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Windsor Castle leadership event
There are still a few places left for this year’s annual leadership consultation at Windsor Castle on 30-31 January. Email info@organisational-leadership for information.
Tidal wave engulfs Foreign Office
A year ago the Boxing Day tsunami hit south-east Asia. But the earthquake is still causing rumbles in Whitehall, revealing serious cracks beneath the mantle of leadership. Press reports of the National Audit Office inquiry into criticism of the role played by embassies in the immediate wake of the disaster include:

‘… laziness, incompetence, indifference … seemed to treat the affair as if it were a case of carelessly lost passports … while the survivors struggled to find food and water, the cocktail circuit continued … emergency hotlines were overwhelmed; emails went unopened … desperate victims and their families got a bureaucratic brush-off rather than a helping hand … the UK effort in Thailand had to rely on three volunteers – a doctor, a nurse and a retired counsellor.’

The criticism may be exaggerated and unfair, but Jack Straw’s apology to relatives implies a need for improvement in how well the service is being led and how it needs to change. With further diagnosis it could be fleshed out into a defined and agreed demand-pull need. This would capture and express the improved leadership practice that the Foreign Office needs to pull into itself in order to deliver specific change. This does more than merely target leadership on a particular and worthwhile application: it includes leadership working on itself. By that we mean how well the organisation works as a system to deliver improved organisation-wide leadership appropriate to its desired future.
Meanwhile, the Civil Service responds with a supply-push strategy. That is, it relies on improving the supply of more talented individual leaders. That is a generally worthwhile activity, but you cannot solve specific organisation needs with individual solutions. Previous issues of this newsletter have explained why.
So is the problem a lack of imagination? Yes, in as much as it’s a failure of leaders to imagine how different life for them would be if the status quo had to be sacrificed. In systems-thinking terms, at the top of the change pyramid there needs to be a super-leadership system that makes it clear to leaders that the status quo is untenable, and that they will be held accountable for delivering a change process that will have failed if it doesn’t challenge that.
Employer brand

The expensive catering dispute at British Airways is another reminder of an important leadership challenge. How do you persuade your employees, and prospective employees in the job market, that one’s company is a great place to work? How do you generate employee loyalty and sense of being a partner in a shared and worthwhile enterprise?

Companies that recognise a strong need to attract and retain the best people, and want them to remain loyal because the job’s more than ‘just a job’, give serious thought to what is now known as the employer brand. Richard Mosley and Simon Barrow, two directors of People in Business consultancy, have written the newly published book, The Employer Brand (Wiley, October 2005). The authors claim, “Management must increasingly be able to demonstrate to investors that it has the employment experience well planned, delivered and measured”.

We might add ‘maintained’ to that list. British Airways spent a fortune creating its employer brand in the mid-1980s using the much praised and widely imitated Putting People First campaign. Yet, here we are, with BA ground staff willing to go on unofficial strike in sympathy with staff in the company’s supplier of airline catering, Gate Gourmet, when they were in dispute with their own firm. Explanations for strikes are not always easy to pin down, and there were some Asian families with employees in both companies, thereby adding a further dimension of domestic sympathy. Nevertheless, the appearance is that BA has allowed the employer brand to slip back after a great deal of hard-won success in its turnaround glory days.
As we have pointed out before, entropy rules! Every set of conditions decays naturally and inexorably unless periodically rejuvenated. Our desks tell us that every day: mess collects and the time comes for a clean up, throw out, and a new action list. The employer brand is like that. Neglect it, and it will catch you in the tail. 
Emergent properties

At the annual Windsor Leadership Trust lecture in London, Sir Ian Blair, Commissioner for the Metropolitan Police and this year’s guest speaker, pointed out that leadership is about setting direction. This served as a reminder of Lord Marshall’s approach to turning around British Airways 20 years ago. The project would last many years, some senior executives would go and be replaced, circumstances would change, as would ideas. Initiatives would come and go, and he himself would move on, but the new direction of change would be consistent.

The popular jargon of today speaks of ‘emergent properties’. It’s no good having a fixed view of the problem and a belief that the job will be done when that problem has been solved. While working on it, the problem will redefine itself. Take Iraq. The US and UK political leaders thought they knew what the problem was and how and when it would be dealt with. Now what do we find? Al-Qaida (who were not part of the original problem in Iraq, even though it was hinted that they were) are now taking advantage of the situation created by the west’s ‘solution’ to the original problem. They have published a four-stage strategy for taking control of Iraq when the US troops leave, and then spreading armed conflict to neighbouring countries. Who says so? The US intelligence sources, who found a letter from Al-Qaida’s second-in-command. Thus the war in Iraq has these emergent properties. Leaders – and their public – need to take a dynamic view of problem solving, where the direction is clear, but the timings and actions respond to emerging circumstances.
The leaders seem to be taken by surprise when things turn out to be different. The followers take it as evidence that the leaders weren’t clear to start with. But in a sense that’s unfair and it’s the wrong charge to lay against the leaders. Emergent properties are just that – they have a habit of …. well, just emerging.
Transmitting leadership through the NHS
The NHS Service Delivery and Organisation(SDO) Research and Development Programme is inviting proposals from researchers to investigate, ‘How is leadership transmitted through health service organisations to effect service delivery?’ At last a thoughtfully worded question that is a serious organisational leadership one instead of the typical focus on the individual leader. The research will delve into what is going on in the organisation: how is leadership improving patient care.
So far so good. Then the SDO ruins their good work. Institutions submitting proposals must send 25 copies of a 35-page application form. They must provide the names and CVs of all the research assistants, give their pay and expected annual increments over the expected three-year period covered by the research programme. They must say what each of the assistants will be doing and how much time they will spend. Needless to say, this approach kills all scope for the research to address the emergent issues. It expects all the issues to be clearly identified before beginning and a full programme of research to be designed at the outset to address those assumed issues. 

Those submitting bids know that this is a game that they must play. They are willing to do so to get their hands on the £400,000 available. The SDO also knows that this is a game. Once the award is made, research assistants will come and go. But everyone will know that the right boxes were ticked and the public could be reassured that public funds wouldn’t be misspent. Such conspiracy in the supply chain is classic shadow-side organisation behaviour.
Where does this leave leadership? Management is about playing within the rules of the game set by others. Leadership is about spotting a silly game and challenging and changing the rules (see next example). Paradoxically, this exercise shows why the NHS needs leadership.

Raising the temperature
It’s usually wise to keep in the good books of those who hold the purse strings. In going public with its battle with the Higher Education Funding Council for England (Hefce), Warwick University broke the mould. They stood their ground in the face of unwanted advice. The university had received a long circular recommending the appropriate temperature for its buildings. The chairman of Warwick’s governing board saw red over the red tape. He told them where to shove their advice. Hefce backed off. But was the governing board showing leadership or being foolhardy?
Hefce has grown to the point where it needs to employ consultants to show where £60m of savings on bureaucracy can be made. One thing to recognise about instances of bureaucracy like this is that there is always someone’s job at the end of it. Circulars, such as the example given, can only come about because someone somewhere has it in his or her job description to develop such instructions. Take away the job and you take away their output. Let’s hope that this is what the consultants put their fingers on. They need to ask, ‘Who is the customer for this?’, ‘Is this service being pulled by the customer?’ and, ‘How does this service from the centre add value at the periphery?’ A centre will continue to grow to the point where it subtracts value, unless culled from time to time. It takes leadership – both as providers and users – to see this and to do something about it.
Keeping ideas in prison

On being re-elected as Chairman of the Prison Officers’ Association (POA), Colin Moses claimed that prison staff ‘… have an abundance of ideas on rehabilitation and reoffending, and how to make the system work better, but they are the last to be asked their opinions’. Given the reputation of the POA, you might expect – though not excuse – this position. But what about UK high-street stores such as W H Smith and Millets.

Ask a W H Smith branch if they have yet received a newly published magazine being advertised as available in their stores, and the manager will tell you that they don’t get told in advance what new magazines are to be stocked. They open each day’s bundle and put them on the shelf; they will usually notice if there is anything different. But they cannot tell you when a new magazine will arrive, or whether the particular store is one of those that will be selling the new magazine. They feel uncomfortable and squirm slightly with embarrassment when you ask.

Similarly, Millets. If they haven’t got your size in a particular outdoor boot, and you ask whether the missing size will be part of the next batch to arrive, they cannot tell you. ‘We just have to see what comes; we’re not asked or even told,’ they say.

The problem is widespread. Like the Hefce example, head office thinks it knows the needs, interests and capabilities of those in the front line. This is more than a mere (dis)empowerment issue; it’s a system design matter based on a progressive view of who is part of running a successful business. If head office excludes store managers, their negative feelings about their organisation ‘leak’ to customers.

President of the Exchequer
Courting favour with business at the annual CBI conference on 29 November, Gordon Brown, Chancellor of the Exchequer, sprung on his audience his decision to scrap the government’s requirements, published as recently as 22 March 2005 to be effective in April 2006, that companies must publish an Operating and Financial Review (OFR) as part of their annual report to shareholders. The intention had been that, in place of the traditional voluntary, rearward looking, financially oriented document, the OFR would be more strategic and forward looking. It would explain the business’s relationship with society and the environment. It was a step towards greater transparency and business accountability.
Notwithstanding that the new regulation, and its associated accounting standard, has take his colleagues at the Department of Trade and Industry seven years to develop, and the government has included the requirement in the current Companies Bill passing through Parliament, he announced that he had killed it. Brown carefully chose the media opportunity to show his staunch pro-business credentials. He may have miscalculated, given the angry backlash.
“The move represents an astonishing U-turn that contradicts the government’s own policy and the needs of business”, (Duncan Brown, Assistant Director General of the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development)

Brown’s act contradicts a commitment in the manifesto of the Make Poverty History campaign. In an open letter, 47 organisations have challenged the Chancellor’s decision. Under the Freedom of Information Act, Friends of the Earth have asked to see the relevant documentation on the consultations, considerations of evidence and process leading to the decision. What is absent in the responses, however, is an analysis of what this tells us about leadership and the use and abuse of power. Brown was putting on display his presidential tendencies and ambitions. 

Karl Popper, the famous philosopher, warned against the power of leaders. He believed that democracy was an institutional mechanism for deselecting leaders. He wanted leaders’ action inhibited; this was the role of followers, he claimed.
42 Commando

The latest Royal Marines scandal of naked initiation ceremonies, and how the ‘top brass’ should respond, brings to mind the following extract from the April 2005 Newsletter:

It is not the leader’s job to think of solutions. But it is the leader’s job to agree an overall minimum standard and to manage a means by which executives are held accountable … for how they propose to meet that standard by working with those directly involved. This is a model of leadership by pulling change upwards rather than pushing change downwards.

So what was the strategy of Lieutenant Colonel Ged Salzano, the officer in charge of 42 Commando? He announced that he had briefed his senior personnel earlier this year about zero tolerance of bullying and harassment. He said this policy is reflected in the unit's standing orders. So, he could claim that he was setting a standard, but then what? Strongly hierarchical organisations often think is enough. But without a process for change based on how the whole system operates, we have leadership by edict. It doesn’t work.
Without blinking, Salzano added that none of those involved had complained. What a surprise!
Means versus ends

The OD (organisation development) and MD (management development) approach to improving leadership take opposing views about means and ends. We can learn something from Transforming Your Authority [in the local government sense, not personal authority] published by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM). This argues for injecting organisation context into management development programmes. There is nothing new in this particular advice, and you can’t argue against it, but it’s not sufficient to qualify as OD. It can become a case of the tail wagging the dog: the organisation becomes the means by which development (the end) is made more effective. But development should be the means, and organisational transformation the end. Instead of asking, ‘How can the organisation improve leadership development?’ ask, ‘How can development improve the organisation?’. This not-so-subtle shift of mindset is both simple and profound. In your search for better leadership it takes you out of the classroom into the bowels of the organisation. This is explained in the following document.
Ten principles for improving leadership in organisations

Email if you would like a free electronic copy.

Fulsome knowledge
Under pressure to resign, Charles Kennedy, leader of the Liberal Democrats, claims to have received “fulsome endorsement” from his colleagues. [‘Fulsome: excessive or insincere, especially in an offensive or distasteful way.’ – The Collins English Dictionary, second edition.] Does Kennedy know? Or is he being ironic?
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