Leadership Integrity

Most people will agree that success is built upon favorable relationships among people. Whether you are a leader, a peer or a follower, success is about your abilities to have positive relationships with other people.  This requires you to care about others -- whether they are leaders, followers, or peers. Over the course of time, you must be recognized as a person who truly cares about others. 

Leadership theories have evolved significantly since the Hawthorne studies were conducted during the Great Depression.  Few people were surprised when further studies of leadership revealed that nobody likes to work for “jerks” that treat us poorly; in fact, it negatively impacts productivity.  At the same time, it never ceases to amaze me how badly first line supervisor training is needed in most organizations today. 

Many organizations have leaders who “care about people”, or at least like to think they do. They admit that in most cases the people problems should be handled by the “experts”; which means the Human Resources Department.  I think most Human Resources personnel know how to defuse the people problems that arise and work as a coach. These “experts” often find common ground between the conflicting parties and offer some resolutions that are partially acceptable to both parties. 

Unfortunately, the Human Resources (H.R.) intervention is usually a reactive event that occurs and the stress to the individuals and the organization have already taken a counter-productive toll.  Sometimes it’s a heavy toll. Being a person of the H.R. community, I can tell you that many H.R. people spend the bulk of their time involved in addressing the people issues in a reactive fashion because they cannot get caught up enough with their primary work to address the problems in a pro-active manner. In other words, it’s beyond the control of the “experts” to deal with run-away situations going on inside of the organization. This is the major sign of an unhealthy culture or environment inside that organization. How do you tell where the cause of this problem lies?  Is it the top authority that fosters a negative leadership style?  Is it the middle management who is supposed to guide and mentor the first line supervisors and both levels do a poor job? Is it the fault of the first line supervisors who were promoted without any supervisory training?  Could it be the fault of H.R. staff who doesn’t recognize issues or isn’t empowered to really resolve anything?  It may be all of these reasons or a combination of them.  So if the organization just continues to ignore the problem and hopes for the best, it is predictable what will happen -- nothing!  That’s right; nothing will be fixed!   Do you think it is okay to merely shut our eyes?  What is the cost of doing nothing? 

Sometimes it’s hard to assess the “soft costs” of the “touchy feely” stuff inside our own organization. After all, we made a profit last year so why worry?   While a good leader always makes a good manager, a good manager doesn’t always make a good leader. 

The key difference is in having people relation skills.  Many people get promoted, having good management skills. In many ways, they are very well organized, intelligent, disciplined and dedicated to the company’s mission. Their contributions are significant and needed.  The thing that is often overlooked is that as managers of people we have to get things accomplished through other people.  Other people have to be willing to follow our lead and all “row the boat in the same direction.”  Good leaders have followers that take their lead and do so willingly.  If they don’t follow and can’t be coached into becoming a good follower, the results of the entire group suffer. We then have to deal with a “problem employee.”  Where a group has more than a fair share of problem employees, we often find a “problem leader”. If the people problems are not correctly addressed, the organization will continue to suffer.  

Have you ever seen an organization where the management team members protect one another regardless of  a problem situation?  Maybe this happened in the organization where you are currently a member.  This is both ethically wrong and counterproductive for the organization.  The whole organization will continue to suffer.  Someone must be the conscience of the organization and work to make the wrong things right.  Since politics are alive and well in the vast majority of organizations, who can be appointed to be the conscience of that organization and yet be almost immune to political influence?  You can probably tell stories about “people issues” in your organization that make work situations seem almost intolerable. 

The Human Resource staff in an organization need to be somewhat immune to political problems and are the only ones who can possibly attempt to be an effective conscience for the organization. Human Resources has to report directly to the top authority and be recognized as much more than merely an “admin” function.  Strategic H.R. must be built around truthfulness and honesty about the people in the organization.  Leadership based on the principles of honesty, fairness, and sensitivity must prevail throughout all levels.  The people in that organization will recognize these principles and respond in ways extremely favorable to that organizational health. Perhaps it all sounds too idealistic, but I’ve seen it happen before.  Lately it’s happening in world-class organizations.  

We keep hearing that hiring good talent is becoming more critical and difficult than ever before.  In fact, as the baby boomer generation retires, there will be a labor shortage that creates serious problems.  Smart companies are developing strategies now for dealing with it.  If you consider the attitudes of the young people entering the work force, they want to work for a company they can be proud of.  The reputation of leadership in an organization needs to be above par to attract the top talent.  Since the days of the Enron scandal (and scandals at other places like Boeing, where top management were fired over ethical issues), it’s evident that change is in the wind.  Sarbannes-Oxley has made it fashionable for companies to be working towards a clean image with compliance requirements. I’m talking about approaching it with zeal and gusto.  The highest form of talent management should foster a culture hell bent on leadership integrity.  
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