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Funding the shadow side

The July issue of this newsletter contained a tragic example of a leader’s mindset when faced with institutional failure – namely, the temptation and instinct to use skill and energy to defend one’s reputation and that of the institution, rather than listen to critics and implement reform. The defensive response is probably not a conscious and carefully weighed choice. It is not rational, and it perpetuates the organisation’s dominant shadow side.
Zenna Atkins, lively chair of Portsmouth City Teaching Primary Care Trust, points to another popular example of institutionalised, non-rational, shadow-side behaviour:

‘The NHS, she [Zenna Atkins] found, ran its finances like a game. The tactics involved inflating the budget to make everything as expensive as possible. “You run to the end of the financial year over budget on everything because that is the way you get more money for the following year. The thinking is that they can’t let you go bust. This game is crippling the NHS. There is a view that you are letting your local population down if you break even.” ‘(‘Keeping faith with trust’, The Guardian, October 13, 2004)
Chief executives and their managers aim to win a game defined by counter-productive rules. The alternative? Challenging the rules to make them serve the long-term needs of the business and its stakeholders. Actually, playing the currently defined game is management. Questioning the rules takes leadership – requiring courage, patience and resilience when faced with short-term setbacks.
Those financial rules exist because of the psychological needs of those at the centre to exercise control over those at the local level who the former believe they cannot trust to behave responsibly. After all, they play these games, so there’s no shortage of evidence. As the feminist Gloria Steinem would say, the organisation has chosen hierarchy over self-authority. But the only long-term answer is to let go, reduce hierarchy and minimise head offices. Make people responsible for their own finances and they are more likely to behave responsibly.
To read more about the organisation’s shadow side, click on www.organisational-leadership.com/shadowside_audit.cfm.

On cabbages and kings
While in shadow-side mode, and worthy of Lewis Carroll, bizarre attempts by a couple of Bank of Scotland managers to motivate staff using vegetables as insults recently landed the managers in their own mess of potage. In order to prompt improved individual performance, managers placed cabbages and cauliflowers on the desks of staff, in full public view. This proved humiliating to some staff and embarrassing for customers too. The idea was that to be able to remove the offending vegetable [with apologies to vegetarians for whom such vegetables may be an object of beauty and be viewed as a bonus] the staff had to open a new customer bank account. When successful, the staff member could then pass the offending vegetable onto a colleague (a practice clearly guaranteed to improve staff-staff relationships as well as manager-staff ones!).

The public has become used to regarding the banking sector as customer-unfriendly. The incidents described add information about the internal culture and values. Not least is the fact that the staff felt sufficiently disempowered or fearful to be able to throw the vegetables in the waste bin. 

No doubt the managers had been taught that successful business performance was the sum of individual performance. It is this flawed thinking that leads to the misguided design of incentives at the expense of more powerful factors in the wider system of workers’ internal environment.
Following complaints by the union, the managers in question were subsequently reprimanded for their ‘serious error of judgement’. We are not told whether they had to suffer the indignity of having a vegetable on their own desk. Perhaps a little gardening leave is in order … cultivating common sense and respect.

England 0, Northern Ireland 1 – the winner is Entropy
The England football team’s shock defeat in early September brought scorn on the head of the manager, Sven-Göran Eriksson. After four and a half years in the job, he is now having to solve problems resulting from his own tenure.

As with most things in life, entropy – the natural process of decay – afflicts leadership too. You can’t remain at the top forever. Leadership follows a cycle: it builds, reaches a peak, and then enters a period of decline – unless rejuvenated. That injection usually has to come from elsewhere.

The inevitable switch from being part of the solution to being part of the problem eventually comes to haunt most leaders who hang on past the time when they should be looking for a new creative challenge, and their organisation should be looking to inject fresh leadership ideas. 

You can hardly blame individual leaders for hanging on. It’s usually more comfortable than the alternative. Their terms usually provide a psychological – as well as contractual – incentive to remain. This is an organisational leadership issue more than an individual one. If the organisation is to get the leadership it needs, it has to think hard about the ideal tenure for its top managers. Failure to do so usually ends in tears.

Transformational leadership

A reader has drawn my attention to a helpful exposition of transformational leadership. The article, titled ‘The Influence of the Transformational Leader’ by Bruce A Tucker and Robert F Russell, appears in the Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies (Spring 2004, Vol. 10, Issue 4; pp. 103-112). It does an excellent job of pulling together the field of research.
So what? How can we capitalise on these descriptions? What can individual managers do with such material? Does it help them become transformational leaders? More importantly, what can organisations do with the research? Can it make them better led?

The authors argue that "Aspiring individuals should seek to learn the skills necessary to become transformational leaders." This makes transformational leadership sound easy, available to anyone, and well capable of development. In reality, the ability to develop oneself to the extent suggested is limited. When it comes to using it, organisations don’t relish being transformed.

Part of the trouble is that such analyses are rarified – pure, abstract, generic and removed from any real workplace that one could easily recognise. In reality, leadership is a complicated and messy practice. The authors also paint a picture of ideal leadership definitions coming first and then fitting individuals into that framework second, rather than beginning with the richness, diversity and contexts of individuals struggling with real leadership dilemmas.

This reminds one of Edgar Schein's classic HBR article (many years ago) admitting that his approach to process consultation was, in hindsight, misguided. He had mistakenly separated his process interventions from the real work-related tasks of real people. He had thought he could help managers see and learn the importance of process in their discussions. They couldn't, wouldn't and perhaps shouldn't. Paraphrasing, they had a job to do, and that was their task. Their ability to learn and apply improved process was subordinate and integrated with that. Moreover, the consultant would not be welcome unless he recognised and admitted that truth and actually helped them with their task first.

Such facilitators neglect what Gestalt psychologists call the field. They separate out one variable (such as leadership) as though it can exist in isolation of others. It can't. ‘The field perspective acknowledges the indivisibility of the individual and the environment, and the constant interdependence of the two’ (references available). The ability to be a transformational leader is dependent on many other contextual factors. These include the followers, their willingness, people's reputation, the reputation of previous leaders, those in an advising capacity such as HR, the culture, particular current challenges, the wish and readiness to be transformed, etc. 
Fiona Coffey and Simon Cavicchia hit the nail on the head in their brutally self-revealing article ‘Gestalt in an Information Technology Organisation: A Case Study’ in the British Gestalt Journal, 2005, Vol. 14, No. 2, pp 15-25). On neglecting the field, the authors point out that:

“Traditional 360 degree feedback methods, alongside many other quasi-scientific people management processes, imply that we can lift an objective, expert opinion from the messiness of human experience. Many consultants are repositories of these fantasies, and plenty collude with them.”

There is a second leadership point to make about the field: this should be where leadership puts its energy. Using the fishtank analogy, improve the fishes’ environment, and they will be better able to look after themselves. This is especially true if you want the fish to be leaders in their own right. Take a look at the field that surrounds leadership being carried out – or not – in real situations. This calls for OD (organisation development) techniques.

Most consultants, facilitators, developers and coaches take the individual development route because they get easier access to people who want to learn. Many then ring fence development in order to simplify the teaching of leadership. Their organisation clients hope and think this will have the desired outcome. By comparison, OD practitioners have greater difficulty getting access in organisations to what they need to examine. OD also threatens to change things. That, of course, is the whole point. Organisations don't have to change themselves as a result of individuals being developed – a lesson recognised by the Government in its local government sector OD resources for Transforming Your Authority.
If you’re not dyslexic, read this!
Is leadership about providing people with support when they feel they need it, however unreasonable? Or is it to confront them with the truth, however unpalatable? This dilemma currently faces those professionally involved with the reading condition known as dyslexia. 
The world of dyslexia is being turned upside down. More research has confirmed what scientists have long known: that dyslexia is something of a myth. Some children struggle to learn to read, independently of their intelligence. We now know what is going on in the brain. We also know how to remedy the problem via teaching methods. But unless such children are officially labelled as dyslexic, they can’t gain access to special help. Hence the importance of the badge and the growth of the myth. It now appears that dyslexia is not a special category or subset of reading difficulty: either all children with reading difficulty are dyslexic or none of them is. 
The leadership challenge occurs at several levels. Someone has to tell the teachers. They get very angry – not least because someone has to tell the parents – who also get very angry. They lose their passport to special provision. The Dyslexia Institute is aware of the problem, but they too have to face the fact they are in the business of providing a reassuring service to parents, who, paradoxically, seek reassurance that their child is dyslexic (and not thick). But organisations don’t easily volunteer to shut up shop. Instead of ‘what’s the agenda for the next meeting?’, it’s ‘this is our final meeting’. The Government’s Department of Education and Skills is also faced with conveying an unpopular message.
Of local education authorities, only Cumbria has wholeheartedly picked up the gauntlet, followed more tentatively by North Yorkshire. Yet, it’s not that difficult. You provide extra support to all children with reading difficulty, using the newly proven remedial methods. To do this you remove the resources that test whether a child with reading difficulties has dyslexia. The scientists are incredulous that this isn’t happening. They pore ever more effort into proving their results, while bemoaning the fact that, like the proverbial oil tanker, it is taking so long to turn things around at local level.
Perhaps resistance to implementation should be the focus of research: why does it take so long for leaders to do the obvious? But, then, look no further than New Orleans. Find those still alive or remove the floating cadavers? False either/or thinking? Leadership is messy. When you’re up to your eyeballs in alligators, it is difficult to remember that you’re trying to clear the swamp – as the saying goes.
Where is the problem? Think before you act.
It seems obvious to define the problem correctly before deciding on the solution. Yet where there is a ‘bias for action’ there is pressure to rush towards strategy, marshal resources and garner support. But dangerous and counter-productive action and trouble stems from a hastily assumed and potentially erroneous diagnosis.

Compulsory voting in general elections is being touted as a solution to low turnout of voters. Where does this ‘solution’ imply the problem is? Answer – with the people. But the problem is not with the people. It is with the system of politics and the politicians. Wrong diagnosis. Wrong target. 

British Gas has instructed its call-centre staff on what constitutes good performance. Failure to comply could lead to disciplinary action. Included in the list is not to offer customers the option of payment by direct debit because it costs the company too much to administer the transfer. Is the problem with the people (i.e. the call centre staff)? No, it’s with the system (policies, structures, culture, processes, etc.). Wrong diagnosis. Wrong target.

More controversially, following the 9/11 attacks, the American government called terrorism centrally directed and inter-national, motivated by hatred of the West. It was ‘waging a war’ against the West, so the West must go to war against it. But if instead, William Pfaff advises, you conclude that ‘Islamic terrorism is a politicosocial phenomenon among apparently self-motivated individuals and small groups of volunteers in a loose international movement of religious revival and radicalism that offers alienated young Muslims an explanation for the unsettling forces at work in their lives’, you would come up with a different response. … (abridged from ‘A monster of our own making’, The Observer, 21 August 2005)
The lesson: take time to undertake a thorough diagnosis of your organisation’s needs and dynamics before opting for employee-centred solutions. Especially for leadership development. Be sure you know what’s going on, and what you need to change. See The Organisational Leadership Audit tool on the website for how this diagnosis can be done.

Hopeful leadership

Leadership is said to be strongly linked with hope. America’s influential feminist, Gloria Steinem, lists her hopes for the future of our fragile ‘Spaceship Earth’. Her list (abbreviated here) includes:

I hope we learn that whatever is done to children, they are likely to do to society. If we can raise even one generation of children without violence, we have no idea what might be possible.
I hope that spirituality overwhelms religion … spirituality links, religion ranks. Spirituality sees God in all living things; religion rations God to some more than others.

I hope we choose self-authority over hierarchy … because the purpose of the latter is to undermine the former.

I hope that we learn that the end doesn’t justify the means. On the contrary, the means create the ends.

I hope that men break out of the masculine prison that: a) justifies males dominating females, b) separates men from the full circle of their human qualities, and c) cons the many men at the bottom into endangering their lives to protect the few men at the top.
(‘I’m a hopeaholic’, The Guardian, 13 September 2005)

What are your own hopes, those of the people you lead who depend on you, and the hopes of your organisation’s leaders?
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