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            Seven Signs of Leadership Excellence
Successful leaders (note: not managers) truly lead their employees. Leadership is about vision and emotion whereas management is about reason and logic. Successful leaders provide unconditional respect; they listen empathetically; they lead with a development mindset; they are visionaries; and they are living models of integrity and honesty. Great leaders are in it for the long haul – that is they invest time, money and resources in their people. They feel personally rewarded as they see their subordinates grow, develop and advance. If we dig deeper, we see more specific attributes or competencies. These “seven signs” (and they aren’t mean to be the “only ones) are:


1. Models of Integrity

2. Superior Communication Skills

3. Masterful Change Agents and Visionaries
4. Talent Magnets

5. Act with a development mindset

6. Masters at praise and recognition
7. Results (metrics) driven

Let’s take a deeper dive into each of these.

1. Models of Integrity
“Lead by example” (or “behave in a way you want to be dealt with”) is another one of those over used leadership clichés and yet it too is still contemporary and relevant today. Steven Covey describes our era as one of a “crisis of trust.” The headlines tell it all – Enron, insider trading, prison terms for CEO’s and even HR Vice Presidents for fraudulently administering stock options. In a 2005 Harris poll revealed that only 22% of those surveyed tend to trust the media, only 8% trust political parties and only 12% trust big companies. Joe Paterno, head coach for  60 years at Penn State University once said “whether you’re on a sports team, in an office or a member of a family, if you can’t trust one another, there’s going to be trouble.” 

Great leaders use integrity as their compass in every action they take. The y realize that it is far easier (by a factor of 100) to build trust than to re-build trust. As great leaders continue to “lead by example” in an honest and ethical manner, they realize that these efforts help them earn their employees’ trust one day at a time. Their words and actions must match. Even when dealing with difficult times they are always honest, they take responsibility for their actions and when making tough decisions (like a reduction in force) they support the action even if the decision was not the one they would have made.  
They facilitate difficult discussions while ensuring the dignity of and respect for  their employees at all times. Steven Covey has identified 13 common behaviors of trusted leaders around the world that build and maintain trust. These: Talk Straight, Demonstrate Respect, Create Transparency, Right Wrongs, Show Loyalty, Deliver Results, Get Better, Confront Reality, Clarify Expectations,  Practice Accountability, Listen First, Keep Commitments, Extend Trust. Covey’s behaviors compliment this list of seven signs. 

2. Superior communication Skills
Superior leaders “say what they mean and mean what they say” – this may seem trite and not worth mentioning but it is, nonetheless, still very true. All too often, many managers don’t communicate clearly nor often enough. The superior leader is clear and concise; they leave nothing to chance or interpretation; they  provide direction and are not overly controlling. They are organized, they take time to communicate clearly and in person and they don’t stand behind technology (preferring e-mail over in person interactions). They know the difference between feedback and criticism and rarely confuse the two. Great leaders listen empathetically and yet provide support without removing the responsibility for action from the employee. 

3. Masterful Change Agents and Visionaries
Change is rarely easy for everyone. Part of being a change agent is to get out in front of the change – to share information and encourage support. Strong leaders are level headed in the midst of chaos, they keep their door open and encourage open and frank discussion. They view resistance to change as an opportunity for clarity, honesty and empathy. They often look at change with the “end” (outcome) in sight and then work backwards to develop an effective roadmap. They share their vision and encourage support. Leading change requires a combination of effective communication skills, persuasion, strategic thinking and responsiveness. The economic turmoil of the last 18 months portend a future where change will be the norm. What was once “normal” is no longer. Great leaders anticipate change and respond with techniques designed to help their teams want to make the change with them.

4. Talent Magnets
Great leaders know the value of having (building and keeping) a great team. Often you will see a senior executive join a firm and then a number of his or her subordinates follow suit. Tom Peters calls this “pursuit of talent” as an obsession of great leaders. People are at the foundation of every great company’s success.  “Busy executives fail to give recruiting the attention it deserves” according to the  headline in the Wall Street Journal on 11/21/05. The article went on to say “thre is so much pressure to complete day-to-day work that even when managers have the authority to expand their staffs, they don't have the significant time it takes to identify and attract new candidates." 
Recruiting top talent isn’t easy and yet in tough economic times, recruiting budgets are slashed. When managers are really busy, they don’t have the time to interview and hire. Then as business slows, they see no need to hire staff for fear of future lay offs. Strong leaders do not fear hiring “A” players, even if it means they might advance faster than their bosses. “B” and “C” level leaders only hire “C” players so as not to be shown up. Like all corporate initiatives, being a “talent magnet” is one of the primary objectives of every CEO in world class companies. World class CEO’s expect their subordinates to constantly be on the lookout for great talent and reward them for being just such a talent magnet. Time spent recruiting becomes a valued activity and those who are good at it teach others who are not. When this happens, the candidate pipeline is always full. World class companies with this “talent mindset” consistently report dramatically reduced recruiting costs and those employees who are working for those great leaders become talent magnets themselves. 

5. Act with a Development Mindset
Superior leaders are passionate about employee development. Like a seasoned, winning athletic coach who continues to coach the team to constantly improve, strong leaders invest in their people and encourage lifelong learning. All dollars invested in employee development will result in a healthy return. Great leaders encourage employees to share what they have learned as a result of their development (whether it is internal or external training, seminars, workshops or continuing education) with their colleagues. They are superior mentors and coaches and are excellent at growing and developing future leaders. Great leaders want their subordinates to advance and achieve their personal aspirations. They do not feel threatened by employees with greater skills than their own. As a result, they build strong relationships and maintain those relationships even as their employees move on to other assignments and, at times, other companies. Great leaders do not forget this “development mindset” when it comes to their own development. They are open to feedback and introspection and they encourage others to let them know when they fall short of their expectations set by their boss or the organization. 

6. Masters at Praise and Recognition
Great leaders inspire, encourage and reward their employees with “capital from the heart” rather than dollars and cents. Two decades ago, Tom Peters referred to “managing by wandering around.” This attribute of great leaders is more pro-active and more prolific. They acknowledge achievements – no matter how small. The more significant the achievement, however, the greater the recognition. Great leaders draw from a vast array of recognition including: a night out on the town, a personal note from the president, a special lunch with the boss, direct praise in a group setting, flowers or gift basket sent to the spouse with a thank you for long hours on a project. 

Other forms of recognition include certificates or plaques, shirts – jackets - hats - pins - cups, etc., a special parking space, tickets to special events, special luncheon with a customer, time off, special pen set, etc. Of course, great leaders also recognize top performers in the more formal, written evaluations. They are specific with their feedback and generous with their recognition. They are equally effective at coaching employees to improve performance without being critical. 

7. Results (metrics) Driven
“What gets measured gets done” has been attributed to various leadership gurus including Peter Drucker, Tom Peters, Edwards Deming (my guess) Lord Kelvin and others. No matter who originated the saying, it does play out in reality all the time. Put another way, if embarking on a journey without a destination, any road will do. Great leaders recognize the importance of metrics (achieving specific outcomes). However, even the best of intentions can sometimes measure the wrong things. Consider a sales person who is only rewarded for new customer sales; what about existing customers; are all sales created equal (some sales take longer). To further complicate this example, some efforts can produce results that are not easily measured or those results may be difficult to solely attribute to a specific individual’s efforts. No matter what the issue is, great leaders look for appropriate outcomes (as the intended destination) and help employees create a roadmap to get them there with an expectation of achieving the desired results. 
Of course, there are many more attributes of leadership excellence than just these critical seven. Great leaders are functional experts in their own domains and they are excellent at thinking strategically. But then, that is a topic for another article and  another day. 
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