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100

THINGS SUCCESSFUL LEADERS DO

LITTLE LESSONS IN LEADERSHIP

NIGEL CUMBERLAND




How to use this eBook

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.




This book is dedicated to my son, Zeb, my step-daughter, Yasmine, and to all those wishing to become outstanding leaders. May each of you find your own unique paths to leadership success.

‘If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more, do more and become more, you are a leader.’

- John Quincy Adams
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Introduction


‘Everything you have thought, done and said in your life has prepared you to become the leader you are today.’



Are you ready to kick-start your leadership journey? Well done, you have picked up the perfect book to serve as your guide. This book will help you master the key habits, skills and behaviours to enable you to excel in whatever types of leadership roles you take on.

Leadership comes in all shapes and sizes from leading a voluntary group in the evenings, managing a children’s sports team at weekends, or heading a large and busy family, to taking on a managerial or supervisory role for the first time, launching your own start-up business with only yourself to manage, or as CEO of one of the world’s largest corporations.

It doesn’t matter how little or large, how trivial or important. Leadership is leadership. The art of inspiring, organizing and motivating your kids at home is not a million miles away from successfully being a Board Chairperson of one of the largest listed groups in the world.

It’s so fantastic that you’re reading this book and that you want to strengthen your leadership knowledge and capabilities. The world is awaiting you to turn into the most amazing leader you’re capable of.

The need for better leadership is everywhere:

•   Governments struggle to find focus, to lead not just their communities and countries, but also themselves. So many political leaders struggle to even complete their full terms of office.

•   Companies of all sizes are facing so much disruption, complexity and competition that their management teams are stretched to perform well.

•   Sports teams struggle to find consistency, with so many teams churning through coaches and trainers.

•   Public sectors are challenged in part by a lack of funds to cope with issues such as weak schooling systems and hospitals at breaking point.

•   Scandals remind us of weak leadership in our own communities – from the church in crisis through to family units breaking up.


When you think of a successful leader, who comes to mind?

Perhaps it’s those in very visible, formal and often very large leadership roles such as Sir Richard Branson or Donald Trump. Perhaps you’re inspired by those in smaller but still crucial roles such as your boss, former headteacher, head of your local council, your MP or congresswoman, your business partner or spouse. The 100 lessons in this book are designed to turn you into the type of leader that others will admire and want to learn from too.

I’ve coached hundreds of leaders working in organizations as diverse as the United Nations, World Bank Group, global banks and multinationals through to local tech start-ups, governments, schools and NGOs such as Teach for India. I’ve heard every leadership aspiration and dream you can imagine. I’ve listened to all the challenges and difficulties you’ll likely face when taking on a leadership role.

The main lesson I have picked up is a simple one - too many people fail to work on all aspects of their leadership toolbox leaving them with underutilized skills and strengths, while hanging onto weaknesses which hold them back. Not you… working through this book is your opportunity to sit down and think about yourself, giving you time to ask yourself how you want to develop and grow as a leader, to create followers and future leaders, and to explore how you want to remembered by those you have led.

Treat this book as your trusted companion. Through 100 short chapters, you’ll learn to make sense of the pieces you need to slot together to achieve your leadership ambitions. You’ll explore what leadership means to you through topics including:

•   Self-leadership

•   Your motivations

•   Leadership styles

•   Leadership mindsets and behaviours

•   Thinking and communicating as a leader

•   Motivating and inspiring followers

•   Dealing with leadership challenges

•   Leading through change

•   Creating leaders and handing over.



How to use this book

Every chapter in this book features a new idea that will help you get closer to your goals. In each chapter, the ideas are introduced and explained on the first page and the second page features exercises and activities, some small and some large, for you to start doing today.

Don’t overlook the activities. The tasks you’ve been set have been specifically designed to give you the optimal mindset, habits, skills, relationships and behaviours needed to maximize your chances of leadership success. Some of them will surprise you, some will challenge you, others will seem simple and obvious. All of them are important in building the portfolio of skills you need to become a talented leader. Completing them will set you on the path to developing a leadership mindset and a leader-focused ’to do’ list. These things aren’t easy to achieve and few people are willing to invest the required time and effort. Successful leaders do.



Who am I to talk about successful leaders?

This book draws on the wisdom I have gained from coaching and mentoring leaders from all over the world for the past 20 years. From global CEOs to struggling entrepreneurs, through to leaders in the public sector and charities to first-time managers just starting out on their leadership careers, all of them have something to share about the journey of becoming an outstanding leader. Their experiences combine with my own wisdom gained through some incredibly personal leadership highs and lows.





1 UNDERSTAND YOUR MOTIVATIONS


‘Some people spend their entire lives looking to be leaders. For others, leadership is thrust on them even when it’s the last thing they’re looking for.’



Think about a time you’ve accepted leadership responsibility. What made you agree to it and would you be willing to take on that responsibility again? Chances are you accepted the role because of a combination of reasons, some of which come from within you, pushing you to put your hand up to lead, some of which come from external factors, like the situations you face or pressure from other people, pulling you to take charge.

When coaching experienced leaders, I ask them why they became leaders and many of their replies will resonate with you:




	Reasons pushing you
	Reasons pulling you





	•   I like to take charge.

•   I hate passively doing nothing.

•   I don’t enjoy being led by others.

•   Somebody had to do it.

•   I wanted a higher salary, so accepted the leadership opportunity.

•   As an eldest sibling, I have always been a leader.

•   I can’t stand taking orders.

•   I love helping other people.

•   I want to make changes and felt this was possible through leading.


	•   Nobody else was leading the project, so I stepped in.

•   My senior colleagues pleaded with me to apply for the vacant management position.

•   As a woman, I was encouraged to take on the role as part of a gender diversity drive.

•   I was under a lot of peer pressure.

•   I had no choice as I was the only suitable person.

•   I wanted to say ‘no’ but was afraid to turn down the promotion.







To be a successful leader, you have to understand why you’ve taken on leadership responsibilities. You may not like the reasons, it might have been all pull and no push, but by properly understanding your motivations, you can more successfully decide how you’ll take on and excel in a leadership role.


Put it into action

Are you a natural leader or follower? Either way, you may need to adjust your natural instincts to get the best out of yourself.


Control the obsessive need to lead

The things that push you to want to lead are your internal drivers made up of your personality, ego, motivations and inner needs. If you always feel compelled to take the lead, it can indicate that you’re an ambitious person who will always step up when the opportunity arises, but it’s not always a good thing. This impulse can lead you to take on leadership responsibilities before you’re ready or capable. You risk failing simply because you weren’t willing to wait until you had more experience.



Overcome the reluctance to lead

You may face the opposite problem and have no wish to lead and no inclination to stand out. That’s fine as long as you manage to avoid leadership roles, but a big problem when you have responsibility thrust on you. It’s never a good idea to wait until you’ve been pushed into the swimming pool before learning to swim, so take the opportunity to read up on topics that you’re not so comfortable with in advance, and make a mental decision to be more assertive in overcoming your worries.



Don’t be bullied into accepting roles

Even the best leaders say no to new tasks and responsibilities now and again. For sure, there can be persuasive pull factors involved, but never be afraid to upset other people who are pushing you. Decide whether you feel ready and whether you want the additional responsibilities and accompanying recognition before accepting anything.






2 KNOW YOURSELF


‘It can be uncomfortable looking deeply at yourself in the mirror, reflecting and acting on what’s staring back at you.’



Understanding who you are is the first step to being able to lead others. This connection between knowing yourself and leading others is based upon what I refer to as four truths:

1. To truly understand another human being, you must first know yourself.

2. To successfully lead someone, you must understand who they are and what drives them.

3. Leadership ability is built on a foundation of being able to lead yourself.

4. Successful self-leadership is only possible when you understand yourself.

These four connections are shown visually below.
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This chapter focuses on the first of these, with later chapters exploring the other three. We all think we know ourselves well, but few people truly do. I work with many people and rarely meet anyone who fully understands all of their own strengths, weaknesses, habits, needs, drivers, desires, motivations and values or their personality traits, feelings, emotions, biases, patterns of behaviour and thinking.

Some people have no desire to acknowledge, let alone understand, why they become angry, jealous, impatient, or are scared to speak up and this failing to understand what makes you tick is dangerous. If you don’t understand yourself, you risk misjudging other people, jumping to the wrong conclusions, being too harsh about others’ weaknesses. If you think you’re perfect, you’re likely to blame other people when things don’t work out as planned. Acting like this will make you an appalling leader.


Put it into action


Face your blind spots, no matter how dark

No one’s asking you to share all of your weaknesses and bad habits openly. Just be honest with yourself and acknowledge your own mix of useful and unhelpful patterns and behaviours.

The first step to doing this is to observe yourself with an open mind. Try keeping a written journal, and go online and take one of the many free personality tests that are available such as MBTI and DISC. Another way is to ask your friends, family and close colleagues. Explain to them that you want to improve yourself and that they can help you understand some of your strengths and weaknesses. It’s important that they’re honest with their answers, so make sure that they know you want the truth, even if they fear it may upset you. If you’re not sure what questions to ask, pick some from the list below. Ask yourself these questions too and note your answers in your journal. Compare your responses to those of your colleagues, family and friends.

•   When I fail to get my way, how do I respond?

•   What seems to make me angry, moody or act negative?

•   When stressed or upset, how do I tend to act and behave?

•   What makes me jealous and envious, and how do I show it?

•   How do I treat other people when I am in a good mood, and when in a bad mood?

•   What do you most love and admire about me?

•   What most annoys you about the way I am?

•   What one habit or behaviour should I change to become a better person?






3 DISCOVER THE ART OF SELF-LEADERSHIP


‘To successfully lead others, first get your own house in order.’



The hardest person in the world you’ll ever have to lead and manage is yourself. Washing the dishes every day is the perfect analogy for what it means to lead yourself well. It’s not hard to do, but do you get it done or do you just leave it for someone else?

As a leader, it can be easier to instruct other people to do the things you don’t want to do. When you’re dealing with other people you can employ all sorts of leadership styles and tools, from motivating and encouraging, through to forcing and threatening. When it’s just you, all you’ve got is the self-talk in your own head, and your success depends on your willpower, drive and self-commitment. If you’ve set your alarm to get an early start on a busy day, do you spring out of bed as planned, or do you just hit snooze on repeat?

Self-leadership is the first level of leadership, and if you struggle to lead yourself it doesn’t bode well for your ability to perform well at the other types of leadership shown below. You’ll never successfully and consistently lead other people, lead leaders or lead an entire organization when you can’t even lead yourself. That’s why now is the time to get your own house in order.
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Put it into action


Make a self-leadership plan

Self-leadership involves managing how you act, behave, communicate and use your time. It covers every aspect of how you speak to, instruct, criticize and work with yourself. As a minimum, you need to:

•   Make sure that you remember any goals and to do lists you set for yourself, and that you work towards achieving what you say you’ll do.

•   Maintain your healthy and good habits, while working to eliminate any unhealthy ones.

•   Motivate yourself by trying to do things you enjoy that you’ll find fulfilment in completing.

•   Learn to say ‘no’, when needed, to requests from other people.

•   Control your own emotions and how you communicate with other people.

•   Be consistent in how you lead yourself and in how you lead others. As an example, if you want your team to be more creative, open-minded or punctual, you must also exhibit these same qualities.

•   Be kind, compassionate and positive to yourself. You’ll always have days when you make mistakes, forget to complete a task or say the wrong thing, and when this happens don’t be over-critical and beat yourself up.

Find someone who will hold you accountable for working on and improving your own self-leadership abilities. Share with a close friend or trusted colleague your goals and actions for how you want to improve and ask them to observe, encourage and challenge you to stick to your plan.






4 DON’T WAIT FOR THE JOB TITLE


‘True leadership doesn’t start with a nice job title, corner office, company car or exclusive club membership.’



If you only start being a leader when you’re given a leadership job title, you’ll have waited too long and missed a golden opportunity to develop and practice your skills earlier on in your life and career. The sooner you can start practising, the sooner you can master being a leader.

In the many job roles and positions you hold before becoming a formal manager, you’ll have plenty of opportunities to exhibit leadership. These come in all shapes and sizes and can be found in your home, school, college and community, as well as at your workplace. Leadership happens when you:

•   Tackle an issue that others in your family are avoiding

•   Organize client meetings when your boss is on holiday

•   Take an informal lead on a project team when there’s no appointed leader

•   Make all the arrangements for your next family vacation

•   Organize a sports tournament for university clubs and societies.

These are just a selection of ways you might lead without having formal authority, and all will give you hands-on leadership experiences. Informal leadership can even be practised with smaller tasks, such as organising a financial collection for a colleague or booking a team night out to unwind after completing a stressful project.

Successful leaders know that practice really does make perfect and that the practice should start as early as possible through informal leadership opportunities. Without doubt, this will lead eventually towards an official supervisory or management position.


Put it into action


Overcome your reluctance to lead informally

Always step forward when the opportunity to lead presents itself and you know it’s appropriate for you. Being nervous and reluctant is understandable and common – your mind will be rehearsing any number of possible reasons why it’s best not to step up. Classic examples include:

•   Thinking you’ll be told off or ridiculed

•   Feeling it’s not your responsibility or place to act

•   Sensing you’re not capable and will fail

•   Being concerned about seeming too keen or visible

•   Fearing that your boss or senior colleague will be offended

•   Worrying that your colleagues may become envious and jealous.

Think objectively and honestly about any concerns you may have, by asking yourself if they’re simply excuses because you feel uncomfortable about doing something for the first time or that seems out of character, or if the concern is valid and you’re right to be cautious.


Informal leadership gets you noticed

Act at work as if you’re in a leadership assessment centre, where potential new hires or high potential staff are tested and assessed for their leadership potential and given exercises in which observers look at who takes an informal lead when no formal leadership roles are handed out. The most impressive individuals are those who understand the situation they’re in and take an appropriate lead of the activity, discussion, project or task. These people will receive the highest scores and be more likely to be hired or promoted. That’s exactly how you must act in your workplace. As well as getting you noticed and giving you leadership practice, it will help you decide if you actually want a formal leadership role in the future.







5 USE YOUR INFLUENCE, NOT AUTHORITY


‘You know when you’ve influenced someone well – it’s when they convince others to follow your lead.’



Which is most important, influence or authority? Inexperienced leaders often think that being a leader means that you no longer need to exert influence because you can get your way by using authority. That’s dangerous for two reasons:

•   Your own staff might appear to accept your demands but if they’re not happy and inspired, they’re unlikely to be truly motivated and engaged.

•   You’re likely to be working alongside other leaders with teams of their own that you have no authority over. You can’t simply instruct and order people who don’t report directly to you – they don’t have to listen to you, no matter how senior your job title.

Your typical working day will be filled with the constant need to influence and win people over, to get their agreement, buy-in or alignment on things that are important to you. Using authority is never the way to get people to:

•   Accept your plans, goals, points of view, ideas or opinions

•   Follow your vision

•   Say, do or act in a certain way.

Successful leaders understand this and never rely on their job title to force their view. They understand that they have to convince and persuade through influence, to encourage people to positively carry out their requests and to believe in their ideas and directions. Quiet influence, not authority, is how to win people over to your way of thinking.


Put it into action

There are a few key skills needed to master the art of influencing:

• Openly communicate

If you want someone to do something they may not be keen on, don’t simply email them – speak to them. Explain the importance of the work and why they‘re being asked to do it – and acknowledge the downsides of the task.

• Be genuinely inspiring and visionary

When asking someone to do something, it helps to show the impact of the requested task and how it fits into the bigger picture, overall plan or vision. By doing so, you’ll more successfully inspire and motivate them.

• Be likable and empathic

It’s human nature for a person to be more easily persuaded by someone they like and admire and is kind and nice. Become such a person by showing that you care by trying to understand the other person, for example, by understanding how busy they may be or why they may be reluctant to accept a task.

• Leading by example

It’s very hard to convince someone to do, say or think something when you might be doing the opposite. The natural reaction in that situation is to think, ‘Why should I listen to you’. The ideal is always to role-model and emulate what you’re asking other people to do.

• Giving and taking

Reciprocity is key to successful interactions. Always try to offer something in return when asking someone to do something for you. For example, if you’re asking them to work over the weekend on an urgent client project, offer them a day off in lieu.

• Providing tools and support

People will more readily be persuaded to do something when they have the necessary help and support from you. Always ensure that they have the necessary tools and resources to complete the tasks assigned to them.





6 BE VISIONARY WITH PURPOSE


‘We are inspired to follow leaders who have found their true north.’



Which leaders do you most admire? No matter whether it’s your current or ex-boss, or a globally recognized figure like Barack Obama, Richard Branson or Mark Zuckerberg, chances are you’re impressed by the clarity of where they’re heading and with what they aspire to create. It’s their vision and sense of purpose that attracts you to them.

Individuals rarely write down their vision or purpose, but organizations do it all the time in the form of vision statements. You might have read some:

•   Oxfam: ‘A just world without poverty.’

•   Amazon: ‘Our vision is to be earth’s most customer-centric company; to build a place where people can come to find and discover anything they might want to buy online.’

•   Ikea: ‘To create a better every day life for the many people.’

•   Google: ‘To organize the world’s information and make it universally accessible and useful.’

•   TED: ‘Spread ideas.’

Leadership teams create these statements to outline where that organization is heading and what they want to become. They’re normally a mix of big dreams, audacious goals, aspirations and values.

Successful leaders know that without clear goals you might go around in circles being pulled in different directions which can be both demotivating and energy-sapping. To avoid this, they work with their team to develop a vision statement to give themselves a clear understanding of where they’re heading and of what they want to achieve.

By creating a vision statement, you’ll stand out because very few leaders give their teams such clarity. A 2018 Gallup survey in the US found that only 22 per cent of employees surveyed strongly agreed with the statement that their bosses had any kind of clear direction, suggesting that four-fifths of all bosses have no idea where they’re heading, or at least never think to tell their staff.


Put it into action


Create your own compelling vision

Create a vision statement as if it were the opening lines of a job advert for a vacancy in your team. It should clearly explain the team’s focus and what it’s aiming to achieve, and it should describe what people can expect when joining your team. The wording should be compelling and exciting enough to motivate and attract people to want to work with you and never want to leave!

To help you draft the ideal wording, take a blank piece of paper and write down your thoughts:

•   Outline the vision of what you want to create and achieve with your team (over the next three, five or 10 years).

•   Explain how you would like the team members to be led by you, work with you and also with each other to ensure that your vision will be realized.



Keep it simple

Summarize your wording into a key phrase or slogan which you can use to sell and get buy in to your overall vision. As an example, Boris Johnson and team did this to great effect by creating the line ‘Get Brexit Done’ during the UK’s 2019 General Election. Share your overall vision with your team, asking them for their opinions and suggested edits so that you can create a final version which you’re all willing to sign up to and work towards achieving. To serve as an inspirational reminder, create wallet-sized cards with the vision statement printed on and give each of your staff a copy for them to carry around or place at their workstation. You might also create vision posters which you can place throughout your office.
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		87 Don’t ignore that elephant in the room



		88 Let go of things you no longer need



		89 There’s no time for delay



		90 Prepare for the impossible



		91 Lead remote teams carefully



		92 Age is just a number



		93 Manage your boss



		94 Never blatantly show off



		95 Create an amazing working culture



		96 Be the real authentic you



		97 Step down before being pushed



		98 Hand over the baton



		99 Keep leading



		100 Leave a sustainable legacy



		And finally…
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