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INTRODUCTION


When you next go to the office, try the following exercise. Throw away your mobile phone. Unplug your computer and get rid of any internet connections. Tell all the staff functions that their services are no longer required: out goes IT, HR, finance, accounting and legal services. Get rid of all the consultants. While you are about it, you may as well cut off the electricity and water supply.

Now try leading.

Modern creature comforts go from luxury to necessity faster than ever before. As leaders, we are becoming surrounded by ever more sophisticated corporate life support systems. We cannot imagine how we lived or led without modern technology, support and staff. Leadership has become a gilded cage: the rewards may be great, but we depend more and more on the system to function effectively.

If we want to rediscover the essence of leadership we have to escape the gilded cage and go back to basics. To do this, we have to look at leaders who have led without the benefit of an MBA, PowerPoint and the latest smart phone. Fortunately, we do not need to travel far. We can travel a little way back in history to see how leaders succeeded with far fewer resources than we have today.

Another way of travelling back in time is to visit the remaining traditional societies of the world. At first sight, it may appear that we have nothing to learn from leaders who stick feathers in their hair and bones through their noses. But, for a moment, let’s compare how they have fared compared to the great leaders of the modern business world. If we go back one generation we find that the creation of the FTSE 100. It represented the biggest and best of British business. They were the firms and the leaders we were meant to aspire to become. So how many of these great titans of business are still in the FTSE 100? Just 28. The other 72 have been taken over, overtaken or gone plain bust. A similar story can be told if you look at the S&P 500 in the United States or the Fortune Global 100. For all the brilliance of the great business leaders we read about in articles and autobiographies, they have an astonishing failure rate. A tribe which lasted only one generation would not be very successful. Most of the tribes I studied have lasted hundreds of years: that is, further back than anyone could remember.

So we find that tribes last much longer, in far harsher conditions with far fewer resources than the modern business tribe. Maybe, just maybe, we can learn something from their success. For sure, we need to take a fresh look at leadership. Look at some of the top selling books on business and leadership recently. Good to Great did extensive research to find those firms which had discovered the essence of lasting success. Since then the fate of the 11 American-only firms they studied has been less than stellar. Nucor issued its first profit warning; Gillette got taken over; Fannie Mae got bailed out for over $100 billion; and Circuit City went plain bust. So much for conventional success formulas.

The research for this book is based on seven years of working and living with tribes from Mali to Mongolia, from the Arctic to Australia via Papua New Guinea and beyond to see how they are led. Their survival and success is a small miracle. They have minimal resources. They often live in the most inhospitable areas, from frozen tundra to jungles, and are often surrounded by other hostile tribes. These tribes have survived for hundreds of years.

They show us the essence of leadership through the ages; leadership without all the noise of modern life. Throughout the book, the lessons of traditional leadership stand in contrast to modern leadership practice, observed from working with over 100 of the best, and a few of the worst, organisations on our planet. This is supplemented with original leadership research conducted mainly in the UK, USA and France, but supported by experience of working in most continents and most industries.

This research shows that the nature of leadership changes around the world. Something odd happens to leaders when they cross from Dover to Calais: different assumptions come into play. And if we then go further afield to the Middle East, or Asia, the assumptions change even more. This should stop us and make us take notice. Most leadership books are written on the assumption that the Anglo-Saxon, specifically American, way is the only way. Classic books like In Search of Excellence and Good to Great do not bother to examine non-American ways of leading. Such insularity is not good. Anyone who has cared to go to Beijing or Bangalore will quickly see that there is another world getting ready to take over from the American way. So we need to reach beyond the conventional formulas of Anglo-Saxon leadership if we are to survive, let alone succeed.

Going around the world in search of the essence of leadership was a recipe for dizziness. Even within one country, each leader was very clear about the essence of leadership. But each leader had a completely different formula for success. Across countries and continents, the differences simply grew. The fog of confusion descended. But perhaps the fog teaches us a couple of lessons. First, there is no single formula for success. If there was, you could programme a computer and ask it to lead: perhaps we will get to that stage one day. Each leader makes their own success formula, and they do what it takes to succeed in their unique context. So that leads to a second rule: you have to find the context in which your unique strengths will flourish: Churchill was great in war and useless in peace. The same leader in different contexts achieves different outcomes. The third rule from the fog is that no leader gets ticks in all the boxes. None of the leaders I interviewed was perfect, and they knew it. You do not need to be perfect. But you do need to grow your unique talents and make sure you are in the right place to use them well.

Ultimately, the purpose of working with both tribes and businesses was to discover what, if anything, successful leaders have in common. If certain skills and habits are essential in both the boardroom and the bush, then we can be fairly sure that they are universal traits of leadership. They are not simply an Anglo-Saxon take on leadership. And the positive outcome was that there were common themes, even if there was no single formula for success.

And now for the good news. More or less everything that is expected of a leader can be learned. You do not have to have the right DNA and the right parents to be a good leader. The expectations of a good leader can be grouped into three parts, which represent the first three sections of this book.

First, there are some universal qualities that leaders should have. Tribal societies in particular look at the qualities of the person, not just their technical skills. The importance of this was emphasised by one modern-day CEO who said: “I find I hire most people for their technical skills and fire most for their lack of values or people skills.” Fortunately, most of the qualities of a leader can be learned. Tribes talked about courage being important: modern CEOs also talk about courage to take the tough decisions. In working with the fire service and army, it became clear that even physical courage can be learned.

The second section of the book looks at the skills a leader must master. Again, there is no magic here. Decision making, taking control, managing people are all skills that any leader can learn and every leader must learn. The real challenge is how you learn these skills. Here there was a unanimous verdict from both tribes and businesses: experience is everything. That raises the obvious challenge of how you get the right experience and accelerate your learning from it.

The third section of the book looks at what leaders must do. Again, there is a common theme all the way from Papua New Guinea to Paris. Leaders have to take people where they would not have got by themselves. Managers administer a legacy and keep things running: they are essential in any society. But to lead, you need to do more. The one message that came through loud and clear was: “change or die”. In the business world, this is a rhetorical message. In the tribal world it is a literal message: without change they perish. Living on the edge gives an intensity and purpose to everything. Tribal people are often change masters.

Clearly, the tribal world does not enjoy the luxuries that we take for granted: running water, electricity, food, rule of law and relative peace. Something has stopped them progressing. The fourth section looks at what stops their progress: the problem is not one of leadership. This section is a chance to relish all those things that enable our progress but which we take for granted.

Finally, it would be unrealistic to pretend that nothing has changed about leadership in the last few thousand years. Things have changed. So the fifth and final section of the book looks at what is new about leadership. The results are mixed. The good news is that now anyone can become a leader, and that leadership is no longer about your title. It is about how you perform: you do not need to be a king or CEO before you start leading. The bad news is that many leaders have become very confused about leadership: they are in position, but they are not in power. They are not leading. And in too many cases, they have come to believe that leadership is about how you can help yourself, not how you can help others.

This book does not pretend to be a leadership manual. It simply holds up a mirror to modern leadership practices and invites you to draw your own conclusions. Inevitably, the mirror is a distorting one which makes you see familiar things in a new way. That is how the best insights arise.

As you look into the distorting mirror of the past to examine the present, you will find whatever you want to find. This book does not presume to tell you all the answers: leadership is not so simple that it can be condensed down to a few snappy answers. Instead, it invites you to ask questions, look at your world through a fresh perspective, and to draw your own conclusions.

This book is meant to be a journey of discovery. Hopefully you will enjoy it and, possibly, discover something as well.


THE QUALITIES OF A LEADER
INTRODUCTION


For thousands of years, leaders have got by without having an MBA. If kings and queens needed smart people, they could find plenty of churchmen to provide the brains. And even today, if you look at the planet’s top billionaires, they are largely an MBA-free zone. None of the tribal leaders who feature in this book have MBAs, and many of them cannot read.

So there is something more to leadership than having all the skills that a business school can give you. Those skills are important, but they are not enough.

When looking for a leader, tribes do not look at formal qualifications. They look at the person. They do not look at the person’s DNA: they are not looking for some innate quality such as charisma and inspiration. They are looking for a simpler set of personal qualities which any of us can acquire with enough effort and determination.

By looking at what makes good tribal leaders and historical leaders, we can find the essence of what makes a good leader today. Leadership in the tribal world is leadership stripped bare: it is the leadership without the corporate life support systems that enable us and imprison us at the same time.

As you take this journey in search of leadership you will make three pleasant discoveries:

	You do not have to be perfect to be a leader, because no leader is ever perfect.
	Anyone can learn to lead. There is no mysterious ingredient which you either have or do not have.
	You do not have to wait until you are CEO before leading: you can show you are a leader at any level of your tribe.


Enjoy your journey in search of the essence of leadership.


CHAPTER 1
 THE LEADERSHIP RIDDLE


[image: c01uf001]If you read enough leadership books you will realise that to succeed you need to become an improbable mix of Nelson Mandela, Lord Nelson, Machiavelli, Churchill, Genghis Khan and Mother Teresa all put together. Some bosses think they are already that good: they are normally bosses who are well worth avoiding.

As an experiment, see what happens when you swap Genghis Khan for Mother Teresa. So let Genghis Khan sort out the slums of Calcutta in his own unique way. He would succeed: there would be no slums left. Now imagine Mother Teresa on horseback leading the Mongols on their rampage across Asia. For most people, this does not work.

So it is clear, we cannot succeed by being someone else. We are who we are, and we are not suddenly going to become Churchill or Mandela.

But equally, we cannot succeed by just being ourselves. If we hang around like a teenager in full hormonal angst waiting for the world to recognise our innate genius, humanity and natural leadership talent, we will wait for a very long time.

So we cannot succeed by being someone else and we cannot succeed by just being ourselves. We are doomed.

Or perhaps not. There is one way out of the riddle: be the best of who you are.

“Be the best of who you are” sounds trite, but is not. First, it means focusing on your own unique strengths. Think of various bosses you have had. You may wonder how some of them ever became a boss with their glaring weaknesses. But even my worst bosses had one or two signature strengths which propelled them to the top. Successful leaders are like any successful performer: they build on strength, not on weakness.

Bizarrely, most evaluation and development systems focus on weaknesses or “development opportunities” in the jargon. Olympic athletes do not succeed by focusing on weakness: making weightlifters focus on their synchronised swimming skills would be entertaining, but not effective.

If you want to succeed, work out what you are really good at. Then make sure you find roles where you can play to your strengths. Avoid assignments that focus on your “development opportunities” unless you want to set your career back by years. The way to deal with weaknesses is not to focus on them, but to work around them. Leadership is a team sport, so make sure you have a team that complements your talents: if you are not great at book keeping, or strategy, or customer service, or financial analysis, you can find plenty of people who are.


CHAPTER 2
 ARE YOU LEADING?


[image: c02uf001]Try the following exercise.

Name as many Prime Ministers as you can (or Presidents of your country) since 1945. And name one thing you remember most about them. Here is what I am told by groups when they try this exercise:

Attlee: welfare state

Churchill in peacetime: er … not much

Eden: Suez crisis

Macmillan: “You’ve never had it so good”

Home: Who’s he?

Wilson: “White heat of the technology revolution” (er … which technology was that?)

Heath: Sailing and going into Europe

Wilson again: Pipes, raincoats and the lavender list

Callaghan: Strikes and the three day week

Thatcher: Thatcherism (for better or worse)

Major: er … not much

Blair: Iraq

Brown: Financial crisis

Cameron: too early to tell


Few leaders through history get remembered for very much at all. And most of them are not remembered how they would like to be remembered, which is why they are so keen to write their autobiographies. Only Attlee and Thatcher are remotely close to being remembered in a way that they would hope to be remembered. Most Prime Ministers have followed the course of history rather than changing the course of history.

If it is hard for Prime Ministers to be remembered clearly and positively, it is even harder for business leaders to be well remembered. Try naming the leaders of your business for the last 50 years and see how far you get.

So how will you be remembered?

In truth, none of us are likely to be remembered for our great exploits in mastering PowerPoint or closing the month end accounts on time. But we still need to make our mark. If we want to progress on the leadership ladder, we need to stand out from our colleagues. It is not enough to have done well, because everyone else will have done well. You need a distinctive claim to fame. A good claim to fame is where you go above and beyond your normal remit: you take on a challenging project; you lead an initiative which cuts across the organisation; you develop a new idea or a new way of working.

But, as the Prime Minister test shows, it is all too easy to be remembered for the wrong thing. Just like Prime Ministers, we are likely to be remembered for how we are as much as for what we do. So appearances and behaviour count, especially when in view of senior management. You can make your mark by being consistently positive, reliable and action focused. These are low hurdles over which most of your colleagues will fall. If you have a presentation to make at a conference, or a proposal to submit, over-invest time in making it superb. Be remembered the right way.


CHAPTER 3
 ARE YOU GOOD ENOUGH TO LEAD?


[image: c03uf001]I was walking through the bush when a randy ostrich decided to attack: we were crossing his territory. There are many distinguished ways of dying in the bush. Being eaten by crocodiles or lions at least gives your family a good story to remember you by. But being disembowelled by a randy ostrich means you are as likely to die of shame as you are from the disembowelment.

Unfortunately, ostriches are one of the fastest animals on land. They can reach 70 kilometres an hour, which would get them a speeding ticket in London. Fortunately, I was faster than my guides. You do not need to outrun an ostrich, you need to outrun your peers.

The same is true of the leadership race. You do not need to be the best leader on the planet. No leader gets ticks in all the boxes: even the best leaders have their faults. And this does not matter. You simply need to be better than your colleagues in a relevant way. The trick is to know what the “relevant way” is for your desired role. This is where things become tricky: the rules of survival and success change at each level of the firm:

	When you start out on the leadership race, the expectations at least are clear. New and aspiring leaders may not have much power or control, but at least they have clarity about what they must do. To succeed, you have to show that you have mastered your trade, be it trading, teaching or technology.
	In the next stage of the leadership race, you find all the rules change. It is no longer about being the best technician. Leadership is about getting things done through other people: managing people becomes essential. Many aspiring leaders do not realise that the rules of the game have changed and their career is effectively disembowelled. They go nowhere very fast.
	As you rise to more senior positions, the rules of survival and success change again. Managing people well is not enough. You have to manage the organisation and its politics: making alliances, doing deals, building trust, aligning agendas.
	Once you finally achieve top leadership, things become easier: your authority and responsibility is more in balance and any ambiguity is entirely of your own making. Whisper it quietly, but leading from the top is easier than leading from the middle. Top leaders often fail because they do not know how to handle their new-found freedom: they are either too timid or too bold.


At evaluation time, ignore the formal evaluation systems, which are little more than school reports for grown ups. Ask yourself what you need to be doing to perform better than your peers in a way that is relevant to bosses at the top of the organisation.


CHAPTER 4
 THE PERFECT LEADER


[image: c04uf001]No leader in history has been perfect. You do not need to be perfect either, because perfection does not exist in leadership. Searching for perfection is like searching for smoke signals in the fog: it is an exercise in futility. By way of illustration, try the next two exercises.

First, imagine you are on safari. Look at all the animals and decide which one is the perfect predator. Some people say it is the lion because the lion is the king of the jungle: but lions do not live in jungles. Some favour the elephant because all animals give way to the elephant at a watering hole. Others favour cheetahs for their speed, hippos for their aggression and crocodiles for their menace.

This is an argument which could go round in circles. So perhaps we should compromise by creating the perfect predator out of all the animals we have seen. Now we land up with a predator with the jaws of a crocodile, ears of an elephant, neck of a giraffe, wings of an eagle, hide of a rhino, legs of a cheetah and the tail of a scorpion. The beast will promptly die under the weight of its own improbability.

Returning to Planet Business, try another exercise: design the perfect leader. We can start with what the experts say a perfect leader should look like. Putting together all the theories, the perfect leader looks like this:

	Visionary and detailed
	Controlling and empowering
	People focused and task focused
	Ambitious and humble
	Strategic and operational
	Risk taking and reliable


The perfect leader is like the perfect predator: it cannot exist.

If perfection does not make a leader, what does? The answer is provided by another animal: a reindeer. In the Arctic, reindeer migrate from the mountains to the sea at the end of each harsh winter. They appear to survive on nothing, scratching at the odd piece of exposed rock with lichen on it. So now you have to decide whether the reindeer or the lion is the perfect beast. The answer is that both are perfect … for their environment. The reindeer would not last long in the Maasai Mara and a lion in the Arctic would not be a happy lion.

And the same goes with leaders: there are only leaders who fit and leaders who do not fit. Churchill is the classic example. Before the war he was something of a misfit. In the war he became the great British hero. When he became Prime Minister again after the war, he is memorable for more or less nothing. The same person in different contexts could be a hero or a zero: the person did not change, the context changed.

As leaders, we have to find the context in which we can best flourish.


CHAPTER 5
 THE LEADER AS A ROLE MODEL


Think back about the various bosses you have had. Try to recall two things about each one:

 1.
how well they performed against their annual objective

 2.
 what they were like as a boss and as a person


The chances are that you can remember much more about what they were like than about how they performed. And this is just how you will be remembered as well.

You will be remembered for both the small things and the big things. For instance, we were walking through the bush with a tribal elder and two young warriors. The young warriors were like teenagers anywhere: playing about and not really focusing on the task in hand which was to patrol the tribal boundary. As we walked, the elder often stopped to pick up a bit of litter while the young warriors kept on fooling around. The elder said nothing. After a few hours the young warriors stopped fooling around and started following the leader. Eventually, one of them spotted a piece of litter and picked it up himself. The elder allowed himself a quiet smile. The day’s lesson had been a success, without him having to say anything or having any argument.

As a leader, how you behave determines how your team will react. If you are a miserable Machiavellian miser, do not expect your team to be open, generous and happy.

Your team will pick up your style from both small and big moments of truth. Small moments of truth happen all the time:

	How often do you say thank you?
	What is your ratio of giving praise to criticising and questioning?
	Did you show any personal interest in any of your staff today?


The bigger moments of truth are rarer: in practice, you need to be prepared for them so that you can react the way you want to, rather than producing a reaction under stress. Compare how you dealt with each of the following moments of truth in the past with how you want to deal with them next time around:

	crisis of under-performance or missed deadlines
	dispute with another department
	a stroppy boss, colleague or customer


As ever, you will be remembered as much for how you dealt with the problem as with the final outcome. To test yourself on your style, create a series of Mr Men (or their female equivalents): Mr Angry, Mr Bored, Mr Crazy, Mr Diligent, Mr Energetic, Mr Fib and so on. At the start of each day decided which character you want to be; at the end, see which one you were and figure out why. Most leaders think they are positive role models; most followers think otherwise. Be honest in your self-assessment and you will find that you force yourself into becoming a positive role model.

You will be remembered as much for how you are as for what you do.





End of sample
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