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Leadership Training – Are you getting it wrong?
Terry Gillen
Despite prolific output, the ‘leadership industry’ doesn’t seem to be having much effect where it counts – in the interaction between managers and their staff. Terry Gillen explains why and suggests what you can do about it.

Here are two thought-provoking activities you might like to try. First, ask people to name someone who has had a profound effect on the motivation with which they have tackled something important. You will find few, if any, who mention their current manager. Some might mention a previous manager. Many will refer to a school teacher or sports coach from their youth. Second, do a search on Amazon.com for leadership books. You will find over 63,000.
Why is this important? People’s performance is affected by their manager. Managers can motivate us or demotivate us. That has a direct effect on our performance and hence on the organisation’s performance, retention of talented staff, impact on customers etc. It would appear, however, that our intense interest in leadership is not translating into workplace motivation. I believe there are two reasons why.

First, we research and, hence, teach inappropriate things. We examine the leadership skills of Chairmen, CEOs and Directors even though their leadership skills (at a strategic level) are very different from those needed by the vast majority of managers (who work at an operational level). We also become enthralled by high profile personalities such as explorers and sportspeople. While their exploits can be interesting and even stimulating, their situations are so far removed from typical workplace situations that there is little of practical value managers can transfer to the workplace.

Second, we frequently fail to integrate leadership training into a coherent performance enhancing strategy. Hence it is not supported by (and is often contradicted by) other aspects of performance management. For example, what managers learn on a leadership course is often contradicted by their own managers’ behaviour, by the way their performance is assessed or by ‘real’ promotion criteria.
Enhancing managers’ leadership skills is central to motivating and retaining talented staff and to boosting everyone’s performance. It deserves its place high up the corporate agenda. But what should you actually do?

Here is an outline plan to help you check and develop the current state of leadership development in your organisation and to ensure that it forms part of a ‘joined up’ strategy. You can modify the plan according to your situation and to how much you have already done.
1. Get clear answers to the questions Why do we want our managers to be better leaders? and How will we know if the quality of leadership has improved? Get answers that range from the big picture (We’ll be more profitable or We’ll more easily attract and retain talented staff) to small detail (Staff will say they enjoy working with their manager or People will turn down better paid jobs elsewhere preferring to stay here or Visitors will comment on the atmosphere here). 
2. Work backwards from the brand values you want customers to experience to the employment values you want employees to experience. (The two sets of values need to be congruent.)
3. Translate those employment values into management competencies.

4. Examine those competencies critically. Delete any that overlap (because they will confuse people) or that you can’t easily visualise as interaction between managers and their staff (because their implementation will be impossible to assess).

5. Identify the knowledge, skills and attitudes managers need for those competencies and train them accordingly. This might mean that the subject of ‘leadership’ isn’t actually taught. Instead managers will learn the constituent skills of leadership which, depending on your situation, might include performance management, influencing skills, coaching skills, developing staff, empowering staff etc. They will also learn the attitudes, values, and beliefs that underpin these skills in a leadership context. These might include the fact that staff leadership is central to their role, not a bolt-on extra, or that they need to be the performance coach rather than the performance police officer or that ‘control’ comes from trusting well trained staff not from overseeing everything themselves.
6. Ensure that the competencies, along with other performance data, form the basis of all management selection, induction, promotion, training and performance assessment because, if you are to achieve the answers you gathered in step 1, all these activities need to be mutually supportive and part of a ‘joined up’ strategy 
The quality of leadership throughout an organisation is a key determinant of its success. That is not in question. What is in question is what we teach under the guise of leadership and how we reinforce it in managers’ daily interactions with their staff. Get it right and you develop managers who help staff feel good about themselves, their managers and achieving high performance.
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