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Preface

Tony is the operations director for a major 
international, manufacturing business. It’s a job he 
has had just over 12 months after being recruited to 

‘move and shake’. As a result of his efforts, throughput has 
doubled. He works long and hard, thinks carefully about stra-
tegic change and gets the job done. The urgent period of 
change is now almost complete and he needs his people to be 
more independent – making solutions and suggesting more 
ideas to improve productivity. Tony is bright and knows that 
he needs to start changing his management style if he is to 
continue in the present role. The time for telling people what 
to do and how to do it must end, and there needs to be a period 
when people are more involved in the solutions by taking 
more initiative and responsibility. Tony also needs greater 
involvement from his people to enable him to spend less 
time in the day-to-day operations, and more time on the 
bigger structures and strategies that lie ahead. However, in 
meetings he notices that when he asks a question, he rarely 
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gets a response. His people are used to Tony giving them 
directions.

Tony has read a great deal about managing and has im-
plemented many current ideas to help his people to take 
risks and use their initiative. However, they are still highly 
dependent upon him, so what should he do now?

This book is for people like Tony and the many people I 
coach, some of whom are at the top of their profession. It is 
not a handbook of leadership but a collection of learnings 
based upon the real experiences and enormous changes that 
these people have made in the last couple of years in particu-
lar. It provides ‘can-do’ strategies for change that you can 
implement immediately. The people I coach, by and large, are 
already high earners, heading up large teams and responsible 
for very large fi nancials. Through their own learning in a few 
sessions, they mainly report that they are more effective, 
work fewer hours, are more strategic, have better and more 
motivated people and work in a noticeably different way – so 
much different that a number are unexpectedly promoted 
within a few months of the end of the coaching assignment. 
The learning from which these people benefi ted is contained 
in this book and may help to put you on a similar fast-track 
to promotion, or a new job.

Generally, leadership is about infl uence, encouraging our 
people to follow us. Managing tends to be a process of pushing 
people somewhere. The ideas and solutions in this book deal 
with both of these administerial approaches. We continuously 
need to manage as well as lead, and I offer a model that defi nes 
managing and leading and lets you know the approach that 
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can be most effectively used, and when. I present tools and 
strategies to assist you in developing your own unique ways 
of managing and leading.

Self-challenge and greater self-awareness are at the heart of 
our development as leaders. These two characteristics offer 
us more choices in the way we choose to work and help 
us to understand others better – to motivate them more 
effectively – and Part Three of this text is largely concerned 
with development at this level.

The ‘Real Thing’, the genuine nature of self, is often sidelined 
– many of us tend to manage using an adopted style; some-
thing borrowed, something new, evolving over time. But 
modern leadership demands a more fl exible approach. People, 
their aspirations and their demands have changed. We 
need to adapt to keep the edge. One of those edges is the 
elegant use of the ‘Real Thing’, or authenticity. And the Real 
Thing is invariably more impactful than acting a part. So 
Part Three also develops ideas to help develop and use your 
authenticity intelligently; to impact and inspire others to 
follow you.

As far as possible, as with my training work, I illustrate real-
life applications to enable you to decide what may be useful 
to you and how you might adapt the ideas to address your 
own challenges. If you take just one thing and apply it suc-
cessfully, then I am content. To assist in that, this book is 
heavily indexed.

The book is organized into three main sections: Part One 
looks specifi cally at leadership of self and offers practical 
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methods for change, impact and effi ciency at the next level. 
Many of these methods have been tested and applied by man-
agers and leaders who have made that transformation.

Part Two begins to apply much of that learning in leading 
those around us. It is unapologetically directed at those 
methods that infl uence the people we connect with – a 
practical set of methodologies rather than a textbook of 
strategic management for organizational change. It directs 
attention at applied leadership as it infl uences people to 
perform for you. A great deal of the content springs from real 
ideas, methods and strategies that are applied by highly 
successful people whom I have coached or who have been 
delegates of mine. I have emphasized ideas that can be applied 
immediately at work – often to all stakeholders in the 
organization, and not just those who work for us directly. 
Objectives include being able to make better decisions, to 
increase motivation in teams and to create more sustainable 
organizations.

Part Three extends the practical aspects of personal leadership 
with a greater level of stretch. The purpose is to develop a 
greater awareness of self as leader and to control and increase 
the number of development steps that will make a specifi c 
difference to you. The ‘Real Thing’ is also presented there.

It is worth noting that the signifi cant items in Parts One and 
Two offer direct applications for encouraging those who work 
for us. If we can stimulate our people (and other stakeholders) 
to appreciate leader-thinking, then the whole of our team, and 
even the whole of the organizational culture, is going to shift 
to higher levels of effi cacy.
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The index is designed to help you to fi nd your way about and 
to make the search for something previously seen as easy as 
possible.

Be inspirational; join the group of great and successful 
leaders,

Mt Airy,
Philadelphia, PA
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Part One

Leadership of Self

Leadership is not simply defi ned by our actions and 
the way we infl uence those around us. Leadership 
arises out of personal abilities that are beyond the 

average in many ways. Common characteristics include:

• Introspection

• Self-challenge

• Making personal stretch-goals of increasing size and impact

• Seeking out a wider range of solutions than those that 
arise from experience

• Listening well

• Being very clear

• Creating clear visions and goals.
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For these reasons Part One is dedicated to the management, 
self-coaching and leadership of self. The content is designed 
to test and stretch, and to provide models for gaining new 
perspectives, widening personal choice and behaving differ-
ently and more successfully at work.

We might start with an issue facing the majority of top man-
agers in organizations everywhere – Time.



1

Time

Today’s senior executives mainly share the 
principal issues of a huge workload and a perceived 
lack of time. What is also true is that, through coach-

ing, this invariably changes in a remarkable way without loss 
of impact, results or esteem. How is that possible?

John is Group HR Director of an internationally signifi cant 
manufacturing business in the aviation sector. When I met 
with him it was clear that he was an effective individual with 
a great deal of knowledge and experience. He was the second 
highest paid director in the business, a consistently high per-
former. The cost side to this was the state of his health (hyper-
tension) and his sense of wellbeing. John was working at least 
50 percent more than his contracted commitment, traveling 
a great deal and trying to live in two different locations. 
Within a few hours of coaching over a month or so, he had 
made a signifi cant number of changes. These included leaving 
work by 6 p.m. on most days when not traveling, taking up 
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his preferred sports and hobbies again, arranging to set up an 
offi ce near his home and work from there most Mondays and 
Fridays (thus having four days near home rather than one and 
a half), setting up a new home-from-home in his other loca-
tion rather than living in a hotel, resigning from a number of 
operational meetings and seconding members of his team to 
other meetings where appropriate.

Kate was a comparatively young, Technology Development 
Director in a major electronics business and had numerous 
Project Heads reporting to her. Kate told me over a few hours 
of coaching that she had been running high-capex projects 
for a few years but it had been noted by her COO that 
her position at Board now required a more strategic and 
holistic application of her knowledge and experience. 
Also, Kate had leap-frogged over colleagues, and a number 
of very competent people now reported to Kate or to her 
direct reports. This was creating ongoing diffi culties. Her 
private life was a mess and she was literally married to the 
business.

Within a few hours of coaching over two or three months, 
Kate had made enormous progress. Her Project Heads were 
brought together to develop strategic networking opportun-
ities for co-work and relationship management with col-
leagues in other countries. At the next level down, technical 
people were seconded in and out of the organization to improve 
company-to-company relations and impact on best practice. 
Kate started to turn down corporate representative opportun-
ities at the many hospitality functions available to senior 
members in the business and went back to her main sport. 
She stopped smoking and spent more time with her children. 
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She developed far-reaching strategic plans for the integration 
of technology across the businesses and was promoted within 
three months to the International Board.

These events are typical. We all know the key pressures on 
anyone’s time, and the standard answers, and still we work 
20, 30 or 40 hours a week more than we should. So what stops 
so many of us from changing that?

Lock-in syndrome

The ‘lock-in syndrome’ (LIS) is a patterned response to pres-
sure of work (whether externally real or self-generated). As 
the demands go up, we stretch the day. We start traveling on 
Sunday evenings, work a few hours each evening when at 
home, arrive at the offi ce an hour before anyone else to clear 
the desk and leave two hours later than most people to catch-
up on outstanding actions (and needs from peers and immedi-
ate bosses).

Once the pattern has started, the intense focus on work and 
action means that the ability to focus more widely is lost. 
You are already locked-in. It takes a major catastrophe or 
critical personal event to stimulate the revaluing of what we 
do and why we do it. As leaders, it is necessary not to follow 
the pattern blindly but, on entering that pattern of our own 
choice and will, we must exercise choice, review the options 
and, if necessary, back out.

To counteract the effect of lock-in, we need to see a wider 
picture of what is happening. There are a number of things 
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that, with awareness, might make a difference and enable us 
to take control of the situation:

• Recalibrate the relative importance of what we do in the 
greater context of our contributions in all our work.

• Prioritizing our health and wellbeing to ensure that we 
stay well and can contribute.

• Rethink the contribution we make to our families or 
friends.

• Realize that having trained our head to be busy, stillness 
demands effort of will to become rehabituated for creative 
thought.

• Break our workday habits – change the start of each 
working day as much as possible.

• Work out where our contributions are most essential, 
setting out areas of essential infl uence and delegating and 
withdrawing from unessential functions/demands. Dele-
gate more.

• Think about the skills and competencies of our immediate 
people (and therefore who is really best able to take over 
key tasks and when) and the level of support to offer 
them.

These actions are designed to gain wider perspective and 
to be calmer and more effective. Breaking workday habits 
is something we will fl esh out in more detail later. It is 
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important because the lock-in syndrome (LIS) originates 
from patterned learning where we have lost full personal 
control.

Fire-fi ghting

Fire-fi ghting is the precursor to LIS (when the individual is no 
longer able to return to a relaxed state of being). Fire-fi ghting 
is not wrong per se if consciously chosen as a temporary need 
with a specifi c end, and if one can regain one’s composure 
after that need has passed. The danger comes when the ‘high’ 
associated with one episode is so exciting1 that the person is 
unable to calm down again. Instead, he or she compulsively 
goes to the next fi re-fi ght, and if there isn’t one, tends to make 
a drama in order to create one. Thus, LIS is a patterned behav-
ior that arises when one starts to go from one fi re-fi ght to the 
next without a pause for refl ection, perspective and the delib-
erate use of choice. Since patterns often develop subcon-
sciously, there are real dangers in being exposed to situations 
where multiple and sequential fi re-fi ghts are the norm. 
Repeated fi re-fi ghts may lead the person to LIS with no knowl-
edge of how he or she arrived there!

Fire-fi ghts are common in task-oriented businesses running 
to tight schedules and pressures. Many of us used to associate 
fi re-fi ghting with lower and middle management, but these 
days fi re-fi ghting has infected the highest levels in many 
organizations. Fire-fi ghting at this level creates incipient 

1 Highs are triggered by the release of adrenaline.
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weakness. If most of our work is concerned with putting 
out fi res, tactical decisions may be made but the strategic 
development of the business, in the myriad of areas in 
which this is essential for sustainability, must fall short. 
If fi re-fi ghting characterizes the bulk of your work life, what 
can you do?

Earlier, I suggested changing the beginning of each day. This 
can start at home or at the hotel. The earlier in the day you 
make these changes, the better the impact of the result. Pat-
terns are triggered by a sequence of psychological events that 
run rapidly and sequentially, and usually out of conscious 
awareness or control. To challenge the pattern, it is necessary 
to break it at an early part of the sequence. There are many 
things that can make a difference, including:

• Consider taking a morning walk for about 10 minutes, if 
you do not already do this. Buying a dog can save your life 
if it helps you to exercise and slow down. It can also save 
a relationship if you sometimes share this activity with a 
partner. If you have no aerobic exercises at present, con-
sider including some in your morning routine.

• If you take stimulants, such as caffeine (in coffee, tea and 
chocolate), nicotine (smoking of tobacco), beta-carotene 
(in fi zzy, especially yellow and orange drinks, pastilles and 
lozenges), then consider starting the day without them 
and replace them with other desired foods/activities.

• If you start the day by dealing with mail or email, schedule 
this activity for later in the morning. Mail requires a 
series of quick action loops – think–decision–action, 
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think–decision–action – and these stimulate the mind into 
a fi re-fi ghting pattern  .  .  .  tda, tda, tda (Figure 1.1). If you 
get hooked into that cycle, a whole day can be lost. You 
may have been active, but how productive have you been? 
And what contribution have you made to life tomorrow, 
next month, next year or 10 years ahead?

It is best to start each day with a period of refl ection. Nobody 
told you that that was useful before they promoted you again 
and again! Thoughtful, strategic consideration will also get 
the mind to work in evolutionary processes rather than a 
rapid decision mode. With luck, your mind will be more able 
to return to this strategic work later, even if you are in fi re-
fi ghting in between. The mind is like a muscle: use it differ-
ently and often and it becomes more fl exible, with quicker 
reactions.

T
hi

n
k

ActionDecision

Figure 1.1 TDA fi re-fi ghting cycle



10  /  SELF-COACHING LEADERSHIP

The type of strategic thinking you could address may 
include:

1. Who else is infl uential in supporting or undermining my 
function and what can I do to create a better environment 
for the success of my function?

2. Which parts of my function could be managed elsewhere 
(in or outside the business) and are any of these options 
viable and useful to the business and, if so, what can I do 
to infl uence that change or protect that area from a less-
effective option?

3. Of the major things that need to be communicated in the 
next period, when would be the best time to communicate 
them, who should be involved in advance of that, and 
how should the communication strategy be planned and 
carried out?

4. Who misunderstands me, the way I work or my motives, 
and what might I do to get them on-side?

5. What are the strengths, weaknesses and perceived poten-
tial of my immediate reports and what can be done to test 
their perceived potential and assist them in taking on 
more responsibility?

These are large aspect questions that demand a period of 
thought and self-refl ection. If you are creating your own ques-
tions, make sure that they satisfy these criteria. The demands 
should not be urgent as this may encourage stress responses 
and periods of rapid judgment without thinking-through 
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solutions in signifi cant depth. Urgency will also trigger more 
fi re-fi ghting.

If you think about your own needs for strategic thinking, how 
much should you be doing, when should you be doing it, and 
to what should you be turning your attention? A typical 
answer adopted by the many people that I coach in senior jobs 
is to allocate two or more hours a week to these topics. The 
subjects for strategic thought are updated and planned as part 
of the process. Here are examples:

• Changing communication strategies

• Career plans

• Internal marketing

• Alliances

• Organizational development

• Support and resources for my team

• Succession planning.

Many of the people I work with on a 1-2-1 basis leave our 
coaching sessions with diary entries for the whole year blocked 
out for ‘Planning’, ‘Strategic Development’ or other appropri-
ate phrase that suits the culture. They have commitment 
from their secretaries to book appropriate spaces for this work 
and to protect those spaces from being regularly captured by 
others.
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Busy heads

Beware the busy head. It can feel great to be active, vital, 
moving toward goals but this activity, while useful, has not 
been successful if you look back on any day and think 
that you did nothing that will look after the needs of your 
business in six months time or longer. And if you refl ect 
on your day and fi nd that many of your intentions remain 
unfi nished, then the thrill of being busy has reduced your 
effectiveness.

Leadership demands that we manage our time more effec-
tively. It demands that we understand and act on our personal 
choices for what we do, how we do it and when we do it. 
Until we master this thinking and action for ourselves, 
we are unlikely to be wholly effective in managing those 
who are different from us in their methods of working and 
motivation.

The step back

‘Step back’ is a quick method of gaining objectivity. We have 
discussed the use of widening the focus in relation to the 
lock-in syndrome, and ‘step back’ is another device for check-
ing our mental state and determining whether we are doing 
as well as we can on any given assignment.

When we notice the signs of fi re-fi ghting, it is helpful to think 
‘step back’. If you can do this and literally ‘step back’ then 
the physical act provides bio-feedback to enhance the effect. 
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In any case, the pause should be enough to provide a space in 
which you can ask yourself questions and start some produc-
tive processing that will change the way in which you are 
working. Questions might include:

• Is this the best use of my time now?

• Can I bring other resources to this?

• Is there a more effective way of achieving the actual 
objective?

• What is most important both now and after completing 
this task?

Devise your own questions, or adapt these to have the same 
impact.

Busy bodies

A small number of executives at all levels believe that looking 
busy makes them appear important. Sadly, this is seldom 
true; many people are not impressed. In any case, being busy 
does not have a relationship with good leadership. The execu-
tive who cannot fl ex his diary to meet with staff is not really 
doing his job. Being late for meetings, making and taking cell-
phone calls at every opportunity, and walking quickly from 
one appointment to another may show high activity but they 
do not raise confi dence in those who know what real leader-
ship should be.
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Whether the reason for being busy is a misguided status thing 
or whether there is an inability to prioritize or manage ade-
quately, the busy body needs to be slowed down – it’s time 
to prioritize, to think where our contribution is most needed 
and to be effective, and how to support our role more ade-
quately, if necessary. Continuing the busy body syndrome is 
not a sensible option.

As a matter of interest, I once worked for an American busi-
ness in which people in its large European operation moved 
so rapidly around the building that they looked as if they were 
in a mad walking race. In the US holding company people 
moved around much more slowly. The difference was enor-
mous. Business was not more relaxed in the USA; it was just 
that overseas everyone dashed around twice as fast. I decided 
to ignore that local culture when in the European business, 
but it took an effort of will not to be caught up in the tide. I 
have no idea whether it was culturally driven (it was actually 
a multiracial outfi t) or caffeine driven.

Do your people move alertly but in a measured way? Or do 
they dart about like cats in headlights?

Focus on impact

‘The misfortunes hardest to bear are those which never come’
 james russell lowell

I have adapted the circles of infl uence and concern (Figure 1.2) 
from the work of Stephen Covey (1990)2 and applied it suc-

2 Habit #1: Be proactive.
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cessfully in my coaching and training work with managers 
and leaders. The model suggests that mental activity is often 
wasted due to lack of focus and, further, when that happens, 
the focus should be applied where it will have impact in the 
world of work.

When we concentrate on ‘stuff’ that just exists in our work 
culture but over which, on refl ection, we have no chance of 
effective impact, then we are not being effective. It is wasted 
time. When we notice ourselves and others doing this, we 
need to refocus on an area where we do have impact. These 
simple acts of letting go and refocusing for impact have a 
fantastic effect – within seconds the ‘stuff’ is no longer in the 
picture and we are suddenly being more effective again.

These two steps do depend on having done, at some time, 
some refl ective work on whether the ‘stuff’ issue (however 
important emotionally) is something that you can sensibly 
change. And if there is a chance of doing that, will it be 
without diminishing your energy for productive work or dam-
aging your status? These are important questions and the 
answers should determine your action.

stuff
stuff stuff

stuff

stuff

stuff

stuff stuff
stuff

Concentrating Focus

Figure 1.2 Focus for effi cacy
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The suggestion to refocus on impactful actions seems counter 
to the measures for getting out of the lock-in syndrome (LIS) 
where focus is tightly upon work and I advised the use of a 
wider picture to gain perspective. The biggest difference is 
that in LIS the focus is roving from one fi re to the next 
without a pause. In that case we need then to widen the focus 
to gain perspective. Here, we are using focus to counter 
the effect of unproductive extracurricular thoughts to enable 
us to become productive again. In many organizations, there 
are groups of people who continually reiterate the same 
complaints and trigger other members of their kind to 
adopt well-rehearsed expressions of helplessness and com-
plaint. Phrases that trigger these unproductive conversations 
often include:

• HR has no productive benefi t at all, in fact the reverse.

• IT again, they can’t fi x anything without messing up 
something else.

• Forget it, Facilities Management will just keep you waiting 
for a year or more.

• Learning & Development haven’t a clue what they are 
doing.

When people spend their time repeating the same, familiar 
complaints they are contributing toward a growing culture of 
we can’t rather than we can. By wasting time on conversa-
tions without action and any intention of making a difference, 
each individual is reducing his own energy for success. Focus 
on action and success, and the complaints disappear.
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Being and doing

Another infl uence of whether we fi re-fi ght or not depends 
upon our sense of our contribution to the organization. If our 
sense of impact in the organization is tied up principally with 
actions, then our sense of work-identity can be weakened if 
we relinquish our responsibilities (and actions). If our sense 
of infl uence goes wider than our actions, we will be more 
resilient. We will be less likely to be affected if we are given 
a reduced scope for decisions and action, for example. If we 
are to contribute more to the long-term health of our organ-
ization, then there has to be a tendency to be more active in 
other, strategic ways to create sustainable futures.

We will return to the subject of ‘personal contribution’ in Part 
Three, and here it may be useful to think about the personal 
pros and cons of letting go of specifi c responsibilities.

PROS AND CONS OF LETTING GO

Why not make an action list now of things that you feel ready 
to relinquish, delegate or drop completely?
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Let’s now test and fl ex another critical ability of leaders: that 
of extended perception.

Extended perception

Having worked out what you need to delegate and what you 
need to drop completely, imagine, if you will, that you are 
taking the actions now and that the clock is spinning forward. 
The outcomes are happening, your workload is less, and your 
days are less busy on average. What are you doing in your days 
and what is this experience like now? Is your job more satisfy-
ing to you now, or less?

ACTIONS

WHAT IS THIS EXPERIENCE LIKE NOW?
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Running through such a scenario as if it is happening now is 
often called ‘future pacing’. I call the process a sensory journey. 
The sensory journey is a journey into the future and each 
journey helps one to gain greater perspective. We miss that 
perspective if we spend all our time being active in the present. 
The objective of the sensory journey is to gather more infor-
mation; the additional perspectives help us to make better, 
sustainable decisions that work with our personal motiva-
tions (and needs) rather than against them.

Viv works in school education. His workload was enormous. 
He often worked days of 18 hours and most of his meals were 
taken away from home, including breakfast and dinner. He 
rarely saw his children except at weekends. Even that leisure 
time was interrupted. After going through a process of recali-
bration and deciding upon actions, he constructed a plan of 
changes in the school’s district administration. When asked 
to make a sensory journey,3 he imagined the clock spinning 
forward very fast. Sometimes he would slow it down again 
while he took in information about the scenario he was 
engaged in. He would notice things, people, sounds and light. 
Then he would let the clock spin forward again. In this sensory 
journey process Viv discovered that he was very uncomfort-
able with passing on two of the annual conferences that were 
a regular feature of his year. Invariably these took place in 
fabulous locations and provided an opportunity to network, 
share experiences and learn from the experiences of others in 

3 A sensory journey (or future-pacing) is simply the act of imagining being 
in a future moment as if it was really happening now. This can check that 
the mindset you have is suffi ciently positive and can provide confi dence 
and motivation to succeed.
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similar roles. They also provided an opportunity to relax and 
widen the picture of what is possible. Of his own volition he 
used the same sensory journey process to imagine being at 
one of the upcoming conferences and, while there, sharing 
some of his strategic thinking (for corporate culture change) 
with a number of colleagues from another State. He deter-
mined to reconsider this aspect of ‘letting-go’ and decided to 
keep the two particular conferences on his agenda. Viv took 
two further steps: the fi rst was to free up more time to 
help with this retention of tasks, and the second was to go 
on another sensory journey to check that these new areas 
for letting-go could be integrated into his future way of 
working – with a positive outcome for him as well as for the 
administration.

Silent time for refl ection

‘And in much of your talking, thinking is half murdered’
 kahlil gibran

There is another use of time that may sound counter-intuitive 
to productive working – it is that of still space, or silence. 
Refl ective thought is enormously helpful and the benefi ts are 
obvious when we think about it – we become more strategic 
and can see the wider, holistic implications of our actions. 
So what is this stillness stuff? Stillness is the opposite of 
the busy head state. There is a spectrum of mental activity 
that ranges from rapid, logical processing to quiet, low-level 
being. Figure 1.3 shows the Psychological Stillness–Activity 
Dimension.
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What is your range? Would it be useful to extend the range? 
If we are to use our skills, fl exibly, from logical tasking (busy 
head) to refl ective thought and even further, then a quantum 
leap is obtained, even to the level of genius. In order to make 
that more likely it is helpful to exercise our minds to the full 
limit of our potential. This is similar to a physical workout 
for the mind. You cannot be comfortable at any level of sus-
tained physical work unless you have worked harder in train-
ing. It is the same with our minds; we need to fl ex and test 
our minds to explore more widely than we do already so that 
our range of competence is extended. The methodology for 
this is similar to strategies for meditation or sleeping, and we 
all know how to sleep – or do we?

First, switch your attention to noticing your breathing or 
heartbeat. By concentrating on one new internal object, the 
externals fade away. An example in daily life might be the 
experience of listening to the radio while driving a vehicle. 
Something happens outside to challenge you and what you 

Still
ne

ss

Eur
ek

a 

mom
ent

s

Refl
ec

tiv
e 

th
inkin

g
Lo

gic
al 

pr
oc

es
sin

g

Emotiv
e 

re
ac

tio
n

Stillness-Activity Dimension

Figure 1.3 Stillness–Activity Dimension
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were listening to on the radio has gone without your notice. 
It is only later, when safe, that you realize that you have 
missed everything that went before. People who use hands-off 
cell phones while driving on major roads are three times more 
likely to have accidents than non-phone users. The statistic 
for those handling the phones may be worse than that!

Spend some minutes to become as calmly concentrated as you 
can. Now let your awareness of your breathing or your heart-
beat diminish. If a thought or observation comes into your 
mind, allow it to fade away. If you fi nd images coming into 
your consciousness, let them shrink and drift away into dark-
ness. If there are sounds, allow them to fade too, and maintain 
this calm attitude of letting everything else go. Physically 
your breathing will slow and become increasingly shallow.

Stilling the mind in this way increases conscious dominion 
over your ‘personal state’4 as well as extending your compe-
tence in the dimension of mental activity. Now let’s consider 
the far right of the stillness–activity dimension.

Road-rage at work!

You can see that emotive reaction is at the busy end of the 
dimension in Figure 1.3. Emotional reactions are not wholly 
cognitive; the bulk of emotional reactivity happens in the 
mid-brain rather than in the processing higher-brain, the cere-

4 By personal state I mean psychological state. We have many of them, not 
one. Some of us are able to decide on our state, others have little or no 
control and simply respond to stimuli, often in highly predictable ways.
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brum. Importantly, the mid-brain processes about 8,000 times 
faster than the higher, logical brain. Why is that interesting? 
Think of colleagues who get very aggressive or over-expressive 
in meetings? Think of road-rage at the extreme of behaviors. 
When the mid-brain takes control, it takes a successful, pat-
terned mental adaptation to stop the roller-coaster!

Such emotional responses are normal, commonplace and 
largely go unnoticed at the less extreme responses. For 
example, if you or a colleague sometimes experience intense 
anger in meetings and hence miss a large part of the dialogue 
as a result (of ‘going internal’), then you now know why that 
is. The mid-brain has taken over and left the highest logical 
processing behind. A success strategy to change that might 
also be useful too; so let’s take a look at the emotive impact 
curve in Figure 1.4.

The diagram represents the effect of a comment or event that 
creates a mid-brain, emotive reaction. The level of impact 
may follow a typical course like that shown in the dashed 
line. The person experiences a trigger (T) that may be a 
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comment, observation or physical event. The person ‘goes 
internal’ and there may or may not be a series of processing 
checks and thoughts that kick in after the initial rise (dotted 
curve).5 If lucky, the impact will not go sky-high, but will 
reach an early peak (P) and mellow out until the base level 
(B) is again reached. During this period, the individual can 
then slowly increase his or her attention on what is happen-
ing externally again. Sometimes there is a sinusoidal effect 
rather than a slow down-curve, creating waves of emotional 
impact and also sometimes reaction – inappropriate anger, 
verbal abuses, and so forth. Hormones are also affected when 
there are greater levels of emotive impact, and the slow 
removal of these by the liver and kidneys can make the process 
of recovery even longer.

In order to head-off the emotional responses, it is necessary 
to notice the earliest possible part of the response pattern and 
make an intervention (I) that will ameliorate the effects, as 
shown on the dashed curve. For maximum effect, the inter-
vention needs to be a question. It might also be an event that 
breaks the installed pattern6 or initiates a more useful (learned 
pattern of response7). The simplest method, naturally enough, 
is to ask an internal question such as:

5 This is analogous to the chaining of events in patterned behaviors dis-
cussed earlier.
6 Many people will be familiar with the use of an elastic band worn on the 
wrist in order to help to break unwanted patterns. Similar thinking is used 
in the training of animals.
7 I am referring here to the method of establishing ‘anchors’. Anchors are 
learned patterns that are positive. These anchored patterns can easily be 
linked to ‘negative’ triggers in order to break existing patterns and auto-
matically replace them with a useful one. The methodology for this can be 
found in a number of NLP books and in McLeod (2003).
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• What is really happening here now?

• Is a response needed now or later?

• What would be the most professional attitude to adopt 
right now?

In asking and then answering questions like these, our atten-
tion creates increased activity in the cerebrum; we start think-
ing logically again. The effects of the mid-brain are reduced 
over time!

Because the mid-brain is so fast, the question will invariably 
be someway up the emotive impact curve. It’s a steep curve, 
so the question needs to be short, fast and early! In coaching 
people, we ask them what they fi rst notice when they experi-
ence these events. Here is a typical dialogue:

Angus:  So, what do you fi rst notice when this pattern 
starts?

Coachee: My head starts to throb.
Angus:  And if something happens just before that throb, what 

is that thing that happens just before?
Coachee:  It’s like there is a freezing of time for a millisecond 

and a cold blade opens up my forehead.
Angus:  And if something happens just before that freezing 

and the cold blade opens up ‘my forehead’, what is 
that thing that happens just before that freezing?

In practice, the longer the pattern has been experienced, the 
more the number of levels of experience one typically fi nds. It 
is quite common to discover 20 levels of experience, all of them 
happening within an instant. I note these on a timeline, all of 



26  /  SELF-COACHING LEADERSHIP

them falling on the fi rst part of the impact curve. Generally, 
the longer period of time over which the individual has had 
the pattern, the more details one fi nds when unpacking it.

The questioning above is designed to help the coachee to stay 
deeply in the discovery process. As you can see, the words that 
are expressed are refl ected back as perfectly as possible, so 
there is no need to translate them. It is like a keyhole that lets 
words (the key) out and then I insert my key (the coachee’s 
refl ected words) – my key slots right back in again without any 
resistance. The coachee does not notice or question the words 
because those are the words the coachee used. Because this 
process of refl ective-questioning is so perfect for the keyhole, 
the coachee does not notice the construction of the sentences8 
either. The coachee is able to stay with his or her own evolu-
tionary thinking and discovery in an exquisite way.

8 A systematic approach is that of Symbolic Modeling, identifi ed in the 
excellent and effective work of Lawley and Tompkins (2000).
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Life balance

Most executives have demanding jobs so we have 
good excuses for being late for friends, children 
and spouses. We have good excuses for being dis-

tracted at home and good excuses for not really being present 
in family life. Nothing changes unless we revalue, and not all 
of us want to. However, if things are not as you would wish, 
there is always scope for improvement if we apply a higher 
level of directed attention to all the issues.

In any event, it is worth questioning whether excessive time 
at work over the mid- or long-term is actually effi cient. Logic 
and experience suggests that persistently high levels of work-
time increases the incidence and severity of errors and reduces 
effi cacy. If you happen to be experiencing lock-in syndrome 
then you would not have the clarity to have this perception!

One of the problems about addressing attention to life-
balance is also due to the effects of lock-in syndrome (or of 
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fi re-fi ghting at the lesser level). We get so focused that the 
rest of our needs (and those of others) get sidelined. To make 
changes we must take the time to investigate the issues pro-
perly, not curtail the process by following existing patterns. 
Making snap decisions is unlikely to create a solution if it is 
those snap decisions that caused the problems in the fi rst 
place! For those that have the desire and will to change, 
the following section looks at the evaluation of life-balance 
and strategies for making positive differences in the short and 
long term.

Where there is a will, there is a way

When we consider life-balance it is helpful to set up some 
areas for introspection. Here is a typical list:

• Friends

• Rest and holidays

• Eating out

• Physical activity

• Health

• Wealth

• Appearance

• Hobbies

• Kids
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• Family life

• Partnership

• Personal growth

• Faith activities

• Contribution to others

• Environment of home.

A good fi rst step is to identify the present position and decide 
what you would like it to be. In Figure 2.1, the Life-Balance 
executive has set down fi ve main elements for consideration. 
In each, he has placed his ranking out of a possible 10, for ‘my 
comfort rating with the current situation’ and, his ranking for 
‘my desired comfort rating in two months’. Thus, for ‘Friends 

Friends
R&R
2, 7

Family
kids
2, 9

Work
4, 9

Sports
0, 8

Contribution
1, 7

Life
balance

Figure 2.1 Present and desired rankings for key life balance issues
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R&R’ his current ranking is 2 but he desires to reach a level 
of 7 out of a possible 10. Each individual will focus on what 
is especially important to him alone.

In every case there was scope for improvement, in some cases 
massive improvement – if only he could fi nd the time. In 
questioning, I learned that his dissatisfaction with work was 
not due to lack of commitment or interest, just unhappiness 
that the rest of his life was a footnote to work. He was no 
longer involved in any sports although he had been a Karate 
Blue at University. He had also put on weight. He had already 
missed too many of his children’s fi rsts: league matches, fi rst 
classes and stage appearances. He had been involved in coach-
ing the under-12’s football, but no longer. And most of his 
rest and recuperation (R&R) time was ‘recovery time’ without 
social contact of any memorable value.

What, in these circumstances, are your categories and 
how would you rank your levels now and your desired levels, 
0 to 10?

CATEGORIES AND RATINGS NOW AND 
DESIRED? TIME SCALE FOR CHANGE?
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Finding time

What time commitments have to change to make your objec-
tives real? After juggling, invariably there are quite a number 
of hours to be found! Let’s investigate many of the factors that 
impact on your time and give attention to each. What can be 
saved? How? When can that be done? How much time do you 
want to save?

• Core needs of my talent

• Tertiary needs that others should do

• Travel time to and from work

• Overseas engagements

• Inland travel

• Extracurricular corporate activity

• Regular, rolling meetings

• Main offi ce location

• Secondary offi ce location

• Days working from home

• Booking uninterrupted space for thinking

• Management skills of my reports
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• Training needs of my reports

• Support needs for my team

• Communication methods

• Reporting actually required (and formats)

• Other extraneous jobs and functions

• Sign-offs, checking

• Presentations – who creates and delivers

• Projects that could be off-loaded

• Training and support for delegation

• Who do I over-manage (See Part Two)

• Add others.

Each change will need a time-frame, and most changes will 
impact elsewhere, so you will also need to consider, holis-
tically, the impact of changes and communicate to those 
affected in a way that fi ts with the needs of the organization 
(see Part Two).
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Most people begin to see multiple areas where they can reduce 
their time-efforts without negatively affecting their produc-
tivity. Often, restructuring some of these activities is more 
productive. Delegation can help juniors to step up to the plate 
and achieve at a higher level. People who fail in restructuring 
and delegation are often neurotic, that is, feeling overly 
responsible for the things that should not concern them. 
Sometimes their issue relates to their need to feel in control 
or a drive to own or be associated directly with all forward 
movement. These people often need outside help to gain per-
spective and or improve their sense of self-worth.

If you have not already done so, please calculate the expected 
savings in time and the extent of any gap by comparing the 
actual saving you have identifi ed with the extra time you 
needed to fi nd.

If there is still a gap, ask yourself whether this compromise 
is acceptable in the short term. If it is not, then it may be 
worthwhile revisiting the list above. What other area of time 
can you identify that is not already in your list? Be tougher 
on yourself and go through the system again. Be cool and 
calculated.

ACTIONS
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When you have found more time, it is still important to con-
sider the holistic impacts of change before making commit-
ments. Remember to take a sensory journey (often known as 
‘future pacing’) to imagine what it is like now (to have made 
those decisions), informed those people and to be doing things 
differently. If that is a positive experience and is holistically 
sound, then you have probably already made a commitment 
to those changes.

Honoring jobs done

One of the essential traits of leaders is the ability to pause 
after most of their successes and give personal credit for 
the job done. The Healthy Action Cycle can be seen in 
Figure 2.2.

Acknowledge

D
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Figure 2.2 Healthy Action Cycle
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This may sound a little immodest, but it is important. Firstly, 
if we give ourselves realistic credit, we are then less depend-
ent on feedback from others. Secondly, if we do not pause for 
acknowledgment we are very likely to suffer the lock-in syn-
drome and move too rapidly to the next decision. There are 
times for those behaviors but they have dangers, as we have 
already seen. Let me express the true tale of a friend.

Robin was a high-achiever. He was the Marketing Director of 
one of the best known national monuments in the world. He 
wrote a regular column for a pre-eminent specialist journal 
on guns, and was a regular contributor to other journals. He 
had enjoyed a fi ne military career in a prestigious, world-
famous regiment. He was also one of the funniest and most 
well-connected people I ever met. He was self-effacing and his 
extraordinary achievements and background were only learned 
by others, quietly, over some years. He knew most of the fi rst 
and second rank of the British Royal family through his social 
standing. An evening with Robin meant that we would be 
laughing the whole time while he told jokes and stories and 
imitated famous people. We would cry with so much laughing 
that my jaw would ache. But Robin only knew how to do the 
fi rst two things in the Healthy Action Cycle, Decide and 
Action. He was predisposed to be stoical, self-reliant and 
competent. The last time I saw Robin, I was driving on a 
stormy winter’s day. He was walking along the sidewalk in 
his local town. A few days later Robin put on a heavy coat, 
waded into the River Thames, and drowned himself. Tears 
fell again at his funeral service.

At its most extreme, lack of acknowledgment (and refusal 
to take seriously the compliments of others) can result in 
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clinical depression. There are, of course, shades of gray in the 
extent to which we self-acknowledge. The Healthy Action 
Cycle model suggests that we should be doing some of it, 
some of the time at least! Acknowledgment helps to create 
self-esteem and self-confi dence and these then generate the 
potential for making bigger steps later on. Self-acknowledg-
ment is one key to that journey. We will look at the applica-
tion of this learning when managing others in Part Two.
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Personal goals

We have already started the process of 
establishing goals and it would be wrong to leave 
out a short section on goal theory, in spite of the 

fact that hardly any manager alive does not know at least 
one model for goal-setting. Here I wish briefl y to encapsulate 
the basics and add something that is rarely addressed, but I 
believe should be.

We have established that we are mostly too busy to enjoy a 
really healthy, balanced life. So when approaching any goal, 
it is worth preceding the standard processes with the pre-goal 
method.

The pre-goal method

1. Is this goal important enough to commit to now?

2. What level of time and resource commitments are likely 
to be needed?
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3. Do I have the time and resources available for this goal?

4. What else can be removed from my action list to make 
space for this new goal?

Questions 2 and 3 both refer to ‘resources’. Resource needs 
will include emotional factors that drive or hinder forward 
movement. For example, if you happen to be feeling tired or 
running out of energy, then commiting yourself to another 
action will not make you more successful. First, it may be 
necessary to make another decision about commitments, or 
the timing of those commitments. Only when space is left for 
energy is it reasonable to add any more actions.

The pre-goal questions check whether the goal should be on 
the agenda at all. Further, it makes sure that less important 
things are removed from the list in order to boost the resources 
available for success.

The idea for this came through watching people coach one 
another at professional coach-training events. Time after 
time, coaches would encourage their coachees to establish 
so-called ‘well-formed’ goals without fi rst checking whether 
the coachee really had the resources to accomplish the goal, 
whatever their initial level of motivation and commitment. 
I started to doubt whether some of the standard methods of 
coaching would be successful. I also experienced some of this 
coaching and found that my committed actions sometimes 
fell out of sight by the time I was supposed to have completed 
my tasks. For me, Question 4, ‘What else can be removed 
from my action list to make space for this new goal?’ was a 
key factor in coaching to goals from that point onward.
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Once the pre-goal conditions are satisfi ed, any of the standard 
methods for well-formed goals1 can be applied. Whatever 
model you use, they are likely to include some or all of the 
following.

Goal conditions

The most frequently applied goal conditions include attention 
to the following factors:

 1. Specifi c and clearly stated

 2. Within personal control

 3. Positive effect

 4. Signifi cant impact

 5. Needs a signifi cant level of ‘stretch’ to achieve

 6. Defi nable outcome

 7. Achievable

 8.  Holistically satisfactory2 (tertiary effects on self and others 
in achieving the goal are satisfactory)

1 Strictly-speaking, well-formed goals should embrace all aspects of my pre-
goal method – it is only because the practice of forming them is often poor 
that I wish to focus on those factors that are critical (and most often 
neglected) in order to redress the balance.
2 This check is sometimes called an ‘ecology check’.
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 9. Time-constrained

10.  Mile posts applied (for larger goals with a number of 
sub-tasks).

Of course, at each mile post and at the end, it is worth con-
sidering the use of the Healthy Action Cycle to acknowledge 
the achievement! That boosts both self-esteem and self-
confi dence and one can then take bigger, more stretching 
steps next time.

Motivation traits

Another useful way of checking motivation in respect of goals 
involves the identifi cation of four ‘motivation traits’.3 Take a 
look at any goal to which you have made a commitment, but 
not yet attempted. If it is not already written down, please do 
so now.

3 The four ‘motivation traits’ were identifi ed by Rose Charvet (1997) from 
over 80 human traits called metaprograms.

MY GOAL
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Having written out the goal, see if you can identify the fol-
lowing four factors:

1. Language suggesting a ‘toward orientation’ rather 
than ‘prevention of something unwanted’ (‘away from’ 
language)

2. Language indicating that the goal is internalized and 
resourced by personal drive and not that of others.

3. Language that suggests a procedural process without any 
alternative options.

4. Language that is all stated positively, not negatively.

Here are some examples, together with their opposites:

• I want us to gain that national status.

 I do not wish to fall into the same trap again.

• I feel committed to this result.

 I am motivated by Tom’s belief in this objective.

• The steps I am going to start taking are  .  .  .

 I will start with a report or a presentation to Board  .  .  .

• Gaining this award will be a tremendous boost for us.

 If we do not get national status our market may 
diminish.
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If all these conditions are met, the chance of success is high. 
If any are missing or the opposite is stated, the chance of 
success is lower. In this case it may be worth asking more 
questions about the goal and whether, after all, it is worthy 
of your attention. This may enable you to recalibrate its 
importance and modify, delete or fi nd greater commitment to 
the goal and its achievement.

Do the following meet the four criteria?

When Peter is well again, I will arrange a meeting with his 
secretary and talk with him about my career advancement 
aspirations. I will ask for his support.

An issue here that does not satisfy is the proviso that Peter 
must be well. How well must he be? What control is there 
that he will ever be ‘well enough’? A motivated statement 
might read better:

Peter is currently off sick and so I cannot sensibly engage with 
him about my career aspirations but that gives me a good reason 
to speak with his VP and ask her advice so I will continue to call 
round to her offi ce until she is available to see me.

The Stretch Zone

‘Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear 
is that we are powerful beyond measure’

marianne williamson4

4 This quotation is more often associated with the inaugural speech of 
Nelson Mandela as President in 1994 but was written by Marianne 
Williamson.
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The Stretch Zone sits outside our Comfort Zone. When we 
are in the Comfort Zone we are reacting easily to events and 
using lots of patterned responses to familiar scenarios. When 
we are psychologically challenged, whether intellectually or 
emotionally, we move into the Stretch Zone, which is also 
known as the Learning Zone. For goals to have your increased 
confi dence and be inspiring enough to have your commit-
ment, it is important that they can create a signifi cant stretch 
for you. The phrase, ‘for you’ is critical. What works for me 
cannot be projected onto someone else. It follows that as 
managers we must not make similar assumptions about what 
a stretch is for each of our people – we must ask each of 
them.

So what is ‘stretch’? The Stretch Zone (Figure 3.1) is charac-
terized by resistance. At worst, it is characterized by paralysis 

Ouch!

Comfort
Zone

Stretch Zone
Learning Zone

Figure 3.1 Stretch to learn: from comfort to stretch zones
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of action. Resistance may be triggered by a limiting belief5 
about one’s competence to achieve. It is always driven by 
emotional factors and typically the overriding emotion is 
fear.

There are invariably two factors in our limitations: our logical 
thinking about the consequences (often wrong), and our emo-
tional resistance. To increase our effectiveness we need to 
check out both factors and address them. Our logical thinking 
can be challenged by asking questions that demand new per-
spectives to what we have been thinking or imagining.

• Who says that I will fail?

• When have I felt similarly but succeeded?

• What have others done and how did they achieve?

• What other resources can I muster to help me do this?

• So, 43 percent fail. What are the characteristics of the 57 
percent who succeed?

• How can I counter that weakness?

• How can I augment that strength?

Our emotional concerns need primarily to be acknowledged, 
and one of the most useful things to do is then to ask yourself, 

5 Limiting beliefs are those concepts that we hold to be true even though 
they have a debilitating effect on our enjoyment or performance.
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‘So what?’ Invariably the fi rst part, acknowledgment, works 
like magic. Once you name the dragon, it is tangible only for 
a few seconds and then fades, as the quotation runs: ‘the mis-
fortunes hardest to bear are those that never come.’

• Why shouldn’t I feel worried? This is a big deal. So 
what?

The leader will make sure that the balance between comfort 
and stretch in both their work and personal development is 
healthy. Unless some disaster befalls, the leader wants to be 
sure that there is stability and comfort in their life irrespec-
tive of what is happening at work and at home. This self-
preservation at all costs provides the greater sense of balance 
and reason.

The leader is also a developing individual, not just an expert 
who has arrived. Therefore, the level of stretch and learning 
that the leader embraces is likely to be signifi cantly higher 
than for most managers. The leader is used to the process of 
gauging risks, taking them and succeeding, and that leads to 
a mentality (or mindset6) of performance at the next level.

6 A mindset is simply a set of values, beliefs and a sense of self that help 
(or hinder) us in a given situation. We will refer to these again later.





4

Wheel of work

The wheel of work is similar to the life balance 
wheel but here the object is to focus on the world 
of work and aspects of it that determine our level 

of satisfaction at work. You can design your own wheel, 
but it is likely to contain some of the segments shown in 
Figure 4.1.

Segments of the wheel

Let’s quickly run through each segment to add some color to 
these simple descriptors. I have written the text as if it applies 
to a member of your own staff since we will return to the use 
of the wheel in this context later.

Reward and recognition (R&R)

Rewards are the benefi ts package including bonuses. Recog-
nition is about the soft-stuff that feeds back to us from 
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colleagues and stakeholders and provides a sense of belonging, 
purpose, value or self-fulfi llment. For this and all the other 
segments the question is, ‘What is your contentment level?’ 
The answers need to provide both of you with information 
about the relative importance of R&R compared to other 
aspects of the job. Since everyone is different, a narrow set of 
parameters will not satisfy the majority. We need to be fl ex-
ible to accommodate that fact. It is also helpful to develop 
people’s highest possible enjoyment of their working life so 
that they broaden their exposure to sources of gratifi cation 
and the recognition that can bring them. For example, someone 
with extracurricular team skills at a club may be able to 
use some of those same skills within the business. If they do 
this, it may provide them with an opportunity for acknowl-

Reward and 
recognition

Amount of  
change

Purpose of  
my working

Relationships

Number of  
major tasks

Number of  
reports

Work 
satisfaction

Training and 
development

My Contentment Level with...

Figure 4.1 Typical Wheel of Work
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edgment and bring together otherwise entirely separate 
aspects of their life. Analytical Graphics, Malvern in PA, 
provides laundry services at work and free meals for visiting 
families, every day. Their motivation is to reduce the issues 
in managing some of the tasks that are normally squeezed 
in between work and home. Naturally the workers there 
feel valued and the company is one of the top 25 employers 
in the USA.

Relationships

The context for all these questions is work, so we are seeking 
to defi ne, on balance, how content the person is with those 
relationships at work. Relationships create some of the most 
important motivations and demotivations in the workplace. 
Failure to address issues can very seriously affect the wellbe-
ing and health of employees, quite apart from the reduction 
in their productive ability as individuals or within a team 
context. If we help them to resolve such issues we will improve 
our own relationship with the individuals as well as gain from 
their rising contentment at work.

Work satisfaction

These are the other intangibles that might make one feel 
more or less happy to return to the same job and organization. 
One person may hate the air-conditioning or the lack of day-
light; another may dislike the distraction of a view. One 
person may wish to make many decisions in the day about 
what he does and when he does it; another person will prefer 
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to have an ordered structure for her day. Some people are 
distracted by a peaceful view or like their days to be well-
ordered before they come into work. Each of these factors, and 
more, will be very specifi c to each individual. When asking 
about job satisfaction, remember to also ask the opposing 
question:

Tom, is there anything else that you are dissatisfi ed with where 
I might help or have impact?

If we expect the answers to be a can of worms then they most 
likely will be. If, however, we adjust our mindset to one of 
facilitating contentment in the person, then the results are 
likely to be more useful. We help that outcome by focusing 
on areas where they can make the most impact. We achieve 
that most productively by asking questions rather than by 
talking or giving advice.

Training and development

How content are the individuals with the level of training and 
development exposure they have? Are they almost fully able 
to do every aspect of their current role? What about the next 
job? Are they already positioned for a move and do they 
already have the skills and qualifi cations necessary for that 
next post? A leader is never fearful of the aspirations of their 
staff members and will get more from them by helping them 
to become as capable as they can be. We all know managers 
who resist the talent and aspirations of people below them 
because it threatens their stability. Leaders have no time for 
such restricted ideas.
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Amount of change

Some people may like a lot of change at work and see them 
as acceptable challenges. Or they may be tired of changes and 
want some stability. They may also dislike the extent of 
changes that come from elsewhere and over which they have 
limited or no control. Their work may or may not contain 
suffi cient variety or not allow them to concentrate and become 
expert in a fi eld of their choice. In leading people we are 
mindful of the dynamic between the benefi ts of ‘security’ 
aspects1 (familiarity, consistency, status quo) and the learning 
that comes from the Stretch Zone. Be open, specifi c and ask 
them what would be a stretch for them in terms of change? 
Would that be helpful to them? Conversations along these 
lines will open up the discussion and reveal other areas where, 
at no cost, we can make a signifi cant difference to the produc-
tive commitment of some of our people.

Number of major tasks

Most people have an idea how many major tasks are ideal for 
them to manage. Some like one major project in which they 
get totally absorbed, feel most expert and feel most valuable. 
Others get bored easily or want a spread of activity. How 
many do they have, and is this number too few or too many 
for them to cope with? We may not be able to do anything 
immediately but we should be able to accommodate their 
wishes in the mid-term, even if it means moving or up-

1 The use of the word ‘security’ with this meaning will be familiar to those 
exposed to the work of Maslow (1943).
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skilling them to work in another area. Another question you 
may prefer to use is:

Tom, how content are you with the level of responsibility you 
have at work?

This question may also lead to, or cover, the following 
segment.

Number of reports

How many people report to them directly or indirectly? Are 
there too many or too few to manage successfully? We dis-
cussed this issue earlier and it can be central to performance. 
Discussion about numbers may lead to discussion about the 
actual skill level of the reporting staff and their development 
or some restructuring to up-skill in their area. Questions may 
arise about merging certain functions for greater control and 
effectiveness.

Purpose of my working

What are the key factors that make a person’s purpose in work 
most worthwhile and how content are they with the status 
quo compared to each of those factors?

People are amazingly different and your answers to this and 
all these questions are likely to be absolutely unique. Later 
we will look at some of these different motivations, but, cur-
rently, what is your personal purpose in working? What factors 
are most important to you, and to what extent can you change 
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the situation to enhance your pleasure of the work experience 
overall?

When ranking, you can use the process of allocating values 
from 0 (low) to 10 range. Having ranked all your segments, 
ask yourself how high might be your maximum rank in each 
case? The reason for this question is because many people 
never rank 10 for anything (even if you provide a range of 10, 
as above). Instead they have an in-built limit of 9, 8 or 7 for 
example. Having established your maximum (and if appropri-
ate, your minimum) to arrive at a potential range, check out 
each rank against the range. Where can you make realistic 
changes that impact on your level of satisfaction overall?

If you have limits in your power and control over certain 
areas, does this commit you to changing? What can you 
achieve and where might you compromise? Can you establish 
a plan, within a time-frame, for change?

Typically, people fi nd two or three areas that make the most 
impact, then concentrate on establishing actions in those 
areas. In each case, remember the pre-goal questions and make 
sure that the goals are all well formed.

ACTIONS
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Solution thinking

We are repeatedly making decisions and 
providing solutions. Some of these (for example, 
type A in Figure 5.1) are almost instinctive: learned, 

patterned responses to familiar scenarios. Our minds recog-
nize certain patterns and create patterned responses because 
the automatic process is effi cient and fast. However, dangers 
also lurk there. Quick solutions are not always the best.

Other solutions (type B in the fi gure) take more time to 
resolve,1 while type-C solutions are often benefi cial for more 
diffi cult issues that require effective results. Typically, these 
issues take more resources, research, dialog, thinking-through 
scenarios and checking out the holistic impact of each poten-
tial solution.

1 Indeed, we may put some of these off, hoping that the need to fi nd a solu-
tion may become less important and thus slip off the list.
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Figure 5.1 Deep Thought and creativity

All of these solution processes are within the orbit of manage-
ment and good personal leadership. Much of what we create 
by way of solutions will be determined by our experience, our 
successes and failures. What is clear is that sometimes the 
need for an innovative and effective solution is lost because 
we react too quickly from experience, without thinking 
through or thinking deeply enough. Clearly if one solution is 
adequate for the job, then there is little point in spending a 
lot of time fi nding another. Occasionally, a goal is more sig-
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nifi cant and we recognize that the solution could be different 
and more cost-effective, for example. Type-C solutions are 
needed when an organization has produced similar business 
plans over several years and has failed to achieve their objec-
tives. Type-C solutions are needed, for example, when years 
of culture change initiatives have failed to make any signifi -
cant difference. In these cases, how do we arrive at type-C 
solutions? First, it is helpful to put aside a period of time that 
refl ects the importance of fi nding a good solution.

It is clear that greater time is involved in exploring an increas-
ing number of options, extending novelty or thinking ‘outside 
the box’. Our inclination as decision-makers may be to short-
circuit the process and mainly deal in the realm of type-A 
solutions. On balance then, as leaders, it may occasionally be 
useful to seek type-B and type-C solutions. As mentioned 
previously, it is only through exercising the mind that a wider 
range of choices can be available to us.

Deep Thought solutions

In order to have Deep Thought, it is necessary to suspend 
judgment. This part of the Deep Thought process is familiar 
to those who have used the methods of brainstorming. 
Brainstorming involves retrieving information quickly from 
a number of people and having someone else capture the 
thoughts. Judgments are not allowed at this stage. Deep 
Thought is similar in that judgments are suspended also. 
The brainstorming scenario is a useful fi rst base in arriving 
at more options and more creative solutions in Deep 
Thought.
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At its most basic, one can just write down thoughts and 
solutions without judgment. However, Deep Thought can be 
enhanced by an adapted process whereby judgments are still 
suspended, but time is given for quiet refl ection. In brain-
storming with groups, so much information is typically set 
down that nobody thinks to slow the process and have quiet 
refl ection in order to fi nd further solutions. It is only when 
there are very few ideas on the page that quiet introspection 
may be allowed to take place. In Deep Thought we are deter-
mined to wait for fresh ideas.2 We can also use positive induc-
ers of creative thought; questions that suggest that there is 
another answer, even though we do not (yet) know what that 
answer is. A typical inducer-question is,3 ‘If there is a very 
different way of looking at this, what is that very different 
way?’

We have talked already about having (time) spaces for refl ec-
tive and strategic thinking and planning. For Deep Thought 
solutions, it is important to take a complete break and come 
back to the issue later. These breaks need only be for some 
minutes, and taken in silence. The same rules apply for Deep 
Thought solutions in groups. With complex issues it may be 
necessary to leave longer spaces and time-table a sequence of 
actual meetings.

History informs us that a great deal of major discovery has 
taken place after periods of deep thinking followed by rest. A 
novel solution then suddenly pops up. A famous example is 

2 The U-model is a similar device involving a three-part process: sensing, 
presencing and realizing, see Senge et al. (2004).
3 Sometimes called ‘unblocking questions’.
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that of Archimedes in his bath, forming the principle that a 
body completely or partially submerged in a fl uid is acted 
upon by an upward force which is equal to the weight of the 
fl uid displaced by the body. This was his ‘Eureka’ moment. 
Then there was Kékulé who had racked his brains unsuccess-
fully to understand why his hydrocarbon chemicals had too 
little hydrogen associated with them. He was sitting on a bus 
when, in his daydream, he saw snakes which then ate their 
own tails – thus he discovered the existence of aromatic, 
cyclic hydrocarbons as opposed to the familiar, snake-like, 
long-chain, aliphatic hydrocarbons.

Flexible thinking and the 
multiple intelligences

‘It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most 
intelligent, but the one most responsive to change’

charles darwin

Managers and leaders need more mental agility and a wider 
range of choices about how they approach things mentally. 
Leaders are probably more likely to be experienced in using a 
wider range of psychological skills. We have not yet looked 
at Emotional Intelligence, which is dealt with in more detail 
in Part Three. At present, however, please consider this sup-
position where EQ means emotional quotient and IQ is the 
more familiar intelligence quotient:

EQ + IQ = Success
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The supposition suggests that those who have competences 
in both these areas of intelligence are more likely to be suc-
cessful. In simple terms, it ought to be true, at least within 
egalitarian communities. Those who understand more about 
the motivations and demotivations of themselves probably 
understand more about those aspects in others. If that were 
true, those with higher EQ would generally galvanize more 
people, more of the time. And those people would work harder 
and more effectively for them.

While considering these two intelligences, let’s consider, 
briefl y, one of several theories about multiple intelligence 
that is now incorporated into the body of work called ‘Accel-
erated Learning’. Gardner (1983) postulated multiple intelli-
gences, originally proposing these seven:

1. Logical–mathematical

2. Spatial

3. Linguistic

4. Bodily-kinesthetic

5. Musical

6. Intrapersonal

7. Interpersonal.

Intrapersonal intelligence concerns the ability to have useful 
internal dialogue without irrational, negative self-judgment. 
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Interpersonal skills have to do largely with the listening and 
communication skills one applies with others.

You might consider that musical or spatial intelligence may 
not feature in your management, but these are aspects of 
mental use that, if developed, have repercussions for the 
quality of our thinking overall. We are lesser beings and 
leaders if we are undeveloped in any of our intelligences.

Would an increased ability in any of these seven intelligences 
improve your effectiveness at work? Which would they be, 
and what might you do to improve your current ability?

Part of my thinking in asking these questions is to ask you 
to exercise your psychology before we start to look at leader-
ship as it impacts on others. Later we will also look at Emo-
tional Intelligence and its link with performance at work.

ACTIONS
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Applying personal 
changes

I hope that so far I have provided you with ideas for 
making different approaches in your work. But how 
will such changes be interpreted by the people who 

work for you? While any changes you have decided will 
have obvious benefi ts for you, sometimes your motives 
may be misinterpreted. What will staff, colleagues and 
bosses be thinking when they observe you behaving 
differently? Sometimes communication is needed to 
ameliorate misinterpretation there too; a positive-spin also 
helps!

When considering your boss, if lucky, the area of decision-
making will already fi t in with a development area that has 
been noticed and/or agreed at your own 1-2-1. In that case you 
can simply describe the actions you are taking. Let’s consider 
some examples.
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Reducing work time

The reality may be that you have decided to get away from 
work earlier and set out times for strategic thinking in your 
diary – no matter how open your diary is to other people. The 
upshot is that you will be working fewer hours. How can you 
sell these new behaviors?1

Think about the positive things that your boss(es) may observe 
as benefi ts, and communicate them.

Tom, I have been too busy with the day-to-day and not spending 
enough time on the longer-range threats and opportunities, 
succession plans and opportunities for cost saving. I have started 
to put that right by working away from the offi ce more so I can 
take a bigger view. What I hope you will notice in the mid-term 
is a greater strategic contribution to business development, more 
innovative solutions and better anticipation of trends. I will 
also spend extra time with three of my direct reports who 
need a higher level of support right now. To achieve that I have 
withdrawn from a number of things that are now running 
smoothly and no longer need senior control. That should help to 
develop some of my best people who will be taking over those 
roles. It’s going to encourage wider participation and provide 
improved back-up if I am overseas. I hope my direct reports will 
be better at self-starting without me breathing down their necks 
all the time.

So much time and effi ciency is wasted by being too busy. 
Fire-fi ghting and the lock-in syndrome are not effective strat-

1 I use the word ‘behaviors’ to embrace all observable actions in the work 
context, including mannerisms, assertiveness, speech-patterns, alertness, 
expressiveness and so on.
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egies for productive work. Content people feeling in control 
of their working days and also feeling that they have prepared 
enough for upcoming scenarios are much more effective than 
those who have not.

We often fi nd that the most senior people work less time after 
being coached. When we review the coaching together we also 
fi nd that they believe that their contribution and effective 
status have both increased. This is largely due to the quality 
of their contributions. They are better at anticipation and 
better prepared. Those results come from widening their fi eld 
of attention at the level of strategy, and narrowing their fi eld 
of attention at the level of purpose.





Part Two

Infl uence – 
Leadership of Others

The bulk of Part Two is concerned with a leader’s 
personal impact with others. Leadership is character-
ized by infl uencing behaviors and this part of the 

book is dedicated to understanding the role of the leader as 
infl uencer.

If you change the way you work, then that has an impact on 
some of those who work for you. Leadership involves being 
aware of this potential and making sure that consistent mes-
sages are disseminated. It is important that key people are 
spoken to on a 1-2-1 basis so that they understand what is 
happening and why. We will also consider the strategic ele-
ments of leadership.

The actions you may have committed to in Part One will 
necessarily create changes in your behavior and these will be 
noticed by others around you. Let’s revisit our defi nition of 
behavior – we mean any observable action in the work context. 
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That could mean a characteristic or change in many things, 
for example: self-refl ection, planning time, strategic expres-
sion, calmness, gravitas, detailed knowledge, awareness 
and expression of consequences, language patterns, meeting 
set-up and so on. Any change in these behaviors will be 
noticed so we will also look at how leaders manage those 
situations.

In order to generate more ideas for personal impact and to 
widen understanding about the breadth of action that other 
leaders have taken, we continue the discussion at the end of 
Part One.



7

Widening and 
narrowing attention

I stated that many senior executives can work less, be 
more effective and boost effective-status at the same time. 
A key component that produces those results is changing 

the fi eld of our attention. By that, I mean, fi rstly, widening 
strategic attention to new levels and, secondly, narrowing the 
fi eld of attention at the level of purpose. How does that mani-
fest at work?

In order to create a solution to both of those questions, I 
propose to detail two further sets of questions. Answer those 
and clarity should result.

Further questions

Widening the fi eld at the level of strategy

• How can I and the objectives and results of my organiz-
ation be better appreciated?
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• Who do I and my people need to form closer relationships 
with in order to accelerate our impact?

• Who is against us and what can we do to ameliorate 
that?

• Who has doubtful allegiance but is a powerful 
infl uencer?

• What possible future events and trends might impact on 
our business?

• How can I get improved cooperation post-merger?

• What restructuring would be useful and what would be 
the fallout?

• How can I get my people to work as a team?

• Who will I develop to take over aspects of my job and 
how?

• What ought to remain core to the business in fi ve years’ 
time and what could be contracted out or fl oated off?

• What expertise must we preserve and develop to keep our 
added value?

• What contingency plans have we for a plant fi re?

Answering these questions and others like them will start to 
develop potential tactics and actions for change.
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Narrowing the fi eld at the level of purpose

• What am I really here to do?

• Where are my skills best applied?

• What can other people do instead of me now?

• What can I drop completely?

• How can I harness my assistants and direct reports to 
protect me from burning?

Questions like these immediately translate into actions, 
freeing up time for the extra strategic jobs.

Typical actions

Executives who go through coaching or this type of logical 
process will invariably commit to many actions. Here are real 
ones from a wide range of senior executives:

• Create strategic-thinking time; call it ‘Development 
Project’ on the calendar and plan ahead for a year at a 
time.

• Have my assistant book private meeting room spaces for 
those now.

• Agree diary-entry policy with my secretary to protect 
spaces.
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• Book extra coaching sessions.

• Produce position paper for main Board.

• Create web-based monthly magazine for stakeholders to 
inform and involve.

• Take team away for two days facilitated discussion on 
upcoming changes.

• Encourage travel and six-month job-switching between 
countries to improve collaborative-productivity and im-
proved best-practice worldwide.

• Open second offi ce at our factory near my home; work 
from there Friday and Monday.

• Meet with shareholders-with-portfolio with remits in my 
area.

• Meet with European CEO to update on aims for next 
year.

• Spend time with FD at NY meeting and try to get on the 
same page.

• Be proactive in setting meetings and running them with 
my boss.

• Research new technology that may affect our business.
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• Have Tom produce and deliver the monthly report to the 
Board.

• Have our interdivisional report produced by the Project 
Heads with only a covering introduction from me.

• Channel all unnecessary email to folder with auto-message 
about not viewing unless there is an expressed require-
ment for me to do so.

• Withdraw from eight meetings a month, send delegates to 
three others.

• Have 1-2-1 with all my reports to explain the change in 
my working pattern and expectations and assess their 
needs through the change.

In coaching, a large number of such actions invariably result. 
The advantage of coaching is that perceptions about impact 
and support for changes can be challenged and worked through, 
gaining confi dence and pace. The coach will challenge your 
thinking and create unease – the stretch zone where leaps of 
learning take place.

Changes: overt motives made clear

When we think about changing our behaviors we may con-
sider how acceptable these are in our culture and what others 
may think. While valuable, these thoughts could cause us to 
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deviate from our purpose. Let’s not fall into the trap of weaker 
managers. Let’s counter the negatives with positives, and 
then decide.

The leader is not afraid to experiment with behaviors but does 
so wisely, having thought through the consequences. Leaders 
have a positive mental attitude, focusing on what they can 
do, rather than on what they cannot. It is worth writing that 
where new behaviors will be signifi cantly different from 
before, that a form of communication may be necessary to 
ensure that the reasons for your behaviors are not misinter-
preted. More is said about this later but suffi ce to give an 
example. Imagine that one of your new behaviors will be to 
lessen the over-management of your staff. If you do not explain 
(and preferably discuss this with them before action) they may 
interpret your apparent withdrawal in this way:

• He/she has been head-hunted and is on the way out.

• He/she has given-up on me, I’m on my way out.

• My project is a low priority now.

Clearly, misinterpretation cannot be allowed to occur, so the 
process of discussion, agreement and change needs to happen 
in that order. We will develop this theme with examples 
later.
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Rapport skills and 
building trust

Trust is essential because there are few roles 
where performance is only due to one person. Invari-
ably, even if you have no direct or indirect reports, 

there are people who can make a signifi cant difference. 
The differences may affect whether you achieve, when you 
achieve and whether you are still resourced adequately 
after you have succeeded (in order to take on the next project 
or aim).

Rapport is an important component in building trust. Two 
factors are particularly helpful in creating working rapport: (1) 
being supportive of people and (2) being interested in people 
(and displaying the behaviors that exemplify these factors). 
Without the behaviors, the impact is zero. People need to see 
something tangible before they believe in it – for example, 
actions and behaviors. Interest in something is never enough 
for leaders. Application from that interest has to result. For 
an analogy, think about love and a partner. It is usually not 
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enough to tell them you love them, actions are required to 
prove the consistency in that statement.

Rapport and trust are paramount features in contemporary 
leadership. Alone, we may achieve a lot but with others com-
mitted to our goals, we can achieve at a higher level.

Rapport is the door to the building of trust (on a 1-2-1 basis), 
so we will consider this fi rst.

Rapport skills

Rapport happens in the small-talk and spaces between the big 
talks. In other words we need to be engaged unhurriedly with 
people more often. For the greatest effect, these unhurried 
conversations happen when it is not strictly necessary to be 
talking at that moment. Creating such spaces makes an enor-
mous statement:

I am interested in you; at this moment you are more important 
than anything else on my agenda.

When we are busy chasing our own tail we rarely make time 
for such gestures, so prioritization and management of time 
are essential if these gestures are to be consistently applied. 
We shall see later that consistency in all the stages of building 
trust is essential, so it is best to keep our rapport skills in 
constant readiness at work, not just switched on (for effect) 
from time-to-time.

Here are some suggestions for consideration. What are the 
purposes of each action?
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• Extend and develop contacts – especially those you know 
less well.

• Keep engaged in conversations and listen.

• Keep your cell-phone off in coffee breaks; stay with the 
group.

• Talk little.

• Show that you heard by refl ecting back or asking a 
question.

• If someone expresses something of personal risk, acknowl-
edge it and be prepared to express a brief experience of 
your own: ‘It is probably not as interesting as your experi-
ence but I once  .  .  .’ honors their expression without steal-
ing the show.

In each case we are putting people at the center of our action 
rather than as a requirement of acute need. If you only run to 
people when you need something, they will not respond well 
to you or go further than they have to. To consistently attend 
better to people, we probably need to revalue them in our 
priorities at work.

Beginnings, middles and ends

Whether we engage with people face-to-face, by phone or by 
e-mail there need to be three distinct parts to the process if 
people are to feel honored.



78  /  SELF-COACHING LEADERSHIP

Beginnings

Favorites for face-to-face meetings remain:

Hi Tom, how’s it going?

Hello Tom, how are you?

It’s good to see you Tom. Did you have a good journey?

Each offers a question which makes its own oblique state-
ment, ‘I am interested in you’. Further, not one question 
jumps into a work context – each invites the person to share 
something personal rather than work-related. However, it 
does not prevent them from going to a work issue directly if 
they choose to do so. But the greeting and question are not 
enough. We must then actually leave a space for an answer 
and remain engaged with that person, not turning to greet 
someone else!

Here are similar beginnings for telephone use:

Oh Tom, it’s good to hear from you. How are things with you?

Tom, how are you?

It’s great to hear you Tom. How’s life treating you?

Again, leave a space for a reply and if that reply is cursory (for 
example: ‘fi ne and how are you?’) be prepared to follow-up 
your question again to stimulate their contribution to the 
dance of rapport:
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Things are really good, I’d heard you were abroad, how was 
that?

E-mails are like hornet’s waiting to sting. In our desire to get 
to the point, to ‘be professional’ and save time, we often forget 
the necessity for politeness. In fact, because we have no idea 
of the circumstances in which the e-mail will be read, it is 
even more important to soften the introduction and demark 
each part of the communication process:

Tom, I hope things are good with you? I thought to drop a line 
to you now as I am preoccupied with.  .  .  .

Tom, I know you are busy and hope things are going well for 
you? Could I ask you to help me with some information that I 
need pretty urgently.  .  .  .

Tom, thanks for your mail. I understood you were away at the 
Paris conference. I hope things are fi ne? Did you contribute or 
fi nd it useful? By the way, I’d like to ask  .  .  .

Notice that the questions are often regarded as statements 
and the question-marks are often left out of the text. For 
example, ‘I know you are busy and hope things are going well 
for you’. In the examples above we make our interest overt 
and use the mark in order to properly invite their engagement 
in the dance of rapport. I use the word ‘dance’ again, and 
advisedly so. Rapport-building involves a delicate process of 
give and take, as we shall see.

Middles

The middle cuts to the chase if you are initiating the contact 
for a reason. If you are responding, then the most important 
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thing is to give your full consideration, whether it is an e-mail 
or a direct contact. The little extra effort, particularly with 
e-mail, is invariably noticed and welcome.

In your haste to get to the point the impact of a great begin-
ning can be lost, as shown in this example of a face-to-face 
engagement:

Tom how are you I need you to get some information for the 
meeting tomorrow pretty much immediately and  .  .  .

Compare that with:

Tom <pause> How are you? <pause and listen> Listen, have you 
got a moment as I do need your help with something urgent. 
<pause and look> It’s about tomorrow’s meeting. I’m feeling 
exposed because I do not have the depreciation adjustments and 
my fi gures are not watertight. How quickly could you get those 
to me?

The extra time involved is minimal but which do you think 
will have a better result and maintain or increase the rapport 
you have? The pauses are not just for effect. They also serve 
as cues to remind you that you need to be listening. If we just 
rush out a string of orders or statements, there is little time 
for noticing much about the (psychological) state of the person 
we are speaking to.

The pauses are also effectively used on the telephone. It gives 
both parties the chance to refl ect a little and to listen.

The e-mail examples given above (see Beginnings) also 
show how to get to the middle. There are no pauses, but 
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paragraphing serves the same purpose, by drawing a line under 
the polite entrée and getting swiftly to the main course.

Ends

Endings complete the process by honoring the time and atten-
tion that your recipient has given to you. Ignoring this can 
just cheapen the good effect made in the beginning. You can 
also usefully go slightly off topic to show interest in them. 
If they are contributing something helpful, think about 
expressing what that means to you in more personal terms 
than you might otherwise use. You might also mention their 
effort, attention and the time they are prepared to devote, and 
you can embellish all that whether face-to-face, phone 
or mail.

Tom, thanks for your time and commitment to this, I am grateful. 
It’s great to have your support

Tom, I have to go shortly, is there anything else you would like 
to add now?

Tom, thanks for persisting through this stuff. If you could 
come back with those three sets of fi gures today I shall be very 
relieved indeed. I hope all goes well for you in San Antonio by 
the way.

Notice the use of their name again. The fact that you use their 
name in the beginning and the end shows special effort on 
your part (especially if typed). With detailed e-mail, you may 
wish to consider summarizing the actions and expectations 
in a bulleted list format so that they are easy to notice.
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Honoring and celebration

Honoring people is so important that it is referred to many 
times in this book. With so much emphasis on progress and 
success at work, the natural habit of thanking and honoring 
people is sometimes neglected. Each day that passes at 
work should provide us with at least one opportunity to 
thank or honor someone. We must be aware of people’s 
efforts, especially when this goes beyond their contractual 
obligations. Some leaders have a natural tendency to 
thank and honor people; others need to do this systematically. 
If you are in the latter group then you might wish to set 
up a system of your own so that the extra efforts of all 
your people are regularly considered, and appropriate actions 
taken.

With the constant pressure to perform and exceed targets we 
sometimes also forget the necessity to pause and mark our 
glory collectively. In Part One we saw that the Healthy Action 
Cycle needs an acknowledgment step following decision and 
action. Our people need this too. As leaders, rather than as 

ACTIONS



 RAPPORT SKILLS AND BUILDING TRUST  /  83

managers, we will be looking for broader outcomes, including 
making it:

• Personal

• Welcome

• Involving

• Publicized at the higher levels.

E-mail is not nearly as personal, as a hand-signed letter sent 
to a home address. Face-to-face contact is always appreciated, 
especially if you are genuine in your appreciation and your 
expression is both generous and eloquent.

The method of marking or celebrating success needs to be a 
generally welcome affair. Time-consuming events or those 
that take people away from their families (and private) com-
mitments, may not always be appreciated. An evening dinner 
may therefore not be welcomed by all, and a lunch or after-
noon celebration in work-time may be more appropriate.

Collective celebration can work to build rapport and team 
spirit but is often spoiled by the lack of real feeling expressed 
by senior people. If you tend to be reserved, then consider a 
very brief introduction only. Do not wheel in more senior 
fi gures unless they are respected, popular and your staff feels 
comfortable and relaxed around them. Introduce someone 
who is excited and passionate about the outcome and is able 
to express the collective value of the team better than you 
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can. This person could be two or more levels below you. Try 
to include people at all levels in the team in your notices and 
speeches, and the expression should be genuine and preferably 
have passion.

At celebrations, many managers cannot resist the desire to 
galvanize the troops for the next stage. This is not the moment 
for that, and this also applies to Christmas celebrations. Let 
the celebration stand on its own without reference to the 
future, as this only weakens the message of celebration. Some 
people will feel manipulated and defl ated if you use these 
occasions to try to push them toward the next target. Honor 
them and encourage them to feel proud for creating what has 
been achieved. There will be time for galvanizing action 
tomorrow.

Provided the message is not overly sanitized (or ignores the 
contribution of key individuals to the success) then genera-
tion of PR internally (and beyond) can also be considered. If 
done well, this can help many in the team feel proud of their 
individual and collective achievements.

Mindsets for rapport and trust

A mindset is simply a collection of values, beliefs and a sense 
of self that help (or hinder) in a given situation. Clearly, it is 
useful to have some conscious control over our mental pre-
paredness for situations. Obvious situations include mental 
preparation to speak at a conference or when dealing with 
an awkward stakeholder in the business. So let’s consider 
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mindsets appropriate for boosting effectiveness when employ-
ing rapport skills or building trust.

Here are some suggestions:

• I cannot run everything on my own.

• This business depends foremost on our people.

• People perform better when they feel regarded and trust 
their colleagues.

• My colleagues could trust me more if I give them more 
quality, 1-2-1 time.

• In times of crisis I need the best goodwill I can get.

• Taking time with people is important.

• To have more impact I need people who want to support 
me and my aims and in a team that has a multiplied 
effect.

• Most people are more interested in recognition than in 
rewards.

Do any immediate actions stem from consideration of these 
ideas? How will you know whether your actions have been 
effective and how will you assess or measure that effective-
ness? What will you look for in terms of behaviors? How long 
might that take?
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Trust

Trust takes time to develop but can be eroded or destroyed in 
an instant. Trust must be consistently applied in order to 
build it up. A serious slip can cause freefall and there is invari-

ACTIONS

MEASUREMENT

TIMESCALES
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ably a buffer-period when no recovery or improvement will 
be made (see Figure 8.1). This buffer-period may last hours, 
months and even years.

The curve in the diagram does not start at the bottom because 
people normally give you the benefi t of the doubt until they 
get to know you. The level of that benefi t varies enormously 
from person to person and from relationship to relationship. 
Freefall normally takes your standing below where it started! 
We shall return to the subject of trust and identify the seven 
trust factors in Chapter 10 (Leadership qualities).

Rapport and trust are helpful to the level of infl uence we can 
produce since the more people we can rely on, the wider our 
sphere of impact in the world. Many younger executives, 
including the author at an earlier stage, fi ght and scratch to 
get results at any cost. But real success comes when you have 
many people playing your game with you.

Figure 8.1 Trust building and freefall
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Relationship building: 
putting it together

When we work with people there is a gradual 
development of interaction. This is the same in all 
relationships. I give a bit and you give a bit, and 

so on. Each individual relationship can be considered as a 
spread of cash investments to hedge against fl uctuations in 
the market. In each area of investment you look for a return 
and if no return is forthcoming, you think about investing 
elsewhere.

These investments increase the level of holistic knowledge 
you have about one another. This increases rapport and trust, 
but may also increase respect.1 For example, people often have 
skills or hobbies in their private lives that are extraordinary.

1 One of the top employers in the USA is Analytical Graphics, Malvern, PA 
and they arrange fun events where people learn much more about the skills 
and talents of their coworkers. They report that this creates higher levels 
of mutual respect in their organization.
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The areas that we can invest in for each person might include 
some or all of the following: private information, social inter-
action, exquisite listening, fl exibility and doing favors. In 
each case, you might consider making at least two separate 
deposits of the same type before deciding to place your invest-
ment in another area.

Now, I would like you to think of someone infl uential in your 
work context (a peer in the business or someone outside your 
business) with whom you have a reasonable working relation-
ship (over some time) but do not regard as a friend. Preferably 
this will be someone with whom you would like to have an 
improving relationship, but in fact there has been little change 
for some time.

In Table 9.1 there are two columns to be fi lled in from your 
perceptions of that relationship: one refers to what you do for 
them and the other refers to what they do for you. You might 
like to populate the grid with dots to indicate the frequency 
with which each factor has been invested by each of you, as 
shown.

Overall, you are looking for a balance of dots on both sides. 
It does not matter if the table is skewed – sometimes relation-
ships do develop where investments are made in entirely dif-
ferent areas but function well.

If the table is unbalanced with many more dots on your side 
than the other, it may be worth considering some of the other 
factors (approaches) in which you have not invested. These 
actions may or may not bring a response; some people are 
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Table 9.1 Co-worker relationships

Factor What I do for them What they do for me

Example • • • • • • • •

Offer accommodation (favor)
Offer compromise (give and
 take)
Offering collaboration
 (co-work)
Exquisite attention in social
 interaction
Accessible in times of need
Help/support in times of
 need
Shared facts about private
 life
Shared sensitive, personal
 information, weaknesses,
 etc.
Shared personal belief or
 value

takers! However, two fresh investments in one factor area 
will be enough to see if there is a reciprocated effort.

If there are more dots on the right hand column, it may be 
worth thinking about reciprocating more. This may involve 
doing more of what you already do, but a greater impact 
(whether favorable or not) will be had by doing something 
differently. This is particularly true if nothing is changing – in 
which event doing something different is the only sure way 
of making a difference.



92  /  SELF-COACHING LEADERSHIP

If you have many dots in your area and none on the other, 
consider whether in fact these types of events are welcome to 
the co-workers. Could you have a conversation with them to 
discuss that and invite feedback?

ACTIONS
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Leadership qualities

Traits, trust factors and 
people skills

Let’s look at typical leadership qualities and see how these 
might help us to develop actions that will make a difference 
in the way we work. These same actions may help others to 
want to follow us.

In our training courses, delegates are often asked to come up 
with the key qualities of people that have inspired them as 
leaders. Although sometimes contradictory, many of the same 
traits appear again and again. The items in Table 10.1 give a 
summary of many such lists. The abbreviation TF stands for 
‘trust factor’. The table lists 11 leadership qualities: seven 
leader traits and four people skills. One of the leader traits, 
Credible, has at least eight factors.
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Table 10.1 Traits, trust factors and people skills

Leadership qualities Notes

Leader traits
Clear communicator – the big picture,
 the details, the boundaries and
 desired behaviors
Straight-talker
Flexible
Reliable and consistent (TF)
Accepts responsibility (TF) Takes the can
Discrete (TF) Safe with information
Credible See list of eight
 Knowledgable In specifi cs
 Willing to be decisive when urgent
  action is needed
 Crystallizer: can pin-point critical
  factors in complex situations
 Can be charismatic Not essential
 Has – and communicates – vision
 Takes (measured) risks Considered actions
 Walks the talk (TF) Does as preaches
 Authentic (TF) Is the real thing

People skills
Listens intently Can refl ect speech
Understands motivations Flexible approach
Supportive of me (TF) Encouraging
Interested in me (TF) Remembers details

Trust factors

Among the leadership qualities there are seven key trust 
factors that appear to be most common in leaders, fi ve from 
personal leader traits and two that are people skills. Errors 
made in these seven key trust areas can impact badly on indi-
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viduals but worse, have a broad, detrimental effect on the 
team. It can take a long time to get back the confi dence of 
people as a result, as we saw in the earlier scenario of ‘freefall’. 
This then tends to demark the difference between trust factors 
and the other leadership qualities. There is room for an occa-
sional lapse in the other qualities and it may not be noticed. 
A leader must exhibit consistently high behaviors in ALL 
SEVEN trust factors to succeed. Failure to maintain consis-
tent behaviors in any trust factor can be very damaging. Here 
are the seven trust factors listed:

• Reliable and consistent

• Accepts responsibility

• Discrete

• Walks the talk

• Authentic

• (Demonstrably) supportive of people

• (Demonstrably) interested in people

Let’s look briefl y at all the leadership qualities in turn with 
special attention to each trust factor. I am not just trying to 
bring life to the model but am looking for real applications 
that could impact on what you actually do.
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Trait: Clear communicator

Clear communication involves abilities greater than just 
being able to make clear overviews or get into the fi ne detail 
where necessary. Clear communication also requires the skill 
of understanding one’s audience and tailoring the communi-
cation for the greatest impact.

Remember that people are stimulated differently by the same 
language. And most people prefer to have information visu-
ally presented rather than in tables or text. In practice, when 
communicating with groups we have to embrace a number of 
media and language options to stimulate different people. For 
more information about communication styles, see McLeod 
(2006).

Boundaries and desired behaviors

Clear communication also requires that people know how 
they are expected to behave and so explicit communication 
of the expectations are important. We also need to be sure 
that these expectations are reasonably aligned to those within 
the organization as a whole.

Expectations for behavior operate in every sphere of human 
relationship from rearing children and obeying the law, to the 

A leader must exhibit consistently high behaviors in ALL 
SEVEN trust factors to succeed
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corporate world. There is comfort and ‘security’ in knowing 
what the limits are, especially if there are serious conse-
quences for going over those limits.

I mention boundaries and ‘desired behaviors’ in the same 
breath, because there are two approaches. One is to tell people 
what they must not do (state the limits); the other is to tell 
them what they are expected to do (state behavioral expecta-
tions). On balance, I believe that a combination of both works 
best in most organizations but, in practice, unfortunately, 
most rely on statements of boundaries only. The problem of 
that is that when you set up boundaries, there is a good 
chance that some people will see it as a challenge to break 
that boundary, just ‘because it is there and stated in the nega-
tive’. Analytical Graphics is an exception among businesses. 
They have a mantra that runs, ‘Do the right thing and we do 
not need to have rules’ (boundaries). Instead it has a policy 
book that describes what people are expected to do, the ‘desired 
behaviors’. Of course that policy book is a corporate docu-
ment, not divisional or departmental. At the sub-corporate 
level the behavioral requirements are not so explicit. Analyti-
cal Graphics hire people who are fl exible and take initiative 
in all aspects of their work, including noticing the rules that 
are tacit rather than stated clearly. They tend to hire people 
who need both the security of procedures and explicit bound-
aries, for obvious reasons.

The desired behaviors within an organization will be numer-
ous and many will be specifi c to functional areas – for example, 
client-contact recording, pricing information disclosure, 
and so on. Managers may have expectations about honesty, 
meeting targets on time, communication with appropriate 
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stakeholders and many other issues. Strong personalities 
sometimes set personal expectations that do not match the 
corporate ones. An example might be someone who is infl ex-
ible about time-keeping even though the corporation gener-
ally permits some give-and-take for those staff who put extra 
effort and time into their work. Their expectations might be 
respected but resented. However, if there is a direct or indirect 
benefi t for your people due to your variant expectation, then 
it may be appreciated. An example might be allowing payroll 
staff to leave three hours early on a Thursday because they 
are regularly working late into the evening on a Tuesday to 
complete the weekly payroll.

If we fail to provide expectation of what is acceptable in clear 
terms, then people inadvertently or deliberately overstep the 
boundaries. This underlines the advantage of providing clarity 
in both the boundaries and the desired behaviors.

When setting boundaries, there has to be a dynamic balance 
between the need for control and the need for achievement. 
It is a fact that in many large organizations the achievement 
of things on time involves the reworking of desired behaviors 
(exceeding authority) in order to succeed. We need boundaries 
and clear expectations of behavior in order to improve effi -
ciency and to maintain fi nancial controls, consistency and 
quality.

These same requirements can sometimes prevent achieve-
ment when they become overburdensome or when there are 
so many controls that the process of doing anything is limited. 
Imagine an order for one of your products that will be deliv-
ered on a phantom basis. You will not supply it but complete 
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all the paper, computer entries and sign-off procedures to 
achieve its delivery on time. How long does that take? Imagine 
this same process with a development process producing a 
new product, and you see that with no productive work, the 
process itself consumes weeks or months of time. Since it is 
overhead, it makes sense to reduce it while maintaining suf-
fi cient controls to satisfy corporate and customer needs.

Expectations overstepped

The limits of boundaries need to be overt, and different leaders 
will have different ways of dealing with people who have gone 
too far. An analogous situation is that of failure. Generally 
we should welcome failure as an opportunity for learning and 
we should be embarrassed if the same failure happens twice. 
‘Failure, Forward, Fast’ is the mantra of Gavin Newsom,1 it 
represents a positive philosophy for learning from failure and 
is also applicable here. We want the individual or group to 
understand the issue and learn from it. Others may need to 
learn too. Restating the boundaries is not enough, we need 
also to state the expectations we have for the desired behav-
iors. We need to move forward quickly.

In a serious situation of negligence or deliberate sabotage, 
another level of response will be required. At what point are 
people exceeding their authority for the greater good (whether 
successful or not) and at what point are they undermining 
your trust, putting the organization in jeopardy or being a poor 
role-model for other team-members? The answers to these 

1 Once Mayor of San Francisco.
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questions have to be personal to you and governed by both 
corporate and personal values. As you can see from the above, 
these two should ideally be closely aligned. At no point will 
a leader just let errant behavior pass on the basis that ‘it may 
not happen again’. Leadership demands self-refl ection and 
decision-making. If there is an action, then what you have to 
say needs to be clear and unambiguous. Typically you will 
wish to deal with the person or people involved.2 Sometimes 
the issue is very important and there is a risk that it may 
be repeated. In this event the learning has to be broadcast 
more widely. Each situation will require a specifi c-context 
response.

Trait: Straight-talker

Sometimes it is necessary to tell it how it is. The bigger the 
organization below us, and the greater the complexity of the 
reporting system, the greater the potential for people to inter-
pret and develop sub-messages that are detrimental to the 
team. In the West we tend to err on the side of caution and, 
as a result, misunderstandings and loss of productivity are 
common. If the news is unwelcome or a shock, it may be 
necessary to communicate it more than once, taking care to 
make sure that the potential for misinterpretation is minimal 
by using the same language, same phrases and key messages 
as before.

2 Please see ‘facilitating the 1-2-1’ for descriptions of how to provide feed-
back in ways that are heard, understood and, further, provide the individu-
als with specifi c expectations about their future behaviors (what you want 
to notice them doing, rather than what you don’t!).
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Trait: Flexible

I generally want to know that my bosses care about my needs 
and that they will adapt to suit those needs. People who work 
for us generally want these things also.

Any amount of exquisite listening to people will make no 
difference if we remain permanently resolute and unbending. 
This does not mean falling over. People have an impression 
of the norm of anyone’s behavior, and will recognize instantly 
when they feel favored. You can be very hard-line in your 
approach to business but still be able to favor people with tiny 
adaptations and favors for their benefi t. Even small tokens 
can be as impactful as the large gestures made by others who 
are much more fl exible. It’s the variation from the norm 
(wherever that is pitched) that makes the difference.

We introduced the concept of boundaries and desired behav-
iors in the ‘Clear communicator’ section above. Boundaries 
are partly overt (rules and limits) and desired behaviors can 
be overt by publishing them. The expectations of behavior 
arise from both boundaries and desired behaviors. We also 
provide an example by our what-we-do-here consistency and 
by our behaviors (including reactions) toward our people 
generally.

As leaders, when we use our fl exibility to favor someone, a 
quick mental check is necessary to question the impact for 
the individual concerned (new boundary?) and the broader 
implications for others who will know, or may fi nd out, what 
you have agreed.
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Flexibility can work for us or against us. It supports us when 
fl exible solutions are favorable to individuals or teams. It 
works against us when people interpret fl exibility as favoring 
other people (or groups) and when people misinterpret fl exible 
behavior as shifty (or moving values on a whim). Flexibility 
is essential in modern leadership because the demands (and 
culturally accepted rights) of people have transformed so 
remarkably over the last few decades. Additionally, the pres-
sures of the global-village demand faster decisions. A leader 
thus needs to be consciously fl exible and aware of the poten-
tial for misinterpretation.

Years ago, my partner wrote off her car. The FD of my company 
loaned me a second company vehicle for as long as would be 
necessary to test drive and buy a replacement. This was done 
on the explicit proviso that this gesture would remain invis-
ible to everyone in the business. It did not cost the company 
very much as the car was on a term-lease arrangement with 
a fi xed value. The gesture built-in a higher level of rapport 
(collusion if you will) that I hope was paid off measurably by 
my effort and loyalty to the FD and the business for much 
longer than the actual loan of the vehicle.

Where patterns of circumstance demand fl exible solutions, so 
fl exible patterns of response are also needed. These new fl ex-
ible patterns of behavior eventually become ‘what are predict-
able, reliable and consistent’. But that takes time, because 
people need exposure to experience and learn that the bound-
aries are routinely different in different circumstances. For 
example, you may be an inclusive and reasonable collaborator 
with unions when considering new reward and recognition 
structures within your organization, but you may also be very 
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fi rm with them when it comes to the issue of reducing the 
numbers and locations of manufacturing plants for long-term 
cost savings (due to your knowledge of trends in manufactur-
ing costs). There is fl exibility, but that fl exibility is consist-
ently applied in given contexts.

Flexible boundaries that have no logic to them are a destabilizing 
issue. Nobody really knows where they stand or how far they 
can push. Some will push further than you expect, and waste 
your time. Flexible boundaries that follow logical processes (in 
each context) may be challenging but not destabilizing.

• Do your people know where their boundaries are?

• Do some of them overstep the mark with negative 
consequences?

• What needs to be communicated to change that?

• What would motivate them to change their behaviors 
individually?

• If they overstep with positive consequences ought the 
boundaries to be shifted?

ACTIONS
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Trait: Reliable and consistent (TF)

In groups the word ‘reliability’ has links with the word ‘con-
sistent’. And these descriptors seem, on the surface, to work 
contrary to the need to be fl exible. The discussion above has, 
I hope, also brought you to consider that reliability and con-
sistency are also context-specifi c. People’s need for reliability 
and consistency depends upon the context, but will be experi-
enced as sets of behaviors that can be logically explained and 
are predictable in each context. In other words, reliable ‘in 
that context’. An example might be an immediate need for 
rapid decision-making as opposed to a style of leadership that 
is more involving in the day-to-day operations. A reliable 
leader will behave in predictable ways in each context even 
though the behaviors are very different. To that extent the 
behaviors can also be rationalized simply – there is comfort 
and ‘security’ in that – people know what to expect. Consis-
tency is also necessary in the behaviors that are exhibited by 
the trust factors. As we see above, consistent behaviors keep 
the ship in calm seas. One lapse creates a ripple that can 
create a long-term wave of discomfort.

We are reliable when people depend upon us. If we set up an 
expectation and fail to satisfy that, then people will be disap-
pointed or hurt. Failing several times will destroy loyalty and, 
as a result, performance may reduce, particularly if you need 
something from them that is of no benefi t to them but of 
value to you.

The real problem for leaders is not just an acknowledgment 
that other people are more or less sensitive to such lapses; it 
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is knowing specifi cally what those sensitivities are for each 
and every person. In the following list, set down your own 
sensitivities for the actions described as if they had just this 
minute happened to you for the second time. Provide a rating 
from 0 to 10 where the most negative impact on you is 10.

Event: My boss  .  .  .  Rating

• postponed my annual 1-2-1 on the day .…..
• changed his mind about my attending an important meeting
 or event …...
• failed to put a target department under my command while
 restructuring …...
• introduced some colleagues (but not me) to a dignitary …...
• did not give much emphasis to my achievements in the
 annual report …...
• failed to turn up to open my divisional conference …...
• backed away from a disciplinary procedure adversely
 affecting me …...
• took credit for a project that I led …...
• froze a budget necessary to achieve target …...
• froze hiring the talent necessary to achieve target …...

Your profi le is almost unique. The people who work for you 
will all have different ones. Clearly, if we fail to make a com-
mitment or meet an expectation then we need a strategy for 
dealing with that. A simple three-step process will help to 
ameliorate the damage done:

1. Firstly, say sorry and mean it. This should preferably be 
done face-to-face.

2. Secondly, warmly seek feedback from them about their 
reaction and feelings (if they will share those with you).
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3. Thirdly, refl ect what you have heard, and if you make any 
promises then keep them unfailingly.

This process will not necessarily save face but may help 
you to redeem yourself. There are only so many times that 
people will accept this and, again, everyone is different. How 
tolerant are you? How many times would you accept such 
treatment before you took action to escape the situation 
completely?

Trait: Accepts responsibility (TF)

A key trust factor, the acceptance of responsibility is a para-
mount quality in leaders. When things go wrong, people need 
to know that the manager is taking the initiative and support-
ing the team. Also, that if push comes to shove, the respon-
sibility will stop with the manager rather than be passed 
down. One false move can poison a little-valued staff-member 
and that can poison goodwill and have long-term repercus-
sions in the entire team.

Dick was a Financial VP. His company required restructuring 
for a substantial investment of cash. His team went through 
about 15 separate negotiations over three years. They all 
failed, which was largely due to his infl exibility. He was 
not capable in the area of compromise, which was a serious 
issue. Hit-rates in such cases do vary widely but the chances 
were weakened by using a poor choice of negotiator. He 
never admitted his failings but was happy to pitch blame 
in every other direction. The impact was entirely negative. 
The involvement of team-members in the support of nego-
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tiations became unenthusiastic and matter-of-fact. Morale 
worsened.

Jeremy was COO of a manufacturing operation in Europe that 
had a history of over 70 years of development and production. 
The business was owned by a major group and it was obvious 
that, within fi ve years at most, the company would need to 
manufacture overseas. The group was reluctant to damage a 
historical operation. After a number of business proposals 
and meetings over several months the decision was made to 
close the factory totally within a period of eight months, with 
manufacturing going to China. Jeremy had kept the entire 
workforce up to date, always being upbeat but not evading 
the fact that the whole business depended upon every person 
meeting quality and production targets. It was the stature of 
the man that he carried his people with him to the brink and 
beyond. He informed everyone himself and tirelessly worked 
to assist and help the staff to fi nd new jobs. I have no doubt 
at all that if he calls on any one of his staff to work for him 
again, they will follow him.

When you do take the blame, make sure that all the team-
members know what you have done. Brief your people 
accordingly:

I have had a very diffi cult meeting with the Board and explained 
that I have been unable to bring the Strident Project to fruition 
as funding is still four million short. They have decided to pull 
the project. This should not refl ect on Tim who has worked 
tirelessly under my direction. We have learned lessons from the 
experience but I have to say that, even with hindsight, I do not 
believe we could have done more to get Strident off the ground. 
I have taken full responsibility for the lack of success. It is a 
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measure of my belief in Tim that he is to lead the new Probus 
Project starting the fi rst of next month. We will take the learning 
forward and with your help and support both agree that Probus 
will be a success story.

Trait: Discrete (TF)

Discretion is also a key trust factor. People learn, over some 
time, that the confi dential information they share should not 
be leaked. Lapses can lead to a sudden and widespread loss of 
trust. We are privy to much information. It is not clever to 
express confi dential material in any circumstance – it is 
destructive and eventually the mud will stick. Frankly, if you 
lack discretion you are not yet a leader. You will fail to infl u-
ence your people or have them follow you if you are not 
regarded as a safe-repository for confi dential information.

Trait: Credible

We have identifi ed eight of the key factors that support cred-
ibility. They are summarized individually below.

Knowledgable

It is typically the case that most leaders are not superbly 
competent at all the jobs done by the people that report to 
them – there are exceptions, particularly where the role is a 
recent promotion within the same business area. However, 
the leader must be able to understand and communicate his 
or her understanding of the critical factors at a reasonably 
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detailed level of language. This is a challenge in new roles. A 
priority in a new job must be taking time to research each 
area well. This confl icts with our desire to make a difference. 
Research well and bide your time. People expect you to make 
reasoned changes – not ill-considered actions that lack hol-
istic soundness. Short-cutting the research is ill-advised. Ad-
justments that are properly considered with an open mind, 
free from rapid judgment and open to persuasive argument 
by others will save you time later. However, a thorough 
knowledge provides a safety-net when short-term problems 
need to be addressed decisively. Without adequate research 
and understanding, any rapid response will have unseen 
implications that may prove very detrimental to the business 
and to you.

Our knowledge should not be fi xed. The details change with 
time and leaders must make time to keep up-to-date and stay 
fresh. Apart from reading and questioning, some of the most 
useful knowledge comes from informal conversations with 
colleagues who trust you. They can then open up and be 
honest with their feedback, sharing doubts as well as certain-
ties because they know that you are discrete, measured and 
fair. It is good practice to ask direct questions if you have the 
necessary rapport:

Tom, I hear your confi dence but also would like to be updated 
on every doubt, however small, so that I am prewarned and 
might have some input in helping you to repair anything that 
needs to be perfected before we go live with the new network.

If all we hear is positives we are working in the dark. We must 
know the weaknesses, the doubts and the fears and help our 
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people to work their way into success. Leaders who become 
too big to listen fall fastest.

Willing to be decisive when urgent 
action is needed

As we know, there are times to lead and times to manage. 
Vacillation is seen comprehensively as a weakness in the 
same way that poor decision-making is viewed. Successful 
decisions come from good research and excellent knowledge 
tempered by experience, not the other way around. If these 
three factors are in good order, then in acute situations a rapid 
decision should be feasible.

• What acute situations have arisen or could arise in your 
work?

• Do you know enough detail to make the best possible 
decisions?

• How can you ameliorate that/or improve your own 
research and knowledge?

ACTIONS
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If self-confi dence is a factor that is holding you back (rather 
than ignorance of the facts and the implications) then it is 
time to consider setting up peer-discussions and/or coaching 
at the earliest opportunity.

Crystallizer: Can pin-point critical 
factors in complex situations

Leaders need to allow creative answers to arise from complex 
situations. Ultimately, however, there is a point when facili-
tation needs to be stopped and a focused debate or decision 
made. Typically, the need to slow the creative process and 
focus is forced by time issues – for example, in technical team 
meetings where immediate progress is essential, but where 
people have fl own in and will otherwise have infrequent 
opportunities to meet again.

A leader will gauge the need to focus but not necessarily act 
immediately. Other considerations may be important and so 
questions may fi rst need to be answered by colleagues.

Can be charismatic

I am often asked whether one can learn to be charismatic. I 
suspect that a few people develop these qualities early, but 
the rest of us develop aspects of charisma through self-
development. Charismatic people have the advantage of 
‘branding’ – a collection of value-judgments about them that 
becomes culturally accepted folklore. For those who develop 
similar traits (usually slowly) it is too late to create such 
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branding. An exception can occur where a leader is brought 
into a new business that is remote from their previous orga-
nization. Their traits may be the same in both jobs but the 
baggage of cultural perception is left behind and so a new 
‘brand’ can be created around them. This is worth considering 
in your own career progression.

• How many new ideas can you test and apply now to fi nd 
out which are most successful for you?

• How many of these new strategies might you be able to 
launch in a fresh job or another organization?

Has – and communicates – vision

The whole area of vision is so obvious that I will not dwell 
on it too long. There are many stories of how the individual 
or group vision creates radically inspiring results and a number 
of excellent texts to provide information on how to set up the 
visioning processes in the index. In Performance Coaching 
(Mcleod, 2003) I cite the example of Christo, the object artist 

ACTIONS
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whose ability to galvanize different groups of people to wrap 
up buildings and islands in fabric is widely known. Against 
the highest possible odds, he repeatedly succeeds in projects 
that have no obvious, intrinsic value to many of those involved 
in them. In that way they are even more exceptional than 
obvious cases of visionary objectives where the participants 
all gain something tangible.

In creating visions, most of us need to rely heavily on research-
ing and (preferably) involving our people to develop the vision 
so that the buy-in factor is carefully developed. Leaders of 
organizations need buy-in and involvement at all levels. To 
get that they develop processes of involvement by generating 
and communicating empowered visions that offer tangible 
strategies for challenge, contribution and success. Where 
people feel that they are being challenged, that they can make 
a valuable contribution, and that they can develop trust in 
the success of the whole project, then one has a movement – a 
tide of energy – that is irresistible.

‘Great leaders’ who led from the front by dictating and order-
ing alone may have had more failures than successes. We keep 
more options open if we can listen and harness our troops.

It is common to bring groups together to develop vision, but 
so often this is left to a subset of the main operating Board. 
Ideally, vision, is created more widely by extending the man-
agement committee or Board and bringing a wider range of 
stakeholders into the process. Goals will arise from visioning 
processes and if we want powerful motivation then we need 
to involve more of the people who will be instrumental in 
creating that situation. Goals are not often produced by the 
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most senior people in the business. We do better to involve 
more of the people who impact and understand our objectives 
from all aspects. In all cases we need probing questions to go 
beyond what is developmental and evolving from trends. 
Trends give us confi dence about the next period of economic 
activity, but do not create new visions and goals that propel 
us into a new league. Questions like these do that:

• If we knew for sure that there would be no organic growth 
for the next fi ve years, how could we produce increased 
revenues and margins?

• What do we really supply our clients?

• If we are not really suppliers of commercial reports but 
suppliers of confi dence, reliability and speed, what else 
could we do to satisfy these other needs?

Takes (measured) risks

Not all people rate the taking of risks as a leadership quality, 
but it invariably features on group lists. A level of challenge 

ACTIONS
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and any success that follows does help to create a ‘can-do’ 
confi dence in organizations, and hence the notion that calcu-
lated risk has a potential cultural gift to bring to the team. 
This is especially the case in an organization that was tainted 
by failure, by a series of acquisitions or by sequential restruc-
turings and has been diminished by those experiences. 
Changing to a ‘can-do’ philosophy, backed up by systems 
and resources, can solve that.

A culture of measured risk can also arise from within an 
organization where a clear and attractive vision is created by 
its leaders. As a result, if done well, there is eagerness to 
develop that vision, provided it also creates a future that 
brings security, confi dence and where people feel that they 
play a signifi cant part.

The formula of risk and success is one that inspires confi -
dence, and that is the key spin-off for a leader. Clearly the 
organization must be amenable to coping with risk–success 
and risk–failure. Where an organization is inexperienced in 
risk-taking, a new leader may need to develop confi dence by 
taking risks that are measured to suit the culture. The new 
leader can then build the level of risk (within his or her own 
competences) with time in order to carry the same, confi dent, 
people.

Cultural factors are more important when it comes to failure 
and the reactions to that. If one is unsure, then a useful strat-
egy is to consider and discuss the potential for failure and the 
implications of it with all stakeholders so that they are aware 
of that possibility, and know that there is a strategy in place 
for that too.
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Walks the talk (TF)

Some organizations are led by people who expect a different 
set of behaviors (from others) than they are willing to 
exemplify themselves. There are exceptions – for example, 
McDonald’s food chain, where management at all levels is 
culturally expected to serve at the retail-counters and gain 
from regular exposure to their customers. ‘Walking the talk’ 
is a trust factor and so, again, we need to demonstrate abso-
lute consistency.

We quite rightly pour scorn on politicians who talk about 
environmental concerns but travel in limousines and heli-
copters, and those who talk about the value of family and are 
caught out having affairs. The errors that we make may not 
be as monumental but the grapevine is just as effective and 
can undermine the impact we have with our team. It is also 
true, in larger organizations, that the image of the most senior 
people can be tarnished by innuendo and untruths.

Walking the talk is another factor that builds confi dence in 
those around you and to that extent it is very like reliability 
and consistency. If you are not willing to walk your own talk 
then you are best to keep quiet and let someone else walk it 
for you.

To be known as someone who ‘walks the talk’ at all levels, 
we need to be accessible and seen by people at those levels. 
Eating in private dining rooms far from our canteens, having 
separate buildings and car-parks and private suites where only 
the powerful are allowed to tread, are things that keep our 
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image open to manipulation. To a lesser extent, managers 
lower down the organization can also suffer from the same 
process of diminishing impact if they do not understand the 
necessity to be seen and accessible at all levels.

Let’s assume that you are cost-cutting in your area. What cuts 
will you openly make in your own offi ces? Let’s imagine that 
you have tasked all your people to bring more added-value to 
their activities. What added value will you bring and how will 
you make that obvious?

These arguments may seem facile but they carry great impact 
in effect. Asking others to go through arduous processes 
without attending to the same criteria yourself is not a way 
to win adherence and loyalty. Walking the talk is.

Authentic (TF)

Authenticity forms the basis for Chapter 19 (The Real Thing 
at Work) in Part Three, and we will go much more deeply into 
this subject than appropriate to this list. Here it is appropriate 

ACTIONS
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to highlight that authenticity is the opposite of playing the 
role. It is bringing the best of self into the role in a thoughtful 
way and with integrity, honesty and absolute believability. 
These factors are impactful, attractive and inspire the greatest 
possible loyalty.

People skills

I have isolated key people skills from what I call leader traits 
because the people skills represent the vehicle for engaging 
motivated work and disseminating our impact with massive 
effect. This starts in the key group of infl uencers to whom we 
have most access. By infl uencing them, we can augment the 
impact of culture-change signifi cantly. These infl uences ought 
quite rightly to be addressed thoughtfully on a 360-degree 
basis; to our bosses, key stakeholders, our peers, those who 
work for us and those who work for others but are important 
or infl uential in other areas of the business. Leaders thought-
fully plan how to infl uence at strategic and tactical levels.

• Who are the key individuals on whom your infl uencing 
skills need to be focused to have the greatest possible 
impact?

• Do you have a systematic plan for developing that infl u-
ence with each person?

• What is their preferred method of communication?

• How, when and where are you best placed to infl uence 
each of them?
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People skill: Listens intently

There are two qualities that distinguish the modern leader 
from those of old. They are: the proportion of time they spend 
listening, and the quality of that listening. Leaders no longer 
believe they have all the best answers or know the best 
way of motivating all their people, all of the time. Instead, 
they rely on information, thoughtful mental processing and 
feedback.

Exquisite listening skills are not only important for our own 
learning but also to have impact. Necessarily, if you have 
listened well and are fl exible as managers, actions should 
fl ow from these conversations so that people know that they 
have the power to infl uence you also. They then feel part of 
your management rather than being subjected to it, and may 
feel that the relationship is special. It is a fact that people 
generally wish to feel special and differentially treated. 
Exquisite listening skills are a great way to encourage all 
those around us to feel like that! It’s a paradox but one worth 
developing.

ACTIONS
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So what are exquisite listening skills? There are a number of 
behaviors that contribute to this, some of which are listed 
below.

Eye contact

Listening in 1-2-1 contact will involve eye contact. The use 
of eye contact should be comfortable for each of you. If you 
are in the habit of not looking at people, especially in the fi rst 
moments of your communication, then you are disadvan-
taged. The information you need to gauge your impact is in 
front of you.

When listening, exaggerated leaning and staring can be off-
putting. Make your eye contact graceful and easy. If the person 
starts to talk about something that you interpret as emotion-
ally loaded, be mindful that the limits of their emotional 
intelligence may be higher than yours and maintain a relaxed 
manner and maintain the same, comfortable level of eye 
contact.

Some years ago, I met with the global HR VP of a major petro-
leum company. His suite and personal offi ce were enormous 
and while I walked across to his desk he did not look up. He 
presented his hand without looking up. I was with him for 
almost a full hour and he only made eye contact fl eetingly, 
for less than a second, as he rose to shake my hand. He walked 
me out to the outer offi ce but made no eye contact as he bid 
me goodbye. I did not enjoy the experience one bit and did 
not want to work for him.



 LEADERSHIP QUALITIES  /  121

Listening without interruption

If you need to ask a question for clarity, then of course do so 
but for the most part listening well is best. If you feel a need 
to record some notes or are losing track you might say, at an 
appropriate pause:

Tom, I think I am hearing you right but would like to summarize 
what you said to be sure I have understood correctly. If it’s okay 
with you I would like to take some notes as well. Is that okay?

Summarizing gives you a chance to exhibit that you have 
really heard well. This is especially important where the issue 
being expressed is one that has been mentioned repeatedly. 
When that happens you can be sure that the person does not 
feel that you have heard properly (whether you did or not 
understand well). After summarizing invite the person to 
correct your understanding.

Judgment-free, open and alert

While we make judgments we are not truly listening. When 
listening we may do other mental processes that shut down 
our listening skills. These include:

• Interpreting

• Comparing

• Anticipating
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• Judging

• Rehearsing.

If we are to listen well then we need to be able to listen 
without a lot of mental processing. Otherwise we may be 
hearing, but not taking in key elements of the message. At 
the same time we will miss other body language and miss any 
mismatch between what is being said and what the speaker’s 
body language may be demonstrating.

Hot-words

We all choose our words deliberately. We have thousands of 
possibilities to choose how we arrange those words but each 
individual selects their own special form. In most cases, 
people have particular sensitivities to particular words that 
they use and these are called ‘hot-words’.

A hot-word could be any of the following, but the single char-
acteristic of them all is that they probably carry emotive 
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power. As such, they need to be noticed and care taken in 
referring back to them in the conversation. The hot-words 
might include:

• Any value-judgment referring to themselves

• Action words about self, like accomplished, managed, 
developed

• A named emotion

• Sensory words, like ‘felt’ and ‘sensed’

• Expletives

• Words that sound out of place

• Precision words

• Extreme value-judgments (both positive and negative) 
about others.

We will look each of these in more detail shortly.

When an individual uses ‘hot-words’ it can be very useful to 
reuse those words rather than reinterpret them. If you do 
reinterpret, they will assume that you are not listening, or 
worse, that you may be undervaluing them or falsely exag-
gerating their positives for effect. There are exceptions, and 
these are explained below.
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Value-judgments about self

A value-judgment about self is likely to be a hot-word. Imagine 
that you have just told your boss that you consider yourself 
particularly expert at X. Later in the conversation you hear 
him refer to your expertise as ‘quite good’. If this does not 
make you bristle, come up with another ‘positive’ word that 
would annoy you – pretty good, reasonably good, not-bad-at, 
and competent? By now you should fully understand the 
dangers in the reinterpretation of hot-words!

Action words about self

These follow exactly the pattern of value-judgments about 
self. If someone chooses to use the phrase,

I directed the program personally

a non-refl ective reference to that by you will probably upset 
them! For example,

Of course you had some involvement in that program didn’t 
you?

It is best to reuse their word. If you object, then just leave out 
the verb completely:

With your intimate knowledge of the program could you offer 
some thoughts about  .  .  .

Similar action words that may be ‘hot’ will include:
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• Achieved

• Created

• Succeeded

• Co-worked

• Motivated

• Developed

• Managed

• Led

• Championed

• Partnered

• Thought-led.

Any set of people when asked to place these words in a list, 
with the most impressive fi rst, will get different results. 
Semantics are important.

Named emotions

Emotional expression may include the naming of specifi c 
emotions. These are likely to have very specifi c and individ-
ual meanings for a given person in a given situation. Alter 
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these at your peril! Here are some examples of non-refl ective 
dialogue:

Tom: I was devastated by the results.
NFD: That must have been traumatic for you.

Tom: I consider that a less than perfect outcome.
NFD: So tell me more about this failure.

Tom: I am upset by what she said in the open forum.
NFD: What was it she said to unbalance you like that?

For some people any of these answers might work; for others 
their interpretation of this new word in the conversation is 
likely to be met with annoyance and a tangential and unpro-
ductive dialogue.

The word ‘traumatic’ has a direct association with the verb 
‘traumatized’ which some will fi nd more of a weakness than 
being ‘devastated’, and vice versa of course.

Similarly, the word ‘unbalanced’ may suggest mental aberra-
tions. The word ‘considering’ is not an emotion but is prob-
ably a signal that the individual has semantic3 attachment 
with the word because their EQ is low.

The use of the word ‘failure’ instead of ‘upset’ may seem 
overly aggressive and judgmental. If you felt strongly that the 

3 Semantics is the study of the meaning of language.
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phrase, ‘less than perfect outcome’ was understated then you 
might ask:

Tom, you say that the outcome was less than perfect and I have 
to agree with you. But, could you summarize the affects in detail 
for me?

A question like this will encourage individuals to start pro-
cessing information. If they were fooling themselves, they 
will soon have a more productive sense of reality.

Sensory words

There are analogous situations involving sensory words to 
those where emotion is expressed. Sensory words describe 
how a person received information and many people have a 
very personal interpretation for these words and may reject 
any other descriptor at all. Beware of interpreting them and 
beware also of introducing a sensory word that they have not 
used:

Tom:  I was frankly disappointed by Irene’s lack of 
professionalism.

NRD: I understand that you felt disappointed.
Tom: What have feelings to do with it?

Tom:  In my estimation she wished to control the activities of 
the division any way she could.

NRD: What made you interpret Irene that way?
Tom: I did not interpret at all, I was aware of specifi cs.

Tom: I saw exactly what she did.
NRD: You think she made a sign with her fi nger?
Tom: No. I saw exactly that she made that sign.
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In this last case the sensory word is ‘saw’ but the word ‘exactly’ 
is also a hot word. When you have two or more hot words in 
a sentence, be sure to get them all right as the situation is 
likely to be highly charged for that individual.

Expletives

It is a matter of professional and personal etiquette whether 
you refl ect expletives. However, the same rules apply – do not 
change the word for another, instead, replace the word using 
‘that’ as in:

Tom, when she said that, do you think anyone else heard her?

Beware of patronizing,

Tom, I hear that you feel strongly

since the response may be,

I don’t feel strongly. I am completely livid by what has been 
done to me!

Sometimes there may be a case for adjourning a meeting and 
letting the steam run out.

Tom, excuse me a minute but I need to take a comfort break, 
sorry. I shall not be very long. May I get you a coffee while I am 
out of the offi ce?
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The question helps Tom to process something else and defl ects 
his attention for a moment. The pause, with luck, will enable 
him to refl ect, let the heat out and produce a more productive 
situation when you return.

Words sounding out-of-place

We are not speaking of words used incorrectly out of ignor-
ance. Even then, refl ecting the word as they use it is probably 
better than correcting them pointedly. It is better to avoid the 
word. Hot words may be hot simply because of the history 
of the individuals or because the word is used in their cultural 
set. They may be more or less sensitized to them. If you 
do not know, the safe bet is to reuse that word. You will 
notice these words because they seem odd. Refl ect them 
unless the word creates in them a particularly unhelpful 
mental state. The clue to that will be their state when they 
use the word, particularly if it is stressed, spat out, or if they 
are agitated.

If you are uncomfortable dealing with such situations then 
avoid reuse of the word or phrase that is used. Instead, say 
something like:

Tom, I believe I have heard you correctly. What might I do to 
help you in this situation do you think?

Precision words

Words of measurement, whether about their own work or the 
work of others, may be hot and are best refl ected back.
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Tom: I should say the productive impact was rather small
NRD:  So this little benefi t represents what to the bottom-

line?

The above non-refl ective reply is likely to get a poor response. 
If you wish to make a point it could usefully be posed as a 
question as that may allow your listener to arrive at your 
interpretation without feeling judged by you.

Tom: I think my report was valuable
Angus:  Okay, I’m interested in that. In what ways is your 

report valuable?

If they hedge, just summarize anything useful that they said 
(in answer to the question) and repeat the question in this 
way:

Angus:  Thanks Tom, I hear that Phil appreciated getting the 
report on time. Good, but in what other ways is your 
report valuable?

This is the method of broken-record technique.4 It is politely 
very forceful since it leaves no escape route. If you change 
the language you end up with a debate about the semantics 
of that language. Stay with the same phrasing that they 
were stuck with and they will process some more in order 
to get some fresh perspective. To do that they may need 
some silent processing space. Hold that silence and wait for 
the result.

4 The broken-record technique prevents the artful thinker from dodging the 
question or statement. It is important not to use it aggressively since we 
want the person to think, pause and self-realize. If you are aggressive the 
thinker will not pause, he will react! See, for example, McLeod (2006).



 LEADERSHIP QUALITIES  /  131

Extreme value-judgments about others

As with expletives, these may be best referred to using the 
word ‘that’. It is helpful for people to have somewhere to vent 
their anger. Ideally you will be comfortable about being used 
for that purpose if it is a private conversation that cannot be 
heard by others. If so, you then have the chance of helping 
them to reinterpret their experience more positively. If that 
is not within your current skills, it may again be appropriate 
to create a natural break.

A helpful aim, once the emotions have subsided, is to ask 
questions that help them to get greater perspective and come 
to a more useful and positive state from which to take useful 
actions (to improve the quality of their relating).

Tom, if they had another motive, what might that other 
motive be?

Tom, why do you think this matter is so important to them?

These questions invite new perspectives, and if a person is 
frustrated and stuck, new perspectives will develop choices 
and potential actions for changing the situation.

Summarize using refl ective language5

We introduced the idea of repeating words when considering 
the approach to ‘hot words’. This is called ‘refl ective language’ 

5 For more detailed description and examples, refer to McLeod (2003).
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and involves using those same words and phrases precisely. 
What is the point of that? The brain is largely geared to 
noticing differences to the norm. When we say a phrase, a 
neural pathway in the brain opens up which is like the lock 
in a door; the key is the phrase. When that same phrase is 
used in the same way, this key re-enters the lock easily 
without initiating logical, interpretive processing. When you 
listen well, you can refl ect the words and phrases you hear in 
your responses.

Refl ective language helps individuals to feel heard. More 
than that, they can stay more perfectly in their own stories 
without having to negotiate with you about the world in 
your head. In fact, many of the most popular (and best listen-
ers) that we know do this automatically, without thinking. 
These skills are easily learned and with practice can be 
advanced by even the most unbelieving executive. The best 
driver to make that an easy process is a genuine interest in 
other people!

When I am invited to do Master Classes in coaching, I use a 
lot of refl ective language for the reasons above. Often, someone 
in the audience will say, following a coaching demonstration, 
that my coachees6 must have noticed the unusual way I was 
talking. We then turn to the coachees and ask them what they 
noticed. There has not been an occasion when refl ective lan-
guage has been noticed by those individuals. Let’s see exactly 
what I mean in practice.

6 A coachee is the most commonly used term for someone who is being 
coached.
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Tom:  Irene is giving me Hell because I cannot release time for 
her project – we have our own time-issues. I feel exposed 
as she has previously used a situation like this to 
undermine me with colleagues and I only learned of it 
afterwards. I had to do some damage limitation because 
she is very plausible.

Angus:  Tom, may I recap to check I get this right? Irene is 
giving you Hell because she wants time for her project? 
You are feeling exposed as she has used a situation like 
this to undermine you? Is that right?

Tom: Twice actually.

There is a lot more a good coach could do to take this con-
versation to any one of many productive conclusions. In this 
case it might just serve to say:

Tom: Twice! Okay what can I do to help in a nutshell? Or,

Tom:  Twice! Would you like me to intervene or is there another 
way forward in your view?

These both acknowledge that you have heard the double experi-
ence. If Tom were struggling you might just offer solutions 
rather than encourage him to fi nd his own. We will develop 
a fl exible management philosophy for this type of situation 
in the sections on Motivation7 in chapter 13. Refl ective lan-
guage comes naturally the more you try. At fi rst, try to con-
centrate on the nouns and adjectives and that will give you 
confi dence to do more and with good effect.

7 See The McLeod 3 Zone Management Model.
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Summary feedback

When you summarize, it is then important to invite feedback 
to correct any misunderstandings. If your summary agrees with 
what they feel they told you, then a process of ‘summarizing 
the corrections’ and subsequent feedback will be required to 
be sure that you are both fully on the same page. Where long-
term misunderstandings occur, or a pattern of communication 
that is unproductive is common, you can be sure that one of 
the issues is that of ‘being heard’. The answer to that lies in 
the use of refl ective language to summarize what you have 
heard and then asking if your summary is correct. The mechan-
ism stops long-term communication issues in their tracks.

Involvement in decisions

In most cases, the people who report to us are able to help us 
to come to sensible decisions about the way forward. If you are 
not sure, give them the benefi t of the doubt and ask them!

Tom, if you agree that this outcome is unsatisfactory, do you 
want to suggest some practical ways for moving forward to avoid 
this from now onwards?

Their contribution will depend upon their abilities but will 
encourage more self-starting and hence less of your time in 
future.

Giving credit for ideas and actions overtly

When you listen well, particularly in team meetings, ideas 
fl ow from different people. In the passage of time actions and 
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plans take shape and these lead to success. Honoring contri-
butions is sensible, as we may not know which members of 
the team are most possessive or proud of their ideas. If we 
want them to continue being creative and making contribu-
tions, then a level of recognition is recommended. At the fi rst 
stage it can be as simple as:

Tom, thanks for that idea, I’m going to write that down on the 
board.

Many managers know that the bulk of creative development 
arises from the quality and involvement of their team. And 
it can be a nice feeling to be associated very closely with 
their talent. However, being associated is not the same as 
taking ownership. In some reports, minutes and communi-
qués, it is appropriate to mention the originator of the idea, 
even if that person is not on the circulation list. If it’s 
a success and many people know, the person will hear about 
it from someone.

As well as the grape-vine, recognition may be due at the 
annual 1-2-1 or some other 1-2-1 opportunity. These small 
tokens of respect can be greatly warming to people. Imagine 
such recognition happening to you.

• Which, if any, of the listening skills we have covered could 
be development areas for you?

• What will you do to improve your skills?

• Where will you test them and with whom?
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People skill: Understands others

We know that 1-2-1 meetings (including using the Wheel of 
Work), as well as informal conversations, are helpful to learn-
ing about people’s motivations. Quite a lot is also given away 
in language. I have been urging increased use of language 
skills and acute listening, as both will help to develop a 
greater sensitivity to the words people choose to use and the 
stress that they place on those words. This will not only 
increase your perception of the meaning behind the sentences, 
but also impact on their level of motivation and demotiva-
tion. The same applies to commitment.

We are a day behind schedule. There have been supply issues 
and I am not at all happy that the data-loggers were not in place. 
I think we can catch up if the delayed parts are here this 
morning.

One person’s ‘not at all happy’ is another’s ‘I am really pissed 
that you did not approve the purchase of the data-loggers last 
month. If you had, we would now be two days ahead of 
schedule’.

ACTIONS
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That project is going okay. Oh, I’d like to talk with you about 
the car plan for next year.

The word ‘okay’ has no passion in it. It’s a low-energy word. 
This, coupled with a change of subject to something else, 
suggests that there is more we need to know and so should 
ask questions to isolate what is missing. Is it motivation, 
commitment, or is something going wrong with the project 
itself?

As well as language, there is the aspect of the Real Thing – 
authenticity. Is what they say believable or not? Sometimes 
the instinctive feeling you have is more accurate than the 
logical (but sometimes not8). If a person you know says in a 
fl at monotone, with no animation at all,

I am really excited about the prospect of running this project

Then you can be quite sure that that person is not excited.

Underpinning these skills is fl exibility in both approach 
and action. Without fl exibility, the capacity for leadership is 
severely hampered.

People skill: Supportive (TF)

Being supportive is a trust factor. Support that is encouraging 
in both words and action increases the allegiance of people. 

8 We look at the development of instinct about others in Part Three when 
we consider Emotional Intelligence.
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Of course, this support also needs to come from a real desire 
to support and needs to be appropriate to each individual. This 
may be something you do outside the context of work but 
have not yet applied more widely at work.9 But don’t fake it! 
People generally sense dishonesty even if they cannot analyze 
why they feel that way. It is better, therefore, to avoid acting 
and provide support only to those whom you genuinely feel 
some affi nity for. We shall come back to this in the chapter 
‘The Real Thing at Work’. The support skills cross-over with 
those of listening. To support well you need to listen well. 
Your support will be encouragement for their initiatives and 
can involve physical support – provision of an assistant, a 
quiet area, or time for refl ection and so on. It is also likely 
that you will check in to see how they are doing and this 
checking-in needs to be thoughtfully carried out since it can 
easily be misinterpreted as over-managing. To get the balance 
right have conversations and ask questions.

Tom, I’d like to check with you that you are getting the right 
level of information and support from me at this time, also to 
consider any up-coming change as your new project comes 
on-stream.

The willingness to give support makes a tangible statement 
that you care about that individual in a professionally ac-
ceptable way. This attends to the varying ‘security’ needs of 
people. If they are not worrying about their security they can 
work with more focus and higher productivity. Small gestures 
of support may thus have long-term benefi ts.

9 The concept of transforming behaviors from outside work into work con-
tributes much to the discussion in Chapter 19: ‘The Real Thing at Work’.
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People skill: Interested in me (TF)

This skill also makes the same tangible statement, attends 
to varying ‘security’ needs and offers the same long-term 
benefi ts.

However, being interested in people is not quite enough to 
get benefi t from this important trust factor. We need to exhibit 
the behaviors that arise from genuine interest to maximize 
the impact. The great management guru, Dale Carnegie, 
focused on these skills in his seminal book, How to Win 
Friends and Infl uence People. Here are some thoughts of my 
own:

• Have social conversations and remember details such as 
names of family members, hobbies, interests – especially 
those in which the person shows animation or 
excitement.

• Recall detail such as when and where they are going, or 
went, on holiday and ask afterwards about that holiday.

• If you give gifts, make that gift personal to their interests.

• Listen and ask questions – they should be doing more 
talking than you.

• Be genuine.

• Have more face-to-face meetings and use more hand-
written notes rather than relying on e-mail.
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• If you share an interest or passion, share that with them 
but beware of one-upmanship and be brief.

• Mix at coffee-breaks and meals, avoid the cell-phone.

• Be unhurried, slow the pace; even if you have pressures, 
let those go for the duration of the conversation.

Do any of these ideas or any of your own lead to specifi c 
actions?

Where, when and with whom will these take place?

ACTIONS
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Other infl uencing 
skills of the leader

There is more to infl uencing people than all the 
qualities of the leader described up to this point. We 
must note that infl uence can also be applied without 

rapport through control structures. For example, it is possible 
to establish strategies and tactics that favor certain people 
without requiring any sort of relationship with them. These 
skills owe more to politics and power-play than the more 
modern skills of managing and leading people (to encourage 
them to follow you). Here, we will concentrate on the power 
of infl uence using interpersonal skill sets – those used by 
business leaders to create successful people-networks that 
make things happen. We have considered the skills of build-
ing rapport and trust in relation to infl uence. Now let us look 
at another set of personal skills. These will include accom-
modation, compromise and collaboration. Later we will also 
look in more depth at motivation, as an understanding of 
motivation provides the key to knowing how to infl uence 
people.
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Accommodation, compromise 
and collaboration

These are three of the fi ve ‘confl ict’ traits described by Thomas 
and Kilmann (1974) in their commercial model. The other 
two are ‘competing’ and ‘avoiding’, which cannot normally 
be considered as leading-strategies. However, competing and 
avoidance need to be recognized so that appropriate responses 
can be made.

Competing and avoiding cannot be viewed as holistically 
valuable in organizations but will arise from others around 
you. As leaders, we fi rstly need to be able to recognize when 
others are taking a competitive stance or have backed away. 
In both cases, if it is useful to us or the organization, we need 
to try to engage and infl uence them at a more positive level. 
If we do not try, then nothing will happen. The ‘51 percent’ 
rule applies:

In any given interaction I am 51 percent responsible for the 
outcome of that interaction.

Dealing with competing

Competitive positions are not always blatantly obvious. What 
do you analyze from this?

As you know, my position has always been very clear about 
corporate gifts and kick-backs.

The word ‘always’ is an obvious hot-word. The word ‘very’ 
suggests a high level of emotional attachment to their pos-
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ition/value, and the way in which the word ‘my’ is used will 
also give clues to the level of immovability of the individual 
concerned. If he or she appears to be stressed then you can 
bet that you have a fi ght on your hands. Having recognized a 
competitive position there are two important steps to be 
taken if you are to have any chance of making progress. The 
fi rst is most important.

1. Acknowledge the person’s position.

2. Encourage the person to gain perspective outside his own 
position.

The form of acknowledgment might sound like this:

Tom, your position on corporate gifts and kick-backs have indeed 
always been very clear and I want to thank you for that. In this 
case I think you might be able to provide some advice and 
direction because of some special factors. Can I share those with 
you and ask for your suggestions for moving forward?

To gain perspective we might ask a number of questions, but 
the fi rst part of that will be to provide information:

Tom, Dr Fairmount met with fi ve of the stakeholders at his own 
expense and as a result we have the extraordinary potential of 
getting agreement to the merger. He has also told us privately 
that he is willing to appear as an expert witness at the commission 
in order to support our case.

And this may be followed by a question asking for a change 
in his perception:

Do you know people who would be motivated by receiving a 
token gift to honor their work for us?
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Can you think of a suitable way to signify our thanks?

If you were in Dr Fairmount’s position, would you have done 
those things for this company?

I avoid the question asking him what he might expect if he 
had done what Dr Fairmount had done on the basis that if he 
walks-his-talk, he would not want to receive a gift for his 
efforts. We will see later that we might be able to lead Tom 
to one of the three leadership strategies.

Dealing with avoidance

Recognition of avoidance is obvious if it is your face:

There is no way I will have anything to do with this, period.

But avoidance is often not recognized because the issue has 
retreated out of near vision. If the issue is important, the 
awareness will come back. If you suspect avoidance what can 
you do? Firstly, check out the situation:

Tom, I was sort of expecting you to come back to me regarding 
the Flite Project. That may be my error? Are you intending to 
update me and if so when will that be?

The leader will recognize that these new commitments may 
also be ignored. A decision then has to be made about the 
level of interaction needed to get a result. In both cases it may 
be helpful to help the individual to have a clearer understand-
ing of the implications for him from two different aspects. 
These represent the stick and carrot of motivation:
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1. What is detrimental to him in not moving forward?

2. What are the potential benefi ts to him of moving forward?

Conversations might then go something like:

Tom, what do you imagine the Directors will think of you if the 
Flite Project gets behind target?

Tom, what do you think your colleagues and I will think of you 
if Flite runs smoothly to time and budget?

In this particular case, the issue may be about the relationship 
with Tom. Again, if we do not ask the question we may not 
fi nd a way forward:

Tom, the fact that I have asked for updates on Flite and you have 
not come forward suggests to me that you may have an issue 
with me as your manager. If that is the case then I hope you 
agree that the professional thing to do is to discuss that and 
move forward?

This may not be the issue but a frank question like this and 
a willingness to work with the person ought to encourage a 
more fruitful conversation in which the root cause of the 
issue comes to light.

Let’s now look at the three leadership strategies: accommoda-
tion, compromise and collaboration.

Accommodation: Building credits

When we accommodate, we give part of our desire or objective 
away in order to satisfy the other person. This can be seen as 
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weak since we are gaining nothing in return, just losing 
something. However, small accommodations can also be seen 
simply as favors and may have a longer-term benefi t if used 
wisely. An example might be giving up an hour of your holiday 
time to edit the report of a colleague. This does not necessar-
ily make you a doormat, but may make a friend of a colleague. 
Sometimes it is helpful to overtly give way and call in your 
investment at a later date. This has a place in management 
because it creates a tangible tie between you and the other 
person. The bigger the accommodation, the bigger the favor 
you might call in when you need it.

If you help your colleague during your holiday, you are sending 
a clear message: ‘You owe me one!’

As leaders we must be able to recognize an offer to accom-
modate us and remember that, if accepted, we may need to 
give way to them at a later date in order to maintain rapport. 
Things are rarely free.

I’d be happy to do that for you on this occasion.

This is not ideal for me but I am willing to let you have Tom for 
that week.

Both statements give the clue that personal loss is at stake. 
Here is one that does not:

Okay, I’ll do it Frank.

If their statement does not provide clues then you need to be 
more sensitive to the needs of others to recognize that you 
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have gained something from them. We shall return to 
those skills in Part Three where we look at Emotional 
Intelligence.

Compromise: Trading for success

In compromise, both parties trade-off part of their individual 
objective in order to make some (limited progress) but, impor-
tantly, to maintain or improve the quality of their relation-
ship. This is analogous to haggling, where people may trade-off 
individual objectives to achieve a bargain. A business example 
might be to give an additional two days leave to one of your 
staff provided that the individual stays late on Friday evening 
to help to put a presentation together. You both give a little, 
but both gain also. If the trade is fair to both parties then there 
is no outstanding credit to be paid off. But you have the advan-
tage of having done it once, and this leaves the door open to 
trading by compromise again.

Compromise ought to be fairly obvious to spot:

I have submitted my bid for the new plant and will be willing 
to reduce my overtime costs by 5 percent if this can be approved 
in this fi nancial period.

If you have a situation where someone is competing then you 
might wish to encourage him to compromise as this is a rela-
tively small step for him to take, assuming that he will get 
some benefi t from what you have to offer:

Tom, I hear where you are coming from but cannot go as far as 
you want on the lead-time. If we could agree on fi ve weeks rather 
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than four, I would be willing to discuss with you an early-
payment incentive of one percent for BACS payments within 21 
days of invoice.

Collaboration: Partnering for 
creative solutions

When we collaborate there is a chance that both parties will 
gain from the process. This really is a win-win strategy. If 
someone is competing then there is a better chance of having 
him compromise than collaborate, at least to begin with. Col-
laboration works on the foundation of rapport and trust, and 
those who are in competition with us do not have that, what-
ever our own value in the relationship may be. Someone who 
is avoiding, however, may be doing so because he feels under-
valued. In that case, an offer to invite him to collaborate with 
you (as an equal) might work very well rather that deal-
making via compromise.

When we collaborate, we are both seeking to fi nd outcomes 
that provide the best win-win for us. The result of collabora-
tion may or may not be better than a compromise. If both 
parties are creative and trusting there is a chance that the 
solution will be mutually benefi cial. Naturally, that requires 
risk by both to be more open-handed. An introduction to col-
laborate might go like this:

Tom, the Board has decided to cut six percent overhead from the 
whole of my Division. It’s a company-wide initiative to drive 
costs down. Head-count is the obvious answer in your area and 
I could ask you to do just that. I wonder, though, if we could 
work together to fi nd solutions that give the best possible result 
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in terms of retaining competences, succession, team-spirit and 
so forth – will you work with me on this?

We all have these three skills but we can learn how to use 
them more effectively.

Our colleagues will often provide us with clues to what they 
are looking from us during negotiation. These may be more 
or less overt. If we can take risks, build rapport and trust, we 
can move them toward collaborative solutions.

Recognition

We have had examples of recognition in the sections above. 
Look at the following and then decide whether the person is 
expecting to compete, avoid, or one of the three leader strat-
egies of accommodate, compromise or collaborate:

1. Things are at fever-pitch at the moment and it is just 
impossible to provide the time of any of my team to help 
with the project in your area. Could we fi nd another way 
around these issues?

2. I’ll get around to that. Oh, your pen has fallen on the 
fl oor.

3. This week? I’d be happy to help but the situation is that 
I do not have any spare capacity at this time and cannot 
produce that product this month.

4. If you can provide me with initiatives that will gain 
another 5 percent on overhead-recovery then I would be 
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prepared to invest twice that amount for the equipment 
you want.

5. I’ll complete these and send them out, you get off home 
– you have a big day tomorrow.

The answers are given in the footnotes.1

In negotiation, things are generally much more subtle. What 
about this phrase:

I’m not sure we could go as high on discounting

This is not accommodating but suggests that a compromise 
might work if the other party is willing to trade-off. In fact, 
coming back with a collaborative exploration to meet any 
other needs the person may have, for example, a longer-term 
contract, might also be a welcome approach and provide the 
basis for fi nding a wider range of solutions that have increas-
ing benefi ts for both parties. Of course, you would need to 
test that interpretation and ask a question. For example:

Okay, I get the feeling we might both make headway here and 
would like to try. But, I am wondering whether there is a more 
creative solution than looking simply at price? Is there something 
we have not discussed where we might help or give you some 
comfort, perhaps a longer-term call-off contract enabling you to 
gain some bulk discounting on your own purchases?

1 1. Collaboration; 2. Avoidance; 3. Competing; 4. Compromise; 5. 
Accommodation.
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If the individual is not willing to play the collaborative game, 
he may simply say.

Sorry, but no. Our goods-in volumes are already so high that 
costs are as low as they will go.

If he wishes to play, then he might say:

Well, thank you. We would not expect any savings with our 
current high volume turn-over with this product line. However, 
a call-off contract does help with our logistical planning, 
especially if you could agree to take product every month. We 
might agree what the minimum monthly take-off to help us 
might be without creating the burden for you of high stock 
inventory.

Whether the conversation leads to a result is almost irrele-
vant. Once the process of collaborative work starts, both 
parties are gaining rapport and trust (through sharing of 
preferences) and this will lead to a better solution for both of 
them.
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Mindsets for leaders

We have put forward the notion that a mindset 
is simply a set of values, beliefs and a sense of self 
that help (or hinder) in a given situation. In effect 

we are preparing ourselves for who we will become by taking 
on the psychological state that is productive for us. That will 
be a deeply personal and unique thing, not something I might 
give you. At the beginning of each day, as part of a few 
moments of refl ection, you might then wish to bring your 
thoughts to your mindset for leadership. This calming and 
centering of focus, based upon self, helps to set up the best 
possible attitude for starting the day.1

1 There are many detailed methods for the process of achieving positive 
mental states and I leave it to the readers to develop their own sense of 
what is right for them. For those who wish to know more I refer you to the 
NLP literature in particular and also mention the process of anchoring. 
Anchoring allows state-change to be created in an instant. In fact, if you go 
through the same process of running through your own mindset as detailed, 
you are likely to arrive at the same place. Anchoring is often referred to in 
the NLP literature, including McLeod (2003).
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From all the chapters on leadership to date, you will be able 
to collect a set of statements. From that you may be able to 
form one key thought that crystallizes all your thinking about 
leadership into one sentence, metaphor, symbol, archetype or 
totem.2

See if you can put together your own personal values, beliefs 
and sense of self that for you epitomize leadership. If you have 
a representation of that (which might even be a musical 
phrase) then also think about using that as part of your mindset 
for your own personal style of leadership.

2 Metaphor is simply a story that has an analogous meaning. An archetype 
might be a mythical leader like Gandalf, a symbol might be an icon or logo 
that represents a key quality of leadership. A totem is very often an animal 
used to represent the qualities that we believe are important.

MY MINDSET FOR LEADERSHIP
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Motivation

Motivation is entirely based upon the 
understanding that people have individual motiva-
tions and individual demotivations, and knowing 

what these are for each person in the work context. In Part 
Three we will see that understanding other people (and their 
motivational drivers) develops from understanding self. The 
understanding of self has two components: growth and change. 
The growth is in self-awareness and the change is in belief 
and action (as a result of that awareness).

Understanding self and understanding others are, fortunately, 
both advised by feedback. For that reason alone, a policy of 
directing or managing appears rather fruitless. A fl exible 
approach, involving people and facilitating their potential, 
creates a much improved climate for productive work. One 
of the biggest errors widely made by managers is that of 
under- and over-managing. Can you think of times when 
these happened to you? Over-managing and under-managing 
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create stress, unproductive thinking (for example, internal 
conversations) and unproductive behaviors. We do not like it. 
The people who work for us also dislike it.

Motivation: Under- and 
over-managing

At management development and leadership trainings, I often 
ask delegates whether they recall being subjected to either of 
these two extremes. There then follow nods and the sharing 
of past and present experiences. Uniformly, delegates agree 
that the effect of both under-managing and over-managing is 
the same. They are demoralizing, demotivating and have a 
negative effect on productive work. In an instant then, it 
ought to be possible to make major changes in the productiv-
ity of any team by attending to just this one aspect of manage-
ment and doing it well. I believe that to be the case.

Intelligent and fl exible use of different managing styles 
will produce more productive work than one style.

This is one of the reasons that must have encouraged Ken 
Blanchard to develop his Situational Leadership Model many 
years ago. This suggested four styles of managing (not leading) 
based upon two observations: the individual’s level of com-
petence in that work situation and their level of commitment. 
These two factors alone determined the level of explicit direc-
tion and or support that a manager should give. There has 
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been at least one change in the nomenclature of the model 
over the years, but the designations still seem at odds with 
the world today; specifi cally the interchangeable use of the 
words ‘leadership’ and ‘managing’ and the odd use of the word 
‘coaching’. All these words now have more specifi c meanings 
than they had then. Even so, the model helpfully suggests that 
intelligent and fl exible use of different managing styles will 
produce more productive work than one style. This belief is 
a powerful place to start. If you come to work and manage in 
one way, you are missing tricks.

To manage fl exibly we will also need to communicate 
fl exibly.

Perception, test and action

As managers we get used to reading signals, making assump-
tions, and acting on those remotely. The danger in that strat-
egy of managing is that it is infl exible. If we make assumptions 
and get those assumptions wrong, then we are likely to 
demotivate.

Instead, it is helpful to have another system of choice avail-
able. This is ‘Perception, Test, Action’.

The perception stage is simply what you already do, read the 
signals. In practice, the step, ‘test’ means asking a question 
that may be as simple and as fast as this:

I’m noticing that you are busy and popping in to see me less, is 
there any support or advice I can give to help you now or later?
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The question is phrased to suggest a number of things:

• I notice

• I care

• I trust you, but don’t let me down!

• I am still managing and focused on results

• I am willing to support you fl exibly

• I am willing to provide knowledge if you need it

• You might not want these now but the offer remains 
open.

Contrast this with typical manager interventions:

You have not reported in this week. Are you on target? Do you 
need anything?

This intervention may indicate a number of things. One inter-
pretation might be:

• I notice

• I care

• Don’t let me down

• I am still managing and focused on results

• How little might I do now.
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Or worse:

I’ve noticed that you seem to be overloaded so I have assigned 
the Mojo Project to Simon as of now.

The intervention could be interpreted thus:

• I’m right

• I manage

• If you don’t like it, that’s tough, get on with your job.

I believe that it is better to adopt a style of questioning that 
involves the individual in the solution and enables him to 
correct any misinterpretation.

For example, when asking this question:

I’m noticing that you are busy and popping in to see me less, is 
there any support or advice I can give to help around this time?

The answer might be:

Oh, sorry. No. I am up to date with all actions. I just heard from 
Bob that you are incredibly busy with the forecasting review for 
next week’s sales conference and did not wish to burden you at 
this time.

Perception is clearly the key to getting our management 
pitched at the right level. It is also underpinned by a genuine 
interest and concern about people. We will return to the subject 
of enhancing ability to perceive and motivate in Part Three.



160  /  SELF-COACHING LEADERSHIP

Testing, in other words the communication that seeks to 
involve people, avoids the pitfalls of misunderstanding and 
reduces the likelihood of over-managing or under-managing. 
If in doubt, ask! Perception, Test and Action.

Motivation: Mentoring and coaching

We are continuing the theme that to manage well, we need 
more than one style of management, and that must be under-
pinned by skills and the fl exibility to use them appropriately. 
Sometimes that fl exibility will be needed with some people 
in the space of one short meeting, facilitating them through 
an issue where they are able, helping them with actual detail 
and ideas for another issue where they are struggling for 
knowledge.

Typically, the management of people involves day-to-day 
maintenance and planning. At the level of individual motiva-
tion, managing will involve an adequate level of support and 
information provision. This involves telling, giving instruc-
tions, listening and responding.

Those people who have more independence will need less of 
your time. Their needs for information and support will still 
exist but instead of telling them, we can encourage them to 
step into the Stretch Zone so that they can fi nd their own 
information and support (and need less management time 
from you in the future).

More adequate employees – that is, the more experienced and 
succeeding self-starters – will benefi t from another approach 
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that is entirely facilitating: the process of coaching. These 
people have much of the know-how to do the job but lack 
only the potential for using their minds more creatively, to 
look beyond the obvious and to understand the wider implica-
tions of decision and action. Let’s defi ne these motivational 
terms and explore them before looking at a model for manag-
ing and leading that helps to solve our under-managing and 
over-managing issues.1

The Three-Zone Management Model

Have a look at the core of the Three-Zone Management Model 
shown in Figure 13.1. The vertical axis is based upon the zone 
of ‘independence’ of the person. The horizontal scale shows a 
developmental curve from the lower levels to the highest, 
right. We see three zones to the right of the vertical axis. 
Information and Support in the fi rst ‘Management’ zone, 
Mentoring to Seek Information & Support in the second ‘Man-
agement’ zone (where instead of telling, the manager is trying 
to develop self-motivated thought in his employee) and 
Coaching for Mental Performance in the ‘Leadership’ zone 
where a facilitative approach is appropriate for highly inde-
pendent employees.

Independence

Individuals are independent when their needs for information 
and support are minimal. They are capable of doing the work 

1 For a fuller description of these skills together with scenarios, please see 
McLeod (2003).
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Figure 13.1 McLeod Management Model

and they self-resource themselves to satisfy their needs for 
information and support in most situations.

At every zone in the model, no unilateral decision is made 
about the way to manage someone, but rather it provides 
clues to the sort of conversation we will have to determine 
the best way forward, for an individual, in that context. This 
involves dialog and a simple process of Perception, Test and 
Action.

It is important to know that in zones one through three, a 
single person may be in any zone in one context at work and 
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then in another zone in a different context at work – each 
requiring different things from us.2

Information and support

Information includes data such as knowledge, how the people-
networks operate, how-we-do-things, boundaries and those 
items from our own developing experience that we need to 
be easy achievers in our jobs.

Support takes a number of forms. These can include personal 
recognition, personal acknowledgment, offering to assist, 
offering to facilitate, providing resources, and boosting confi -
dence and commitment through success or failure.

Mentoring

If someone is not familiar with the job, then we simply need 
to tell that person what to do precisely, and provide lists of 
actions and know-how. Mentoring adds to this since it 
involves less direct information and widens the input of infor-
mation to include examples and stories – to offer new ways 
of thinking, new choices rather than instructions. One can go 
further, where an individual is independent enough, questions 
can be used to encourage them to fi nd new perceptions, new 
choices and motivated actions.

2 For readers who are familiar with the Situational Leadership model of Ken 
Blanchard, this will come as no surprise – the response needs to follow the 
individual’s needs. Here, though, great infl uence is given to testing one’s 
perception directly with the individual before acting upon that perception.
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All of these can be linked:

Tom, I can think of three options we might use here and these 
are <gives details 1, 2, 3>. There may be at least one more I 
haven’t thought of. Would you like to think of other options and 
then discuss the pros and cons of each?

Tom, I had a similar problem some years ago and at the 
time came up with an idea. This was <gives detail>. In addition, 
I can think of another two options <gives details A, B>. Do any 
of these give you ideas for what to do now or is there a better 
way?

The process provides information to the relative novice in a 
culture to understand what and how things are done within 
the culture, and encourages independent thinking so that he 
may need less of your management time in the months to 
come. There is a good reason for providing ideas and solutions 
in threes (see McLeod, 2004). The reason behind this is simple. 
Where you offer one solution, mentees will typically accept 
or reject it without further processing. The decision is a simple 
‘yes’ or ‘no’ based upon their current thinking.

Our minds are adapted to making comparisons. The yes/no 
tends to stimulate that simple process. When a mentee is 
given three solutions, the process becomes more complicated. 
With three solutions, several concurrent comparing steps 
would be needed:

A to B
B to C
A to C
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As the comparisons begin, the mentee will typically give up 
the comparing process and start to do higher-level processing. 
Once this happens, it is more likely that he will introduce 
ideas of his own based upon his own experiences. The result 
is likely to be a new idea, previously inaccessible to the 
mentee.

Facilitation

This term is applied to methods of drawing out the latent 
potential and knowledge in people whether in 1-2-1 or in 
groups. In this case information is not normally provided, on 
the premise that the solution needed can be developed by 
enquiring and by the mentee’s self-refl ection. This can be 
neatly illustrated by considering the process of coaching, 
which is essentially facilitation on a 1-2-1 basis.

Coaching

Coaching is a facilitation process dominated by three ‘Principle 
Instruments’, these are Questions, Challenges and Silences. 
The silences are vital since that is where self-refl ection leads 
to the most motivated breakthroughs.

Questions

Questions have many purposes. Typically at the early stages 
of an issue or goal development, we use questions to develop 
perception and choice. Questions include:
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• What other options are there?

• And if there was another option, what is that option 
now?

• And if I had this same challenge, how would you advise 
me now?

• Imagine you are an observer in that situation, what is 
happening?

These are all open questions3 in that the answers require 
detail rather than a yes or no answer. Later, we may ask ques-
tions to get to a single plan of action:

• Which of your ideas will work best for you and the 
department?

After that we will want to test the mentee’s motivation and 
be sure that the plan of action is holistically sound and real-
istic. Again, questions are used:

• What are the pros and cons of those options?

• How would that be for you if you did not succeed?

• What other resources are needed to achieve that?

3 All these questions fall into a number of other categories as well as ‘open’. 
Also, the opposite type to an open question is a closed question. This can 
be answered by the words yes, no or a numeral.
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• If there is another implication we missed, what is that?

• And if that does mean more work, what about your 
private life?

When they are fairly certain and committed to a course of 
action, it is then useful to use questions again in order to 
invite them to undertake a sensory journey:

• Imagine it’s all done, you have the award, what is that 
like now?

Challenges

Whereas questions may invite a new perspective or action, 
challenges are more pushing than pulling in nature.

Challenges can be statements or questions and are designed 
to shift perception to another level. Challenges can only be 
made where there is already a very good, working level of 
rapport and a willingness to be pushed further into the Stretch 
Zone. Remember that the Stretch Zone is also called the 
learning zone. It is from this zone that new perceptions and 
ideas will spring.

• Who says you are hopeless?

• Is that slightly hopeless or completely hopeless?

• What would someone else need to think, believe and do 
in order to be that scared?
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Not very good at presentation? I have never seen you present but 
let’s agree that you are really terrible at presenting and move on 
to the next item.

The more challenging statements only work if the rapport 
is excellent. Of course you risk rapport every time you 
push a person into the Stretch Zone but that must not 
deter you.

Silences

‘Learn to be quiet enough to hear the sound of the genuine within 
yourself so that you can hear it in others’
 marian wright edelman

‘Silence is ever speaking. It is a perennial fl ow of language, which 
is interrupted by speaking’
 sir ramana maharshi

We have talked about silence before in Part One when con-
sidering the benefi ts of self-refl ection. In coaching, the most 
profound perceptions and motivations arise because the 
coachee has been able to self-refl ect (without an interruption 
from their coach/leader). These silences can run for several 
minutes and the coachee is never aware of that time span 
because their focus is wholly internal. The self-refl ective 
silence may create a novel solution, great certainty, massive 
motivation, a great feeling of stupidity for not having thought 
of the solution before and/or an overwhelming desire to start 
on their plan instantly. In other words, the most extraordinary 
convictions and energy arise directly from careful questioning 
and a silent space in which they self-refl ect.
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The coaching-leader therefore needs a number of key skills to 
work at this level of performance. These skills include ques-
tioning skills, rapport-building skills and knowing when to 
stay silent, or better, when to break a silence.

The ability to hold that silent space is one that needs practice 
and confi dence to achieve. We run courses to do just that4 – 
looking at the power of silence specifi cally but also, naturally, 
to develop all the skills of coaching-leaders.

To begin with, notice these two things:

1. Where there is a silence and you have an urge to break it.

2. When you ask a question and a silence follows.

If you have discomfort with silence then it is worth while 
giving yourself permission to stay with silence, and practice 
by leaving longer silent spaces in conversations. If a person is 
busy thinking through an answer to your question, then force 
yourself to be quiet and observe the effect of that.

Silence is enormously powerful. It can be used to help people 
to talk themselves into uncomfortable reality; for example, 
that they and not their people are responsible for some 
event that went badly. Silence is also powerful when used 
just prior to speaking at meetings – the more confi dent 
and impressive you are, the longer the time that you can hold 

4 The Power of Silence, fi rst designed and delivered with Steve Breibart.
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that silence. This increases your status in the perception of 
others.5

Working with the Three-Zone 
Management Model

Now look at the extended model given in Figure 13.2. This 
includes a new zone to the left of the vertical axis and a 
number of training interventions that support each zone in 
the model.
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Figure 13.2 Extended McLeod Management Model

5 This is an area of expertise of John Abulafi a, the operatic director and 
trainer.
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For completeness, the off-chart Zone 0 (to the left of the verti-
cal axis) is shown. This zone is where additional help and 
support is normally required by some individuals. Not only 
are they lacking independence but, as we see, their level of 
need (particularly emotional needs) is very high. Although 
outside the area of normal managing per se, many of us have 
experiences of people who, for one reason or another, descend 
into a psychological state where they are no longer really 
capable of effective work (at all times) without specialist 
support. As managers, we must be able to distinguish the 
point at which help is needed and react accordingly – hence 
its inclusion now.

When we manage, it is more important to understand the best 
way we might manage rather than be able to label someone 
as being in a particular zone of development. For that reason, 
I concentrate on the differences between the zones. Noticing 
those differences then help you to have productive conversa-
tions with the individual so that your response is optimal for 
their performance. This is fl exible managing at its best and 
will avoid under- and over-managing. To recap, the zones run 
from 0, 1, 2 and 3 from left to right.

Zone 0 to Zone 1

The differential between Zone 0 and Zone 1 is determined by 
the emotional resource of the person to do their job rather 
than by their competences. Competence will help people in 
both levels to gain self-esteem and self-confi dence. However, 
in Zone 0 the individual is too distracted, too panicky and/or 
too preoccupied to learn quickly enough and to achieve a 
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consistent level of quality. I have taken Zone 0 off to the left 
of the main chart because most managers are not qualifi ed to 
deal with such issues even if they have the time to grapple 
with the situation.

Zone 0 people have a lack of emotional resource. In its extreme 
manifestations, this lack of emotional resource can manifest 
as crying, absenteeism and self-harming. In these cases, it is 
worth considering having a conversation about further help 
and involving a professional from the HR department, possibly 
of the same gender as the person exhibiting those symptoms.

A conversation will allow plenty of time and the manager 
must always be prepared to go over the same ground several 
times if necessary. In stress, people may hear but not under-
stand what is being said. This is due to stress and consequent 
inner-dialogue, self-judgment, interpretation and so forth. 
When repeating information for them, keep the messages 
simple and clear.

The conversation will best be conducted in a neutral and fam-
iliar space. Ideally they will have options where they can sit 
without any desk or table between them and you. Make sure 
there can be no interruptions and that phones are turned off.

Tom, I am concerned about you because you seem to be 
struggling. Because we care about you and not just your work, I 
have asked you to meet with me so we can talk confi dentially 
about any pressing concerns and issues that you may have. 
Where we can, I would like us to agree a way forward that will 
help you to feel confi dent and competent in your work. To start, 
would you like to tell me what you believe I have said so far so 
that we are starting on the same page?
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Asking for clarity is essential. If Tom has gone internal, he 
will have missed most of what has been said, critically, the 
part about working together to help him.

Where the emotional situation seems less debilitating it may 
be possible to have a conversation about some training or 
1-2-1 mentoring (from an encouraging colleague) to get their 
confi dence back. Again, an egalitarian space, a choice of iden-
tical chairs, and absence of blockage (table or desk) are all 
helpful. The pace of delivery should be measured and your 
attention should be concentrated to allow you to observe reac-
tions and gain insight into whether or not they really under-
stand what you are saying.

Tom, you seem to be struggling sometimes and I realize that I 
may have expected too much of you too soon. I want us to talk 
together so we can both agree a way forward that will get you 
moving forward and feeling more confi dent in your work. To 
start, would you like to tell me what you understand I have said 
so we are starting on the same page?

And later:

Tom, there may be some options for assisting you to get up to 
speed faster and I hope that one of them may appeal to you. 
I am wondering if Joanne or Peter might spend an hour with you 
for a couple of mornings to offer advice and show you how they 
do things. Alternatively, you could shadow one of them for a 
half-day. There is a training course on quality management 
coming up in two months and I want to put your name down for 
that as well – how do you feel about these three options?

In contrast, Zone 1 people do have the emotional resource to 
improve but need support and information to do that. Not all 
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people at this level will realize that they need help, however 
– a conversation in all cases makes that explicit. Three things 
count:

• asking them for their understanding of what you have 
said;

• asking whether they agree they are in need and, thirdly, if 
helpful;

• using silence to get that agreement.

Remember that you may have misdiagnosed Zone 0 and Zone 
1. The person that you thought was Zone 1 may get upset and 
their fears, lack of self-confi dence, etc., may come spilling 
out. For that reason, it is still best to make sure that the space 
is not overlooked, that you have privacy and that interrup-
tions are not possible.

Tom, thank you for coming in. I would like you to feel positive 
about this meeting because its purpose is simply to do our best 
to advance your working effectiveness and help you feel more 
confi dence as harder projects and more workload come your 
way. To begin with I would like to be sure we are both on the 
same page, so could you tell me what you understand I have 
asked you here for please?

If any correction is needed to Tom’s interpretation, you can 
give it – use the same phrases as before to make it easier and 
again ask for his interpretation of what you have said.

Tom, I want to tell you that I am pleased with your time-keeping 
and enthusiasm. I also want to talk with you about some working 
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practices that fall short of our requirements in the department – I 
mean specifi cally the accuracy of fi ling and the speed at which 
fi les are returned so others can access them quickly. Do you want 
to tell me what is working and not working for both those issues, 
I mean the accuracy and the speed of fi ling?

The speech contains positives and inclusive language (‘I also 
want to talk with you’), is clear and specifi c but inviting 
rather than ordering. If Tom does not agree that there is per-
formance issue then resort to specifi cs and use silence to 
ensure you get an answer:

Tom, if I heard you right, you disagree that fi les are being put 
back incorrectly by you. Here I have fi ve records from three of 
your colleagues, both the time of your call and your notes in the 
fi les are prior to theirs in each case. What do you have to say 
about that?

Keep the silence unless Tom starts to fi dget or to look around 
the room. We are so used to speech that the silence may be 
diffi cult to manage, but you must. A minute – even three or 
four or more – may be required to get Tom to do the self-
awareness work internally so he can realize and admit his 
errors. If you butt in or argue, all you will achieve is argument. 
The problem is internal to him and he will not sort that out 
by arguing his case, only by self-refl ection. If he starts to look 
bored or begins to fi dget, ask the same question, just exactly 
as you did before. The sentence will hit exactly the same 
processing area in his brain (if it is identical) and no reinter-
pretation will be required.6

6 This comes from understanding about brain function and specifi cally 
neural pathways supported by what we know from the use of Clean 
Language and Symbolic Modeling.
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Typically a question like this only needs to be asked once, 
occasionally twice to get a sensible answer where any amount 
of argument and denial would have failed.

Angus, I am sorry. I’ve always struggled with words. I mean, 
does The Ford Group go under ‘T’ for The or ‘F’ for Ford. And 
what about the Robert Thomas Company? Is that R or T? I 
thought I put it under Thomas – is that wrong?

Again, the manager will want to gain a mutual agreement 
about the way forward.

Okay Tom, I could get a print off of all the names in fi le-order 
and yes you are right about the diffi culties. In the telephone book 
I have seen the Robert Thomas Company listed under the 
surname but we list by the fi rst letter of the company name, 
that’s ‘R’ for Robert’. The list will be useful though as some 
companies are better known by a brand and that may be at the 
top of their correspondence, even though we list by company 
name. An example is ‘Whizzo’ which is manufactured by the 
Reading Chemical Company and hence listed under ‘R’ for 
Reading. Will that be enough to get you back on track or do you 
need any other help with this?

At Zone 1 we need to be specifi c about what needs to be done 
and how it needs to be done and not offer choices. Choices 
are only likely to confuse at this time as the consequences of 
each choice is unlikely to be understood. But testing will 
check any assumption.

Zone 1 to Zone 2

The boundary between Zone 1 and Zone 2 is demarked by a 
general change in the level of independent working. At Zone 
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1 these are largely below professional standards, in Zone 2 
they are largely at acceptable levels. There may still be issues 
about speed, quality or the understanding of the consequences 
of actions but the base level of work is adequate and advanc-
ing. In Zone 2 we can begin to test the person to think solu-
tions through in the areas where he is most experienced. One 
way to do that is to ask mentoring-type questions.

Tom, the Financial Report for Category D purchasing is fi ne. I 
want you to look at the circulation list and tell me if you notice 
anyone that is listed that ought not to be and whether anyone 
is not listed that ought to be – any thoughts?

Possibly followed by:

Excellent. Now, what do we normally do in a situation like 
this?

If Tom does not know the system, you can intervene:

Tom, there are at least three ways that might work. The others 
went yesterday by internal mail right?  .  .  .  Okay, we could mail 
the others with a note from me or you; we could e-mail the report 
similarly so it catches up, or since all the people we missed have 
offi ces that are on site, we could get Jonathon to walk them 
around by hand with a note. Which do you think would be most 
appropriate and why?

The questions are only asked if an assumption can reasonably 
be made that the individual has some level of understanding 
in that context, if not, we should consider him as being in Zone 
1 and ask what information-needs he may have. The answer 
to that should be suffi cient to enable him to complete the job. 
We can always test for clarity with another question.
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Zone 2 to Zone 3

Zone 2 to 3 is demarked by a higher level of independence. 
At Zone 3 the person is self-starting and more resourceful. 
Zone 3 people are taking new initiatives and fi nding, from 
experience, better ways of doing things. The real development 
that awaits them is mental aptitude. By that, I mean the 
development of higher reasoning, wider and more holistic 
understanding of the consequences of their actions, broader 
ability in initiating and developing relationships (to improve 
performance) and careful and sensitive handling of both com-
munication and management issues. All of these are stimu-
lated most excellently by facilitating their development using 
coaching interventions to make the difference.

Coaching assumes that they have the mental resources to fi nd 
motivated solutions for themselves and enough information 
about the detail of their specialty, the role of their product or 
service and their impact within the whole business. Using a 
combination of questions, challenges and silences, the coach-
ing-leader aims to encourage the person to achieve his goal, 
gain a wider set of options for moving forward and select one 
that is effective (and for which the person is suited and moti-
vated). For highly practical learning about coaching in man-
agement, please refer to McLeod (2003). Here however, are 
some typical coaching interventions:

Tom, you say that we cannot produce the order in time, but what 
if we could? What would we have to do in order to do that?

Tom, if I heard you right you said that Peters dislikes you because 
he has twice left you off the monthly meeting list. If there was 
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another reason for leaving you off the list then what might that 
reason be?

Tom, you have suggested three different approaches. Which one 
is the best and why?

Tom, should we concentrate on what we know we can’t do or 
what we can do?

Tom, imagine if you will that John had this same issue going on 
with him at the moment. What could you advise him to do?

Tom, what if we had just won the Annual Award, how good 
would we be feeling right now? What do you think we would 
have learned that would be useful to us in order to achieve this 
award again?

Each question is designed to test Tom’s present perception 
and move him to a more useful, performance mindset. More 
than that, professional coaching develops mental agility and 
provides new mental strategies that Tom will apply long after 
he or the coach (or coaching-leader) has moved jobs.

The 1-2-1 meetings

So far, we have considered meetings to deal with issues and 
gain some clarity about the level of information and support 
that our people may need. But what of the notorious 1-2-1? 
This needs to be considered here, under motivation, since, in 
theory at least, the 1-2-1 ought to be an opportunity to improve 
motivation. In practice the 1-2-1, and particularly the annual 
1-2-1, is often demotivating. What is your own experience? 
Let’s illustrate what I mean by including both standard 1-2-1 
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issues and ordinary 1-2-1 issues that occur in the day-to-day 
operation.

Within the constraints of our reward and recognition 
protocols, how might the annual review process be more 
rewarding for all concerned? That is one of the themes for this 
chapter.

Some readers will have existing corporate policies for annual 
performance reviews with (or without) personal development 
planning. The feedback we receive suggests that these annual 
1-2-1 reviews are usually unsatisfactory to manage and less 
than satisfactory to be subjected to. Senior managers com-
plain that their annual 1-2-1 reviews are always late, often 
postponed at the last minute, sandwiched between other 
matters of the day, and of limited duration and limited help. 
Many complain that their own agenda for the annual 1-2-1 is 
not requested, and nor is it welcome.

Really this should not be. Let’s start with the situation with 
running 1-2-1s and annual 1-2-1s (annual performance reviews) 
with our own people and then move to consider handling our 
own 1-2-1s or annual 1-2-1 with a boss. This will lead us 
naturally to considering other managing-the-boss scenarios.

Facilitating all 1-2-1s

Whether the purpose of the 1-2-1 is a day-to-day issue, project 
review or annual performance review, the basic principles are 
the same. By facilitation I mean the teasing out of information 
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and encouragement to take a lead rather than give direction. 
The purpose in this is simply to engage the person at a differ-
ent level – nearer to a collaborative (and supportive) process 
geared toward improved working performance. Clearly if the 
individual is fresh to the business then one needs to test the 
level of facilitation into which they can enter.

If something does not work, try something different!

The manager may sometimes be faced with an individual 
who is pushing for promotion or additional salary and is 
either borderline or above the requirement but where, for 
fi scal reasons, the manager is unable to do anything about the 
salary or status. In that case some managers will use the 1-2-1 
as an opportunity to expose weaknesses and hold down any 
promotion and reward. One understands the motives but 
must question whether there is not a better way to harness 
an individual rather than slap him down and expect him to 
continue working effi ciently.

In cases like this, the manager must dig deep and try very hard 
to answer the question, ‘How can I conduct this 1-2-1 in spite 
of any limitations, so that he leaves more motivated than he 
came in?’ This should not be too diffi cult since the person is 
probably not looking forward to the 1-2-1 in any case. The 
ideas below will, I hope, give some practical guidelines for 
trying something different.

The leader will generally wish to adopt a facilitating style in 
1-2-1s to increase involvement, to make the individual feel 
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properly heard, and to show own interest and concern. The 
process of facilitation will also lead to better decisions. But 
are there situations where the old methods are best? For 
example, in a situation when, due to hardened and infl exible 
conduct over the longer term, an individual is expected to 
respond badly.

Employee reluctance

Most of my readers have teams of people that have worked 
for them for different periods of time. Some of those relation-
ships carry baggage that manifests as unhelpful, patterned 
behaviors by them and by patterned behaviors by the manager. 
In this case my adage is:

If something is not working, then do something different.

Patterns in relationship fi re off one another. Gestures, words 
and intonations trigger familiar responses. If you break your 
half of the pattern and do it consistently, the other party has 
to think of an option. It may be shaky for both of you, but it 
will be different. That must be a good thing, as an existing 
stalemate situation is typically of low productivity due to the 
lack of team dynamics. Any difference is probably better than 
the status quo.

In this type of situation, would it be worth asking if the indi-
vidual would like to talk you through the 1-2-1 process, rather 
than the other way around? That might take him off his guard 
and interrupt any pattern. If you recall, when we want to 
break ingrained patterns, it is best to interrupt the pattern at 
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the start. If you expect him to shrug and say something like, 
‘That’s your job isn’t it?’, then you might pass the ball back 
fi rmly again,

Here is a list of the topics we need to go through. Pick any one 
you like and go from there in any order you like.

This is one of those times when silence is your best friend. 
Do not break it. If the person gets distracted after a time, just 
repeat what you said and wait.

Here is a scenario where a 28-year-old Plant Manager, Ephrain, 
is meeting with a 55-year-old Quality Executive, Ted, who 
has been with the company many years. Ted is typically short 
with everyone in authority but particularly so with his 
manager. The manager is uncomfortable with Ted and has to 
bite his lip to prevent him saying what he really thinks. Ted 
rarely does anything for him within the required time-frame, 
creating more stress for Ephrain.

Ephrain:  Ted, I want you to get the procedures manual fi nished 
in time two weeks before the inspection, October 
third. The draft will need to be checked by Isobel I 
believe?

Ted: Right.

Ephrain: So you will do that?
Ted: Yeah, is that all? I have a job to do.

The manager is left with the distinct impression that he will 
not get his way. Is there a chance that a different method 
might work? On the basis that in this situation trying some-
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thing different might be useful, please imagine the same situ-
ation but where Ephrain prepares himself mentally before 
starting, together with a new approach. Ephrain imagines a 
positive outcome. He decides to breathe calmly and detach 
himself from the situation, almost like an observer. He does 
not pressurize himself to be successful but to have a different 
experience with Ted whether he achieves his outcome or not. 
Instead of sitting glued behind his desk, he meets Ted at the 
door of the offi ce and shakes his hand, leans on his desk and 
then, looking him in the eye says:

Ephrain:  Ted, please sit or stand as you wish, I do not mind. 
The company needs to get through the quality 
inspection and so I would like you to talk me through 
the steps you believe are necessary to be successful.

Ted: They are obvious aren’t they?

Ephrain:  So, please talk me through the obvious steps and the 
less obvious steps that you believe are necessary to be 
successful.

Ted:  The manual will need formatting from my document 
and your secretary does not have any time for my 
work, so that will probably let us down.

Ephrain:  So, if your document is formatted quickly for you, how 
soon exactly will you have the document ready for 
him?

Ted:  It depends on other demands from the plant, your 
people keep trying to get non-specifi cation product 
past me.

Ephrain:  Allowing for the current demands and product issues, 
and if your document could be formatted quickly for 
you, how soon exactly will you have the document 
ready for him?

Ted: Friday, close of play.
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Ephrain:  Thank you, I will let Robert know and ask him to turn 
that around as a priority, putting it out to a specialist 
if necessary and then I will get back to you myself 
with a completion date. Is that acceptable to you?

Ted: Sure.

Ephrain:  I would like to fi nd mutually satisfactory ways of 
reducing the loss of your time by the movement of 
non-specifi cation product. If you will undertake to 
provide a document, or dictate it to my secretary, then 
I will study that and we can then agree a strategy for 
dealing with the issues together.

Ted: Mmmm.

Ephrain:  Do I have your agreement to provide the document for 
me and to work together to deal with the quality 
issues on the plant?

Ted:  Okay, but I must go now, my three o’clock appointment 
will be waiting.

Ephrain:  I will not keep you from your appointment Ted, just 
let’s put a time-frame around the document and 
whether you will prepare or dictate?

Ted:  I’ll do it at the weekend. You will have it Monday fi rst 
thing.

Ephrain’s fi rst attempt might not go so smoothly but the 
dialogue illustrates many of the qualities of communication 
that we have been highlighting to date. It is respectful, 
inviting and repeats Ted’s own phrases which is the ‘Broken 
Record Technique’.7 Ephrain’s fi rst sentence is a totally new 
departure for him and that is important to mark out the 
scenario as being different. He is insistent on asking for 

7 The Broken Record Technique works because it prevents semantic argu-
ments about the linguistic interpretations of newly introduced language.
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an agreement rather than telling. He does not miss any-
thing important and he refl ects any language that Ted 
expresses.

Headline rules of engagement

Think of any bad experiences you or others have had in rela-
tion to the 1-2-1. They are likely to include some of the fol-
lowing experiences:

• They put off the meeting twice

• Three months overdue and still no meeting

• Ten minutes only with the boss talking at me

• Would not listen to my point of view

• Would not look me in the eye when he talked about my 
(disappointing) grading

• Promoted a graduate colleague with less experience or 
ability

• Signed letters and took telephone calls during the meeting.

These examples are very common indeed. A boss who post-
pones a 1-2-1 is saying, ‘You are not my fi rst priority. I am 
too important and busy to see you. I do not care.’
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It is clear that many companies implement 1-2-1 strategies 
without attending to the competence level of their managers 
fi rst – as a consequence, many of the potential benefi ts of the 
system are lost – it becomes a demotivating methodology for 
recording meaningless data and holding the salary overhead 
down. In my view, if any manager has not been trained and 
assessed in both role-play and in actual 1-2-1s, the 1-2-1 should 
be conducted by someone else who has – by professionals who 
have the competences to do the job properly. I suspect that 
this would be welcome by a majority of the managers who 
feel inadequate in running all or some of their 1-2-1s. As 
leaders, we can do better than that, even if training is not 
immediately available. Here are some guidelines.

The basic rules of engagement must include the following:

• Time-table all 1-2-1s to meet (or exceed) expectations and 
keep buffer-time for any restructurings.

• Do not adjourn meetings; if you have to postpone try to 
have the meeting on the appointed day and apologize in 
person for the delay, face-to-face; come out of your offi ce to 
do that or meet the appointee at his domain rather than 
yours.

• Take the 1-2-1 seriously, do not sandwich it.

• Get your hand back in, if necessary by handling some easy 
1-2-1s fi rst.
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• Do not leave the hardest ones to last – they know what 
you are doing.

• Create a positive mindset for good outcomes whatever 
your past experience may have been.

• Be calm.

• Slow the pace right from the start (put at ease).

• Use a private space, preferably not your offi ce.

• Do not permit any interruption for any reason whatsoever, 
except fi re!

• Offer any of the seats available before staking a claim to 
any place yourself (with papers or other materials).

• Ask that cell-phones be turned off.

• If you must have a table, both sit at one corner – no bar-
riers between you.

• Budget for more time than you think necessary (reduce 
pressure on yourself) and leave some minutes for note-
taking and refl ection afterwards.

• Remember: a start, a middle and an end!
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• Select a subject for the beginning that, if work-related, the 
person is typically very calm and happy to talk about. 
Ideally pick a subject unrelated to work.

• Restate the purpose of the 1-2-1.

• Check with the individual that he is ready to start.

• Consider letting him run through the process.

• Summarize and agree understandings.

Starting the 1-2-1

However many times you may have run a 1-2-1 with a person, 
it is important to set the scene for the current one. It is part of 
the underpinning messages that says, ‘I take this and you seri-
ously’. For me, this would involve simple restating of the 
purpose and the process. I want to say that my objective is to 
be supportive, to listen and to hope that they will feel more 
motivated following the meeting than they did before it. I 
realize that not every leader is ready for that degree of candor. 
It is possible, however, that a change toward a more frank 
approach will improve the results you have had to date. Only 
you can guess this for each situation. But this ought properly 
to be a conscious consideration and decision – not falling into 
what one did before because ‘they go okay’. Remember that 
each person is different and one approach is unlikely to satisfy 
all the people all the time. Flexibility is a key characteristic of 
leaders. Moving toward an increasing level of facilitation ought, 
in most cases, to have a positive impact on the outcome.
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Limitations: be straight

You know that you can’t give promotions or rewards this year 
in spite of an individual’s better performance. Or you know 
that he has not made the grade, but you know that he thinks 
he has. These scenarios are familiar. In these situations what 
is the sense in hedging? You will gain most respect by getting 
to the point early in the process. But remember the three parts 
to communication? There needs to be a start, a middle and 
an end. The start will level the ground, offer the chance for a 
non-work chat and let any stress levels dip. The middle will 
deal with the business, and the end will summarize what you 
have agreed, including asking them to summarize what they 
have understood.

So, what might one say in the above two cases. How do these 
sound to you?

Tom, I wish to be honest with you. I am pleased with the way 
things are going but have no budget for promotions in your area 
this year. I doubt that is good news but it’s a fact. In a moment 
I would like to hear how you feel about that but I fi rst want to 
say that I would like us to discuss what we can both do to help 
with your advancement – and I hope you would welcome that.

Tom, we may differ on this but I have not heard enough to 
convince me that you have made the grade due to the area D 
scores we have discussed in depth <details>. Is there anything 
more you can add that would correct my perception at this time? 
<pause> I would like to know how much development you are 
willing to do in those areas to regain your grading or improve it 
further. I am also willing to discuss with you, guide you in any 
way I can, to help you perform at the next level if that is what 
you want. I can be specifi c about the behaviors and goals that 
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will be necessary for that to happen. Do you want to work with 
me to start making that difference now?

Clearly any statement needs to be in a language that is reason-
ably natural for you to be using or test. In each case the aim 
is to be clear, to summarize, and to express co-work and your 
support. There will still be some who are not bothered or too 
close to retirement to give a damn, but hopefully strategies 
like these will improve the general motivation of most of the 
people who pass through your hands.

Interpretation may create a dispute over semantics rather 
than substance

Remember to listen well, and do not interrupt or argue. Refl ect 
their language where possible (since interpretation by you 
may create a dispute over semantics rather than substance).

We do not always know what to do about an issue that is 
raised. One of the methods that many people use to manage 
the 1-2-1 (rather than facilitate it) is to avoid subjects they 
feel less competent to handle. Leaders have more courage 
than that and must also be more resourceful. If you do not 
know what to do, be honest:

Tom, frankly I do not know what to say about that. From what 
you have told me this is something you would like resolved and 
so I want to give it further thought and refl ection. I would like 
us to meet again next week specifi cally to see if we can fi nd a 
way forward. Before we move on, is there anything else I should 
know about this situation that might help me think of things we 
might do to improve the situation?
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Bluffi ng, hedging and ignoring issues are the methods of the 
inadequate. They fool nobody except the person who uses 
them.

Ending the 1-2-1

As we saw in Chapter 8, endings are as important as begin-
nings and middles. This is the chance to heal any remaining 
grievances and to make sure that you both leave on the same 
page. Ideally, ask the person to summarize what has hap-
pened. Ask him whether there is anything you can do to 
support him and why not ask him if he feels more or less 
motivated than he did before the meeting?

Tom, at the start of this meeting I mentioned that one of my 
objectives was to hope that you would leave this 1-2-1 more 
motivated than you were before you came in. Would you mind 
telling me whether we have achieved that or not?

Even if there is one obvious reason for his disappointment 
(over which you have no desire or ability to budge), still ask 
if there is anything else that you might address; you may still 
make gains in rapport by making small gains mutually, even 
if the big issue remains unresolved.

New staff 1-2-1

In Chapter 4 we introduced the concept of the Wheel of Work. 
It is worth considering this again (see Figure 13.3) in the 
context of new staff because it gives a methodology for under-
standing, building rapport and showing your broader interest 
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in the welfare of the people who work for you. Most of all, it 
gives you a process for understanding what will motivate 
those people.

You can adapt the diagram to suit your own style but a 
printed-off version takes any heat out of asking sensitive/
personal questions. Using a printed version also allows eye-
to-eye contact to be withdrawn naturally and refocused on 
the Wheel. This can help make the whole process of the 1-2-1 
easier for both of you to handle in any context. As with all 
communications, the same three-part process applies: a begin-
ning to establish working rapport and reduce any stress; a 
middle in which you both do the work; and an end where you 
may summarize and/or ask the person to summarize his own 
understanding for you.

Reward and
recognition

Amount of  
change

Purpose of  
my working

Relationships

Number of  
major tasks

Number of  
reports

Work 
satisfaction

Training and
development

My Contentment Level with...

Figure 13.3 Typical Wheel of Work
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With new staff it will be very important to carefully sum-
marize the whole purpose of the 1-2-1 and seek feedback 
about the person’s understanding as you go through rather 
than waiting until the end. Give the person a clear idea about 
how you wish to conduct the 1-2-1 process and let him know 
what is confi dential – who has access to the notes and if hard 
copy is stored, who has access to that.

The ideal scenario is not to direct the person to any part of 
the Wheel, but to invite him to rate (0 through 10) all the 
sections in any order.

Tom, here is a model I have been using in 1-2-1s and would like 
us to use it together too. It gives a number of areas for discussion 
as you can see written in the segments. In no particular order, 
would you like to let me know what your contentment level is 
in all these segments and, if you do not mind, I would like to 
keep some notes that will be fi led with the rest, confi dentially, 
in that locked cabinet.

Let him know, too, that you will ask questions for clarity of 
understanding. Use those questions to help him to develop 
his thoughts, and to challenge him to new perceptions where 
his own beliefs may not be helpful to his contentment and 
productivity. Remember that silence may be necessary to 
enable the person to think things through, and that these 
silences can last for minutes, even though he may not be 
aware of that.

The ‘right’ meaning of each section is not really important. 
What is important is what the person actually wants to bring 
to the conversation, and any progress you make as a result of 
that. It is important to keep your mind open and not try to 
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make the person fi t your view of what the sections mean. If 
you feel able, you may decide to add a section called ‘Life 
Balance’ so that you both gain more insight to the relative 
importance of work and the individual’s private life.

At the end ask him for feedback on the process and on how 
you performed. What did he fi nd useful and what less so? 
What worked well and what worked less well? The individual 
will not be affected by any negative ideas that exist in your 
work-culture.

Understanding stress

Stress is acceptable if short term. Undue stress, especially 
prolonged stress coupled with loss of sleep, leads to errors and 
the lock-in syndrome (see Part One). It is worth understanding 
some of the indicators of stress so that discussion and actions 
can take place where you see it.

It is quite usual for executives in organizations to have oscil-
lating levels of stress (Figure 13.4, see solid line). Normally, 
if an individual is coping well, he will be able to get his stress 
levels down between the incidences of stress in his work. The 
stress is not always obvious by changes in behavior. Tell-tale 
signs may include:

• Periodic deafness (due to inner dialogue)

• Gazing into the mid-distance (ditto)

• Errors of understanding (ditto)
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• Pale, expressionless demeanor

• Ruddiness in the neck

• Stiff jaw and shoulders

• Tics

• Sweating

• Undue persistence

• Clumsiness and forgetfulness

• Errors in work

• Mood swings

Figure 13.4 Choice and Persistent Stress Syndrome
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• Off-beat comments

• Long working hours

• Uncharacteristic sloppiness in one or more aspects of their 
appearance.

Where the stress becomes persistent and potentially danger-
ous to health, the levels of stress do not fully return to normal 
working levels (top, dotted curve in the diagram). In order to 
help the individuals, it is useful to get them to understand 
what the pattern of stress initiation is. This allows the poss-
ibility that they may insert a conscious logical thought or 
question in order to break the patterned response (see lower 
dotted curve at I).

Stress coaching is very likely to be successful in these situ-
ations and clearly a managerial intervention is necessary. 
Persistent Stress Syndrome (PSS) will lead to productivity 
problems (some of those listed above) and potentially to more 
serious psychological and/or health problems if ignored.

Probing the Wheel of Work

The use of the Wheel of Work can be applied for any of our 
staff, not just new members. You will have the confi dence, 
authority plus any support you may need from peers, particu-
larly in HR. It is enormously useful when we reconsider the 
dangers of over- or under-managing people and other key 
motivators and demotivators at work. Skillful attention to the 
answers will enable fruitful discussion and a positive, moti-
vating outcome for you both.
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Rewards and recognition (R&R)

You may or may not have room for movement in the reward 
package but you can certainly always infl uence the recog-
nition piece. The recognition that people want can go beyond 
what you give personally. It may be that a proportion of their 
work, though critical to the success of a project, may not be 
overtly attributed to them. Their colleagues may not appreci-
ate their contribution. A mechanism that enabled that recog-
nition among colleagues might be enormously infl uential in 
creating motivation. You could, for example, ask them if they 
would like to contribute to your monthly report (which is 
then circulated among their peer group). This would give 
them a chance to report on their contribution in their own 
words.

With so many people working from home there may be very 
infrequent face-to-face contacts between colleagues. They 
may need to meet more frequently as a team where the 
strengths and weaknesses that the individuals bring to pro-
jects can be aired and resolved.

The bold leader is unafraid to get to the heart of the R&R 
issues:

Tom, why not tell me how content you are about rewards and 
recognition?

Relationships

Questions about relationship may reveal issues that may be 
causing a loss of performance. It could be that people have 



 MOTIVATION  /  199

tensions due to the dilemma of having to satisfy both their 
direct manager and one or more indirect managers. Or they 
may have very different managers in various territories, each 
demanding a different emphasis on effort or result. Airing 
such issues, encouraging self-starting action, supporting and 
offering to intervene when absolutely necessary are strategies 
that can have a positive impact for them. Unless we ask we 
may miss something like this:

All is good except for Thompson who is Project Director in 
Engineering. She usually waits until you are away on business 
and then comes in needing something done urgently. This 
invariably creates tensions in my department and because of her 
status I do not feel able to refuse her directions. It has happened 
several times and so I think she now expects it as normal.

The leader will not defl ect from action but must fi rst acknowl-
edge the problem and not make commitments that cannot be 
undertaken.

Tom, I will speak with Ms Thompson myself and then you and 
I will need to talk so that you have an agreed response should it 
happen again in my absence. If you can qualify those tensions 
and any specifi c issues that have arisen in detail, then that will 
assist me to get our messages across fi rmly.

Work satisfaction

This is a broad area. Remember that the things that satisfy 
some individuals may be wholly different to your own drivers, 
but no less important for them.

Factors can include:
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• Money

• Flexibility to tackle things their own way

• Ordered processes of working

• Being part of a process

• Seeing things through from start to fi nish

• Contributing a part in a process

• Working alongside people

• Working productively alone

• Privacy

• Working together as a team

• Meeting new people

• Predictability of the working day

• Variety of each day

• Time-fl exible

• Perfection in detail

• Lack of detail
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• Fixing existing processes

• Inventing new processes and procedures

• Kudos

• High profi le

• Low profi le

• Comparative status

• Recognition for expertise

• Recognition for problem-solving

• Recognition for quality and effi ciency.

Do any of these summarize your reason for working? If not, 
what are yours? Why do your immediate colleagues work in 
the same organization? What aspects of work satisfy the 
people who work for you? If you look at the list, there are 
many ways in which a manager can infl uence the amount of 
exposure that an individual may have in each area. In other 
words, we can have a major motivating effect by making 
small changes in a job (or moving someone to a different job) 
without changing the salary or regrading. The route to 
knowing how to do that has to start with knowledge.

Tom, what is your satisfaction with work? Here is a list of some 
things that people fi nd important – are any of these aspects, or 
any other aspects, really important to you?
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Tom, what could we do to improve your level of satisfaction in 
that area do you think?

Be prepared to be more specifi c with questions if the conversa-
tion is drying up. Questions could include these:

Tom, what about your working environment – do you get enough 
uninterrupted time to develop your ideas and produce the 
detailed manuals?

Tom, to what extent do you enjoy the overseas travel or fi nd it 
tedious?

Tom, tell me if you will, what are the most important things that 
make you enthusiastic to come to work?

Remember, too, that you may get more useful information by 
asking this question:

Tom, thanks for that. I am wondering what, if anything 
contributes to any dissatisfaction you may have. I wish to see 
whether there is anything we can do together to infl uence that?

A leader will have no hesitation about asking this question 
because we know that motivation and demotivation are the 
opposing ends of the same dimension. Focusing only on posi-
tives is not enough. Sometimes you will be able to do some-
thing immediately; sometimes you may not. You might fi nd 
yourself in this situation:

I am unhappy with the car scheme. I like cars and none of the 
three on my list are ones I want to be seen in. We are not allowed 
to pay for an upgrade and the expenses allowed for using one’s 
own car are poor and would cost me a lot.
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Unless you have carte blanche to do as you wish, you might 
respond like this:

Tom, I hear what you say and I am sympathetic. Clearly I do 
not make the vehicle-policy here and my infl uence is unlikely to 
change the policy overnight, if at all. However, it is likely that 
others feel the same way as you and so I will bring this to the 
attention of the Group HR Director and the Benefi ts Manager 
and I will blind-copy you. The car scheme at the next level is 
more interesting isn’t it? Perhaps we can focus on a development 
plan that would improve your chances of getting you to that level 
– would you be interested to do that?

This strategy fi ts in with the concept of focusing Tom where 
he has impact (Part One) rather on the things where he has 
little or no impact. By helping Tom to focus on developing 
his competences we are using his desire for a different vehicle 
as a motivator for positive change in his work.

Training and development

You may have budget constraints, but an open discussion will 
reveal areas that can be supported by short-term initiatives 
other than training. These could include providing literature, 
discussion time with colleagues, mentoring, free web-based 
courses and sponsoring evening classes.

Sometimes a person will want tertiary training in something 
that is not immediately of practical use for his job in terms 
of skills – for example, personal-development training. Many 
corporate cultures are rather behind in not appreciating the 
value of such development among staff – and this may impede 
you. However, a request like this is an opportunity to widen 
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the discussion and ask about career aspirations. Does the 
individual want to develop other skills and move out of the 
organization? Could he be usefully retained in another area 
of the business following training? If we fail to have this dis-
cussion we will not know whether the person is planning to 
leave. It is much better to know if he is leaving to enable us 
to prepare for that. And the discussion may open ideas that 
will turn a relatively unproductive person in the wrong job, 
into a highly productive person in the right job.

Leaders must be prepared to develop their team even if, as a 
result, they may lose some of them. Many companies insure 
against that in the short term by forming agreements of tenure 
following the training.

A good friend of mine was sent to one of the world’s 
pre-eminent business schools (in Paris) by his company 
who had no contract to retain him following the training. 
When the results were posted, three companies made him job 
offers, each one worth up to three times his current salary. 
He went back to his company and negotiated a salary more 
than double the one he was receiving but with a 10-year 
contract that enabled him to borrow heavily. In that way he 
enjoyed a lifestyle that he might have had to wait several 
years for had he continued working on a short-term employ-
ment contract.

Many people wish to develop, but preventing them from doing 
so will not inspire them to be loyal or to work harder than 
they need to. Leaders will take the problems and expense of 
losing people because they get better productivity from moti-
vated people. It is also better for the team to be populated by 
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people who are motivated and content than by those who are 
not. Each negative voice and attitude has a wider effect than 
that of the individual – they infect the team.

We all know that there are people, often close to retirement, 
who are not interested in training or anything else other than 
totting up credits for their pension. What about them? If they 
have expertise, consider asking them if they would enjoy 
mentoring a younger member of your staff. If possible we 
want to fi nd an outlet for any residual enthusiasm that they 
have. The problem is not going away so we might as well face 
it head-on. For example, have a discussion specifi cally about 
their enthusiasm and what you might do together to improve 
that. Prepare for the meeting by already having some ideas on 
how they might contribute something valuable to the busi-
ness. If they are not good with people, are they good at systems, 
quality protocols and reports? Ask them outright how they 
would like to spend a productive day at work?

Amount of change

People’s peak effectiveness over time is infl uenced by the 
level of security and stimulation they have in their job. The 
word ‘security’ is a term used to describe the factors that help 
an individual to feel secure. Part of that security may be the 
extent to which they feel part of a familiar culture in the 
organization. The change that people fi nd acceptable is also 
a variable at both the micro and macro levels. Some people 
are not unduly worried by major corporate restructuring but 
are more concerned that their parking spot and desk are still 
in the same places. Others are diametrically different to this. 
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They are shaken by corporate rumors but care more about the 
people they work with than the location.

The stimulation provided by status quo or by change will 
be different for different people. Some enjoy variety and will 
hate to get stuck in one function too long. Others wish to 
become familiar with a function and expert in its use. That, 
too, can be a problem in the longer term if we do not get them 
into the Stretch Zone in some aspects of their job. We need 
them to retain fl exibility for the unknown ahead. Again, 
we do not know any of these factors unless we have that 
discussion. The Wheel of Work facilitates that in a wholly 
productive way.

While we may not be able to make substantial changes to 
accommodate the individuals, we can at least touch base, 
factor in other ‘security’ aspects that make them feel content, 
and keep them in the communication loop. If we do not, they 
may become the thought-leaders of negative ‘stuff’, so it is 
better to keep them on-side.

Number of major tasks

I have never yet met a manager who has ever asked any of his 
staff what their ideal number of major tasks might be. When 
asked for their own preference, these same people will imme-
diately express a fi gure or range. The answers vary widely and 
typically from 1 to 15 or more. When I next ask how many 
major tasks they actually have, the majority usually have a 
signifi cant gap between their preference and the actual situa-
tion. Some people have many more major tasks than is ideal 
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for them – others have too few. Many of both groups often 
feel overly stressed as a result.

Those people with too few major tasks may need the variety 
and freedom of work effort that having several projects allows. 
Security factors may also come into play – a perfectionist may 
fi nd the stress of putting all his eggs in one basket too high a 
cost to bear.

You may not be able to take a short-term solution to these 
problems but a mid-term strategy ought to enable most of us 
to come closer to satisfying a person’s preference, most of the 
time. The benefi ts of that go beyond effi ciency, of course. You 
have just brought an individual closer to being touched by 
your leadership in a valuable and respected way.

Number of reports

The same sort of thinking applies to the number of direct and 
indirect reports that a person may have, although the manager 
will normally have quite a good idea before asking the ques-
tion. Sometimes people want direct reports as a sign of status 
even though they do not have the temperament to handle so 
many capably. To avoid that, questioning needs to get under-
neath any status-issue by asking specifi cs about their current 
managing experiences with their people. Get them to talk 
about their individual reports and encourage them to speak 
about those relationships and the time they take with each 
report, the number of 1-2-1s and the outcomes of those in 
detail. Your own observations will also help you to target your 
questions to areas of possible concern.
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Multiple tasks also appeal to those who need shorter-term 
successes to maintain motivation. If you have 10 projects, at 
least one is likely to be near fruition with others following 
from time to time.

Purpose of my working

This question is also open to interpretation. As leaders, we 
are really trying to fi nd the biggest drivers of motivation. 
What do they value about their contribution? Is their focus 
and enjoyment in today’s role, or in the one they aspire to? 
Ask open questions like:

Tom, you say a driver for work is money, but if there is something 
else, what is that other driver?

What is it about work that makes you feel good?

Tom, if you looked back at your time in this job in 10 years’ 
time, what do you think would have given you the most 
satisfaction?

Even if some of these questions seem unnatural for you to ask 
now, start with a simpler set and gain experience in develop-
ing these conversations.8

8 See, for example, McLeod (2003).
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My own 1-2-1

You might ask whether you have any control over 
the format of your 1-2-1 with your boss(es). I know 
very senior people who have started answering this 

question negatively by saying that they have no control over 
their 1-2-1 – it is all in the hands of their immediate boss. 
Soon afterwards they start to create plans to make some 
changes to their experience. It seems that many people are 
unwilling to take the initiative when it comes to their 1-2-1 
even though they do so in every other aspect of their work. 
It is possible that the status and power of the boss is enhanced 
by the process itself (as traditionally carried out). So, how 
might one make a difference?

As with all communication we need to set the scene by 
making sure that there is a beginning, a middle and an end 
and may need to drive the timing too. The beginning typically 
starts long before the 1-2-1 itself. Think of the best media for 
getting your message across. Something like this might be 
helpful as a model:
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Tom, my 1-2-1 is coming up this month and I want to make sure 
that I and the business get as much out of that in terms of 
motivation and planned change for greater performance. Could 
we book out an hour and a half for this somewhere quiet?

Naturally the boss will see this as a coded message that you 
are expecting an increase in your remuneration package! If 
previous 1-2-1s have taken 20 minutes, asking for an hour and 
a half also makes a statement. You may get an hour but it is 
still three times longer than last year.

Your message may ask whether they mind if you prepare 
something in advance. Would that be helpful to them and 
you?

Tom, in addition, I realize that my reports recently have largely 
been summaries of progress to the Board with little opportunity 
to talk about strategic possibilities. With that in view, and by 
way of preparation, I would like to let you have a strategic 
briefi ng document during the week before my 1-2-1 with you. 
Would this be early enough for you or should we delay the 1-2-1 
by a week or two?

It worries me that so many people in powerful and infl uential 
jobs feel unable, at fi rst, to have this quality of conversation 
with their bosses. Often this is partly due to the relatively 
little 1-2-1 time that these people have alone with their bosses, 
however much time they may have in various groups. It is 
quite common for people to rarely see their boss alone1. Pre-

1 If you are guilty of being largely unavailable for listening to your people 
on a 1-2-1 basis then imagine how that may affect some of them? They 
may be privately nervous and uncertain. With those feelings it is likely to 
affect the scope of their impact and the conviction they have.
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vious 1-2-1s may have been very brief, honed in between other 
tasks. In this case, try the following:

• Request more time from them or the secretary 
beforehand.

• Immediately before the 1-2-1 request the secretary to 
ensure that the meeting is uninterrupted.

In many organizations, the Board members are rarely seen 
1-2-1 by their executives. In these cases, we tend to project 
what we observe about their personality in group situations 
and assume that is how they are in 1-2-1. In fact, Board 
members are just like us. They do not want to spend all their 
time feeling isolated or fawned upon – they typically admire 
straight talking and an opportunity to get under the surface 
in an open conversation, rather than one that is politically 
correct and stilted. Like us they want to know that the quality 
of the decisions they take are based on real fact and that the 
risks taken are supportable.

Because executives often project their expectations and there-
fore expect certain behaviors from the Board members, they 
inadvertently behave in set patterns themselves that, without 
realizing it, encourage the status quo!

If you want to see a difference then you must behave differ-
ently. In this event the strategy must be to test the water bit 
by bit and see what happens. Any of the following, if different 
to your current behaviors, might test the possibility of more 
fruitful relating:
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• Prepare with a positive mindset open to new possibilities.

• If they are rushed, say you want the best from the 1-2-1 
and offer to restructure and start moving away.

• Take initiatives with the direction of the 1-2-1.

• Be direct and honest, do not hedge.

• Ask questions, ‘What do you want to achieve from this 
process?’

• If there are many chairs, take one at the corner of a table 
or as far from the desk as possible to encourage a move 
away from the desk.

• If no summary takes place, provide one to show that you 
understand what has been discussed and to heal any dif-
ferences in interpretation.

• If there are short-term actions, request a short-term review.

What new approaches will you now take with your boss if 
applicable?

ACTIONS
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Infl uencing peers 
and bosses

Although the types of conversation and 
communication are generally different, the compo-
nent skills we have introduced are the same. As well 

as individual differences there may be cultural traits that help 
you to guess how best to get people on-side. The French, for 
example, seem to formulate their decisions during coffee 
breaks or over lunch. Building of respect and a longer-term 
record of your reliability and trustworthiness may be more 
important to a Japanese. Failing to keep your word with an 
Arab may severely limit your infl uence since your word is 
often considered to be as binding as a formal contract. In all 
cases, think about the development of rapport and trust. You 
may wish to consider these too:

• What is their preferred way of receiving information?

• What part, if any, do they like to play in innovation?
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• Do they wish to own new ideas as their own?

• Do they enjoy surprises or dislike them?

• Do they like to exert change and infl uence on things?

• What is most important to them?

• What do they think of you now?

• What will improve that perception?

These are thinking skills, but another way to develop answers 
to these questions is to imagine being in their position, to 
temporarily be the boss1. When this is done well, the process 
provides fresh perceptions which can then generate specifi c 
actions that may make a difference. In pretending to be the 
boss, it is useful to physically move to another chair so that 
each step toward that chair installs more of the boss’s mindset, 
character and physicality into you. In effect you are leaving 
your own body in order to imagine being in his.

The difference in perception that results can be enormous. 
You may have believed that Jackie thinks you are clinically 
professional. The process may reveal to you that Jackie may 
see you as ambitious and a threat. Whether that is fact or not 
is unimportant. If you decide to behave ‘as if it is correct’ that 
you are seen as ambitious and a threat, then you can address 

1 This process is powerful and called ‘second positioning’. For more com-
plete examples and methods, please refer to McLeod (2003).
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any such feelings directly. Your approach will change as soon 
as you have that perception.

Malcolm went through this process in his own Board room. 
His boss was the outgoing Chairman of the group. He realized 
that his Chairman needed to be more confi dent in him and 
that he should communicate more effectively and more often 
rather than waiting for the Chairman to call him from his 
home overseas. He also realized that the Chairman disliked 
him owning new ideas for business-development. The Chair-
man wanted to own or be a part of those himself. Malcolm 
therefore embarked on a process of proactive communication 
and did more research, providing factual evidence to support 
arguments. He also talked through ideas at an earlier stage 
and invited advice. Malcolm also realized that the Chairman 
liked to remain in control of the big stuff. With one merger 
idea that Malcolm was very confi dent about, he decided to 
introduce it matter-of-factly, saying it was probably not worth 
looking at and passing the report to the Chairman for his 
comment and advice. The Chairman was enthusiastic and 
encouraged Malcolm to press on with the negotiations.
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Strategic infl uence

By strategic infl uence I mean some of the general 
ways of helping people to think well of you (and of your 
area) and be more accommodating to your ideas and 

aims, rather than the individual people skills that we have 
considered so far. The key to strategic infl uence must be com-
munication. By that, I do not just mean the broadcasting of 
information; I mean understanding those who might be infl u-
enced, getting the pitch and timing right and if possible 
seeking feedback to check that the desired result is happen-
ing. The following steps may be helpful. Remember that the 
more senior you are, the more you need to compromise and 
collaborate to win friendships among the power-players – 
winning outright becomes less fruitful.

What I need to communicate

This may not be the same as what you want to communicate. 
If you have a sense of ownership or emotional attachment to 
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the outcome you may need to create calm, objective percep-
tion before doing anything – some of that could involve 
research and discussions with trusted colleagues in order to 
get the right set up.

What are the implications

Think holistically about the wider implications.

• Who might be for you or against you?

• If you do not know, is it possible to fi nd out?

• Who may be envious of you?

• Who are the other stakeholders and how might they be 
affected?

• How will they interpret the changes?

• If there is a gap – how will you close that gap?

• Will success or failure place you at risk?

Who is my target audience?

Most of these will be obvious but there may be other stake-
holders and power-players who are less obvious. Think about 
the close relationships your fi rst group of targets – who among 
them is important to get on-side?
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• Is it better to pick off individuals separately or not?

• If a group is involved what will be the preferred method?

• Are there preferences for certain media?

• Would an open forum be favorable if you could get certain 
people on-side in advance?

• Who would those people be?

Who might I involve before going public?

• Who would really appreciate mentoring you?

• Who would wish to collaborate on all or part of your 
strategy?

• If such preparation is needed, will this have to start some-
what earlier than the launch of the key messages?

• Are there those who have a pattern of rejection? If they 
do, could you have a private discussion to offer a contra-
dictory approach and then bring the original one to the 
table?

• Winning the battle is not always successful if key people 
feel antagonistic toward you. Is anyone likely to be in that 
position and can you ameliorate that in your strategy 
now?
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• Are there those who want to control new ideas as their 
own, and who are infl uential?

• How can you have an early conversation with them and 
honor them in the delivery of the ideas, bringing them 
on-side in that way?

What do they need to know?

What they need to know to have buy-in may be at variance with 
what you need to communicate, at worst it may be in confl ict.

• What are the pros and cons of your policy from their 
standpoint?

• Can you address the cons (not ignore them) and highlight 
the pros?

• Is the whole message savory or would it be better to let 
parts out bit by bit with more welcome news?

• If it is one key set of messages, will this need to be rein-
forced, how many times, how and when?

Who should broadcast the messages?

• Am I the best person to be the communicator?

• Would the messages be better received from someone 
else? For example, could the Chairman include a brief 
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synopsis in the annual report to pave the way for the 
development of the ideas?

• Who else might promote the ideas at any level?

• Who is likely to be most positive and motivated to be 
involved and support, at any level?

• How can you involve them as thought-leaders?

• What led to any previous failures?

• How have others been successful?

When is it best for them to know?

• What other messages are out there?

• Do I want my message to be dominating or is it best 
clouded by other issues concurrently.

What will measure success or failure?

• What will happen if you are successful?

• What will happen if you fail?
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The strategy for action

Strategy always involves deliberate thought involving 
thinking-through the consequences and implications of our 
proposed actions. Many people short-circuit this as it is not 
obviously productive like many other functions of managing. 
However, it is exactly this type of enquiry and rethinking that 
leads to wiser decisions. If we are not to do these ourselves 
then we need someone else to provide that level of thought 
in the team.



17

Managing meetings

When we initiate meetings we need to think 
about the overall purpose. Is the meeting simply 
to give information and check for understanding 

that everyone is on the same page? Or is the meeting princi-
pally to check progress and exert peer-pressure to perform? 
Perhaps the main reason is to involve and create new learning 
and develop new ideas. Whatever the main reason there is 
little point in having a meeting if people do not understand 
the desired behaviors and outcomes. A list of subjects (agenda) 
may just not be suffi cient – an agenda quite reasonably looks 
like a sequential process but does not usually describe the 
expected behaviors and desired outcomes. And a list is hardly 
a good start for stimulating creativity!

Agenda frames for behaviors 
and outcomes

So, fi rstly, let’s reframe our meetings to include not just sub-
jects (for telling, sharing, developing, creating) but also to be 
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specifi c about the type of activity (behaviors) and outcomes 
we want. Unless we prepare people to behave and produce, as 
well as defi ne and understand the subjects, we will not get 
the most out of any meeting.

In order to achieve that, it helps to set out a number of ways 
in which people will come together and behave – I call these 
categories ‘agenda frames’.

I suggest that you develop your own categories, but Table 17.1 
presents some of my own examples together with example 
subjects for focus.

For clarity, you could set the scene for each type of agenda 
frame (AF).

Show and tell

These frames are principally for information to keep one 
another on the same page. Questions are invited for clarity.

Table 17.1 Preparing for best results

Agenda frame Subject/objective/time

Show and tell Tom on merger situation (15 mins)
Performance and priorities Sales development (45 mins)
 (individual and project)
Participate and develop New product (50 mins)
Blue sky Product adaptation and new markets
  (50 mins + 50 mins)
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Performance and priorities

These frames are to maintain individual and team perform-
ance, identify weaknesses, to be open to the expression of 
issues and problems, to create support strategies to keep us on 
track, to defi ne and to redefi ne priorities in terms of both effort 
and time span. The facilitator will revolve at each meeting 
irrespective of the number of frames that are tabled.

Participate and develop (P&D)

P&D frames are tabled to create practical solutions and strat-
egies harnessing all the skills and experience in the room. 
Innovative thought is welcome and we will be quick to develop 
ideas and slow to judge. The meetings will be facilitated by a 
Project Head from another Division in return for our facilita-
tion of their P&D meetings. This will enable all of us to con-
centrate exclusively on the development of ideas and solutions 
rather than the process.

Blue Sky

These frames are arranged to explore the answers to ‘what if’ 
questions and explore innovative solutions, without judg-
ment. The Blue Sky meetings are also externally facilitated, 
and after a refreshment break are followed by P&D frames to 
hone in on potential or new projects.

Once you set out your own frames, your people know more 
than the subject heading. They understand and can prepare to 
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behave in a way that will help to achieve the desired outcome. 
Longer meetings may include several such frames.

Meetings: Factoring for success

Having created new frames for meetings and explained the 
behaviors expected, you are already ahead of the game. But 
there are other factors that will improve the benefi ts obtained 
from meetings.

Interim activity

Where meetings are regular but have long spaces between 
them for fi nancial or logistical reasons, it is useful to keep 
the work of the frames moving ahead by creating interim 
activity. Traditionally this has been done by having working 
groups reporting back by certain dates. I prefer focus groups 
that only survive for one objective and then disappear. 
You are then creating team-development skills among 
the participants each time a new group is formed. Having 
several such focus groups keep the frames in the minds of all 
participants.

Other interim activity may be the act of asking new questions 
relating to each frame and diarizing these questions to space 
them out over the period. These questions will probe for 
depth of thinking, innovation and consequences and will 
invite discussion, perhaps via e-mail.
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Timings

About 15 years ago I worked in a consultancy business. There 
was a cultural lack of discipline in meeting-management. 
Meetings always had a starting time on the hour and often no 
fi nishing time. As meetings seldom started on time, people 
tended to drift in late. Agendas were lists of subjects – none 
of them giving any indication of the depth of discussion, the 
expected input from any individual, or the length of any 
inputs. Typical management meetings would last between an 
hour and a half and two hours. When the ‘any other business’ 
was exhausted and the end of a meeting appeared to have 
arrived, someone would reopen a previous topic even though 
that had been discussed in depth and actions agreed. In some 
meetings, a main Board Director would be invited to open the 
meeting and then leave. This was uniformly unappreciated 
and demotivating. Their interest in our Division was simply 
cost-saving and bottom-line, nothing else.

As the most senior of about eight direct reports to my Div-
isional Director, I decided to run my meetings differently. 
I started out by time-tabling meetings at a quarter past 
or quarter to the hour, giving a budget and target for the 
duration of the meeting. These were rarely more than 35 or 
40 minutes, which was warmly welcomed. People arrived on 
time (or soon afterwards) and meetings never over-ran the 
budget. I then started to run meetings at 10 past, 20 past, and 
so on to get more concentration on starting times – this 
worked. I do not recall anyone being late again. No one tried 
to backtrack to earlier subjects. Had they done so, I would 
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have directed them to take it up with one or more of the 
individuals concerned. When I left the business three years 
later it gave me pleasure to note that some other senior man-
agers had also started to emulate my meeting policies – the 
culture had changed.

Involve people

If some people are not contributing, ask yourself why they are 
there? If they could contribute then you need to have a 1-2-1 
to fi nd a way to get the benefi ts you are seeking. For example, 
you might seek a tabled report from them or offer training or 
coaching. Try not to corner shy people in meetings. Invite 
further inputs and leave a space for the quietest to speak. 
Rushing from one thing to the next will not help the shyest 
or most refl ective individual to participate.

Notice engagement – vary inputs

Good trainers constantly monitor the ‘energy’ in the room. If 
it is low, they may pause and offer a break in proceedings. 
They may move the discussion forward by asking for a 
summary from the fl oor, and then having a break – when 
people feel that things are coming to a close they can usually 
regain some energy for a few more minutes.

Observations will tell you what is happening even if you do 
not have the acute sensing ability of an experienced trainer. 
Look for side-discussions, doodling, fi dgeting, dropping heads, 
slouching, yawning and the relentless turning of pages.
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Day meetings with three breaks, including lunch, could be 
more productive. Better to quicken the pace from time-to-
time and have a minimum of fi ve breaks in the day. Be sure 
that the lighting is high whenever possible and that the air is 
fresh and circulating. Discourage snacking and reduce the 
volume of protein and fat (meat and cheese). Provide quanti-
ties of cold drinks and still water, but prohibit alcohol.

Vary the means of delivery (video, slides, white-board and 
speech) and activity, and pause for breakout discussions in 
smaller groups. If several people contribute with one medium, 
invite someone to do it differently and break the monotony.

Spot the thought-leaders

There are always those you can involve for a range of reasons 
– experts, supporters, the Devil’s Advocate, detailed thinkers, 
etc. In terms of impact, however, there are those who will carry 
more weight than others, not through assertion or dominance 
but via gravitas or earned respect. Brief these people separately 
and ask them to be involved with the inputs of your messages 
or the facilitation of discussion. This will vary the input, change 
pace and involve other motivators. Ignore status in selecting 
thought-leaders unless this would be detrimental to the quality 
of the messages and facilitation – the statement needs to be 
that you run quality meetings with quality people.

Time-out

There are good reasons to program some time-out into 
the structure of meetings. We have seen that the outline 
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description for Blue Sky action frames included a break mid-
way. The reason for that is to enable refl ective processes and 
creativity from individual dynamics (challenges, comparisons, 
confi dence, etc.). Sometimes we need time-out so that net-
working can occur, to enable bonds to be strengthened 
and alliances to be made. This is especially useful in certain 
cultures or where delegates are coming from many different 
locations.

When, in Part One, we considered the effect of thinking 
instead of really listening, we saw that it caused spaces in 
which content and meaning are lost. Those spaces are due to 
a number of internal, mental processes, including rehearsing, 
interpretation, anticipating, etc. But when people are doing 
their internal refl ection, they are no longer listening! By and 
large we need people to be engaged in the meeting. But how 
can we get the benefi ts of (internal) self-refl ection AND have 
the full engagement of everybody. In truth we cannot, but we 
can engineer strategies to help!

In meetings where creativity and innovation are required, it 
is worth building in refl ective periods. These quiet periods 
may only have durations of two or three minutes, and a model 
for this comes from decades of learning from the training-
room where self-refl ective pauses are common practice. It 
would be foolish to ignore their positive impact in the context 
of meetings. In practice this only requires the making of a 
silent space:

Okay, we have covered a lot of ground in considering the options 
for moving manufacturing off-shore. Can I have some help putting 
the fl ip-charts on the wall and then let’s have a fi ve-minute 
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period to quietly and individually refl ect on what we have so far. 
There will be time afterwards to discuss any new thoughts.

More good work (and bad) can be done over the coffee machine. 
You can use that time to try to bring people on-side, to explain 
aspects privately about your own agenda (that might not 
be overt) and to hear any reservations and advice that they 
may offer. Where others can anticipate the direction the 
meeting is taking, they can discuss and get support from col-
leagues. If networking at the coffee break ever does work 
against you, so what? It is better to agree something and all 
push ahead together than have your policy undermined by 
stealth later.

Challenging the status quo

I once attended a meeting at the Department of Trade and 
Industry in London. There were at least 35 people there for 
several hours. The meeting was so dull that the sensors in the 
room failed to notice any movement over a duration of 10 
minutes and all the lights went off. Someone had to stumble 
to the door and open it to get the lights back on!

What if we inherit meetings of poor effectiveness? The Chair 
may have been occupied by the same person for years, too 
many people may be involved and the output may be dull and 
not cost-effective. In such cases it is worth considering ter-
minating the meetings and re-creating a new forum for the 
achievement of set objectives. A new focus or objective that 
fi ts another theme in your program for change would appear 
to be logical, even if unpopular with some.
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Rotating facilitators and external facilitation are both worth 
considering particularly if there is a lack of involvement or 
people tend to wait for one person to take a lead. One advan-
tage of using externals (even if from another area of the busi-
ness) is that the participants all have the same function and 
in that context, similar status. If you have been dominant in 
meetings and have a protégé that could facilitate, withdraw 
from one meeting and seek feedback on the result. If you 
return, do so as a delegate.

Ask the chair of meetings to table a discussion on improving 
the frequency, duration, location and cost-effectiveness of 
their meetings.

Honoring

Remember to give credit to those people whose ideas and 
commitment have moved things forward. If you can do this 
both privately AND openly you get two separate motivations 
for the price of one.



18

Developing talent

Leaders never surround themselves with incompe-
tent people; they build on solid foundations, not shaky 
ground. There are many managers who are simply 

afraid to hire talent or develop talent in their people. These 
managers often have fragile egos and manipulative abilities. 
True leaders are unafraid of competition from their juniors, 
and they recognize that the greater the achievement from 
their organization, the more respect they create for them-
selves. They also recognize that their own people skills are a 
saleable asset – a talent of their own that makes them more 
valuable on the wider work market.

The true leader is also not a fi xed set of skills in any context. 
They know that they continue to learn and adapt. The manager 
who thinks he has no more to learn has a limited shelf-life – 
events will overtake him. Leaders research, self-refl ect and 
change their behaviors. Before looking at specifi cs let’s look 
at a method for taking a fresh overview of the character of 
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your organization1 with a view to the identifi cation of devel-
opmental strategy for people.

Organizational character overview

Imagine for a moment that your whole team is an individual. 
In other words, what are the average characteristics of the 
team if represented by one imaginary person. Table 18.1 
includes characteristics from a rating of 0 to 10, but you can 
quite easily create or add your own list of characteristics. In 
each case, set down your rating for the extent of that charac-
teristic from low (0) through to 10. Leave the third column 
empty at the moment.

The meaning you give to each characteristic is the only one 
that matters. Some of your answers will already be qualifi ed. 
In some contexts playfulness and easy-going might be accept-
able, welcome and useful; in others that might not be the 
case.

In the third column, please now set down the rating that you 
wish your organization manifested, on average.

When you look at the gaps between scores in columns 2 and 
3, you have already established items that will provide imme-
diate ideas for training and development. You will also be able 
to create a theme for your change strategy which will under-
pin the desired characteristics, at all levels of organization. 

1 Adapted from McLeod (2006).



Table 18.1 List of characteristics

Characteristic Rating Desire

Professional ...... ......
Energetic ...... ......
Sensible ...... ......
Successfully innovative ...... ......
Open ...... ......
Supportive ...... ......
Good communicator ...... ......
Team-player ...... ......
Motivated ...... ......
Committed ...... ......
Effective ...... ......
Expert ...... ......
Reasoning ...... ......
Measured ...... ......
Consequence aware ...... ......
Planning for future ...... ......
Developer of others ...... ......
Considerate ...... ......
Builds relationships ...... ......
Trustworthy ...... ......
Grudge-free zone ...... ......
Honest ...... ......
Encouraging ...... ......
Involving ...... ......
Accommodates, compromises and collaborates ...... ......
Assertive/direct ...... ......
Great listener ...... ......
Flexible and enjoys challenge ...... ......
Clear vision and goals ...... ......
Knowledge of detail ...... ......
Adaptive to change ...... ......
Organized ...... ......
Liked by colleagues ...... ......
Liked by stakeholders and customers ...... ......
Socializes with colleagues ...... ......
Playful ...... ......
Easy-going ...... ......
Loud ...... ......
Aggressive ...... ......
Blaming ...... ......
Egocentric ...... ......
Manipulative ...... ......
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For example, if the characteristic of ‘easy-going’ is too high 
and is creating errors and letting customers down, then it is 
time to think about replacing (or adding to) existing manage-
ment systems, documentation and controls at several levels 
of management. Training would augment those initiatives. 
The theme for these initiatives might be ‘Customer Experi-
ence Excellent’. You would probably want to measure that 
customer experience to monitor their perceptions. Think also 
about reward and recognition structures internally – what can 
you offer that would help the objectives?



Part Three

Self-Learning 
for Leaders

In Part One we included a number of typical self-
management issues that would provide quick-hits in terms 
of actions. In Part Two we then looked at aspects of man-

aging that could impact on our leadership of others. In Part 
Three the objective is to take a deeper and longer pause for 
thought in order to gain further insights about ourselves and 
how we think. The aim, then, is to look more deeply into the 
patterns of thinking that work for us and adjust those in which 
we can see benefi ts. All of this demands introspection, learn-
ing and personal control over self-development. This is the 
area from which the next level of performance must arise. We 
know the objective, we know the job and the people, all that 
is left to enhance is our thinking – not just in what we do, but 
in how we impact and create movement in those around us.

Part of this journey, as we will see when we reach Chapter 21 
on Emotional Intelligence, also comes from a translation of our 
self-learning to more exquisite sensing of other people. As 
these skills develop and grow, so the style and impact of our 
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leadership also develops and grows. The journey tends to be an 
organic one. Let’s see if we can accelerate that journey now.

Modeling leadership

Here is an exercise we do regularly on trainings. It involves 
thinking about someone who has been an inspiration to you 
at a personal level. If you are unable to think of someone, then 
by all means take as your model a signifi cant fi gure you know 
something about from the media and whose leadership style 
is appropriate to best practice in management today. You may 
have to make some assumptions to fi ll in the gaps!

Recall someone that has been inspirational to you in terms 
of their leadership qualities. Ideally, their leadership will have 
impacted on you and affected you directly. What were the 
leadership qualities that made them special to you as a leader? 
Please leave columns A and B blank at the moment. 

Leadership qualities of A B

........................................... ............ ............

........................................... ............ ............

........................................... ............ ............

........................................... ............ ............

........................................... ............ ............

........................................... ............ ............

........................................... ............ ............

........................................... ............ ............

........................................... ............ ............

........................................... ............ ............



Now, please score in column A, your rating for how perfectly 
you exhibit each quality in your actions at work today (0, low, 
to 10, high).

When we admire someone we have the chance to hone our 
own abilities to emulate or ‘model’ that person. In order to 
do that, please note in column B those areas where you would 
like to make a difference in your own style of managing and 
leading. In each case one or more actions will arise. These 
might involve trying something out, learning a new skill or 
getting some development training or coaching. What will 
you need to learn or practice exactly? What specifi c things 
will you do differently, when and with whom?
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ACTIONS
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The Real Thing 
at work

The Real Thing comes down to understanding 
that most of us have a wider range of authentic expres-
sion than those we bring to work. This chapter aims 

to bring attention to our authentic competences so that the 
differences between ‘what we do’ and ‘what we could do’ are 
made overt. That overt understanding will then enable con-
scious decisions to be taken. Leadership is very much about 
being more conscious: not only more conscious about the 
things we seem naturally (and subconsciously) to do well (for 
there is learning in that) but being more conscious of all our 
competences to enable us to have more choices for performing 
at the next level of effi cacy.

The Real Thing concerns aspects of self. And in the context 
of work the effective use of the Real Thing must result in 
behaviors that are aligned with who you really are. In other 
words, not an act. Many people do bring an act to work, 
leaving their real nature at home.
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For many people there may be confl ict between wanting to 
do what they feel and think is true to them, and what they 
think is appropriate at work. Expressing from the Real Thing 
does raise questions about when it is appropriate (or other-
wise) to express (and behave) from a sense of self.

Invariably there are questions about who we are at work com-
pared to who we are in any other context of our lives – and 
is there a difference? Most managers will say that there is a 
distinct, indeed a proper, difference, but there are also great 
leaders who exemplify the contrary argument in all they do 
– people who, in any context exhibit behaviors that are largely 
predictable when you understand the driving values and 
beliefs that form the basis for ALL that they do in the world. 
Examples probably include the 14th Dalai Lama, Sister 
Theresa, Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King Jr, and Mahatma 
Gandhi. It is trite to argue that any of these people have not 
led organizations at least as complicated as our own. Each 
built key relationships, inspired people and create(d) cultural 
change on a major basis. We have much to learn from them 
that is applicable to the context of corporate life.

Can we accept also that authenticity is a moving, growing 
thing? Great leaders distinguish themselves from other leaders 
by developing into ‘what they chose to become’. In other 
words, they did not see their sense of self as permanent and 
they did not accept fate; most certainly they had visions of 
what they could be and moulded and grew to BE what they 
developed. Do you have a clear vision of the type of leader 
you will evolve into, or not? Possibly the exercise you com-
pleted earlier will have helped defi ne aspects of your leader-
ship and how you will make specifi c differences. But how will 
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you appear when all those aspects are complete? And if that 
was now, what are you thinking and doing differently now?

Great leaders distinguish themselves from other leaders 
by developing into ‘what they chose to become’.

When great leaders decide to strive for something extra from 
themselves, these major shifts in personal vision are driven 
by one or two simple but inspiring perceptions. Typically 
these are values or beliefs that become of paramount impor-
tance to them. These could be overarching beliefs about their 
own purpose or their values about justice. These values and 
beliefs become locked into their sense of identity and dictate 
how they must ‘be’ and ‘act’ in the world.

It may take a painful experience or a revelation to fi nd such 
a huge association in our values, beliefs, and sense of self and 
purpose. In some cases it is a dramatic shock or realization 
from events outside our personal control. Of course we could 
wait a lifetime for that! If we are to fi nd and defi ne our own 
vision of leadership then we already know that it will not 
come while we fi re-fi ght. No, it will arise from openness to 
learning and periods of self-refl ection and growth. Hence the 
importance of these chapters.

In Chapter 12 in Part Two you were asked to set out your 
values, beliefs and sense of self that epitomized your sense of 
leadership and, if relevant, to fi nd a representation for that. 
This work is that of setting out the direction for the type of 
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leader you want to be. Once you have used that mindset suc-
cessfully, you will fi nd that you are behaving in an automatic 
way. This does not run counter to the ethic of authenticity, 
as we shall see. This is because we are complex, not simple, 
uniform beings with one attitude for everything.

Leaders are never complacent about how much they know; 
they are mindful of how little they know and strive to 
narrow the gap.

Let’s explore, fi rstly, what our own Real Thing is and from 
there see if there are conscious decisions that can be taken to 
make a difference, whether toward more ‘Real Thing’ behav-
iors or, indeed, less of them. In either case there is potential 
learning. Leaders are never complacent about how much they 
know, they are mindful of how little they know and strive to 
narrow the gap.

Being and doing

Not all my readers will appreciate the notion of a causal link 
between the sense of self (being) and what we do (behaviors, 
including actions). Instead, some will say that their actions 
are more or less sustained by logical thought, learned skills 
and instinct (due to experience). Whether one believes in the 
causal link or not, it is helpful to consider our qualities of 
being (self) as well as our qualities of doing. Introspection into 
both areas may lead to a number of fresh perceptions, a wider 
range of choice, and then new actions.
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Qualities of being (self)

There is a school of thought that we are not our behaviors. In 
other words, we are ‘I’ (identity statement), which is better 
defi ned by the qualities of who I am rather than what I do in 
the world. What is certain is that there are at least two ways 
of assigning qualities to ourselves: on the basis of both ‘being’ 
(identity) and ‘doing’ (behaviors). Let’s start with qualities 
of being. Please explore the following in order to create 
a snapshot and leave the right-hand column empty for the 
moment. For the avoidance of doubt let’s defi ne the three 
areas in Table 19.1:

Table 19.1 Values, beliefs and identities

Values that drive my work
I value:
1 ...................................................... ......
2 ...................................................... ......
3 ...................................................... ......
4 ...................................................... ......

Beliefs that drive my work
I believe that:
1 ...................................................... ......
2 ...................................................... ......
3 ...................................................... ......
4 ...................................................... ......

At work, I have the identity of  .  .  .
1 ...................................................... ......
2 ...................................................... ......
3 ...................................................... ......
4 ...................................................... ......



246  /  SELF-COACHING LEADERSHIP

• Values – A paramount quality that infl uences you, e.g. 
helping people to develop, honesty, friendship, profi t, fair 
terms and conditions.

• Beliefs – Things that can be expressed as true even if evi-
dence is weak, e.g. I believe that  .  .  .  people want to do the 
best that they are capable of; holding back information 
during times of uncertainty is bad for business; one can 
achieve more if one sets one’s goals higher.

• Identity – Things that provide a simple description of 
who you are, e.g. I am a thoughtful manager; expert in 
business-to-business (B-2-B) relationships; dedicated 
worker; good developer of people.

Objectively, in the right-hand column, please write down 
some of the key behaviors that might be expected of someone 
else who had those qualities of being.

NOTES

• To what extent do you exemplify all these behaviors at 
work?
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• Is there a gap and, if so, where is that gap and what can 
you do to narrow it?

• How will your actions and behaviors be noticed by others 
and when?

NOTES

Qualities of doing (actions and successes)

It may be easier to set down some of the qualities that are 
measurable in the world of your work. These qualities would 
include the things for which you have a good feeling and 
where you did well in spite of the odds or your relative lack 
of ability or experience at the time. Please leave the right-hand 
column of Table 19.2 blank for the moment. Examples of 
actions and successes are the sorts of things you might place 
in a CV as well as things that others might fi nd trivial at your 
current status but which you felt proud of at the time.

Now, in the right-hand column please note down the key 
qualities about you – or that you believe about yourself – that 
made those actions and successes possible.
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If you now have a list of key qualities for doing things suc-
cessfully, why not take time to check that you are using these 
qualities to their maximum benefi t when considering the 
current obstacles and challenges in work today? What could 
you improve to have a faster or better result?

Table 19.2 Measurable qualities

Actions and successes

 1 ...................................................... ......
 2 ...................................................... ......
 3 ...................................................... ......
 4 ...................................................... ......
 5 ...................................................... ......
 6 ...................................................... ......
 7 ...................................................... ......
 8 ...................................................... ......
 9 ...................................................... ......
10 ...................................................... ......

ACTIONS

Recalibrating authenticity for work

We are not entirely predictable even if, in any one context, 
people tend to fi nd us more or less consistent. Those who work 
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most closely with you almost certainly hold different ideas 
about who and what you are than others more remote from 
you at work. If there is a difference, which group thinks most 
favorably of you: those close to you, or those more remote?

If those more close to you are likely to think better of you 
than the others, then that could suggest that your use of the 
Real Thing in closer relationships is achieving results. The 
obvious question then becomes: could you behave in that way 
more widely at work? In practice that would mean extending 
the behaviors you already use with the closest people and 
trying them out with others to assess the impact. Factors that 
might infl uence the extent to which this extension is advis-
able were considered in Chapter 9 in Part Two.

If those close to you at work are likely to think of you less 
favorably than those who are more remote, it is worth con-
sidering whether your behaviors with your closest colleagues 
are appropriate and whether or not they are behaviors that 
you would consider appropriate among friends, at home or 
with neighbors. If there is a disparity in your behaviors, then 
ask yourself why, and whether you have a choice to act 
differently. Importantly, ask whether, in fact, you actually 
can act differently. If the answer to the last question is no, 
then I recommend that you hire a good coach as quickly as 
you can. A small number of people will have dysfunctional 
relationships in every context of their life, in which case 
longer term intervention via counseling or psychotherapy 
might be considered.

But what has all this to do with the Real Thing? Surely we 
just are, or are not. Actually we are, as they say, different 
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things to different people. Not just because of misconceptions 
but because, very typically, we are (more or less) subtly dif-
ferent in our behaviors in different contexts. For example, is 
the level of caring you exhibit uniform for all people at work 
or do you favor certain people only? Could you do more?

Assuming just for the moment that the statement is true; 
surely we have choices about how we behave at work that are 
still ‘authentic’ or the Real Thing? I believe this to be the 
case, and to explore it I would like you to consider a process 
to tease out the range of choices you have – all of them being 
your Real Thing!

We are very much like stringed instruments. Most people are 
subconsciously retuning depending upon the context, much 
like the subtle retuning in an orchestra to work with the 
acoustic of the chamber. Now perhaps we could also do this 
retuning, but more consciously and thus create increased 
choice and dominion over how we behave at work?

Testing the strings

For each of the characteristics in Table 19.3, please think of 
the extent to which it relates to you in the context of your 
whole experience of living, not just work. Once again, you 
might use the scale, 0 (low) through 10 (high) for the level at 
which you believe it applies to you.

Think of a context for each characteristic where it applies to 
you least. What score do you give that out of 10? Please place 
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that score in the ‘lowest’ column. You might also want to 
note the context next to each score if there is room.

Then think of the context in which that characteristic applies 
to you most of all. What score do you give that? Please place 
that in the right-hand ‘highest’ column. Having done that, 
what score (or range) do you give the characteristic as it 

Table 19.3 Personal characteristics

Characteristic Lowest Work value Highest

Thanking ...... ...... ......
Appreciating ...... ...... ......
Honoring ...... ...... ......
Listening ...... ...... ......
Supporting ...... ...... ......
Encouraging ...... ...... ......
Apologizing ...... ...... ......
Learning from and accepting
 failure ...... ...... ......
Inclusive behaviors involving all ...... ...... ......
Thoughtful action ...... ...... ......
Explicit helper ...... ...... ......
Clear communicator ...... ...... ......
Clear objectives ...... ...... ......
Clear boundaries ...... ...... ......
Attention to details ...... ...... ......
Decisive in acute situations ...... ...... ......
Use humor to relieve stress ...... ...... ......
Flexible approach ...... ...... ......
Do as you expect others ...... ...... ......
Measured risk-taker ...... ...... ......
Can-do attitude ...... ...... ......
Focus on what you can do,
 rather than what you cannot ...... ...... ......
Thoughtful about consequences
 of action ...... ...... ......
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applies to you in the context of work? Please put that rating 
in the ‘Work value’ column.

Humor

All the characteristics above have been mentioned before, 
except humor. Humor has a place in leadership particularly 
in relieving stress among colleagues.1 Stress at the higher 
levels does get in the way of both logical mental processing 
and creative thought because of the emotional processing 
we saw in the Stillness–Activity Dimension. A process for 
reducing stress in these situations is simple: acknowledge the 
situation by using ‘feeling/sensory’ words to express the dis-
appointment/anger/resentment/stress, then invite cerebral 
activity by posing a question: ‘So what can we do now to 
move forward?’

Often we sit on our humor at work because it may be thought 
of as unprofessional in acute situations. As we know, humor 
has been used for millennia to relieve the stress of dire situ-
ations, including dying and death. Provided there is a release 
of stress, then the humor has made a valuable contribution 
to moving ahead. If you are already funny in your private life 
then consider being freer with your humor in situations where 
there is shock or paralysis due to bad news. One short episode 
of laughter is the fastest way to move from stress to produc-

1 Fun created on a team basis helps to establish team rapport too. As well 
as humor, activities that involve sharing of personal knowledge help people 
to trust one another.
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tive work. As before, this is followed by a question such as 
that posed above.

Here are a couple of examples of humor used to destress

Tom: It’s a dog’s dinner I’m afraid
H:  Not so much the dinner but what comes out the other 

end.

Tom: It could not be any worse.
H: I guess a fi re-bomb might have the edge?

Tom: Jenkins is testifying against us.
H: Is that worse than when he testifi ed for us?

Humor is always best used in the moment. If you have found 
yourself biting your tongue you may wish to think about 
giving yourself permission to let your natural ability be 
expressed in stressful situations in future. If you are not sure, 
then think of those situations when you have bitten your 
tongue. What do you think would have happened had you 
made your joke? Would that have generated a better result 
than what actually transpired?

Tuning for perfection at work

Typically you will fi nd that the range of the Real Thing that 
you express in the world is wider than the score (or range) 
that you express at work. It is not surprising if that is so. But 
the real question is, what choice do you have about WHO you 
take to work? And what about the other contexts of your life? 
Could you be more supportive at home, for example?
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• Knowing what you do about leaders and leadership, what 
ability do you have that you have not adequately applied 
in the fi eld of work?

• In what specifi c situations might these be useful?

• What behaviors will be different, when and with whom?

ACTIONS

Maintaining progress

In Part Two we looked at typical actions that leaders take and 
then considered the importance of communication to those 
around us where our actions and behaviors will be signifi -
cantly different from before. If we fail in this step, some 
people will feel neglected, under pressure and so forth. But 
that is all there is to it. Having carefully considered your 
actions you know that they are the right ones for you and 
your people; all that is now needed is to anticipate the pos-
sible misunderstandings and communicate to prevent that.



20

Self-awareness 
for leaders

‘Turn weakness into a weapon’
gianni riotta

Generally, the higher our role in organizations, 
the more lonely the job. There is a certain vulner-
ability that most of us who have held senior posts 

acknowledge privately. At this level in a career it is very easy 
for the manager to hold on to the behaviors that have worked 
in the past. They might imagine that these behaviors may 
have been part of the reason that they have been hired in the 
present post. But more senior posts invariably require differ-
ent behaviors to the ones that brought us to that position. For 
example, the need to compromise tends to be greater at the 
top. It may also be necessary to take a more strategic and 
holistic view of things and have a broader understanding of 
the consequences of action and change in the longer term.

At the higher levels, the King-makers and power-brokers often 
become more diffi cult to spot; there are circles and friend-
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ships that are covert because of the political awareness of the 
players. Managers may think they have arrived in the circle 
but will often be fooled. There is usually more going on than 
meets the eye. What have you missed?

A leader needs to be alert to the power of subgroups and know 
what characteristics will ease his entry into the good books 
of the most infl uential circles. It is easy to make a list of 
stakeholders, but which have the most infl uence? Some of the 
most powerful people are not even on the main Board, but 
work below it.

A signifi cant help in being able to work at this level is to 
heighten powers of self-awareness. It is the established pattern 
of self-awakening that distinguishes the leader. Growing self-
awareness unpeels the skins of the onion and we see more 
clearly that those around us are no longer so easy to label. 
And, as we discover more about ourselves, so we keep gaining 
deeper realizations about other people, their true character 
and their motivations. The best option we have in this process 
is feedback. Firstly, feedback will accelerate our perspective 
about ourselves, and, secondly, feedback enables us to check 
that the perceptions we have about others is correct.

Feedback for leaders

How often have you been stung by a judgment made about 
you by someone close to you? People who are close to us do 
sometimes misunderstand us or our motives and have judg-
ments about those. If some of the people closest to us do not 
understand who we really are, what do our coworkers think?



 SELF-AWARENESS FOR LEADERS  /  257

Feedback and self-learning

If you are not already familiar with 360-degree feedback in 
your organization, or are not currently using it, then the 
concept of feedback may be prejudiced. 360-degree feedback 
involves a formal method of seeking feedback on identifi ed 
personal factors from people above us, below us and our peer 
group. Formal methods like this are enormously useful, es-
pecially if we bite the bullet and include in the list those 
people we are unsure of or who we feel may be antagonistic 
toward us. Leaders will unhesitatingly include these catego-
ries. They know that here is a golden chance to learn what 
those people think about them and maybe learn something 
that is useful in terms of improving their image. Feedback 
does not accurately make judgments about what you actually 
do or don’t do, rather the judgments are perceptions that 
people hold about you, right or wrong. If these vary from what 
you would wish, then there is only one person to fi x that 
perception, and that person is you. This might be a good time 
to consider the 51 Percent Rule (McLeod, 2006).

The 51 Percent Rule

In any given interaction I am 51 percent responsible for 
the outcome of that interaction

If we accept 50 percent or less of the responsibility then no 
action occurs; we have a stalemate. If we take all the respon-
sibility then the chances are that our actions will be neurotic, 
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overbearing, invasive or misinterpreted as aggressive. At 51 
percent we must take action, but in a measured and profes-
sional way.

What unresolved issues and confl icts do you have in your 
closet? Is now the time to revisit and see what healing you 
might stimulate by trying to build rapport and trust?

Remember that it takes two people to party. If you fail to 
engage after trying a new approach or two, it may be best to 
withdraw. With luck, the Real Thing will eventually shine 
through to them. It is also worth enhancing that by engaging 
with those closest to them. Increasing your personal impact 
and respect among that group this will tend to fi lter good 
vibes from third-parties. This is always a benefi cial approach 
to take.

Whether you have a 360-degree feedback mechanism in place 
or not, interim feedback can be found all around you. If asking 
for feedback is a novelty for you, then start simply with those 
closest to you and work out from there. Questions might go 
something like this:

You know that paper I put in yesterday – do you think I came 
across too strident?

I know I let things get off-topic in that meeting but noticed that 
Diane had not contributed up until then. Do you think I did the 
right thing?

I’ve been overdoing it recently due to the year-end rush and may 
have overlooked needs that you may have had for my time, what 
do you say?

Did you think I was a good listener when we spoke yesterday?
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In each case the question is posed about a single episode in 
the past. That is deliberate. People are more likely to give you 
feedback in relation to something you ‘did’ than to give you 
feedback about something you are going to do (all the time). 
They can comment about one specifi c incident as if it was a 
one-off, rather than a statement that boxes you.

Any question will have to be in your own words. Remember 
that if this is new to you, your seeking feedback is also new 
to those receiving your questions. At fi rst they may be reluc-
tant to tell you anything or be overly polite in their responses. 
It is therefore useful to have a longer-term strategy for seeking 
feedback with the same group of people so they get to learn 
that giving higher quality, direct feedback is in fact okay – you 
do not bite! In fact, thanking them might be a good thing, 
particularly if you are able on occasion to say that their feed-
back has led to a change in what you now do.

Mindset for receiving feedback

A mindset is simply a collection of values, beliefs and sense 
of self that positively puts you in a psychological position to 
best deal with a particular circumstance. When it comes to 
feedback it can be helpful to pause long enough to create a 
suitable mindset for that situation. It’s a little like a boxer 
raising his hands before a fi ght and shouting, ‘Yes!’, or the All 
Blacks rugby squad performing their Haka.1 These are some 

1 Haka is the generic name for traditional Maori dance.
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of the values, beliefs and sense of self that one might fi nd 
helpful to focus on briefl y, before seeking feedback:

• Feedback is only opinion, not truth.

• Feedback gives me options for control of my own 
development.

• There is value for me in feedback.

• Feedback gives me the chance to correct 
misinterpretation.

• Feedback gives me the chance to learn to do things 
better.

• People mean well, however unsubtly they express 
themselves.

• I learn from feedback.

• I am willing to make changes to what I do.

• I am not defi ned only by behavior, but also by who I 
really am.

Feedback to check my interpretation

We considered that feedback is helpful in fi nding out whether 
our judgments and intended action are pitched correctly. Self-
awareness and experience gradually improve our ability to 
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predict how other people will feel about our judgments and 
proposed actions. Managers will act on those judgments 
whether they are right or not. Leaders will, invariably, con-
tinue to check that they have things just right. In the process 
they continue to hone their learning and get better and better 
at proposing solutions that are accepted, sustainable and sup-
ported by others. If urgent decisions are necessary, these will 
be found to be wise and have foresight that others would 
miss.

Typical questions might be:

I feel I over-manage you on this project because of its importance, 
is that right?

I have not touched base with you so often for several reasons; 
one is that I felt you were increasingly confi dent of succeeding 
with the project. That could come across like I have lost interest 
in you or the project or that I was trying to distance myself from 
the outcome as we are behind schedule. Confi dentially, what is 
your view on that?

I have been thinking of taking Quality out of your R&D 
responsibility to allow you to concentrate on the upcoming 
innovations and relinquish some of the tedium of day-to-day 
issues. Would that be a welcome or productive change?

You have seemed very tired of late and I have noticed you 
working later and later. I am assuming you may need an assistant 
or another Project Head. Is that about right?

As managers and leaders we do make assumptions and judg-
ments and we are, in part, paid to do just that. What distin-
guishes the leader from the manager is a seemingly natural 
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ability to take the best route. The simple way to learn how 
to do that is to keep honing one’s knowledge – and feedback 
is the most valuable way to accomplish that. It’s the cheapest 
and most effective education there is!



21

Emotional 
Intelligence

Entire books have been written about emotional 
intelligence, and so I do not intend here to give a full 
account. However, it would be wrong to ignore such 

an important factor in the context of leadership.

In Part One we introduced the concept of the following 
equation:

EQ + IQ = Success

Here EQ means emotional quotient and IQ is intelligence 
quotient. The equation suggests that those who have higher 
levels of both intelligences are more likely to be successful. 
It involves understanding self and others. If you are expert at 
these concepts, then you are likely to have an easier ride 
through corporate structures and have more people support-
ing you and your aims.
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IQ is hard to budge although you can become more expert 
at the tests. In contrast, emotional intelligence is not a 
fi xed quantity. Anyone can improve their ability and 
most people make big leaps in skill level in their forties. 
You do not have to wait for life to happen, however. You 
can accelerate your journey at anytime of your choice. 
Table 21.1 lists 20 statements that may help you to get some 
insight to the level of your emotional intelligence now. To 
what extent is each statement true of you? There are four 
possible answers: Don’t know (DK), low (L), medium (M) and 
high (H).

The statements in the table are broadly placed in four cat-
egories of fi ve each. The fi rst set concentrates on EI as 
it applies to your self-awareness. The second set of fi ve 
questions relates to your abilities to self-manage situations 
with emotionally stimulating content. The third set concerns 
awareness of the emotional world of people around you, 
and the fourth relates to your ability to manage in those 
situations.

If you want, score the results like this:

• For each H add 2 to your tally.

• For each M add 1 to your tally.

• For each L take 1 from your tally.

• For each DK take 4 from your tally.
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Table 21.1 Emotional intelligence level

Statement DK L M H

People never fi dget or talk to others when I speak ...... ...... ...... ......
It is very rare that I have enemies ...... ...... ...... ......
I often consider whether my speech is loud or not ...... ...... ...... ......
I am aware of my feelings and can name them ...... ...... ...... ......
My motivation is complex ...... ...... ...... ......

I adjust my speech level deliberately ...... ...... ...... ......
I never lose my professional cool ...... ...... ...... ......
If upset, I continue to listen acutely to what is
 going on ...... ...... ...... ......
I deliberately change my habits ...... ...... ...... ......
I express my feelings, and do so where it is
 appropriate ...... ...... ...... ......

I instinctively know if someone is upset ...... ...... ...... ......
People often come to me for help with personal
 issues ...... ...... ...... ......
I buy presents that I would not necessarily like
 myself but are appreciated by the recipients ...... ...... ...... ......
I hand-write the greeting on my letters ...... ...... ...... ......
I do more listening than talking ...... ...... ...... ......

I cope well with awkward and embarrassing
 situations ...... ...... ...... ......
If someone becomes upset I help to deal with
 that before moving on with any previous
 discussion ...... ...... ...... ......
I offer support in preference to advice ...... ...... ...... ......
In a meeting I encourage anyone who has not
 spoken to do so ...... ...... ...... ......
I make adjustments to people’s jobs to fi t in
 with their expressed needs and motivations ...... ...... ...... ......

Assessment of the score:

30+ Advanced EI
24–29 Managing level of EI
16–23 Developing level of EI
Less Low level of EI
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Remember that EI does not have to be frozen for all time. 
There are actions you can take to develop your EI and improve 
your success.

Working to improve EI

Look at each set of statements to see how well you did. EI 
tends to develop, fi rstly, from self-awareness and self-managing 
(fi rst 10 statements). If you have better scores for the fi rst 
10 statements than for the next 10, the chances are that you 
are already on the right path. However, things are likely to 
improve more quickly if you already have some medium and 
high scores in set three and four as well.

If your scores are uniformly poor it is worth concentrating on 
your self-awareness and self-managing and making develop-
ment in these areas. You could do a psychology degree to 
understand others, but that is unlikely to make you a better 
leader unless you understand more about your self and prac-
tice self-management fi rst.

Self-awareness

Self-awareness is generated by posing questions, listening to 
feedback and being open to self-challenge.

The questions can be generated by self and by others (feed-
back) and the feedback can be informal (as described above) 
or by formal methods including 360-degree feedback. All feed-
back has to be encouraged as self-challenging will miss many 
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of the most persistent patterns of behavior. The automatic 
nature of patterns tends to make them invisible to the person 
who exhibits them. Coaching is a perfect set-up for improving 
self-awareness since coaching involves the provision of accu-
rate and specifi c feedback that is entirely honest and given in 
a supportive environment.

The questions need to target all the following and more.

Be challenging about:

• What you believe.

• Why you do what you do.

• The patterns you have and how useful those patterns are 
right now.

• Whether you have other choices available to you in belief, 
behavior and action.

• Whether you are able to exercise all those choices by will, 
even if you are resistant to doing so.

Roger Sperry Brain Theory

Roger Sperry shared a 1981 Nobel Prize for his work on the 
dualistic nature of the brain. The left brain was determined 
as principally logical and the right as more artistic, creative 
and conceptual. In the West, there is a predominance of left-
brain activity but this means that people miss out on much 
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of the benefi t that right-brain thinking would give them. On 
balance, one would expect that using both sides would be 
better than being mainly restricted to just one!

If you are highly logical, think about challenging your right-
brain activity. You can do this by reading novels and poetry, 
by creative writing, drawing and exposure to art and artistic 
creation generally. Playing any instrument, particularly if you 
learn to play by ear, also stimulates the right brain. Not only 
do these activities create Stretch Zones for the mind, but they 
also open up new perceptions and spontaneous, creative 
thought. That is because right-brain processes tend to be more 
holistic than detailed and because they stimulate the discovery 
of tenuous links that can be missed by logical processing.

If you are very right brain but not very logical and ordered, 
then it would be good to fi nd a hobby that involves detail like 
genealogy, historical research or a study of a genre of writing 
or art that interests you. All these activities would help.

When we stimulate underused parts of the brain, we tend to 
have creative moments, memorable dreams and breakthroughs 
of perception.

ACTIONS
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Self-management

Feedback is again the most effective method of challenging 
our perceptions since, with a high IQ, we can quite easily fool 
ourselves.

I can think of a few individuals who are very knowledgeable 
about human development but do not recognize deeply dys-
functional patterns of their own. They also reject feedback by 
making counter-arguments and reinterpretation. They are 
highly left-brain thinkers. They are fi xed in their perception 
of themselves and slow to develop. Interestingly, they are 
manipulative. They think they have ‘arrived’ in terms of per-
sonal development, and this arrogance explains their very 
gradual evolution.

Coaching is a transforming intervention to experience. To be 
coached it is important that you are willing and that you have 
a managing level of emotional energy to sustain the changes. 
Also, ask yourself on a regular basis, ‘as a result of introspec-
tion, what beliefs, values and behaviors have I changed this 
month?’

Revisiting the busy head syndrome

Before continuing to investigate the EI approach to awareness 
of others, it is worth revisiting the busy head syndrome. Many 
very capable people have heads constantly fi lled with dialogue 
and processing. In Part Two we looked at the impact that 
failure to listen can have on the people we relate to in work, 
but here it is worth going deeper into the options for change 
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for those readers who want a quieter, more refl ective mindset, 
whatever their current level of mental processing.

We already considered new approaches to the working day to 
avoid the potential for lock-in syndrome but there are other 
things we can do to retrain ourselves to have quieter heads. 
As we saw with the management of patterns, it is important 
to know where the triggers are for the syndrome and be able 
to recognize the earliest possible effect. From there, it can be 
simply a case of interrupting oneself with a statement or ques-
tion that recognizes choice:

• I do not need this, what would be more benefi cial to me 
now?

• Who or what needs my attention now?

• Be your own Devil’s Advocate – what is the argument for 
the opposite of what I have been thinking up to now?

• What would a fl y on the wall make of what is happening 
now?

• If someone had great advice for me now, what would 
it be?

• Step back from this.

For further information about pattern breaking and the use of 
anchoring positive psychological states (state management), 
see McLeod (2003).
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Awareness of others

Awareness of others is generally driven by the increasing 
awareness and management of ourselves in terms of our emo-
tional world. This normally introduces a higher level of inter-
est in other people in all but the most insular and dysfunctional. 
There are those who clinically develop knowledge about how 
people work and what makes them tick. However, clinical 
knowledge without excellence in the self-awareness and self-
managing aspects is likely to make them insensitive, judg-
mental and poor at building high levels of working trust and 
rapport. Knowledge is not the same as understanding. Unfor-
tunately I know no short-cut to understanding!

However, as we gain insights, right or wrong, we learn more 
quickly if we check the ultimate source of information – the 
object of our insights. This relates again to the use of seeking 
feedback to see whether your insight is on track or not. If you 
already have some interest and insight, then questions will 
help you to improve the quality and precision of your 
observations.

Tom, I think I may have missed something yesterday when you 
were talking about beach holidays. Were you looking for some 
time off?

Tom, it’s almost a year since your son died so tragically – 
did you want to take time off or want to work through that 
anniversary?

Tom, I think I may have been overbearing with Daphne yesterday. 
I’m not sure if she is upset with me or not. What do you think I 
could have done better exactly?
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Tom, I have been running these eight o’clock breakfast meetings 
for over a year, do you think that we should continue to start 
them before normal work-time?

All these assume a level of insight or observation skills. You 
can see that if the skills were very low it might be diffi cult 
to know where to start in order to improve. Seeking feedback 
will provide learning that is helpful to your own self-
awareness and to the awareness of others. As you become 
more relaxed about feedback, so the process quickens – people 
will give you better-quality information.

Managing others

In the context of EI, this evolves naturally from awareness of 
emotional factors in other people and taking action to honor 
those factors and move forward. When people are upset, their 
issue will cause an inner experience that reduces their ability 
to think logically and excellently about any particular issue 
you may both be considering. For that reason, the good 
manager will pause the conversation and attend immediately 
to the emotional issues. Only when the feelings have been 
healed can that individual contribute fully to the business 
in hand.

Managing these situations has a loop which further stretches 
our own emotional awareness and ability to self-manage. In 
situations where someone is genuinely affected, perhaps even 
crying, your own abilities are tested. In time we learn to 
manage our own (emotional) state and to be able to hold the 
space for others; we breathe easily and provide time for them 
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to express anything they need. We also learn to give quiet 
attention and to hold back from judgment.

For many managers the whole business of developing EI can 
appear to be like lighting a fi rework! In practice we are typi-
cally tested in stages and the extremes of situation do not 
reach us until we are ready to handle them. I write this 
because there does seem to be an innate level of EI in all of 
us, most of the time. In other words, at a feeling level, however 
basic, we know when and with whom it is safe to confi de. It’s 
the same for most other people too – they are unlikely to 
explode near you until you are ready!





Epilogue

We know that leadership is not just what one 
does; it is an attitude of mind that manifests in 
authentic behaviors, including actions. For that 

reason alone, leadership is a journey of self-development and 
not simply a methodology of learning. The leader is invariably 
changing and developing and courageous in being seen as 
someone that is developing as a human being and leader, not 
just having a fi xed managing persona. The quickest way 
forward, therefore, is to keep applying what works for you and 
to keep seeking feedback from others. The moment we become 
detached, isolated or arrogant, we have ceased to hone and 
develop our leadership and begin to decline. Real leaders are 
self-refreshing themselves as a philosophy of being. They are 
also what they sought to become – not in position or infl u-
ence, but in their mindsets, what they believe, what they 
value and their authenticity of expressing themselves in all 
they do, in all contexts. It is a journey without an end. May 
your journey continue to be fruitful, uncomfortable and 
treasured!
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