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Introduction

WHY YOU NEED THIS BOOK

Because I am a leadership coach and consultant who’s been working with leaders for nearly two decades, it’s typical for me to open my emails or LinkedIn and find a message from someone I’ve worked with before but haven’t heard from for ages. Sometimes, they’re just saying hi. Other times, they’re wanting to chat about some new leadership problem they have run into that they need some help with.

This means it wasn’t a surprise when one day, about five years ago, I received a “hello from the past” message from Simon. Simon was someone I’d worked with about a decade before, when he was responsible for business development for the business school I was then working for, and I was designing the programs he was (very successfully) trying to sell.

When he emailed me, as well as having moved companies a few times, he had moved up the ranks considerably and was now for the first time at C-suite level as the chief commercial officer in an organization selling consultancy and training. Throughout the intervening period, he’d done very well for himself. We went for coffee, and he reminded me why I’d enjoyed working with him before: he was friendly, very capable, and funny. I was happy he’d gotten back in touch. Initially, it was to ask me to coach him and some members of his team. I was very happy to.

However, this was during a good period for the company—things were going well. They were in a business where things could change quickly, and two months later, things were going less well and now the company couldn’t afford coaching anymore. But Simon felt very frustrated—he could have coaching when everything was going well and he barely needed it, but as soon as things were difficult and he needed more help on how to motivate his team through the tough patch, and how to talk about strategy and change, and his team members needed more help on how to be resilient, there was no budget available for coaching! He was incredibly frustrated as, when he took on the C-suite role, they knew he was new to this level and he had been promised support. But now, if he wanted coaching, he would have to go through a lengthier justification process, pitching for the money that no longer sat in his budget. He feared that, by the time he got the coaching agreed, he would have made many suboptimal decisions as he tried to solve the problems flying at him as a result of the downturn in the market and of being new.

That’s the irony of leadership coaching—many of the people who need it the most can’t access it—their companies won’t pay, or can’t afford to pay. Or their companies are willing and able to support the coaching, but by the time the sign-off is given by a boss, and then HR, and then a purchase order is raised, and a contract is signed, the problem is worse, has headed off in a totally different direction, or has disappeared but without the leader learning how to handle it and fearing it coming back. It’s hard for Simon, and people like Simon, to get leadership coaching because companies don’t always understand the value that it adds—it’s expensive, and it’s hard to prove through numbers how much it adds to the bottom line. What was coaching, what was luck, and what would have happened anyway? And yet leaders who experience great coaching speak highly of it, many of them seeing it as critical to their success.

And it’s not just about not being able to access help through a leadership coach. It can often feel like drawing attention to your weaknesses if you admit that you need help. In organizations with cultures that are reticent to admit problems, doing so can make you look like a poor performer (when you’re probably just more honest!). Leaders write in to Dear Katie—my newsletter advice column—with a tough problem for which they feel they are receiving no organizational support. They receive an answer without having to admit to anyone else what problem they are facing.

There are lots of reasons then: a lack of budget, time pressure, a sense of failure if they admit that they need help, which means that leadership can feel very lonely. They can’t admit to problems, they can’t ask for support from their organizations, and they can’t work out how to handle a situation they haven’t faced before.

But don’t worry! It’s not all doom and gloom. What you are holding in your hands (or listening to on your headphones) is here to help you and others like you to handle your leadership problems. This book is going to support you as you figure out what’s going on, what your possible solutions are, and how to choose one that fits your environment. Because the solution that is right for the CEO of a ten-person human rights charity may be quite different from the solution that’s right for the store manager of a coffee shop or the HR director of a large accounting firm. It’s going to help you figure out what further problems you could run into when you try to implement your solution and how to handle them. And, excitingly, it’s going to show you how you can leverage the new skills you learn to improve your leadership ability well beyond the point of where you are now.

To help you improve your leadership, you’ll be guided through ten leadership problems that are both tough and common, using my SOLVE framework. Then you’ll learn how to use the SOLVE framework to figure out any other problem you face. Think of this book as a pocket leadership coach, because now that you own this book, it’s here for you, ready to pull out when you need it and to help you get through the tough problems you are facing—or will be facing—as you continue your leadership journey.

THE SOLVE FRAMEWORK

Before jumping into the problem-solving, I need to lay out the model that you’ll be using. This model is born from my coaching, advisory, and exec ed work in the past twenty years. The work that I do has, for a very long time, focused on the magic that can happen when leaders apply high-quality thinking to their problems. When I say thinking, I mean analysis, self-reflection, and conducting light-touch research to learn more. This model, as you’ll now see, helps you to work through a tough problem with sharp thinking applied at each stage.

S = State the problem

WHAT YOU’LL DO

Former head of research at General Motors Charles Kettering is credited with saying, “A problem well-stated is a problem half-solved,” and in this section, you’ll work on stating your problem in one to two sentences. I’ll give you some prompts to help you generate these sentences, because you’ll want them to be a clear, focused summary of what the problem is.

WHY YOU’LL DO IT

This problem statement forces you to extract the main problem from a complex situation and to work out what you’re going to try to solve. I often find that leaders come to me with a very complex web of problems, and we may even spend our whole first coaching session working on this stage—narrowing, clarifying, reducing, until they are able to state what’s going on. By getting you to focus on just one to two sentences (which you can always go back and edit later as your understanding of the problem grows), you are laser-focused on what the problem is and therefore can make sure that your solution is designed to fit your specific problem.

O = Open the box

WHAT YOU’LL DO

You’ll unpack your problem. What is going on, why, and how? Within this stage, you’ll be encouraged to observe and research your situation, while also learning some of the key theories and ideas that have been researched by experts and that should help you gain a better understanding. There are two major elements that will intertwine:


Firsthand research: This is you, as a leader, asking questions and finding out more about the problem. How are people feeling? What seems to be happening? This stage requires you to become data-focused, using conversations with others, listening carefully, and seeing what other data you can gather to make sense of the problem.

Preexisting research: You’ll use the research done by others on these types of problems to deepen your understanding of what might be going on and what a suitable solution might be. You may find that, having read the preexisting research in this area, you can ask more specific questions and gather particular types of data to help work out what’s happening. For example, if you have read that hybrid working can particularly disadvantage younger staff members, even though they have the strongest preference for it, can you see these factors at play in your setting, or is there something else going on?


By the end of the section, you should have a much better understanding of the situation.

WHY YOU’LL DO IT

Too often, we rush to a solution without fully understanding the problem. I think this is because it seems easier—the idea of researching further what is going on feels time-consuming and potentially scary. Do we really want to know more about this problem, rather than trying to solve it? Yes! Yes, you do. Because by understanding the problem more deeply, you’ll establish the underlying causes, the other relevant factors, and how it’s unfolding in your context.

L = Lay out your solution

WHAT YOU’LL DO

You’ll originate a solution based on the problem you’ve identified. You’ll make sure that it’s a solution that looks as though it will work for your context, of which you’ve gained a better understanding through the “Open the Box” section. Again, you’ll make use of preexisting research as to what works well in this type of problem.

WHY YOU’LL DO IT

A problem needs a solution, and this is where you lay it out. However, you’ll notice that—having spent time understanding what is going on—laying out the solution will be far less time-consuming than usual because particular options will suggest themselves more strongly based on the knowledge you have gained.

V = Venture forth

WHAT YOU’LL DO

In this section, you’ll start to take action. At this point, it’s a case of being brave and applying the plan you’ve made. However, you may run into problems. This section will highlight some potential problems or pitfalls you could run into and suggest some solutions or preventative measures you may want to take.

WHY YOU’LL DO IT

It is unrealistic to think that, in a complex organizational setting, a solution can be applied without consequence. This section will take a look at some of the common consequences and how to handle them, so that you are well prepared. This isn’t to say that there won’t be other problems, but it encourages you to think about these, too, and to be prepared for a range of eventualities.

E = Elevate your learning

WHAT YOU’LL DO

Through solving the specific problem you faced, you’ll have learned new skills and gained fresh knowledge. In this section, you’ll learn how to continue to use the skills and knowledge that you’ve gained.

WHY YOU’LL DO IT

Too often, we learn a new skill to handle a problem, and then when the problem is dealt with, the skill goes back in the drawer. However, this is a big missed opportunity for leaders, who can and should lean into their newfound proficiencies. You may have found a skill you excel in, or something you can teach your team, or a proficiency that could be useful in a much wider range of situations than just the one you used it in. This is about leveraging your knowledge to elevate your leadership, seeing yourself as a lifelong learner who can carry on developing and growing throughout their career.

HEARING ABOUT REAL-LIFE LEADERS

To maximize the usefulness of this book, I’ve packed it with real-life examples from organizations and leaders of all types. Alongside this book being based on my experiences of working with and for leaders on their problems, I have also spoken to around thirty real-life leaders so they could help me to bring the stories, theories, and advice to life. I’ve spoken to a well-balanced mix of leaders across genders, race, and heritage. Breadth of experience was my aim, so I spoke to a very wide variety of people, because leadership is incredibly varied. Leadership is not just about being in charge of a huge business; being a frontline leader in a branch of Starbucks or being the captain of a sports team or the person at the helm of a small charity is just as much leadership. My main criteria for choosing leaders was the quality of their leadership—I’ve either seen them in action, or they come highly recommended.

Wherever I could, I’ve referred to my interviewees and their organizations by their real names, but on occasion, I’ve had to anonymize them. Many of them also shared very useful hints and tips on how they’ve solved leadership problems, and I’ve passed on as many of these to you as I can.


FIT THE CONTEXT BOXES

Throughout the book, you’ll also see boxes that I’ve labeled “Fit the Context.” This is because, for particular problems or situations, there is critical specific advice. It’s recognizing that being a leader in one setting is not the same as in another—your problems may sound the same on the surface but can emerge for very different reasons or need entirely different solutions.

Keep an eye out for these boxes, and if you feel that they fit your situation, apply them to your SOLVE.


TALK TO ME!

One of the things I love the most is the huge variety of leaders I meet and the privilege of speaking to them about their problems. If you are reading through this book and feel that you need some help, or would like to send a problem to Dear Katie, or would just like to make contact, then please do! You can contact me at www.katiebest.com/contact-me.

The time has come! Your problems are not just going to solve themselves! So let’s jump in.
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