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INTRODUCTION

There are almost 520 million Google search hits for the word ‘leader’, including news stories, features, research, advice, courses, activities, jokes and books. This doesn’t include the variations of ‘lead’, ‘leading’ and ‘leadership’, so this very big number could actually be even bigger. This is unsurprising because people are curious about leaders. The average person wants to know if anyone can be a leader or is leadership for a select few? They also want answers to these questions: What creates leadership success? How should leaders behave? Would I be accepted as a leader?

People are drawn to the topic because instant communication makes it so easy to follow famous leaders’ activities and watch them in the news. What these leaders do, say and think is everywhere – whether on the Internet or on television – and their behaviour makes many people wonder whether they could do a whole lot better themselves. Consciously or unconsciously, people measure and compare modern leaders against one another as well as against leaders from the past.

Indirectly, this produces a modern popular idea of the ideal leader. This is fed by the craze for celebrity, where famous figures from reality television go on to assume leadership roles elsewhere, and their success makes the idea even more fascinating. This is a positive trend, because people identify with their idols and wonder how they can become leaders as well. This is a good question and one that everyone should ask.

This is because leadership is open to anyone willing to step up and take responsibility on the day and deliver what is needed. But anyone who has ever been a leader knows that it’s more hard work than glamour – more like being the last one standing on a sinking ship than posing under Klieg lights on a red carpet. Leadership is a rewarding job but the hardest undertaking there is.

Even when events go in a leader’s favour, with every decision a winner and every plan a success, it’s only a matter of time until there’s an inevitable downturn. Then it becomes the leader’s task to make sense of the chaos without ever having the money, people or information to do the job properly. When things go sour, the leader is the only one who has to keep going – always with the belief that there will be a happy ending, or at least presenting a show of this belief.

Others can moan about their misfortune and say ‘Why me?’ but a leader can’t even entertain that thought. That’s a part of the job, but when things come right again, there’s also a feeling of quiet satisfaction that is like nothing else.

Leadership offers a chance to take responsibility, to stretch and become bigger and better. It forces a person to ‘think big and broad’ in order to ensure that their choices serve a bigger and broader situation. The leader’s task is to develop and maintain the security of those being led. It’s not about what the leader can get from the job or the glamour of being the centre of attention. It’s about the relationship that develops between the leader and the people being led. Successful leadership will always be measured by the strength of that relationship.

Leaders and followers create a two-way street, with mutual gain for both when the relationship goes well. Together, they create a virtuous circle. The leader’s part is to organize the necessary resources in order to support everyone working together. In turn, those being led are productive and get the work done. This supports the leader’s original efforts.

The process is repeated as mutual support continues. The circle breaks only if one side or the other forgets that they work together and should be mutually supportive, and that they depend on each other for mutual success. Business leaders who recognize that they work for and with employees create a positive work environment. Employees who respond to this feel empowered and in turn empower their leaders.

This is called employee engagement and it works like cogs getting into gear. As boss and workers click, there’s an understanding of business goals at every level of the organization. People feel their everyday actions are connected to achieving those goals. Employees have a positive attitude towards their work and show this by making suggestions, sharing new ideas, and behaving in a supportive way towards one another. There is a sense of commitment among the workforce and a desire to do a good job. This may sound idealistic, but numerous studies show that smart business leaders are committed to developing an engaged workforce. Decisions are taken at board level to work within guidance from government-backed programmes such as Investors in People to ensure that they get workforce relationships right.

In 2003 Gallup produced a study that included 1.4 million employees across 192 organizations in 49 industries and 34 countries. Gallup found that organizations with a critical mass of engaged employees significantly outperformed their competition, with 22 per cent greater profitability and 21 per cent greater productivity between the top and bottom sections of the organizations that were measured.

This means that an empowering leadership style makes a difference to both profit and productivity. In short, when leaders engage their employees’ commitment, the business makes more money at less cost. There are many other studies going back to the twentieth century, all saying the same thing and providing a model for leaders to follow. This emphasizes the leadership skills that show employees respect and also encourage them to grow and develop.

This book of 50 secrets offers tips for becoming this kind of leader – one who listens, speaks well, makes smart decisions, is clever at solving problems, has authority, gets and gives respect, wants personal growth, actively works and co-operates with others, and much more. Its purpose is to advise leaders who want to inspire other people to grow while they maintain their own enthusiasm, happiness and joie de vivre.

None of this is easy: the training necessary to become a good leader is ongoing and takes a lifetime. Becoming a great leader is even harder, but it is well worth the effort because leadership makes a huge difference to the success of any enterprise. There can be sufficient money, a smart strategy and effective marketing for a great product or service produced by good employees, but without effective leadership it can all fall to pieces.

The three main themes

The 50 secrets suggested in this book support three main themes: practical, visionary and connecting, with takeaways intended to sharpen thinking, enrich life, and develop a network of wholesome and mutually supportive contacts. The secrets are chosen with the aim of helping you organize situations and people, supporting your personal growth and the development of others, and building healthy relationships based on effective communication and trust.

•  Practical

‘Common sense is the knack of seeing things as they are, and doing things as they ought to be done.’

Harriet Beecher Stowe

This theme is labelled ‘practical’, but it could also be called ‘common sense’. It includes secrets that support taking action and helping leaders to improve the way they function at work. Topics include decision-making, debating skill, using social media, managing uncertainty, disrupting the status quo, dealing with failure, planning, managing time, and others. The idea is to enable leaders to prepare for potential threats and be ready to take advantage of opportunities when they arise.

Improved performance as a leader, however, is still no guarantee of success. Some of the world’s great business leaders, politicians and inventors failed many more times than once. For whatever reason, they didn’t act on time or didn’t recognize impending threats until it was too late. There’s a saying: ‘Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.’ Leaders who survive a failure are the ones who have learned from their mistakes. They return with new ideas and the commitment to avoid making the same mistake a second time.

This resilience is inspiring and also a good example of what anyone can do. Failure creates the best leaders, resilient and tough, and also able to accept that other people can make mistakes as well. They know how it feels to lose. They’re back, but with greater self-awareness and direct knowledge of what it takes to repair and revive their hopes. A practical approach to leadership sees failure and success as two sides of the same coin. Smart leaders know that whatever happens in the toss, it can be changed with another try.

•  Visionary
‘Inspirational leaders need to have a winning mentality in order to inspire respect. It is hard to trust in the leadership of someone who is half-hearted about their purpose, or only sporadic in focus or enthusiasm.’

Sebastian Coe

When people think of leadership, they often associate it with qualities of vision and inspiration. People admire visionary leaders who show the way to new thinking. This theme also includes topics for personal development and motivation because vision depends on seeing the world as it could be. Old ways of thinking can get in the way and so it’s a good idea to decide what still works and what is now outgrown.

This theme includes topics of thinking big, daring to be different, never giving up, and being lucky. These are secrets that support a leader’s grasp of a whole situation – rather than its parts – to support their taking action. They show leaders when to choose caution, when to take risks and when to act with a blend of both.

•  Connecting
‘In real life, the most practical advice for leaders is not to treat pawns like pawns, nor princes like princes, but all persons like persons.’

James MacGregor Burns

The ability to make contacts and to work within networks indicates a leader’s talent for connecting with others. These are now core skills because leaders in today’s streamlined organizations must work through other people. Long and thin chains of command no longer exist. They are too expensive to run, and so leaders need to know how to manage flatter structures with more people for each leader to supervise.

Communication skills, alliance building, creating trust, encouraging people to grow and knowing when to give a second chance are all examples of the secrets included within the ‘connecting’ theme. Increasingly, the leader’s role is to maintain and develop existing connections and ensure that more are made continuously and in support of excellent communication. It has always been important for leaders to have regular contact with a great variety of people, but the speed of information exchange now makes this a core function.

During the night before battle, General Robert E. Lee visited his troops’ campsites to meet and encourage as many soldiers as he could before dawn. Napoleon knew the names of all his officers, where they were born, all the battles they had fought and the names of members of their families. Making connections is a core leadership function that is as old as the act of leading.

What happens next?

Before you begin reading, think about what you want to gain from this book. If you’re already a leader, ask yourself whether there’s a performance area that you want to improve. Or maybe the list of 50 topics will help you identify a new development area. Either way, let your personal interest guide what secrets to read first or which advice may help you more. You may also use the topics that interest you most as starting points for further reading and study. A wealth of information is freely available on the Internet.

If you are new to leadership, ask yourself which secret would help you get started. Then think of a project or situation that will give you a chance to practise what you learn as you read about that topic. Starting small is a good thing. Leading a local charity run or fundraiser is a good beginning. Learn from this and set your sights to gaining a bigger role. Make friends at every stage and stay in touch with them. This is your leadership network and it will bring you big benefits over time.
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	BASE DECISIONS ON KNOWLEDGE AND DATA






‘In any moment of decision, the best thing you can do is the right thing, the next best thing is the wrong thing, and the worst thing you can do is nothing.’

Theodore Roosevelt

‘Never make a decision when you are upset, sad, jealous or in love.’

Mario Teguh

‘No sensible decision can be made any longer without taking into account not only the world as it is, but the world as it will be.’

Isaac Asimov

‘The most difficult thing is the decision to act, the rest is merely tenacity. The fears are paper tigers. You can do anything you decide to do. You can act to change and control your life; and the procedure, the process is its own reward.’

Amelia Earhart

‘I think it’s very important that you make your own decision about what you are. Therefore you’re responsible for your actions, so you don’t blame other people.’

HRH Prince William, Duke of Cambridge

This secret makes a good starting point because decision-making is an essential for great leaders. Stories about people in powerful positions dominate the media, with leaders’ reputations often transformed overnight based on how well they make an important choice. They take the heat and, whether they deserve it or not, they take the blame when things go wrong. Amazingly, people still want the job.

Every leader is driven by personal ideals, a desire for power, fame, or other motives. They want to make a difference, influence others or leave their mark. And given the rewards leaders often receive, their followers are entitled to expect results and an effective performance. A leader’s decision-making is the way this can be measured.

Although people don’t expect their leaders to have a crystal ball, they do want them to make an effort to get the facts, be smart and use wisdom. Key questions asked about leaders include:

•  Do they analyse current events?

•  Do they consult with experts?

•  Do they anticipate problems and plan how to solve them?
If their decisions are long-lasting and support the majority, these leaders remain popular. Later, if they’re proved wrong or their decisions gave little benefit or failed, many leaders retain respect because they acted for the best using all the information available at the time. Particularly if they share with their public that ‘These are the lessons learned. We can do better next time’, leaders will be forgiven.

By contrast, leaders who delay an important decision or refuse to act on good information and data are never forgiven. Self-interest – or even the suspicion of this – shows a red flag to the victims of poor decision-makers. Some leaders change jobs every two years to avoid the inevitable blow-up from their rushed or poor decision-making. By moving on, they avoid dealing with the consequences of giving big discounts, offering special deals or hiring the wrong people.

Some leaders avoid making decisions entirely. They are like the tortoise hiding in its shell, hoping decision-making challenges will go away. They never do. Others are like sloths, those slow-moving and sleepy creatures, and they delay taking action for so long that the opportunity for making a good decision passes.

In contrast, strong, able and effective leaders take action based on knowledge and data in support of both major and minor decisions. They see this as a responsibility and an important part of their leadership.

Learning the secret of effective decision-making is one of the most important jobs a leader has.

FOCUS ON WHAT’S IMPORTANT

Important first steps for any decision-maker are to understand why a decision is necessary; why the decision has to be made at this time; and what problem it must solve. For example, if you’re asked to lead a renovation project, before deciding what to do, you need to know what purpose the renovation is supposed to serve. Is it to:

•  upgrade the electronics and communications systems?

•  enlarge the workspace for additional staff and new projects?

•  modernize the workspace to attract and retain good employees?

•  meet new health and safety requirements?
Each of these projects will have a different set of priorities and these dictate what you need to do next. Before doing anything, however, you need to write a purpose statement: ‘The purpose of this decision is to…’ Then you look at your budget to see whether there is enough money to meet the decision’s needs. If not, you need to revisit the decision’s purpose and scale down or change your priorities to meet your budget.

This may mean contacting your boss for more information about how to meet the decision’s needs. If you are the lead decision-maker, you may need to ask your financial adviser how to raise more money. If this isn’t possible, this is when you scale down your purpose. For example, an electronics upgrade can be done in planned stages. When you are clear about the decision’s purpose, you are better able to identify the right priorities and deliver what is needed.

GATHER AND STUDY NECESSARY INFORMATION

SWOT is a classic decision-making technique and an acronym standing for strengths, weakness, opportunities and threats. SWOT analyses and organizes information about existing conditions. It also guides your thinking about what could happen in the future. For example, if you have to make a decision about renovating the workplace, and you produce a purpose statement about upgrading the current electronics system, a SWOT analysis will help you identify solutions that support that purpose.

Strengths are what still works in the existing system. Make a list of all the system’s good features. Can you build on any of these? If previously purchased parts were good quality, can you buy from the same supplier?

Weaknesses are what is out of date, broken or never really worked well. List these and also ask what went stale or wrong quickly in the old system. Contact people who used the old system and ask them about its weaknesses.

Opportunities are how a new system can create business and increase contact with existing customers. How can you future-proof a new system to give it longer life?

Threats are the potential danger resulting from the new system. How you can protect the business from them? You can use the PESTELI technique described below to explore threats further.

MAKE YOUR DECISION

PESTELI is an acronym standing for seven external factors that can have a big impact on your decisions: politics, economics, social trends and forces, technology, environment, laws and government, and industry change. By studying each factor’s potential influence on your business, you can future-proof decisions.

  1.  Political: Think about the influence your local and national politicians have on your business. If there were changes, what would happen? For example, has your local councillor or your MP been of help? Is there any benefit in looking for their help in future?

  2.  Economic: What would happen to your business if the national economy took either an upturn or a downturn? Is there anything you can do to be ready for this?

  3.  Social: What influence, if any, do social attitudes have on your business? What if people stop wanting what you offer? Do you have alternative ideas?

  4.  Technology: If you are making a major upgrade, how can you ensure adaptability?

  5.  Environmental: This refers to storms, floods and natural disasters of any kind.

  6.  Legal: Are there any new tax laws in the works, such as a change in VAT or new health and safety laws? Will you need price flexibility, at least for the short term, or will you have to make workplace adjustments?

  7.  Industrial: Are there any shifts and changes in your industry that can affect your business? Do you follow industry trends so that you can prepare for change?


	Putting it all together


	Regular use of decision-making techniques provides a steady source of information in support of both major and minor decisions. Regular practice of these techniques also makes it easier to assess your current circumstances quickly, and gather necessary facts and figures for rapid-fire decision-making.


	Decision-making techniques will help you avoid repeating mistakes by challenging your ideas. Experience can count against you if you’ve become stuck in a fixed routine or have an inflexible attitude. The best decision-makers look for weaknesses in their own plans. They never say, ‘We’ve always done things this way. Why should we change now?’


	Routine saves time, but if you count on using the same solution without collecting new facts, you put decisions at risk. Effective decisions need preparation and any method or technique that helps to gather information in a systematic way will support you when you find yourself pressured to decide.
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