leaders (and existing focused managers) will be expected to intern or apprentice with established leader role models.

As a constant learner the trained management leader will continue to fine tune his/her skills through study, doing, taking action, managing discovery and re-evaluating for continuous growth.
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