








I worked with one safe leader
whose “motive” was noticeable in
his resistance to identifying a vision
and a long-term strategy and plan for
his organization. Instead he chose
to keep himself busy by reacting to
the usual day-to-day events, and that
kept him off the firing line.

In another case, a business
unit head clearly hid behind an
overt claim that her style was to

The differences
between real and safe
leaders are particu-
larly evident and pro-
nounced during tough
and turbulent times.
What lies at the core of
safe leaders is role secu-
rity. These leaders value
the prestige, status,
power, authority, and
financial package that

come with leadership.

lead through consensus. This led
to excessive debate and conflict
among her team of opinionated,
strong-willed, and competitive indi-
viduals, and so she was too slow in
making the decisions that needed to
be made. She was playing it safe.
Real leaders also come in differ-
ent shapes and sizes. One manag-
ing director of a large distribution
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company was very clear about her
nonnegotiables when it came to
providing quality customer service.
This meant introducing metrics that
would highlight areas of weakness
and be unpopular with some of her
people because they were at risk of
being exposed as underperformers.
Not all members of the company’s
board of directors agreed with

her either, but she was resolute in
her rationale and the new metrics
resulted in a significant improve-
ment in customer satisfaction. Here
was a real leader who was willing
to challenge the status quo.

In another case I witnessed a
managing director bring about a
sharp increase in performance in
his professional services company.
The organization was already
performing well, but the manag-
ing director thought this perfor-
mance could still be significantly
improved and that employees were
not stretching themselves. He had
a choice to make: he could either
play it safe and oversee the contin-
ued success of the organization and
enjoy his popularity when it came
to bonus time, or he could chal-
lenge his people to stretch them-
selves and achieve their true poten-
tial. He chose to be a real leader
and started to communicate his
thoughts about how the future of
the organization was threatened by
a complacency that was becoming
ever more apparent. His calls for
everyone to raise the performance
bar were met with derision by some
of his people, but this turned out
to be the foundation of the com-
pany’s step up to the next perfor-
mance level.

RAISING THE STAKES

The differences between real and
safe leaders are particularly evident
and pronounced during tough and
turbulent times for organizations.
Remember that what lies at the core
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of safe leaders is role security. These
leaders value the prestige, status,
power, authority, and financial pack-
age that come with leadership. There
is a lot to lose for these leaders, so
much so that particularly in tough
times, their main focus will be stay-
ing off the firing line and becoming
even more risk averse; not taking
risks, to them, means ensuring no
mistakes. They withdraw into a
safety zone. They believe that now
is the time to avoid conflict, and so
it becomes too risky to challenge
peers’ or bosses’ views. They spend
less time coaching their people and
more time telling their subordinates
what to do and how to do it. They
are careful about what they say, and
they sit tight in the hope that more
favorable times are just around the
corner. Their focus is on cutting
costs and hitting short-term targets.
Tough times bring conditions in
which safe leaders will not thrive.
On the contrary, they will be stressed
and debilitated and will eventually
founder in an environment full of
apparent threats to their safety.

At the other end of the contin-
uum, real leaders are driven mainly
by the challenge and the opportu-
nity to put themselves out there,
make a difference, and have a real
impact. They thrive on the pressure
that is the inescapable companion
of tough times. This is their calling;
they come to the fore and are even
more highly visible. They focus
on what they can control and make
things happen. Real leaders make
decisions and stand by them and
“tell it like it is.” They view tough
economic climates as being times
when development is most needed;
these are the times to nurture and
retain talent in order to gain com-
petitive advantage in the long term.

Their skills are even more
prominent as they strive to lead the
organization and support their peo-
ple through turbulent, sometimes
catastrophic, circumstances. This is
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when their personal resources are
so important, to the extent that they
unwittingly or perhaps deliberately
expose them to their people. Their
resilience, optimism balanced with
realism, strength of character, vast
experience, care, and determination
will be very evident. But so too
will the fact that they are human
beings like everyone else. They
also have doubts and worries, and
believe that there is no point in hid-
ing them. Real leaders are authen-
tic, and their impact in organiza-
tions is much more a function of
how they are than what they do.

CORE QUALITIES

Real leaders hold the key to the
future health of all organizations.
Yet too often organizations allow
safe leaders to perpetuate the status
quo and hinder progress and innova-
tion. What lies at the core of this
issue is that people continue to get
promoted to leadership positions
mostly because they are good at
what they do. But leadership is not
about being a good accountant, engi-
neer, lawyer, mathematician, invest-
ment banker, or the like. Instead, it
is about two core qualities:

1. The motivation to be a real
leader and to accept everything that
comes with that role, including

® Being held accountable
when things go wrong
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® Having the confidence to
let go

® Being willing to make mis-
takes

Real leaders hold the
key to the future health
of all organizations. Yet
too often organizations

allow safe leaders to

perpetuate the status
quo and hinder progress

and innovation.

® Having the courage to
make and own tough decisions

® Having the conviction to
do the right thing

® Focusing on creating a
road map for the future

e Taking on the responsibil-
ity to drive change

® Being comfortable with the
visibility of being a good role model

e Striving for continual per-
sonal growth and learning
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2. The capacity to thrive on
pressure; this requires

® Remaining in control when
the pressure is at its most fero-
cious

® Building a resilient self-
belief

® Maintaining motivation
when things are tough

e Staying focused on the
things that matter

® Harnessing thoughts and
feelings so they remain positive

® Turning threats into oppor-
tunities

® Bouncing back from setbacks

® Learning from mistakes

e Establishing a good work-
life balance

WHAT IT MEANS

The implications for organizations
address three levels. First, real
leadership should form the core
focus of leadership development
programs aimed at ensuring the
future health of the organization.
Second, an organization should
emphasize mind-set as well as com-
petencies when assessing leadership
potential. Finally, the ability to
thrive on pressure can be devel-
oped. Because pressure is an inevi-
table and inescapable component of
leadership, organizations need to
provide these development opportu-
nities for their leaders.
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