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FRESH ALTERNATIVE'

hen executives are asked to identify the

characteristics of leaders who are at the itop

of their game,i they note the following simi-
larities: the ability to create and hold a vision, yet uexible
enough to change course and adapt to changing condi-
tions; willingness to take risks with the companyis best
interest in mind; ability to make tough decisions without
worrying about political correctness or cultural norms;
belief in, support and development of their people; ability
to imanage upi not solely for personal advancement, but
to garner resources and gain accolades for their teamis
accomplishments, and the presence of dependability
and integrity, which earns them tremendous credibility.
While these are ideals most leaders strive for, sometimes
itis easier said than done. Hereis a checklist of simple
steps to help develop these characteristics and incorpo-
rate them into a game plan.
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The terms iuexibilityi and iadaptabilityi are much
bandied about in the literature on leadership & usu-
ally without practical information a leader can apply to
the workplace. Letis break them down into four steps,
which make up the grst four items on the checklist for
effective leaders:

1. Leave the comfort zone. No matter how good a
companyis strategic plan, internal changes, shift-
ing markets, rising competition, changing custom-
er needs and various supplier and resource con-
straints often necessitate sharp turns. In this
context, uexibility means looking for solutions to
problems in unusual places, both internal and
external. IBM, for example, reinvented itself after
hitting bottom by looking outside its niche. Now,
the company is not just making computers, but
has created two new businesses € a chip manufac-
turing division and a comprehensive consulting
practice.

2. Donit follow the obvious path. When the tried
and true does not work, seek out innovative ways
to lead differently and solve problems creatively.
Donit shy away from contrarian thinking. Look for
unique resources that have not been tapped, such
as hidden talents in the workforce. An employee
survey may reveal a range of skills and experi-
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ences in people that have been pigeon-holed in
their current positions.

3. Re-evaluate long-standing policies. Aim for
the unconventional; stay away from textbook
approaches. Standard operating procedures may
have worked 10 years ago, but not today. Encour-
age team members to recommend solutions and
create imaginative, out-of-the-box approaches.
Take their input seriously, and act on it.

4. Allow forward thinking, not cultural norms,
to drive decisions. Some leaders make vawed
decisions as they cave in to pressure from Wall
Street; others are afraid to follow a path that
may be unpopular. Truly effective leaders are
driven by what is best for the organization, even if
it means controversy. iltis never been done that
way beforei is a deadly attitude that defeats all
attempts at forward thinking.
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A leaderis job description usually calls for maintain-
ing a broad view of vision, mission and long-term strat-
egy. But when day-to-day gres burn, itis easy to become
trapped by the tactical at the expense of overall game
strategy. The next few items on the checklist are intend-
ed to help leaders take a step back for a better view.

5. Maintain a broad perspective of the game.
Perhaps the biggest mistake leaders can make is
to stop leading and instead tackle day-to-day tacti-
cal tasks just because they can perform them
better and faster than subordinates. Leaders who
are stuck in this inose-to-the-grindstonei mental-
ity are blind to market shifts, dried-up resources,
out-of-business vendors and burned-out
team members.

6. Adopt a game plan of consistent, clear
communication with subordinates. Often exec-
utives lock themselves in the ibunkeri and work
18 hours a day to isave the company,i unaware
that they have stopped communicating with team
members, peers, employees and customers. This
bunker mentality demoralizes staff, undercuts pro-
ductivity and cuts them off from job support that
results from sharing resources and networking.




7. Practice swift decision-making, and take
action based on clarity, not consensus.
Although teamwork is always benegcial, some exe-
cutives waste too much time on consensus build-
ing to gain agreement. Particularly in a crisis,
clarity is much more valuable than consensus.
When clarity is absent, team members will take
action based on assumptions and focus their
resources on the wrong outcomes.

8. Give credit where due. Many organizational
cultures support a fast-track method of climbing
the ladder that encourages executives to take all
the credit for a job well done. The result is a trail
of demoralized employees whose signigcant contri-
butions remain unacknowledged. More ievolvedi
organizations support executives who are open
and appreciative of their teamis collective know-
ledge and hard work.
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The leadership checklist provides some practical tips
for achieving short-term adaptability while maintaining
a broad view of the long term. A valuable tool in this
effort is emotional intelligence (El), the ability to effec-
tively express and manage oneis emotions and relation-
ships with others. Leaders who want to stay at the top of
their game can play smarter by practicing El. In Primal
Leadership (2002), Goleman et al. explored the role of
emotional intelligence in leadership and stressed the in-
terrelationships of the mood of the leader and the mood
of the team. For example, leaders who recognize the im-
pact their emotions have on others create a safe work
environment and view constructive criticism positively.
Their business decisions demonstrate empathy, which
contributes to greater employee satisfaction and lower
turnover. The more leaders understand themselves and
their employees, the more able they will be to lead their
teams toward the goal.
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When things go wrong, executives who are at the top
of their game have the presence of mind to say itime
out.i Rather than locking themselves in the bunker,
getting bogged down in old, unserviceable paradigms or
blaming team members, they take the time to step back
and reassess their situation. A fresh, dispassionate look
at the big picture makes it easier to identify the prob-
lem, see both sides of the game and develop a creative
plan of attack.
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Louise is a director-level manager of a large U.S.-
based utility company. When given the companyis
toughest assignments, the accolades she always
receives usually include the statement that she is
ihighly skilled and effective at getting the job done.i
In her new role, however, Louise is facing the tough-
est challenge of her career é leading an ad hoc team
to manage the largest company-wide change initia-
tive in the utilityis hundred-year history. To add fur-
ther complexity to the mix, she reports not only to
two senior executives, but to a team of seniors that
serves as a steering team for the program.

Although skilled in assessing, analyzing and tack-
ling tough problems, in this scenario, Louiseis true
colors are ablaze. Her team complains that she main-
tains a bunker mentality when the going gets tough,
hunkering down while igguring outi solutions. In
other words, she is working in a vacuum. Her com-
munications become increasingly sparse and less
frequent and when she emerges, itis with iboth guns
blazing,i as she sets out the solution of how she will
solve the problem.

Although her plan is usually an effective one, her
omission to include her team members in the good
news/bad news phase of planning and execution is
not only demoralizing to them, it is undermining the
congdence of her seniors in her real ability to lead.
While her nose-to-the-grindstone approach worked
well for solving smaller, less complex problems, at
this level the stakes are higher and it is no longer a
one-person show.

People such as Louise may need a coach to pull
them out of the dugout. Once that has been accom-
plished, avoiding a return to old habits may require
building a comprehensive structure that forces them
to keep communicating. Scheduling regular meetings
with team members is an easy @rst step in learning
to include others in planning and decision-making.
With some consistent coaching and practice, Louise
and others like her can learn to delegate with clarity
about expected results and will come to appreciate
the benegts of using the resources, knowledge, ex-
perience and skills of others. Without those benegts,
a leader will remain isolated and gnd it much more
difgcult to incorporate the uexibility and adaptability
needed to be at the top of his or her game.

is President/CEO of
Cornerstone Executive Development Group,
Inc., a global grm specializing in executive
coaching and related leadership develop-
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