Taking Charge


      LEADING: twenty fundamentals to remember

There are twenty key fundamentals that form the basis for this philosophy of leadership. While some of these fundamentals will be discussed in greater detail later in this book, they are presented here to help the reader understand the foundations of my thinking on leadership of large organizations.


1. Trust Is Vital. If you lead a large organization, it is essential to be able to trust your subordinate leaders. Such trust is difficult for some leaders who want to direct every aspect of their organization. These leaders cannot find their way clear to trust people, and, as a result, they do not nurture subleaders or give them the opportunity to exercise their full creative talents. To be a truly effective leader, particularly of a large organization, requires a great deal of trust in one’s subordinates. This trust needs to be balanced with a willingness to remove people who cannot be trusted, and to make some tough decisions. Without trust and mutual respect among leaders and subordinate leaders, a large organization will often suffer a combination of low performance and poor morale. In the words of Frank Crane, “You may be deceived if you trust too much, but you will live in torment if you do not trust enough.”


2. A Leader Must Be a Good Teacher. Teachership and leadership go hand-in-glove. The leader must be willing to teach skills, to share insights and experiences, and to work very closely with people to help them mature and be creative. In order to be a good teacher, a leader has to be a good communicator, must be well organized and a goal-setter. By teaching, leaders can inspire, motivate, and influence subordinates at various levels.


3. A Leader Should Rarely Be a Problem Solver. A leader should facilitate problem solving, but should let subordinates solve most problems. The psychic reward that a subordinate gets from actually solving problems is quite important. It builds self-esteem and enhances the subordinate’s ability to do still better in subsequent situations. Even though the leader can often solve the problem more quickly than subordinates, it is poor practice to be the problem solver. There are, of course, occasional exceptions to this rule. At times when the organization is in serious trouble, when subordinates appear unable to formulate a good answer to a problem, when only the leader has the expertise, the understanding, or the contacts to make the right decisions, the leader should step in. By being the problem solver of last resort, the leader can help the organization grow and thrive. General George Patton advised: “Never tell people how to do things. Tell them what to do and they will surprise you with their ingenuity.”

4. A Leader Must Be a Communicator. If a leader is a good writer, communications, both up and down the organizational structure, will occur in a way that is meaningful, understandable, and has impact. If a good editor, the leader can work on papers, issues, and problems that come in written form to make sure they are clearly and simply stated so that they can have the maximum positive impact. If a good speaker, the leader can “reach out,” make people feel good about themselves and take pride in their work. If a good listener, the leader can accept ideas, criticism, and other feedback that can improve the organization and create an atmosphere of excellence and caring. In the words of an unknown sage, “I never learned anything while I was talking.” A dynamic communicator can motivate people to want to go back to work, committed to doing an even better job than they did in the past.


5. A Leader Must Manage Time Well and Use It Efficiently. A leader who knows how to dictate clearly to secretaries and to dictating machines can save precious time. Teddy Roosevelt was able to dictate as many as twenty-five letters an hour. (He would alternate back and forth between two secretaries.) He was able to complete most of a full days’ work in a couple of hours through this dictation method. Fast and efficient dictation, of course, requires a secretary who can take dictation well and a leader who can organize thoughts effectively so that spoken words turn into written words rather easily.


Another aspect of managing time is speed reading. Time can be better utilized if a leader can read very fast and pick up the essence of issues rapidly. Speed reading courses, or just the practice of reading fast, is very helpful. If a leader can get through an “in-box” in an hour or two, whereas it might take a slower reader a full day, more time will be available to be out with people, to have substantive meetings on important issues and to be a true leader, rather than just a desk manager.


A third aspect of time management involves the maximum use of executive secretaries, administrative and special assistants, or deputies. Recruiting, testing, and hiring in this area is vitally important. A good executive secretary can help you manage your time well and watch your calendar carefully to make sure that the calendar reflects how you want to spend your day. Working very carefully with an executive secretary to work out a weekly or monthly schedule that fits your time clock, your body rhythms, and your priorities is an important aspect of time management.


Another one is maintaining “open time” every day. Open time should be for thinking, dealing with crises, seeing unexpected visitors, or dealing with fast moving issues. If your calendar is filled from 7:30 a.m. until 6:00 p.m., at fifteen or thirty minute intervals, you are poorly managing your time. You are probably getting into too much detail and not allowing yourself time to think. Subordinates who really need to see you may not reach you promptly. As a general rule, a leader should not schedule more than one event an hour. A meeting with an individual, the corporate staff, one of your divisions, and other meetings should be scheduled in such a way that you will have time at the end of each before the next event takes place. In between these meetings, throughout the day, you should have time to return phone calls, work on items in your in-box, and to think and prepare for the next meeting. It is a reality of leading a large organization that there are increasing demands on your time. More and more people want and need to see you. Organizational priorities and your own priorities come into conflict. Leaders must work smarter, not harder, must learn to say “no” to time wasters, and must deal with the pathology of information and information overload. The key is to understand that as the leader, you can mange your time, but it takes work, self-discipline, and planning.

6. Leaders Should Trust Their Intuition. Leaders probably would not have reached their present positions unless they had good intuition. They should continue to trust that intuition. Are they satisfied with the decisions they have made? Are the decisions others have made acceptable? Does something seem wrong? These are the kinds of questions that they should ask themselves. If their intuition sends them signals that would indicate the organization may be going in the wrong direction, they should respond, raise some additional questions, and postpone important decisions until they are reasonably comfortable that they are choosing the right course. To quote Ralph Waldo Emerson: “The essence of genius is spontaneity and instinct. Trust thyself.” Part of intuition is having your “antennae” out, keeping your hand on the pulse of the organization, and being “street smart” and “in touch.”


7. Leaders Must Be Willing to Remove People for Cause. The leader is responsible for ensuring that the mission is accomplished. Inhibitors to this task, such as the continued presence of ineffective subordinates, drain the organization and its capable leaders of the time, energy, and attention needed to accomplish the mission. In such circumstances, leaders have a responsibility to the organization to remove those who stand in the way of success. Leaders are not serving themselves well; they’re not serving the institution well; and, in many cases, they’re not serving the incompetent individuals well by keeping them on in responsible positions. Leaders should remove people in key positions personally. The removal should be done with grace and style, but also with firmness. When you call individuals in to ask them to move on, you should be willing to do so and not end the meeting unable to get to the point.


8. Leaders Must Take Care of Their People. Leaders should work to get good assignments or jobs for deserving individuals when those people leave the organization. Leaders should never ask subordinates to write their own personal evaluations or effectiveness reports; leaders should write or edit the effectiveness reports or their personal evaluations and make sure that these are done with care, and style. Leaders should get up in the morning thanking people; at noontime they should thank more people; before going home at night, they should thank still more. Thanking people is an important part of taking care of them because it’s taking care of their psychological health. Leaders should sponsor outstanding subordinates while avoiding the pitfalls of cronyism. They should follow Pierce Chapron’s advice when he helps people: “He who receives a benefit should never forget it; he who bestows should never remember it.”


9. Leaders Must Provide Vision. Leaders who are not planners are simply caretakers and gatekeepers. Though they may run efficient and effective organizations, they do not really serve the long-term interests of the institution unless they plan, set goals, and provide strategic vision. Leaders who care about their missions and about their people normally want to leave their organizations in better shape and with a clearer strategic direction that when they took over. Good planning, goal setting, and priority setting can accomplish these things and create a marvelous legacy.


10. Leaders Must Subordinate Their Ambitions and Egos to the Goals of the Unit or the Institution That They Lead. Often leaders have to subvert their strong personal ambition in order to ensure that the development and maturation of their organizations and the movement towards higher standards of excellent and performance are accomplished in a careful and systematic way. The selfless leader gains the respect of subordinates and the support of superiors. If leaders are too ambitious for the organization, or too ambitious for themselves, they may drive the organization in dysfunctional directions. They may, in fact, become a part of the problem rather than a part of the solution.


11. Leaders Must Know How to Run Meetings. Much of a leader’s time is spent in meetings. Leaders should know what kind of meetings they’re attending; they should establish the ground rules for meetings; they should be actively involved in the meetings to make sure they stay on track; they should give individuals ample opportunity to express their views and their disagreements. Finally, leaders should know how to wrap up meetings, to draw conclusions, to set up the time and agenda for the next meeting on the subject, and to direct individuals in the meeting to carry out certain tasks as a result of the decisions that have been made. Leaders also must discontinue regular (weekly, monthly, quarterly) meetings which are not serving an important purpose. American leaders especially must fight the cultural tendency to hold long, undisciplined meetings with little useful output.


12. Leaders Must Understand the Decisionmaking and Implementation Processes. How are decisions made? How do leaders want to make decisions? Which decisions do they want subordinates to make? How much control do they have over decisions? What decisions do they have to get approved by higher authority? These are the sort of questions leaders should be able to answer. Leaders also must understand how to implement decisions. Decisions made are of little value if they are not implemented, so leaders must know how to develop implementing strategies. They must have follow-up systems to ensure that decisions are not only carried out, but carried out faithfully, in both substance and spirit.


13. Leaders Must Be Visible and Approachable. In large organizations, the four-hour rule is a useful guide: Leaders should spend no more than four hours a day in their offices. The rest of the time they should be out with their people, conducting meetings and visiting subordinates in their work areas. They should be talking to lower level officials and getting their feedback on problem areas. They should be patting people on the back. They should be making short speeches. They should be handing out awards. They should be traveling widely throughout their organizations. They should be making contact with sister organizations and organizations at higher levels so they can ensure that important relationships are enhanced and problem areas identified early. When they are having meetings or discussions in their offices, they should never sit behind their desks, but should go to a couch or sofa and get away from an imposing position which is often intimidating to subordinates. To make visitors feel comfortable, leaders should sit in the more sociable areas of their offices, close the door, and make the individual think that nothing else matters except the subject the subordinate brings to the leader.

Another aspect of being approachable is getting involved in sports, hobbies, little theater groups, social gatherings, religious activities, etc., so that leaders can be out with subordinates, having contact with them at various levels. If, for instance, a leader jogs with subordinates, all kinds of interesting things that are going on in an organization may be discovered. A lower level subordinate usually will be more frank on a jogging trail than in an office. Company or unit softball leagues, basketball programs, tennis matches, or volleyball competitions serve the same purpose. A leader often can find out more about what’s going on in a sporting or social atmosphere than in the front office. People will feel more comfortable if they see their leader in all kinds of different contexts: social, athletic, business, religious, personal, and so forth. Be benignly visible; be approachably visible. Some people are very visible but not approachable. One caution in this regard is appropriate: a “just-one-of-the-guys” kind of person is normally not a good leader. A leader must be special while being approachable.


14. Leaders Should Have a Sense of Humor. Most of the time, leaders should laugh at themselves rather than at others. They should generally be willing to tell jokes or even embarrassing stories about their own mistakes to let people know that they are human, that they err, and that they are willing to admit errors. They should let people know that life is not so important that you can’t sit back occasionally and be amused by what’s happening. Humor can be a great reliever of tension; a story or a joke at times of crisis or difficulty can be very therapeutic. Be relaxed, be humorous with people, but don’t use humor against people. Humor, delivered with an acid tongue and aimed at subordinates, can be very counterproductive.


15. Leaders Must Be Decisive, but Patiently Decisive. Leaders should listen to all sides before deciding. They should, on occasion, postpone an important decision for a day or two, or even a week or two, while collecting additional information. However, a leader must be decisive. Institutions and organizations need decisions. Yet, they need a leader who is patiently decisive, who doesn’t jump as soon as the first individual comes in and makes a recommendation for a decision. A leader should always look for contrasting views. If at all possible, sleep on important issues. Leaders should talk to their executive officers, deputies, spouses, or other people who can be trusted to forgo personal or parochial interests. A leader also should talk to people who may not like the tentative decision to find out what their opposing views might be. However, postponing the decision for weeks or months is rarely the answer. A non-decision is itself a decision and should be recognized for what it is. Risk taking is frequently an essential and healthy aspect of decisionmaking.

16. Leaders Should Be Introspective. Leaders should be able to look at themselves objectively and analyze where they have made mistakes, where they’ve turned off people and where they’ve headed down the wrong path. They must be able to look in the mirror and determine what they did right today, what they did wrong today, what decisions they need to go back to again, and how approachable they were. They should ask themselves if they have been too cooped up, too narrow, or too rigid. Introspection can be followed to a fault, however. Hamlets make poor leaders.


17. Leaders Should Be Reliable. A leader should be careful about what commitments are made, but once those commitments are firm, nothing short of major health problems or a very serious crisis in business, institution, or family matters should alter them. Reliability is something that leaders must have in order to provide stability and strength to organizations. Important aspects of reliability are persistence and consistency. Leaders must be willing to be flexible, but consistency and coherence are important elements of large organizations and deserve the support of top leaders.


18. Leaders Should Be Open-Minded. The best leaders are the ones who minds are never closed, who are interested in hearing new points of view, and who are eager to deal with new issues. Even after decisions have been made, a leader should be willing to listen to contrary views and new approaches. Leaders shouldn’t change their minds too frequently after a major decision has been made, but if they never reconsider, they are beginning to show a degree of rigidity and inflexibility that can spell trouble for the organization.


19. Leaders Should Establish and Maintain High Standards of Dignity. When standards of dignity are established and emphasized, everyone can take pride in both the accomplishments and the style of the operation. The leader’s role is multifaceted. By dressing well, being well mannered, avoiding profanity, helping subordinates through personal or family crises, conducting ceremonies with dignity, welcoming newcomers with warmly written personal letters, leaders can accomplish a great deal. A happy combination of substance and style leads to high performance and morale.


20. Leaders Should Exude Integrity. Leaders should not only talk about integrity, they must also operate at a high level of integrity. They should emphasize both personal and institutional integrity. They should take corrective action when there are violations of integrity and upgrade the standards of institutional integrity over time. A leader should also ensure that everybody understands the leader’s fundamental commitment to the values of their institutions. Soon after taking over a leadership position, a leader should look for ways to demonstrate this commitment to integrity. Institutional integrity cannot lie dormant until a crisis occurs; integrity must be ingrained and must be supported by the leader and the organizational community. Of all the qualities a leader must have, integrity is the most important.
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