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Don't Rely on Captain America

If the economic and social turmoil of the past year has taught us anything, it is that humans will
always look for certainty in an uncertain world. In times of chaos, we seek people who will lead us
through it and show little mercy to those who falter or fail.

Business is no different. We place enormous significance on the value of leadership. A great leader
brings out the best in people and enables an organisation to scale the next performance peak. They do
this by connecting people with purpose, to drive performance and create value.

In this article, we look at how some of our clients have used leadership theory and practical nouse to
meet the super-human challenges of everyday leadership.

From our recruitment work, it’s clear that people join a
company but leave a manager. Irrespective of the wider
brand and employer values, if someone’s everyday
working life is disillusioning, they won’t perform at their
best. This quickly becomes crystal clear to your
customers, however well you spin your brand.

The best organisations know that performance comes
from leading people, rather than managing tasks. When
people are led well, they engage with each other and
the organisation, experiencing the rewards of bringing
the brand to life for customers every time.

Success and performance are built on leaders
understanding what customers value and aligning all
their people’s efforts towards this. Our clients are
making this powerful link between employee
engagement, brand value and talent.

Our clients are making the
powerful link between
employee engagement, brand
value and talent.

This is great in theory but real life events have a habit of
overtaking even the best plans. In the last year, some of
the world’s biggest brands have been stunned by events
that few could have foreseen — News International by
the phone hacking scandal, international banks by the
sovereign debt crisis and numerous businesses across
England by the August riots. Leaders were catapulted
into the thick of it and reacted with varying degrees of
success. But none of them could have planned for what
lay ahead.

In fact, our expectations of leaders have become so high
that it’s difficult to see why anyone would want to be
one. The truth is that there are many demands at play:

generation Y, who have particular ideas about their
careers (a clear career path, regular promotions and
pay rises, and a strong work/life balance) and what
their leaders should be (approachable, respectful,
unambiguous and, preferably, infallible);

delivery above and beyond purely financial targets,
embracing social responsibility, corporate culture,
stakeholder needs and employer values;

the 24 hour news cycle and explosion of social
media, where everything a leader says and does is
monitored and instantly reported;



Don’t Rely on Captain America

a defensive drift towards top-down risk
management, regulation and scrutiny, which can
switch people off; and

a culture of market driven short-termism and
disposability — if you don’t do a good job, and
quickly, you're out.

You can hand someone a green
lantern but it won’t make them
a great leader.

Meeting these demands is far easier said than done.
There is no silver bullet. Leadership above all is about
context and what works for one organisation almost
certainly won'’t work for the next. That's because every
business is different, every market is different and every
one of us is different.

Too many organisations take what we call the
‘superhero’ approach to talent development - select a
candidate, inject them with their particular blend of
leadership serum and expect a fully-formed Captain
America to pop out. Sadly, life doesn’t work like that.
You can hand someone a green lantern but it won’t
make them a great leader.

This is why we agree with Ulrich and Smallwood who
say that great leadership development starts with an
explicit understanding of why leadership matters. This
means getting clear about the outcomes of good
leadership in a specific organisation or at a particular
point in time. Together with nailing the basics of what
every leader needs to know, do and be, these form the
crucial foundations for the less tangible work of
individual and organisational development.

This year, we've helped clients as diverse as eBay, UK
Asset Resolution and the Commercial Bank of Qatar
become crystal clear about what they need from their
people.

We've established that different organisations, people
and situations need their own type and style of
leadership. So far, so unhelpful. This is why we use a
framework of leaders’ fundamental characteristics, to
give individuals a clear fix on their own capacities and
style. It’s through this self-awareness that great
leadership begins to grow.

We focus on three domains of leadership:

Personal - motivation, judgement and the ability to
manage and develop yourself.

Relational - how relationships are formed, managed
and harnessed to drive performance.

Organisational - the capacity to develop commercial
growth opportunities, manage politics and make
useful things happen across the organisation, at
pace.

Great leadership development
starts with an explicit
understanding of why leadership
matters, and nailing the basics
of what every leader needs to
know.
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Development

areys to hone

Personal risks
to mitigate

Natural and honed strengths

Our starting point is to help potential and growing
leaders to understand their strengths and skills in these
areas, and to build them into the concrete foundations —
the unique requirements of their organisation and role.
We believe in helping individuals pinpoint their
signature strengths - those that will define their
leadership style and hold the key to their success. We
also see the power of honing competencies which don’t
come naturally, but can be developed to support the
signature strengths.

Vanquishing the dark side

The ability to recognise and manage your limitations is a
strength in itself and a crucial one for leaders. We work
with people to explore the darker side of their
leadership profile and find ways to manage its impact.
These may be character traits which serve them well in
particular career stages or situations but can also hold
them back: a need for control, a highly individual streak
or a desire to always live up to others’ expectations.
These needs can eventually show up as flaws and are
often the flipside of an individual’s signature strengths.
Getting to grips with them liberates leaders to give their
best.

Joining the dots

Just as great organisations develop their own brand of
leadership, so do good leaders. The most powerful work
a business can do is to enable each individual to
understand their unique leadership profile and get

excited about how these characteristics fit into the
overall picture. Joining the dots between your capacity
to contribute and what the organisation wants and
needs is crucial to achieving your potential as a leader
and to making a substantial contribution. Creating
opportunities for people to do this is the beating heart
of leadership development.

White water work...

This is why leadership skills can be picked up in the
classroom, but must be honed by experience. Learning
the theory helps people understand what might work
and acquire useful concepts, but there is no substitute
for practical experience in the maelstrom of day-to-day
work.

The best leaders are developed in both environments: in
the rapids and on the riverbank; on the field and from
the stands. Leadership is learnt through immersion and
reflection, through real play rather than role play.

\

Dr Mark Jenner, visiting lecturer at
the University of Middlesex, describes
this as ‘white-water leadership”. In
practice, leaders are under pressure
to make the right decisions for each
moment quickly, in the turmoil of a
constantly changing organisational
and economic environment. While

this is inevitably an essential role of a
leader, it is equally important to take

a view from the relative calm of the
riverbank, where longer-term and
more reflective choices can be made
with the benefit of a wider
perspective and a clearer head.
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This year we've seen a surge in demand for Skills Labs,
which focus on a critical area of competence such as
managing performance. They blend short, sharp skills
inputs with opportunities to practice and experiment,
plus chances to reflect, share experiences and hone new
ways of working. We've designed and led programmes
for organisations with real growth ambitions, like the
London Stock Exchange and eBay. While we designed
these programmes with emerging leaders in mind,
they’ve proved powerful at all levels of the organisation
in driving a step change in a specific area of
performance.

We've also designed and led leadership development
programmes in organisations which are making major
changes, and put the challenges of that transition at the
heart of the design. In organisations like the Financial
Services Authority, we're helping to forge direct links
between their strategic imperatives and the approach
and capability of their executives.

We've also seen burgeoning demand for transition
coaching for individuals and groups, which blends
practical skills transfer with reflective learning as people
get off to a flying start in new roles at organisations
including BP and Sony.

Growing leaders is a long-term commitment. You don'’t
need to find super-heroes but you do need faith and
perseverance. This means maintaining the investment in
people when financial pressures make short-term,
expedient decisions tempting. Clients like Laing
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O’Rourke stand out because their leadership initiatives
are plumbed directly into strategy and customer
imperatives and are here today and tomorrow,
especially in tough times.

Laing O’Rourke’s commitment to a long-
term and joined-up leadership
development is paying off in tough times
for the construction sector. Their Young
Guns programme, which has run at three
levels for almost ten years, delivers a
strong pipeline of home-grown leaders
who enable the business to respond to
current challenges and reshape it for the
future.

The trick is to recognise what your customers value and
what your organisation really needs to give it the edge,
and to develop leaders with that in mind. It is only by
fully understanding the realities around them that
potential leaders can hone their skills, strengths and
relationships and establish the conditions for the best
possible performance.

We're seeing some organisations and individuals adapt
to changing horizons with courage, flexibility and an
indefatigable search for the upside — the true corporate
super-powers. We're intrigued by how these qualities
come about and are sustained through tough times.
Together they form a growth mentality and we predict
that when economics conditions pick up, people and
organisations in possession of them will roar off the
starting blocks. Will that be you?



