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Leadership – The Skill that Will Make a Real Difference to Wales

By Christopher Ward

Chief Executive Wales Management Council

The ability to get people performing at the very top of their game is, without doubt, the most important skill needed in Wales today.

The case for building world-class leadership skills among our managers has been fully accepted by the Welsh Assembly Government and now lies right at the heart of strategies for the nation’s future economic health and competitiveness.

Effective management demands a huge reservoir of complementary skills, covering both technical competence and the ability to use financial, technological and human resources to maximum effect.

But, as we enter a new global economy, where the rate of change is reaching unprecedented levels, we need more focus than ever on human resources if we are to achieve that essential competitive edge.

Research indicates that 80% of a typical company’s worth is tied to the capabilities of its workforce. The quality of leadership will determine to a great extent how much of that worth is translated into market success.

That is the clear picture emerging from studies published by Wales Management Council and partner organisations engaged in promoting the quality of management our economy needs over the coming years and decades.

This was identified by our own report ‘Tomorrow’s Manager’ published four years ago and has been reinforced consistently by various documents since then.

In March this year the Chartered Institute of Management further highlighted the challenge facing those who run teams, departments, businesses and other organizations. Its document ‘Management Futures – the World in 2018’ stated: “The working population will be more diverse. Changing expectation of work and the impact of new technologies will require a new range of skills that focus on emotional and spiritual intelligence, judgment and the ability to stimulate creative thinking to improve productivity.”

In other words the major skill required by managers is the skill to bring out the best in staff who are increasingly empowered to take initiative, think for themselves and work in new and flexible ways to achieve common objectives.

Debates may rage over precise definitions for ‘management’ and ‘leadership,’ and clearly there is a major overlap between the skill-sets needed for both. And while it’s not easy to pinpoint where one ends and the other begins,  it is worth noting that leadership comes into its own when organisations are in need change and higher levels of flexibility.

In the current circumstances, and particularly in light of the challenges thrown up by the global recession, more companies find themselves in this position. As a result more managers need strong leadership skills within their repertoires.

As a general rule we can describe leadership functions as being about establishing direction, aligning people to the vision and motivating and inspiring them to produce the necessary change. The emphasis is clearly upon stimulating staff, gaining their commitment and unlocking their creativity.

These skills are particularly vital for enterprises moving through different stages of development, from start-up phase through expansion, maturity and diversification. We certainly need more Welsh firms to make that journey and establish themselves as national and international players if we are to raise our GDP to UK and EU levels.

The leadership skills needed include mentoring, getting staff involved in decision making, creating and sustaining a positive work culture, providing staff with a clear vision of what the organisation is trying to achieve, facilitating innovative thinking, aligning individual’s personal ambitions with those of the organisation and many other key ‘people skills.’

 Leader-managers are the critical link between people and performance, and persuading more Welsh businesses to recognize the need for these skills, and to invest in them, must be our highest priority.

That why Wales Management Council recently published a report entitled ‘Leadership and Management – What’s it worth’ making the case for investment in these essential skills.

Of course many enterprises are already doing this. Our research estimates that Welsh firms invest around £138 million a year in management and leadership training, with the average manager receiving 6.5 days training in a 12-month period.

However those enterprises least likely to invest in this are the smaller firms which make up the vast bulk of the Welsh economy. Evidence shows that many of them just don’t believe that sinking cash into their managers’ skills will improve their bottom line.

For that reason many ignore the need for management and leadership development or will only engage with it if the public sector is footing all or most of the bill.

Changing that perception and convincing those running businesses to regard the skills of their executive teams as a core investment is a pressing concern.

Over the past few years Wales Management Council has taken a lead in bringing partners together to promote the ‘leadership’ message strongly across Wales.

The high profile ‘Lead On’ conference, which takes place this month, is now in its fourth year and provides a valuable forum for representatives of both public and private sectors to gain new insights into the mechanics of leadership under the guidance of top Welsh and UK speakers and facilitators. A complementary annual conference for North Wales – known as ‘Spotlight North Wales’ – is now in its second year.

The Leading Wales Awards, now in their fifth year provide an annual showcase for the skills of accomplished leaders from organisations of all sizes and encourage others to follow their example. 

Likewise the Leaders Forum provides an environment in which senior figures from various sectors can meet and focus on leadership, and consider how they can hone their own skills in order to provide more effective leadership to their respective organisations.

Recently the Women in Management network was created to support women in leadership roles and enable them to share good practice and innovation.

All of these initiatives involve forging partnerships between bodies with complementary experience and expertise who can give real momentum to the drive towards better leadership across the Welsh economy.

Leadership and management skills have been identified by the Assembly Government as essential to the future health and success of the Welsh economy. 

The current downturn in the economy may have affected short and medium term prospects for growth, but it doesn’t change the fundamental diagnosis. 

If anything, the need for more sophisticated leadership skills in the hands of a greater number of Welsh managers is more urgent than ever.

Christopher Ward is Chief Executive of Wales Management Council, an employer-led body funded by the Welsh Assembly Government to promote the development of managers in the private, public and voluntary sectors in Wales. 

For more information about its work or to download key reports visit: www.walesmanagtementcouncil.org.uk
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Leading Wales Awards

The Leading Wales Awards for ‘People who make a Real Difference in Wales’

were launched in 2004 to recognise and celebrate personal achievement in outstanding leadership and management. 
Since then they have been used to honour a whole range of people from all parts of the economy and society who have distinguished themselves in the way they have led others to success.

Developed by a consortium of professional institutes, voluntary and public sector bodies as well as private companies, the awards are designed to raise the profile of leadership at all levels and highlight its importance for the future of Wales.

The consortium behind the 2009 Awards comprises, the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants, Cardiff Business School, the Chartered Management Institute, Common Purpose, Harding Evans Solicitors, Hilton Cardiff, Learning Pathways Cymru and Wales Management Council  (Update)

Judges look for nominees whose inspirational leadership has helped move their business or organisation forward, whatever their role or responsibility.

The competition is open to a wide spectrum of leaders, whether they are  volunteers, core worker, managers or executives. 

www.leadingwalesawards.com
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Forum carries banner for better leadership 

Wales Management Council launched the “Leaders Forum” in 2006 to harness the collective knowledge of some of the nation’s most experienced leaders. 

The group acts as an opportunity for leaders from many sectors to meet and share ideas based on their individual experiences. It also provides a think tank and a sounding board for the Management Council.

Scores of chairmen, managing directors, chief executives and senior figures from the universities have become members of the group, whose meetings have been addressed by top representatives of business, the army, the judiciary, the church, sport and the public sector.

Former Permanent Secretary of the Welsh Assembly Government’s Public Service, Sir Jon Shortridge who addressed the inaugural meeting said the group “filled an important gap by bringing together men and women who believe in leadership, demonstrate leadership and aspire to create in Wales a culture where leadership is valued.”

Christopher Ward, chief executive of Wales Management Council said the input of the Forum would be a major benefit to Council’s work. “Effective leadership is crucial for the Welsh economy. I believe the experiences of this new group will help us focus clearly on how we achieve that.”

Box

Top Event Focuses on Tackling Uncertainty

The 2008 ‘Lead On’ conference, held this month at the University of Wales Newport focused on helping equipping managers with the skills to lead during the current economic downturn.

The event held under the theme: ‘creative leadership in uncertain times’  brought together the complementary experiences of six prominent management and leadership bodies - The Chartered Management Institute, the Institute of Directors, The Chartered Institute of Marketing, the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, the Institute of Leadership and Management and Wales Management Council.

Keynote speakers were Professor Eddie Obeng, founder of Pentacle and Simon Middleton, founder of the specialist consultancy Simon Middleton Company. 

www.leadon2008.com
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Ask a Leader What makes a Leader

Each year entrants to the Leading Wales Awards have been asked what characteristics they believe make a good leader.

The ability to ‘Inspire’ has come out top every time, well ahead of all other attributes.

Other qualities they believed affected success were, in order of the frequency mentioned: commitment, passion, vision, determination, motivation, dedication and innovation.

ends
