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Leadership Development: Reaching Your Peak
   by David Gibson 

People who are trying to become more effective leaders, or are trying to achieve a challenging goal, often ask questions such as: 

· What do I need to work on to become a more effective leader?

· What should I do to develop my leadership abilities?

· How can I find time to focus on my own growth?

· Are leaders born or made? 

· What characteristics enable great leadership? 

· There are so many views on leadership.   Where do I start?

In this article, five attributes of leadership have been selected, which often provide leaders with opportunities for growth. For each opportunity area, perspectives will be shared in the hope of arousing curiosity, and creating opportunities for growth.  Also, for each area there are a series of coaching questions to explore.
The areas chosen are based on the authors experience as a Leader and Executive Coach, ideas from clients, and from research into the subject of leadership.   Ideas from a number of excellent books on Leadership will also be highlighted. The five leadership areas are shown in the following model.
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Why These Five Opportunity Areas?
These five areas figure prominently in discussions in many of the books on leadership that are considered benchmarks in the industry. Two of these references are “The Extraordinary Leader: Turning Good Managers into Great Leaders” by John Zenger and Joseph Folkman and “The Leadership Challenge” by Jim Kouzes and Barry Posner. Extensive research led the authors of both books to identify five elements which produce exceptional leadership.  As you can see from the table below, there is considerable overlap in the chosen categories.   
	Development Opportunity Area
	The Extraordinary Leader

(Zenger/Folkman)
	The Leadership Challenge

(Posner/Kouzes)

	Leading from Within
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	Character – ethical, keeping commitments, trusting others, tenacious, integrity, authentic, open

Personal capability- Intellectual, emotional and skill makeup, analytical and problem solving capabilities, technical competence/knowledge
	Model the Way - find your voice and set an example


	Creating Vision and Alignment
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	Focus on results-Capable of getting things accomplished, brings ideas to action, establishes stretch goals, takes responsibility for outcomes of group, 


	Inspire a Shared Vision – envision the future and enlist others


	Communicating and Connecting with Others
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	Interpersonal skills – people skills, communication, builds relationships, works collaboratively, open to new ideas


	

	Bringing Out the Best in Others
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	Interpersonal skills –inspires others to high performance, develops others, works collaboratively, recognizes others


	Encourage the Heart – recognize contributions and celebrate values and victories

	Taking Bold Action
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	Leading organizational change-Ability to produce change, pursue a new path, builds support, effective marketer, strategic perspective, translates vision into challenging a meaningful goals for others, long term view
	Enable Others to Act – foster collaboration and strengthen others
Challenge the Process – search for opportunities; experiment and take risks


 Leading From Within
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Leadership can be strongest and most sustainable when it is driven from “within”.  Leadership from within means connecting with who you are (your values, talents, weaknesses, skills, preferences, interests and passions) and bringing this to the role. It is being authentic. Leadership driven from “without” often shows up as leading through fear and control, especially when it is driven by external motivations such as money, power, and fame.  A more powerful form of leadership, and one that produces freedom and energy, results from being yourself.

To access this power, leaders need to develop their self-awareness and understand the impact that their behaviors have on others. Effective leaders have strengths which illuminate the way for others. Ineffective leaders are often unaware of how their weaknesses cast shadows that can cause difficulties for themselves and others. But what does a leader need to learn about themselves?
Zenger and Folkman have done some fascinating research, based on over 200,000 assessments of leaders, using the Novations 360 degree feedback tool. They examined the relationship between leadership competencies and measurements of  employee commitment, profit, retention, and customer satisfaction.

Some of their key findings are:

· Leaders come in different shapes and sizes. Leadership is incredibly complex and diverse and their research was unable to find one or two capabilities that were common to all extraordinary leaders. Leadership is a skill that can be developed.
· Excel at Something - Move from Average to Great in at least 1 competency
Research identified three groups of leaders (great, average and poor). What distinguished the great leaders was that they had clear strengths in at least 1 leadership competency. This strength stood out from the average. The average category was very broad (60% of leaders).   Also, the difference in the results of the best and worst of the average leaders was very small. They noticed that the average leaders often had no clear strength. This is similar to a product with no differentiating qualities – it is average and invisible.  At the other end of the scale, poor leaders often had at least one fatal flaw (in-ability to learn from mistakes, lack of core interpersonal skills and competencies, lack of openness to new ideas, lack of accountability, or lack of initiative) which held them back.

· Effectiveness comes from the synergy of combined leadership competencies
	Strengths
	% of Great Leaders

	Interpersonal Skills only
	9%

	Focusing on Results only
	13%

	Interpersonal Skills AND Focusing on Results
	66%




Having only a single strength in a competency such as Interpersonal Skills or in Focusing on Results is less likely to produce an effective leader than if the leader possesses both competencies.
· Halo effect distorts perspectives on strengths and weaknesses
Being great in 1 leadership competency causes a halo effect in which people perceive other competencies more positively than reality. Also, having a fatal flaw can negatively affect people’s perception of other competencies.

Coaching Questions on Leading from Within:
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What leadership competency can I develop to greatness?

· What am I passionate about?

· Where is my leadership out of balance?

· Do I have fatal flaws that need to be addressed?

· Where could I be more authentic? Where am I acting a part?
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Vision and Alignment

A vision inspires people to action and to stay committed during the journey. People need a shared direction to focus their energies. A lack of vision can produce apathy, competition and wasted energy. This is especially true in today’s turbulent market, in which you and your organization can be thrown around by a sea of small things, unless a bigger direction is present to focus on. Vision is like a compass, which allows a ship to navigate despite the storms, changing winds and currents. 
Kouses and Posner describe this process as “inspiring a shared vision” and offer the following:

· Leaders envision the future and have a desire to create something new.

· Leaders enlist others to create a common vision. They recognize the need to understand people’s dreams, hopes, aspiration, visions and values.

· Leaders demonstrate commitment and excitement towards a vision.

· Leaders help to breath life into hopes and dreams and enable people to see exciting possibilities.

However, not all visions offer the same power. There can be many different perspectives on the way you look at something. For example, imagine asking three different bricklayers about what they do. The first bricklayer says that he is doing his job to lay bricks. The second bricklayer says that he is building a wall. The third bricklayer says he is building a school for children to learn. The perspective that you take can have a dramatic difference in the power of the vision. 

Coaching Questions on Vision and Alignment:
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What trends do you see?

· What will be different a year from now? What will success look like for your organization? 
· What makes your vision compelling to you and others? What are the benefits?

· What metaphor or image captures the power of your vision?

· What is important to you? What is worth standing for?
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The ability to communicate effectively is essential for leaders. It is the connection point with others. It enables the development of relationships, sharing of vision, and the planning and implementing of actions. 

At Bell Labs, Robert Kelly and Janet Caplan studied “Star Performers” to try to understand what made them effective. Factors such as intelligence (IQ), personality and technical knowledge did not explain the differences in their results. They found that “Star Performers” developed strong personal networks within the organization and took initiative which allowed them to get things done. The research showed that “Star Performers” exhibited behaviors such as:
· Networking - gaining access to experts and sharing own knowledge
· Building consensus on common goals

· Followership - helping leader accomplish organizational goals

· Promoting new ideas – presenting ideas persuasively in oral and written form

· Collaborating with others to solve a problem or complete a task

· Navigating competing interests in the organization

Folkman and Zenger warn that missing core interpersonal skills, such as communication, was one of the five fatal flaws that limit the effectiveness of leaders. 

The above findings not only points out the importance of communication, but also of relationships. In “Leadership and the New Science”, Margaret Wheatley points out “power in organizations is the capacity generated by relationships”. Leaders must now “include stakeholders, to evoke followership, to empower others”.
Coaching Questions on Communication:
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Who can help you? Who could you listen to?

· What message do you want to communicate?

· Which partnership or relationship do you need to create or strengthen?
· What is really important to someone on your team?
· What action could you take to build trust?
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Bringing Out the Best in Others

It is people that produce results. In many organizations, people lack the challenge, environment and support to do their best work. Leaders have the opportunity to create opportunities to fully engage people. To do this, leaders also need to be aware of the diverse dreams, values and goals held by each unique individual.
 In “First Break All the Rules” Marcus Buckingham describes people in terms of:
· Skills – how to do something

· Knowledge – what you are aware of (factual and experiential)

· Talents – something you are naturally good at
He goes on to distinguish between 3 kinds of talents for striving (motivation towards something), thinking (creativity, analyzing, problem-solving) and relating (working with others). The secret to bringing out the best in people is to identify and unleash their talents. Buckingham offers the following ideas on bringing out the best in others:

· Casting is everything - know what talents you are looking for

· Study your best in a given role to identify the talents needed for success in that role

· Let people be more of who they already are
· Find a complimentary partner to compensate for non-strengths

· Set expectations for excellence

· Provide people with the needed tools and materials 

· Show an interest in people, their development, and recognize their efforts 
Coaching Questions on Bringing Out the Best in Others:
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What awesome talent in your group could be tapped into?
· What is something you are doing, which would be better done by someone else?
· What roadblocks are impacting the effectiveness of others?
· What could you do to build the capabilities of others?

· Who could you recognize?

Taking Bold Action
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Leadership is not just about vision and people, it is about action and results. Vision without action is only a dream. Leaders must have a bias for action. 
Many of the challenges that leaders face are like icebergs. On the surface, they don’t look very big, but the majority lies hidden below the surface. If a leader acts based on the surface appearance, then the results may be disappointing. The safe and incremental actions cannot move such a mass. Seeing the whole iceberg creates the opportunity for action that deals with the reality of the situation and to produce a successful result. To others who don’t see the whole iceberg, this action may appear bold and out of proportion to the challenge.  

Bold action gets the job done. It is not playing it safe, doing the minimum or taking the popular route. These will not get the results you need. Great leaders commit fully (i.e. they don’t hold back or play small). They don’t proceed in an incremental fashion, but take big steps when needed. They don’t wait until conditions are absolutely perfect and they don’t wait for permission.
Urs Bender in “Leadership from Within” offers these tips on taking bold action and taking risks:
· Get outside your comfort zone – do things you don’t usually do or haven’t done before

· Repeat an uncomfortable activity until it becomes comfortable

· Make choices and commitments

· Act now instead of procrastinating

· Risk not being perfect

· Take the first step
Coaching Questions on Taking Bold Action:
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Where are you holding back?

· Where are you waiting for someone else to decide or act?

· What would you do if you weren’t afraid?

· What action will you take?

· Where do I need to raise my standard?
Conclusion
My hope is that these ideas and perspectives on leadership have inspired some possibilities for your own development as a leader. My challenge to you is this: 

· Pick an idea from this article and commit to building new leadership capabilities in this area. 

I wish you the best in reaching your peak as a leader.
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“The truth of the matter is that you always know the right thing to do.


The hard part is doing it.”


--General Norman Schwarzkopf 





"The great leaders are like the best conductors - they reach beyond the notes to reach the magic in the players." 


--Blaine Lee





“If you feel like you are in control, you are not going fast enough.” 


 --Mario Andretti





“Vision is the art of seeing things invisible.” 


 --Jonathan Swift





“Remember - we learn nothing by speaking.”


 --unknown
























































Figure 1. Five Key Opportunity Areas for Leadership Development
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