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Leadership - The Creative Balance.

What is leadership?

Leaders are primarily responsible for leading people towards a certain objective in a particular context. When you are leading, you must take responsibility -  more so than other people - for reaching that objective.

Dependent on the type of organisation, leadership means different things to different people - for an army general it means getting things done by giving orders. But in NGOs we are talking about the need for a particular kind of leadership - facilitative leadership. This is essentially aimed at creating a developing, learning organisation through nurturing learning individuals and groups within the organisation.

This is not easy. Facilitative leadership has to take into account

contradictions (In an organisation a contradiction could be between a desire to be democratic - which is a long process if it is done right, because everybody should be involved - and a desire to be effective - which often requires speedy decision making. The leader has to find the right mixture of these two.)

and

tensions (How much support of staff is enough? The leader's giving support to staff can create dependency, or it can empower people to learn and grow and take risks, leading to greater independence and even inter-dependence.)

and

find the creative balance.

In the many books and literature on leadership, each author has an answer - they know the qualities and styles that effective leaders should acquire or develop. Underlying all this is a very dangerous assumption that people and situations are the same and remain constant, and therefore require the same approach. No two individuals, or organisations are the same. Situations differ and will require different responses at given times. 

The NGO which has just started up needs a different leadership approach to the one that has been in existence for a long time, and also the one that has 10 staff members to the one that has 100 staff members. 

Leadership is about assessing each situation on merit - through observation and lots of careful non-judgmental listening - and working with flexibility and creativity to find solutions. 

What do facilitative leaders do?

(
Facilitative leaders help to inspire a shared vision

Vision refers to our ability to picture or to imagine or to "see" what we want in the future. Through the process of building a joint vision, you create a will or commitment in people to strive towards that vision. Covey talks about "starting with a clear picture of your destination". Three central questions to be asked here are:


Is the vision based on the genuine needs of the constituency that we serve?  This means we have to find answers to these questions:

who are we?

who do we serve?

what are they asking of us?


Does the organisation have the resources to deliver in terms of the vision?


Who owns this vision?

Through visioning the organisation is able to:


Clarify what the organisation wants to achieve.


Make sure that the history, progress and future goals of the organisation are conscious, so that adaptation of the vision is possible based on learning and experience.


Make sure that the organisation is responsive to changes in the external environment and the possible effects this might have on our work (eg. if an organisation is working with land or agricultural issues, a drought would have serious implications).

Problems may arise:


If the organisation focuses singularly on one vision, it might become blind to other possibilities or to learnings from the past.


If the vision is not based on reality.


If the vision is only owned by one person.

For example, in one NGO the leader of "Sakhile Community Health Organisation" (not its real name) based in Durban focused his energies on a singular vision and was extremely committed to it. Sakhile was to become "an organisation of national renown" with the leader giving direction to the entire health field. All the organisational non-human resources were used to help fulfil this vision. 

Only seven out of a staff complement of 50 were involved in national work. In addition to this internal neglect of other staff members, externally the leader ignored other strong regional agencies, based within their local constituencies.

This created tension in the organisation because these seven staff members spent a lot of time in staff meetings giving reports on their national work at the expense of everyone else. Also, the time the leader spent on local or internal organisational issues decreased considerably. This blind commitment to a vision created tensions which led to chaos, paralysis and blame-placing within the organisation. 

It is easy for NGOs in particular to get caught up in the activity trap. We are extremely busy serving our clients and we want to be efficient in carrying out this great responsibility. But we need leaders who can step out of this "doing role" and help the whole organisation to look at where it is going.

Creating a joint shared vision and ensuring that everybody works towards it is the task and responsibility of leadership. 

(
Facilitative leaders create a learning organisation by continuously challenging the organisation's paradigms (mindsets)

In Organisation X, one of the project coordinators told field staff that he would never trust them, but would rather take the side of the community projects that they worked with. His habit was to criticise field staff in front of projects. His assumption was that his colleagues were incompetent, and that the community was always right. This led to de-motivated staff who felt powerless and unsupported. This created lots of tension between projects and the organisation's staff, and made field work in general very difficult and unrewarding.

This coordinator was operating on the basis of a particular mindset, and his "stuckness" stopped him from seeing the implications of his actions.

How does a facilitative leader help this coordinator get out of his stuckness? How does the leader help an organisation get out of its mindsets?

One way forward is to turn our organisations into learning organisations - places where there is a culture of reflecting on and learning from both our mistakes and our successes. A facilitative leader challenges individuals and groups to make them aware of the broader implications of their actions, and creates the atmosphere of trust in which this can happen.

Change requires some element of risk taking -  both on the part of the leadership and on the part of the staff because they are going to have to let go of their mindsets and the behaviours that go with their mindsets.

Ways to create learning opportunities:


Leaders encourage divergent thinking.


Planning is clear, conscious and shared by all so that it can help us in evaluation.


The goal is measurable and is shared with the organisation rather than sitting in one individual's head.


Trial and error - reflection and analysis of learnings.


Continually evaluating what we are doing.

Problems may arise:


If the status quo is continually challenged and we have not determined whether the new plan worked or not.

In one organisation accountability was a big problem. Having been made conscious about this, the organisation decided to change its structure. But the structure was changed thrice during one year. This constant change created turmoil, confusion and chaos. In the end, staff did not know who they were accountable to and they felt very insecure about their future. 

(
Facilitative leaders enable others to act

Leadership is about helping to create an atmosphere of trust and human dignity within the organisation. The aim is to make people in the organisation feel capable through their own trial and error (without being laughed at). By creating opportunities for risk taking people can achieve small victories so that they become confident and able individuals. It helps them to feel empowered. By empowering staff we are empowering the constituency they work with.

Ways to enable others:


Mentoring


Challenging personal paradigms

Creating opportunities within the organisation for staff development.


Creating opportunities for individuals to attend external training courses.


Giving people increased responsibility as opposed to giving people tasks.

Problems may arise:


If the leader does not enable others to take greater responsibility:

· The leader will become overloaded because nobody else is able to do anything (health deteriorates).

· people can't act independently of the leader - they are dependent and a child/adult relationship exists.

· There is a one-way channel of communication with very little feedback and participation at the bottom.

· If the leader leaves or gets sick, the organisation can collapse and even die.


If there is no trust in the organisation:

· People will not learn to take risks or experiment.

· People will be in competition with each other (survival of the fittest).

· There will be a lot of blame-placing and people will not take responsibility for their actions.


If there is an over-reliance on trust:

· The leader might be unwilling or unable to take decisions and therefore make errors in judgement or might not make a decision at all.

· The leader might be failing to call people to account for their actions.

(
Facilitative leaders provide a conscious role model

Because they are such powerful role models, leaders play an important part in establishing organisational culture. This implies values and the way in which we do things within the organisation and outside of the organisation. This is about how employees, colleagues and clients are treated. The organisational culture helps to create standards of what is acceptable or not acceptable in the organisation and where the organisation's future emphasis is. 

Staff will pick up cues - both from what is said and what is not said - and adapt their behaviour accordingly.

For instance, a leader in an NGO opened a meeting by saying she had asked someone in the meeting to observe her facilitation skills and give her feedback. This was providing a powerful cue that it is OK to submit yourself to evaluation, and that everybody is learning, including the leader. 

In another example, a leader who was a visionary constantly experimented with new and creative ideas, but never consolidated these before moving on to the next new and exciting idea. This provided a cue for the rest of the staff that it is not necessary to give any new concept time to be tested and implemented before moving on to the next new idea. This can lead to a scattered vision of the organisation.

Problems can arise:


If a leader is completely unconscious about the effects of his or her behaviour


Undesirable cues may be given (for instance if a leader takes all his phone calls while he is in a meeting, he is saying that he has no respect for meetings or for the people who are in them and also that this is an acceptable way to behave).


There may be contradictions between what is said and what is done (the leader who says the organisation is democratic but who makes all the decisions unilaterally, without asking anyone else's opinion).


Hidden agendas are perceived to exist, causing mistrust.

On the other hand, an obsession with role modelling can 


Force the leader into isolation and paranoia.


Cause you only to do the right or perfect thing, and if you can't do that, then do nothing (this leads to indecision).


Make you more concerned with style rather than substance. A leader who has the goal of behaving as a role model for democratic behaviour might be so concerned with the style of leadership that the purpose of the meeting (which is to make decisions which are owned by the participants) might be forgotten. The leader is not focusing on group process but rather on his own behaviour as a role model for democratic style of leadership.

(
Facilitative leaders encourage the heart

The leader helps keep hope and determination alive by recognising contributions and celebrating accomplishments. This creates a sense of togetherness and of being valued as individuals who in turn value what they do. 

Problems can arise:


If individuals in the organisation do not feel appreciated


They do not feel as if their contributions are valued and they themselves will not value their contribution and therefore will stop making it or do it badly or just simply exist in the organisation.


Any amount of money or perks will not make them feel appreciated.

It is difficult for the leader to keep track of everyone's accomplishments, particularly in a big organisation. If the organisation has a clearly defined management structure accountable to the leader, this kind of recognition can be given through the manager/coordinator who will have fed the information about the achievement through the organisational structure.

If the organisation is obsessed with how good everybody is feeling in the organisation:


People can forget they have a responsibility to the projects that they work with.


People can also forget to examine themselves and therefore lose out on opportunities for new learning.

The ultimate aim of facilitative leadership is to ensure that the mission and goals of the organisation are carried out.

What is the difference between leadership and management?

Leadership and management are often confused as meaning the same thing. There is however both a difference and an interconnectedness between the two concepts. 

Both leadership and management are important in running an organisation but there has to be leadership for management to be effective. 

Unless the organisation is clear about its direction, focus, culture etc, no amount of time management, policy and procedure formulation or resource allocation will help it achieve its goal. The difference between management and leadership is that management leads to an efficient (doing things right) organisation and leadership leads to an effective (doing the right things) organisation.

Leadership can first of all be defined as an art. It is about the ability to create something. By implication, if one is creating something it is about conceptualising a picture, an image. The painter has a picture in her head which she works towards, one line at a time but as she is working she will see new directions and avenues to explore and the finished picture might be different from the original one she had in her head. Creativity is an unfolding process. 

Applying this within our organisations we need to ask:


What have we learnt from the past (both bad and good)?


What are the things that we want to accomplish now?


Where should this organisation be 10 years from now?

These questions can help us to create a picture or image of the future direction and purpose - the destiny - of our organisation. It is like someone going on a journey who decides what their destination is. Until the person has decided where they are going, they cannot plan for the journey or for things that might go wrong.

Management on the other hand is a discipline rather than an art. The word discipline is derived from the word disciple - meaning to follow. A discipline then means working within a framework or a vision and within a culture and particular set of values.

Once the organisation has created its vision and culture the central questions to be asked are: 

How can we best accomplish the things we set out to do?  How best can we implement where we want to be in 10 years time?

Management is likely to ask questions such as:
What do we need to do in order to accomplish the vision? (tasks).


How will we do these things? (tasks, methods, procedures, policies, non-human resources eg transport, finances).


Who will do them? (human resources)


When will we do them? (time frame).


Where will we do them? (place).

The final word .....

Leaders must recognise that they have considerable power, importance and influence. It can be exciting to be a leader but is also requires maturity, integrity, congruence and responsibility. 

Why can it be exciting? Because it is rewarding:


To see other people grow and develop.


To see team work in action towards a common vision.


To watch your own growth consciously while being a role model (learning from your own mistakes).


To be in a learning organisation.

But if this power is not handled with care, sensitivity and the ability for self-reflection:


It can contribute to an exaggerated sense of self.


Setting direction can be confined to one person and this can lead to people not owning the organisation.


The leader leads by commands.

Because leadership requires flexibility and creativity it requires you to apply your self. Unlike the case of the painter where the toolkit consists of a canvas, the paints and brushes, in leadership the artist's instrument is the self - the leader's personal intervention or non-intervention or decision or non-decision has implications for the organisation and individuals.

The mastery of the art of leadership comes with the knowledge of the self. Leadership development is a process of self-development - which means the leader is beginning to work with his or her personal strengths, weaknesses and resistances, and with issues of personal history and destiny. It is only when the leader is doing this for herself, that she can understand and guide the process in other people to help to create a learning organisation.
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