Leadership Is
a Relationship

I don't think of leadership as a position.
I don't think of leadership as a skill,

I think of leadership as a relationship.
Phil Quigley
Pacific Bell

Leadership is a reciprocal relationship between those who
choose to lead and those who decide to follow. Any discussion
of leadership must atiend to the dynamics of this relationship.
Strategies, tactics, skills, and practices are empty unless we
understand the fundamental human aspirations that connect
leaders and their constituents. If there is no underlying need
for the relationship, then there is no need for leaders.

What do constituents expect from leaders? What do they
expect from constituents? What purpose do leaders serve?
Why do people believe in some but not in others? Why do
sorme people choose to follow one leader while others reject
that person? Which actions sustain the relationship? Which
destroy it? What is the state of the current relationship be-
tween leaders and constituents?

We cannot expect to renew our companies and our com-
rmunities until we answer these and related questions, until we
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understand what forms the foundation of the leader-
constituent relationship. And we cannot hope to build the
towering institutions of our dreams until that foundation is
strong and solid.

Lately it has become apparent that the relationship be-
tween leaders and constituents has shifted. The foundation
has decayed and crumbled. Until we all, constituents and
leaders alike, grab our picks and shovels and work to repair our
interpersonal infrastructure, style will continue to succeed
over substance, and technique will continue to triumph over
truth.

To understand better the leader-constituent relation-
ship, we must look with fresh eyes at our images of organiza-
tions, leaders, and constituents. We must see how they are
connected and how those connections might be improved.

BEING PART OF,
NOT APART FROM

When we called to schedule an interview with Gayle Hamil-
ton, division manager of the Coast Division for the Pacific Gas
and Electric Company, we got our first clue that she means it
when she says, “I have a strong willingness to be a part of what
is going on, rather than apart from. [ don’t think people enjoy
working for long stretches for someone who won't be part of
what's happening.” We could hear trains in the background.
Hamilton explained that after the downtown Santa Cruz,
California, PG&E office building had been severely damaged
in the 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake, the company gave her a
choice. She could move north to a more corporate setting or
remain near her crew, taking up guarters in a trailer next to the
railroad tracks that ran through Santa Cruz. Hamilton chose
the trailer and the noise rather than lose the connection with
her constituents.

Hamilton’s connection to those she leads was apparent
again the day we arrived to interview her for this book. She had
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been up since 4:30 am. to be at work by 5:30 am. That
morning, all employees—over three hundred of them —had
gotten together for a breakfast and communication meetings
to celebrate the first time that performance recognition checks
(based on earnings per share for the company) had ever been
distributed to bargaining-unit employees. Hamilton’s division
had done extremely well, and that morning was the oppor-
tunity to say thanks.

We hear about celebrations all the time, so perhaps
there’s nothing unusual about a celebration breakfast. But in
this case, Hamilton and her division council —those who re-
port to her directly —did all the decorating, setting up, cook-
ing, serving, and cleaning up. That breakfast was in many ways
a microcosm of a new approach to leadership, one charac-
terized by serving others rather than being served, based on
giving rather than receiving.

Yet this approach contrasts sharply with how most of us
conceive of the role of leaders in organizations. The dominant
organizational metaphor of our time is still the hierarchy,
organized by rank and authority. A hierarchy is at its roots a
government by ecclesiastics: the word itself comes from the
Greek for holy or sacred. In a sense, the modern-day manager
has inherited the status of a priest.

This message is reinforced whenever people refer to each
other as bosses and subordinates. Or when people say that
employees are on “top,” in the “middle,” or on the “bottom.” Or
when those who deliver services and make products are re-
ferred to as being the “rank and file.”

These are not trivial distinctions. Word choices reveal
our most basic assumptions and color our most important
attitudes about human relationships. Consider the word subor-
dinate. It's a combination of sub (for under or, derivatively, less
than, inferior to} and order {for row, rank). A subordinate, at
least by root definition, is someone who is considered inferior
in rank and perhaps by implication inferior in character. The
word boss comes from a word meaning master. A boss is
sormeone who is considered superior in rank and status. Using
the terms boss and subordinate daily continuously reinforces a
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top-down, rank-ordered, superior-inferior, us versus them,
management versus labor relationship.

Gary McBee, executive vice president at Pacific Bell, got
us thinking about how vivid and powerful our images are of
these words and what they imply. We also thought about how
early in our lives we form these images. In talking with a group
of senior executives about leadership, the conversation turned
to empowerment. We talked for a few minutes about fostering
collaboration and strengthening others, and then McBee
jumped in with the following story: “When my son was seven
years old,” he said, “I thought it was time to bring him to the
place where I worked and show him my office. I sat himn down
in that big chair behind my desk. He peeked up over the top
and said, ‘Dad, call somebody in here and fire him.””

We all laughed. It was that kind of laughter that appreci-
ates the story’s irony but also recognizes its bittersweet truth.
We would expect that McBee's son was not alonie in the image
he had of what managers do at work. This idea of what
managers and leaders do has been with us for at least two
thousand years. So common and pervasive is our use of these
terms, that we assume them to be the natural order of things.
But they are really not so innocent.

At about age seven, or perhaps even earlier, we begin to
get a picture of a pyramidal structure with high priests at the
top who issue orders and others down the “chain of command”
who carry them out. These early images persist, reinforced by
our experiences with our teachers, principals, coaches, and
employers—even with our parents. [s it any wonder that as we
begin our careers, empowerment is not exactly the feeling that
overwhelms us? Is it any wonder that we have paid such
reverence to those on the “top” and granted them so much
power and control? Challenging the authority of the eccle-
siastics is enough to deter anyone. Somewhere hidden in the
dark recesses of our minds is a little voice saying, “Mommy,
Daddy, call some people in here and fire them.”

For centuries, the hierarchical relationship served us
quite well when conquering foes, creating towns and cities,
populating the planet, feeding the masses, building busi-
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nesses. But the dominant organizational metaphor we have
carried forward in history, myth, legend, and management
textbook will not serve us well for much longer—in part be-
cause, as we will describe, the cynics are winning. The regard
for leaders from all organized groups — politics, governrnent,
business, education, labor, and the church —is so low that they
are no longer paid much heed. And lack of confidence has led
people to be less willing to participate in the struggle to
improve.

It is virtually itnpossible to conceptualize a different con-
nection between people at work if our Janguage forces us into
top-down, boss-subordinate images, if we must accept the
status of being superior or inferior. Jim Aufry, retired president
of the magazine group of Meredith Corporation, puts it this
way: “Becoming a2 manager has much to do with learning the
metaphors; becoming a good manager has much to do with
using the metaphors; and becoming a leader has much to do
with changing the metaphors.” To renew ourselves as leaders
and to revitalize our organizations, we must change these
metaphors.

Are there compelling business reasons to change them
for organizations? We think so. Take the case of Xerox. In the
1980s, this company reduced the number of suppliers from
five thousand to five hundred, Is the relationship between the
Xerox people and their suppliers fundamentally different as a
result? You bet it is. In its quality handbook, Xerox states, “The
objective is to build long-term relationships with the best
vendors and to involve them in the earliest phases. . . . Xerox
treats the vendors as part of the extended family.” Take note
of “extended family.” You will be hearing it much more often
in reference to relationships at work.

And listen to Bob Haas, chairman and chief executive
officer of Levi Strauss and Cormnpany. When talking about the
impact of LeviLink (Levi’s electronic data-interchange system)
on relationships with retailers and suppliers, Haas said, “We
are at the center of a seamless web of mutual responsibility and
collaboration. . . . There is a seamless partnership with interre-
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lationships and mutual commitments, straight through the
‘chain that would’'ve been unimaginable ten years ago.™

“Seamless partnerships,” “web of mutual responsibility
and collaboration,” “mutual commitments”—these are new
phrases in the business lexicon. The evolving nature of rela-
tionships with vendors and distributors is changing how com-
panies do business. It is inevitable that the way people relate
inside the boundaries of the organization will have to change
as well,

As Harvard professor Shoshana Zuboff has observed,

We remain, in the final years of the twentieth century,
prisoners of a vocabulary in which managers require
employees; superiors have subordinates; jobs are defined
to be specific, detailed, narrow and task-related; and orga-
nizations have levels that in turn make possible chains of
command and spans of control. The guiding metaphors
are military; relationships are thought of as contractual
and often adversarial. The foundational image of work is
stili one of a manufacturing enterprise where raw mate-
rials are transformed by physical labor and machine
power into finished goods. However, the images associ-
ated with physical labor can no longer guide our concep-
tion of work®

What images should guide us in the final years of the
twentieth century? Which should shape the conception of
work relationships if not superiorsubordinate?

In place of hierarchy, the metaphor should now be the
“community.” Here’s what Paul Allaire, chairman and chief
executive officer of Xerox, has to say about the new working
relationships at that company: “Our objective is to create
natural work groups, organized around natural units of work,
which develop as work communities — communities of prac-
tice, communities of work, and communities of learning—
communities that have communities within them.” Think
community when imagining the possibilities of how organiza-
tions might function.

In a productive work community, one that is constantly
learning and growing, people are contributing members and
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professionals. Even in our most basic manufacturing indus-
tries, the knowledge required of employees is now greater than
when the work was performed solely by hand. As more and
more people become professionals in organizations whose
competitive advantage is knowledge and not brute force, there
will be increased resistance to being treated as “inferiors.”
When people do things with their heads rather than by hand,
they rebel at being controlled and demand to be in control
themselves.

In the traditional hierarchy, managers boss subordinates.
In a productive work community, where we are all informed
and responsible professionals, who is going to willingly accept
another as “master”? In democratic societies, people do not
talk about themselves as being subordinate to their leaders.
Why should it be any different in our ofhices and factories? In
democratic societies, leaders serve the people’s needs and
interests. Leaders serve their constituents.

Constituents are not ordered in rank; everyone has a
voice, regardless of job and social status. Constituents play a
significant part in the success of the enterprise. They are more
than just followers of someone else’s vision and values. They
are participants in creating them.

And in today's borderless world where contact is a cellular
phone, a fax, or a modem away, leaders must realize that their
potential for influencing others extends far bevond those
seven, ten, or twenty people they “supervise.” Constituents
extend beyond direct reports, the formal boundaries, and the
company phone directory. Leaders’ constituencies are multi-
ple and may be suppliers, distributors, customers, clients,
peers, and other leaders, as well as employed associates. Now
leaders must consider the diverse opinions, backgrounds,
cultures, and styles of the many different people they lead.

In a productive work community, leaders are not com-
manders and controllers, bosses and big shots. They are serv-
ers and supporters, partners and providers. We recognize that
it is not common for managers, whether in the public or
private sector, to talk about their employees as constituents
and themselves as servers and supporters. Think for 2 moment
about how you describe your relationships with others at work.
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Then try going through a day at work without using the term
boss or subordinate, for example. You may see how automatic
your responses are. You are not alone: the hierarchicai system
and its tanguage have conditioned us all to act and speak
habitually in ways that are consistent with a top-down,
superior-subordinate view.

We are not naive, of course. We recognize that the posi-
tions people hold in organizations do make a difference: rank
does have its privileges. But should our automatic responses
be to rely upon status, power, and privilege to get things done?
Is this the way to optimize the potential of our capital and
human resources? Is leadership a divine right, conferred by
rank and position? Should modern-day managers expect qual-
ity to emerge from people treated as inferiors?

Quite the contrary. We believe that the old organiza-
tional hierarchy is hollow. And enlightened managers know
that serving and supporting unleashes much more energy,
talent, and commitment than commanding and controlling.

As we share this perspective with audiences, we often
hear resistance, however. Sometimes we are challenged by
someone saying something like this: “My subordinates do not
elect me. My superiors do. And what a disastrous step it would
be if employees were given a vote. Can you imagine how
politicized organizations would become? Can you imagine
people campaigning for office, complete with political action
committees and conventions?”

Although we are not advocating open elections inside
organizations, we suggest that managers not kid themselves.
People do vote—with their energy, their dedication, their
loyalty, their talent, their actions. Do you not put forth higher-
quality effort when you believe that the people leading you are
there to serve your needs and not just their own?

LINKING LEADERSHIP,
SERVICE, AND QUALITY
TO RELATIONSHIPS

To understand the importance of the leader-constituent,
member-community metaphors in realizing the exciting pos-
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sibilities of organizationallife, read what John Gardner (former
secretary of Health, Education and Welfare, founder of Com-
mon Cause, adviser to six U.S. presidents, and respected au-
thor and scholar) has to say: “A loyal constituency is won when
the people, consciously or unconsciously, judge the leader to
be capable of solving their problems and meeting their needs,
when the leader is seen as symbolizing their norms, and when
their image of the leader {whether or not it corresponds to
reality)is congrient with their inner environment of myth and
legend.” By this statement, Gardner does not mean that the
leader will personally fix the problem. There is not an expecta-
tion that a leader should be a superhuman, allseeing, all-
knowing wizard. Rather, Gardner is suggesting that people
willingly follow the direction of someone who is attuned to
their aims and aspirations, worries and fears, ideals and im-
ages. He is also reminding us that the constituents are ulti-
mately the arbiters of the quality of leadership they receive,

Loyalty is not something a boss can demand. It is some-
thing the people—the constituency—choose to grant to a
leader who has earned it. The people’s choice is based not
upon authority, but upon the leader’s perceived capacity to
serve a need.

Perhaps we can better understand the importance of the
constituent perspective by rephrasing Gardner’s comment.
Try reading it this way: “Loyal customers are won when the
customers, consciously or unconsciously, judge the company to
be capable of solving their problerns and meeting their needs.”

Isn’t that exactly how organizations win customer loy-
alty? By solving their problems and meeting their needs?
Books on service quality invariably list the first step in the
quality-planning process as identifying customers and finding
out what their needs are. The customer decides what quahty

“1is. If we want the customer’s loyalty, it is our job to be respon-
sive. There may have been a time when the company could
dictate what the customer should accept as quality, but those
days are gone forever. Companies that do not take this mes-
sage seriously will disappear.

Much as the quality-improvement gurus —whether in
service or product quality — have focused our attention on the



10 CREDIBILITY

importance of the customer, somehow the traditional view of
employee relations continues to dominate inside the walls of
organizations. We seem to have exempted managers from
thinking about employees as internal customers or constitu-
ents. For quality to improve, this thinking must change. Ron
Skeddle, president of Libbey-Owens-Ford, brought this point
home at a recent quarterly managers meeting: “Our customers
are not just those people at GM and Craftline and Walt’s Auto
Glass who buy our glass products. Qur customers are found
here in this room today, as well, and they are found among
the seven thousand-plus employees throughout this com-
pany. ... These are the people we are here to serve.”

By reversing the traditional relationship, Skeddle has
placed the manager in the role of service provider and the
employee in the role of customer. If you can accept this
perspective, even if only for the sake of learning, then we offer
you this proposition: there is greater connection between lead-
ership and customer service than there is between leadership and
traditional management. We further assert that there is much
more to be learned about leadership from reading the cus-
tomer service and the quality literature than from reading
most management texts.

Leadership is obviously not about manufacturing goods
and selling them to customers. Then what is it about? Just
make a comparison between the leadership relationship and
the service relationship. Customer service researchers Valarie
Zeithaml, A. Parasuraman, and Leonard Berry observe in their
book, Delivering Quality Service, that services differ from
goods 1n three fundamental ways: “First, services are basically
intangible. Because they are performances and experiences
rather than objects, precise manufacturing specifications con-
cerning uniform quality can rarely be set.... Second, ser-
vices —especially those with a high labor content —are hetero-
geneous: their performance often varies from producer to
producer, from customer to customer, and from day to
day. . . . Third, production and consumption of many services
are inseparable. Quality in services often occurs during service
delivery, usually in an interaction between the customer and
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the provider, rather than being engineered at the manufactur-
ing plant and delivered intact to the customer.”

Leadership, too, is intangible. It is a performing art. It is
an encounter. Leadership is something we experience in an
interaction with another human being,

Leadership is high in labor content; in fact, that is alf that
it is. And it is performed in many ways. Performance varies
from leader to leader, from constituent to constifuent; and
from day to day. No two leaders, no two constituent groups,
and no two days in the life of leader and constituents are
exactly alike. Although the practices of leadership, like those
of service, may be definable and can be generalized about at
some level, they are distinct and unique at the moment of the
encounter.

Leadership acts (producing the behaviors) and the recep-
tion of those acts are inseparable. Constituents most often
experience their needs being met or not met at the moment of
the encounter. They are not engineered into a tangible good
and delivered in a package whole to the constituent. What the
constituent experiences is an interaction—at least when the
leader comes in direct contact with constituents. Unfortu-
nately, in this media age, direct contact is diminishing; as we
will discuss, this change 1s the source of rany of the leadership
problems that we are experiencing.

As you read this book, remember to think “relationship.”
Leadership is a relabionship, one between constituent and
leader that is based on mutual needs and interests, The key to
unlocking greater leadership potential can be found only when
you seek to understand the service relationship.

LEARNING WHAT
CONSTITUENTS EXPECT

As we discussed in The Leadership Challenge, the place to
begin a new appreciation of the leader-constituent rela-
tionship is by asking, “What do we, as constituents, expect of
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our leaders?™ We began our investigation in the early 1980s
with Warren Schrmidt of the University of Southern California
in a study sponsored by the American Management Associa-
tion. We asked an open-ended question: “What values (per-
sonal traits or characteristics) do you lock for in your superi-
ors?™% (As you can see, we were stuck in the old metaphors a
decade ago. It's not easy to shed familiar and comfortable
perspectives.)

More than fifteen hundred managers nationwide pro-
vided 225 values, characteristics, and attitudes that they be-
lieved crucial to leadership. A panel of researchers and manag-
ers subsequently analyzed the factors and reduced them to
fifteen categories. The most frequent responses, in order of
mention, were {1} integrity (leaders are truthful, are trust-
worthy, have character, have convictions); (2} competence
{leaders are capable, productive, eflicient); and (3) leadership
(leaders are inspiring, are decisive, provide direction). A follow-
up study sponsored by the Federal Executive Institute Alumni
Association, involving eight hundred senior public sector ad-
ministrators, replicated these findings.™

In subsequent studies, we broadened the categories, elab-
orated on our earlier findings, and improved the research
methodology. We eventually produced a twenty-item survey
instrument, which became one part of the research protocol
for the study discussed in this book. In an eight-year series
of executive seminars conducted by Santa Clara University
and TPG/Learning Systems, a company in The Tom Peters
Group, over fifteen thousand managers completed our check-
list of admured leadership characteristics. We asked the re-
spondents to select from the twenty qualities (listed in Table
1.1) the seven that they “most looked for and admired in a
leader, someone whose direction they would willingty follow.”

In 1991, we expanded our study to include the collection
of over four hundred written case studies of most admired
leaders in which people responded to questions about Jeaders
with whom they had personal experience and for whom they
had great admiration and respect. From these case studies, we
collected specific examples of actions of respected leaders,
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information on the affective nature of admired leader-
constituent relationships, and the identihcation of the types of
projects or programs involved. These data came from sources
in North America, Mexico, Western Europe, Asia, and Austra-
lia. Focus groups conducted subsequent to the collection of
early cases further enabled us to determine the behaviors of
admired leaders. A series of empirical studies (described in the
Appendix) provided further insights into the leadership ac-
tions that influence people’s assessments of credibility.

Additionally, we conducted in-depth interviews with
more than forty managers about qualities they looked for and
admired in leaders and why. Their richly detailed, colorful
anecdotes and specific examples brought the survey data to
life. From all of these data, we were then able to develop a
framework for describing the actions that admired leaders take
to build a special kind of leader-constituent relationship, one
that not only leaves a lifelong impression but also makes a
significant difference in performance.

IDENTIFYING KEY
CHARACTERISTICS OF
ADMIRED LEADERS

The results of our surveys over the last decade have been
strikingly consistent. Time and again, people sent a clear
message about the qualities leaders must demonstrate if they
want others o enlist voluntarily in a common cause and to
commit themselves to action freely.

What are these crucial attributes? According to our re-
search, the majority of us look for and admire leaders who are
honest, forward-looking, inspiring, and competent. Take a
moment to examine the data from our surveys. The results
from our most current sample are displayed in Table 1.1, in the
column for 1993,

As you can see, these four characteristics — being honest,
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Table 1.1. Characteristics of Admired Leaders.

1993 U.S. Respondents 1987 U.S. Respondents

Percentage of Percentage of
Characteristic People Selecting People Selecting
Honest 87 83
Forward-locking 71 62
Inspiring 63 58
Competent 58 67
Fair-minded 49 40
Supportive 46 32
Broad-minded 41 37
Intelligent 38 43
Straightforward 34 34
Courageous 33 27
Dependable 32 32
Cooperative 30 25
Imaginative 28 34
Caring 27 20
Mature 14 23
Determined 13 20
Ambitious 10 21
Loyal 10 11
Self-controlled 5 13
Independent 5 10

forward-looking, inspiring, and competent — rank well above the
rest. If the qualities alone were running for office, these are the
ones that would achieve consensus and victory. Let’s examine
each of them.

Honest

In virtually every survey we conducted, honesty was selected
more often than any other leadership characteristic. Honesty
is absolutely essential to leadership. If people are going to
follow someone willingly, whether it be into battle or into the
boardroom, they first want to assure themselves that the per-
son is worthy of their trust. They want to know that the would-
be leader 1s truthful and ethical. No matter where we have
conducted our studies—regardless of country, geographical
region, or type of organization—the most important lead-
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ership attribute since we began our research in 1981 has
always been honesty.

This finding is reinforced by a study done jointly by
Korm/Ferry International, the highly respected and successful
search firm, and the Columbia University Graduate School of
Business. Surveying over 1,500 top executives in twenty coun-
tries (from the United States, Japan, Western Europe, and
Latin America), the study looked into external threats, strat-
egies for growth, areas of expertise, and personal character-
istics of the CEQ and the importance of these related topics
now and in the year 2000,

The joint survey reports that “[e]thics are rated most
highly among the personal characteristics needed by the ideal
CEO in the year 2000. Respondents expect their chief execu-
tive to be above reproach.”2 In 1988, 88 percent of executives
believed ethics to be essential. The exact figures did vary
somewhat by country and region, but the importance of being
ethical was consistently ranked highty.!® Similarly, office work-
ers value honesty highly. In the most recent Worldwide Office
Environment Index, sponsored by Steelcase and conducted by
Louis Harris and Associates, significant numbers of office
workers {for example, 85 percent in the United States) said it
was very important for their management to be honest, up-
right, and ethical.l*

No matter the country, the benefits of honesty cannot be
overstated. Employees must know where they stand —as they
only can with someone who is honest with them. Irene Prazak,
vice president of Norstar Bank of Upstate New York, ad-
dressed this point in emphasizing her manager’s honesty and
explaining its importance to her: “You know exactly where you
stand, and I have known exactly where I have stood, from day
one. Now that’s important to someone like me, because then I
become a good follower,™*

Forward-Looking

Janice Lindsay, director of internal communications and edi-
torial services for the Norton Company, defines her ideal
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leader as “somebody who sets and dchnes the vision and
encourages you to follow that vision, and then is there when
you need them.™¢ We expect our leaders to have a sense of
direction and a concern for the future of the organization.
Leaders must know where they are going. They must have a
destination in mind when asking us to join them on a journey
into the unknown.

In the joint Korn/Ferry-Columbia University study, 75
percent of respondents ranked “conveys a strong vision of the
futurc” as a very important quality for CEOs to have now; it
was so ranked by an almost unammous 98 percent for the year
2000.77 The desirability of this management style did not vary
by more than three percentage points across the regions stud-
ied. This inding suggests that, especially for senior executives,
being forward-looking is the most essential of the leadership
attributes.

Our study indicates that being forward-looking is also
very important for frontline supervisors and middle manag-
ers. If leaders are to be admired and respected, they must have
the ability to see across the horizon of time and imagine what
might be. We are not inclined to follow those who are direc-
tionless. Honest or not, leaders whe don't know where they are
going are likely to be joined by the rest of us for only as far as we
oursclves can see,

Constituents ask that a leader have a well-defined orien-
tation toward the future. We want to know what the organiza-
tion will look like, feel like, be like when it arrives at its goal in
six months or six years. We want to have it described to us in
rich detail so that we will know when we have arrived and so
that we can selcct the proper route for getting there,

Inspiring

Wec admire and respect leaders who are dynamic, uplifting,
enthusiastic, positive, and optimistic. We expect them to be
inspiring. Yct it is not cnough for leaders to have dreams of the
future. They must be able to communicate these in ways that
encourage us to sign on for the duration and to work hard
toward thc abjcctive.
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Once again, confirmation comes from around the globe
for the need to be inspiring. Of executives surveved, 91 per-
cent said that by the year 2000 it will be very important that
CEOs be inspiring. This quality is rated as more important
than “analytic,” “organized,” and “tough.”8 If you're planning
to be leading in the year 2000, you'd better start looking on the
bright side.

Joseph Gagliardi, vice president of marketing for Hertz
Equipment Rental Corporation, testifies to the importance of
uplifting people’s spirits: “I think you've got to come to the
work station day to day feeling that you can make a difference
and just getting that enthusiasm throughout your department,
because no one does it alone. I think enthusiasm becomes
contagious, and the task becomes almost a fun pursuit.”?®

Competent

The fourth most admired leadership attribute is competence.,
If we are to enlist in another’s cause, we must see the person as
capable and eftective. The universal expectation is that the
person be able to get things done for the business unit. In this
sense, having a winning track record is the surest way to be
considered competent.

The type of competence that constituents look for seems
to vary with the leader’s role. For example, those who hold
officer positions are expected to demonstrate abilities in strate-
gic planning and policy making. If a new technology chal-
lenges the organization, a person more knowledgeable about
that technology may be perceived to be a more appropriate
leader. A leader on the line or at the point of customer contact
will typically have to be more technically competent than
someone more removed. Yet it is not necessary that the leader
have the same level of technical competence as constituents
do. Much more significant is that he or she takes the time to
learn the business, to know the current operation before mak-
ing changes and decisions that affect everyone in the
organization.

We are, however, noticing a trend toward requiring more



18 CREDIBILITY

technical competence of leaders. The age of the generalist
manager may be coming to a close. This situation is especially
true in the knowledge industries. Although an effective leader
in a high-technology company may not need to be a master
programmer, he or she must understand the business implica-
tions of electronic data interchange and networking. A good
leader in a professional services firm may have little direct
client responsibility but must have towering competence as a
consultant.

Expertise in leadership skills per se is another dimension
of competence. The abilities to challenge, inspire, enable, act
as a model, and encourage —the practices identified in our
prior study of leadership bests and published in our book, The
Leadership Challenge — must be demonstrated if leaders are to
be seen as capable.??

Consistency and Change over Time

Honest, forward-looking, inspiring, competent: these charac-
teristics have, over the last decade, been consistently selected
by all respondent groups as the four most admired leadership
charactertstics. Ten-year follow-up surveys of American Man-
agement Association and Federal Executive Institute Alummni
Association members confirm the continuity in what we warnt
from our leaders.?!

Yet though these leadership attributes have remained
remarkably stable, we have observed some recent changes in
emphasis. In the vears since we published The Leadership
Challenge, both the quality of being forward-looking and that
of being inspiring have increased in their importance. More
people want their leaders to provide future direction and show
enthusiasm than in years past. These times of transition re-
quire leaders with the vision and the energy to sustain hope.

Competence remains one of the four most admired char-
acteristics, but it has been assigned less value than in the past.
Some constituents appear to be looking for more vision and
direction, more inspiration and excitement in these times of
turmoil, than for a track record of getting things done. This
shift causes us great concern because it runs counter to the
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need for greater expertise among leaders—and all organiza-
tional members for that matter. Given the increasing complex-
ity of organizations and their environments, it is doubtful that
any leader could navigate the white waters of today’s organiza-
tion without clear competence. We must acknowledge that,
relative to our original study, fewer people have elected to
choose competence, but we should all pause to consider the
implications of being led by foward-looking and inspirational
individuals who lack the capacity to implement their visions of
the future.

The quality that has changed most in relation to the
others is supportiveness. When we first reported our findings
in 1987, supportiveness ranked eleventh, having been selected
by 32 percent of the respondents. It now ranks sixth overall,
with 46 percent of respondents identifying being supportive as
an admired leadership characteristic.

Perhaps because of wrenching global economic and po-
litical changes, people reguire more understanding and help
from their leaders. Perhaps the increase in diversity in the
workplace has created a need for more afhrmation and as-
sistance. Perhaps the reason is the empowerment movement,
which is enabling more and more to realize their potential in
self-managing teams and self-directed work environments.
Whatever the cause, more people today expect leaders to be
supportive than just a few years ago.

Another significant change is in the value of being am-
bitious. In 1987, 21 percent selected it as an adrnired lead-
ership quality; in our most recent study, only 10 percent did.
Maybe the message is finally getting through that a self-serving
style is no longer so beneficial to success in organizations as
once thought.

These modest changes in preference suggest that our
expectations of leaders can be somewhat dynamic. The exter-
nal environment may influence what we look for and adrmire
in a leader at any given moment in time. However, the shifting
winds still do not steer us away from seeking leaders who are
at their core honest, forward-looking, mspiring, and compe-
tent. This collection of four qualities has endured aver time
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and across organizations; they are required fundamentals of
leadership.

Global and Local Expectations

Honest, forward-looking, inspiring, and competent: these re-
main the prerequisites to developing ourselves globally as
leaders, Yet to be leaders, we must also learn to adapt to and
shape our local surroundings. Expectations can vary from
organization to organization, function to function, group to
group, and level to level.

In one organization we studied, being supportive was
selected as a most admired characteristic by significantly more
people (56 percent of the overall organization} than in any
other group we have studied. In this organization, being un-
derstanding and helpful were considered dramatically more
important by all—whether exempt or nonexempt, male or
female, young or old—than in other companies. Thus, to be
successful there, one would have to develop the skills to be
supportive along with the skills to demonstrate the other four
attributes.

In comparison, another organization we surveyed se-
lected the quality of courage significantly more often than the
international norm. As you might imagine, the differences
between the organization valuing supportiveness and that
favoring courageousness were great. The organizations were
as different as night and day, even though each was among the
best in its respective industry.

These findings lend support to the concept of corporate
culture. Organizations seek to differentiate themselves not
just in terms of products, but also in the desired qualities of
their leadership. In so doing, they send messages about what
people should develop in themselves to become successful. In
fact, if organizations do not develop a unique culture, they will
have a difficult time persuading high-quality people to join and
remain. Who wants to work in an organization that is just like
any other?

People may also see the world a bit differently based on





















