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Being A Leader
It was about six months ago that Pat asked me if I would like to speak at tonight’s dinner.  Back then it seemed like a good idea to talk about being a leader – something of keen interest to all of us in ACOSVO.  However it is not the easiest subject to talk about and I am going to start off with why I think that might be.  Then I am going to speak about a couple of the things I think are important as a leader and highlight some paradoxes of leadership.  I will then exit by considering when leaders should exit.
My favourite quote about leadership is by Antoine de Saint-Exupery.  He is best known as the author of The Little Prince.  Published in 1943, the book has been translated into 180 languages and sold more than 80 million copies.  It is the biggest selling French language book ever.  The quote I like is:

“If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up people to collect wood and don’t assign them tasks and work, but rather teach them to yearn for the endless immensity of the sea.”

For me this sums up the difference between management and leadership.  Management is about collecting wood and assigning tasks, leadership is about inspiring people to yearn for the endless immensity of the sea.  But I believe it is this difference between the science of management and the art of leadership that is one of the challenges.  Whenever we talk about art of any kind there is a danger that we use flowery language and sound pretentious.  
I have read quite a lot of books on management and leadership.  I have learnt quite a lot about management but cannot point to one on leadership that I have found particularly helpful.  Maybe it is simply not something you can learn from a book.
I have been Director of Barnardo’s Scotland for three and a half years now.  It is undoubtedly a leadership role and the first that I have held.  So, in a literal sense, I have been a leader for this length of time.  However it took me about nine months to get my head around what I was actually meant to do – how I could really add value for my organisation.  So the following is not the distillation of years and years of wisdom and I am conscious that many of you here will have considerably more experience than me.  Anyway here goes …
Distilling down what works about being a leader is almost impossible but I am going to suggest Three Cs that I think are vital: calm, confident and comprehensive.

If I had to give just one piece of advice to a new leader of a voluntary organisation it is “keep calm and smile a lot … anything else is a bonus”.  One of the shocks of being a new leader is the extent to which you are suddenly under the microscope.  Staff really do read a great deal into what you say, what you do, what you don’t say, what you don’t do, what you wear, what mood you are in … The nature of being a leader is that tricky problems will make their way to your door.  Your response will determine the manner in which they are addressed and whether further problems are brought to you.  If the leader is calm, no matter what the situation, then those around him or her will be calm.  If the leader responds emotionally then so will others.
Hand in hand with calm goes confident.  When I first took on this role I would introduce myself: “My name is Martin Crewe and I am Director of Barnardo’s Scotland”.  It may sound silly but I had a shortlived fantasy that someone would shout out “no you’re not”.  The trouble was that I still felt the same as I had in my previous job even though I now had the title of Director.  I worried people might think “Who does he think he is ?”.  In fact I have found the opposite – people wanted me to be the Director and take on the role.  Whatever one’s own feelings, you are the leader and staff are looking to you for a bit of gravitas.  The great thing is that the more you act confident the more you become confident.
The third of my three Cs is Comprehensive.  This is the Big Picture stuff, the helicopter view … you know all the clichés.  The challenge is to step back from the immediate pressure of the situation and ask simply: “What is the best decision for my organisation ?”.  Because as leader you are the organisation and you need to take the comprehensive view based on the fundamental principles of what your charity is trying to achieve.  It is no good being the leader of a people focused organisation that takes a cynical view of people’s motivations and seeks to manipulate its staff.  As leaders we are in it for the long haul and have to ensure that individual decisions fit into the wider scheme of things.
There are loads of other things I could have added to the list, several even begin with C so they could have been pleasingly alliterative too.  Maybe consistent should be in there and possibly courage.  But rather than construct a long list of leadership attributes, I am going to move on.  I have increasingly noticed the paradoxes of leadership – the need to be something but also its opposite.
I have said that I think being calm is important but paradoxically it is also vital that as voluntary sector leaders we are passionate about the cause we are working for.

Confidence too needs to be tempered with humility because we don’t know everything and should listen to a range of views before we act in a way that is confident and decisive.

And the Comprehensive big picture stuff doesn’t excuse us from the detail.  We have a monthly newsletter that goes out in hard copy to all staff and I am absolutely anal about getting it right – even apostrophes.  Because to my mind if a communication is going out to hundreds of people then it ought to be right.
So those are the caveats on calm, confident and comprehensive but there are a few other paradoxes I’ve noticed which I think are worth noting.

The first is certainty versus self doubt.  As a leader it helps if you can be certain in your actions but that doesn’t preclude worrying about whether you are really doing the right thing.  It’s not helpful to display self doubt to others but without that little voice inside you could be on the slippery slope from leader to dictator.

Respect and popularity is another interesting paradox.  Research has identified that trying to be liked is one of the most unhelpful traits in a manager – currying favour with your staff rarely works in the short term and certainly not in the longer term.  However, as a leader you are asking people to go the extra mile and they are more likely to do this if they respect you and like you.  It is a rather condescending phrase but ‘the common touch’ matters – being able to talk to anyone helps.
Control is another area of paradox.  Most leaders have come up through the management ranks and the chances are high that most of us have achieved success through being a bit of a “control freak”.  Letting go can be hard but I would argue is absolutely essential.  Of course you have to be sure the people working for you are good but then if they weren’t you would act on that first.  We achieve great things in Barnardo’s Scotland but my main role has been to recruit fantastic staff and then let them get on with it.
My last paradox is dissent versus agreement.  I would argue that it is the leader’s job to surface dissent – not create it but bring it out if it is there.  One of the problems of being the boss is that people are less likely to challenge because of the differences in the hierarchy which exist in any large organisation.  So leaders have to work hard to draw out dissenting voices and at a personal level genuinely welcome being challenged.  That is why having strong unions is important – for the sake of our organisations we need to be challenged and sometimes forced to change what we were intending to do.

So that’s a lot of paradoxes we have to cope with.  My final input tackles the controversial issue of when it is time to bow out as a leader.  It is one of the truly awful things about leadership – when someone who was really good stays on too long.  Love ‘em or loathe ‘em, there is no doubt that both Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair simply went on too long.  And the phenomenon is not restricted to politicians.
As some of you will know I initially trained as a scientist so I am going to propose a scientific theory of why leading the same organisation for a prolonged period is difficult.  My first proposal to you is that leadership is fundamentally about achieving change – in particular change to the culture of the organisation. 
Now in mathematics a vector is a geometric object that has both magnitude and direction.  A vector is what is needed to ‘carry’ point A to point B.  The Latin word vector means ‘one who carries’.  So to achieve change we have to have both direction and the magnitude or energy needed to overcome inertia.
When we in this room took up our leadership posts we might have been a bit clueless in some respects but I am sure all of us were brimming with energy and ambitious for the success of our organisations.  After a bit of getting to know what was going on we probably all decided that there were things we needed to change.  So we had energy and direction.  We might not have known it but we were vectors.
Major strategic change takes time to play out but even so there comes a time when we have come through the change programme and embedded the new position.  If we are really successful then we will have shifted the culture of the whole organisation.  I am reluctant to put a figure on it but maybe this is five to seven years after becoming the leader.  If you are a good self-critical leader you then ask yourself “what next ?”.  It might be that a new external challenge has emerged which genuinely calls for another process of significant change.  That a new direction is needed and you are the person to inject the high level of energy necessary to achieve the change.
However this isn’t always the case.  Political leaders tend to turn to foreign affairs when they have become frustrated with their attempts to change the domestic situation.  I have seen charity leaders desperately look for new directions to channel their energy only to end up mired in the micromanagement of efficiency savings.  When you have slain dragons, checking inventory just doesn’t cut it.  There has to be a direction that justifies leadership action.

The other question is energy.  After you have slogged to achieve something for five years or more, do you honestly have the same enthusiasm and passion for the cause ?  It’s worth pondering.
So that’s my scientific theory of why leaders go on too long – they either don’t have the direction that is needed or they lose the energy to achieve real change.

I realise that by airing these issues publically I have created a huge hostage to fortune.  If I am still Director of Barnardo’s Scotland in three or four years time then one of you, if not all of you, will be saying “Isn’t it about time you moved on ?”.  However by then I will have had more time to develop a new theory of why the best leaders need to be around for seven to ten years … or maybe even longer.
I hope at least some of these insights have been interesting maybe a couple have even been useful.   I also hope that you will disagree with at least some of what I have said and that it will be a stimulus for discussion on a fascinating subject that is core to what we all do.
Thank you.

Martin Crewe
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