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Who takes the Lead?

By Christopher Ward

Of Wales’ workforce of 1.1 million people around 164,000 are classified as managers of some sort or other.

That much is easy enough to discern from job titles and basic role descriptions. What is perhaps harder to assess is how many of these managers would qualify as leaders.

In other words, we can tell how many are employed to get things organised and keep businesses and other organisations ticking over, but how many have the personal qualities and drive to persuade those around them to turn in exceptional performances regularly - playing out of their skins in order to get the right results for the team?

Indeed can we even agree what these qualities and attributes should be?

The question is crucial because it is now widely accepted that the strength or otherwise of leadership within industry and the economy generally, can determine the success of nations in an increasingly competitive international environment.

While it may not represent the final word on the matter, the recent Leading Wales awards did give us a fascinating insight into how this nation’s professed leaders view themselves.

Asked in a survey to provide a one word description of what they would regard as a good leader, candidates for these awards gave no fewer than 73 different answers.

This diversity of opinion is hardly surprising when one looks at the amount of debate that takes place worldwide on the subject of leadership. An internet search on Google using the word’s “definition of leadership” throws up no fewer than 916 websites, offering various analyses of this vital and often elusive phenomenon.

The responses from the Leading Wales nominees ranged from quaint and faintly anachronistic terms such as ‘noble,’  ‘just,’  ‘kind’ and ‘gentlemanly’ to more modern and thrusting descriptions like ‘strategic,’ ‘empowering,’ ‘entrepreneurial’ and ‘efficient.’

Only one or two individuals used these words within the survey.

It was clear from the most common responses that candidates felt the best leaders were those who had a vision, were determined and committed enough to stick with that vision and, most important of all, could inspire others to see that vision too.

In fact, for the second year running, the term “inspirational” was far and away the most used descriptor among the award entrants surveyed.

That really gets to the heart of the issue. No matter what other virtues a person possesses, they will struggle to exercise real leadership unless they can inspire those around them.

This echoes the thoughts of many top writers on the subject, for example business author John C Maxwell who wrote in his book 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership that “leadership is influence – nothing more and nothing less.”

Psychologist Howard Gardner wrote that a leader is “an individual who significantly affects the thoughts, feeling and or behaviours of others.”

However the skill of inspiring can require different personal ingredients in different circumstances so there is no real identikit picture of a classic leader.

In fact the concept of a leader needing to be “charismatic” or “dynamic” was largely dismissed by the Leading Wales survey with a mere three people using these terms in their response.

Instead they were much more likely to comment on character traits such as “passion” and “dedication.”

That should reassure those of us who can’t claim to deliver charm, wit and spellbinding words on demand.  It tells us instead that believing in what we’re doing and giving it our maximum effort is even more important if we are to persuade people to follow our lead.

Of course different situations demand different kinds of leader. Canadian economist and academic Patricia Pitcher divides leaders into artists, craftsmen and technocrats, with the value of each depending on whether the organisation needs a vision to move forward radically or the discipline to stabilise a previously turbulent situation, 

No one profile is preferred, she says and it is extremely rare to find all three qualities in one person.

The bottom line for Wales is that we need to ensure that all of the leadership qualities present in our current and future pool of management talent are brought to the fore and harnessed for the health of our economy.

Those who perhaps might not currently regard themselves as leaders need to recognise whether or not they have the potential to lead at some level and we must then work hard at helping them to hone the skills required to exercise their leadership abilities effectively.

That’s why leadership has been featuring so strongly on the public agenda in Wales over recent months.

It’s why ELWa, with the backing of Wales Management Council, has launched a programme of hundreds of leadership and management workshops across Wales in recent weeks.

And it’s also why the Management Council has just launched a special “Leaders Forum” to try to capture the knowledge and insights of some of Wales’ most experienced leaders and apply them to the development of a new generation.

Not all managers are good leaders but the more of them who are, the more effective and successful we’ll be, so we need to give this subject the full consideration it deserves.
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