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Does character matter anymore in leader-
ship? Should organizations worry about
character if productivity is not affected? In
an age, when the skill based "results at any
cost" strategy seems to be the trend, when
expedience takes precedence over morals
and ethics - principled leadership may not
seem important anymore. However, while
skills are important in relating to, and lead-
ing the team towards organizational goals,
several studies conducted amongst employ-
ees highlight the importance of character.
For instance, in the "Characteristics of
Admired Leaders" survey developed by
Kouzes & Posner (2007) and administered to
over seventy-five thousand people of diverse
cultures around the world, the credibility of
the leader topped the list. The works of
Sinha (1994), Misumi (1985) and Kakar (1971)
on Asian leadership reinforce this aspect.
Presented another way, people want to
assure themselves that the leaders they fol-
low are worthy of their trust. Stephen Covey
in his work titled "Speed of Trust" illustrates
this clearly. An informal survey of our own

organizations will confirm that people will
follow leaders who can be trusted - more so
in difficult times. In lean times, such exem-
plary leaders model cost-cutting by applying
the cost cutting measures first on them-
selves. As a result of their integrity such
leaders are able to build a high-trust team
culture that is essential to navigate the
organization through uncertain and per-
ilous times.

Revealing  weaknesses  

Progressive leaders understand that the
age of encyclopedic minds and the command
and control approach in leadership is fast
becoming obsolete. They know that
Leadership is about networks and partner-
ships. Seth Godin in his work "Tribes" (2008)
points out that while everyone can be a
leader; most are kept from realizing their
potential. Leaders with character are able to
uncover and harness the hidden potential of
every team member and utilize it for the
greater good of the organization. Such lead-
ers are humble enough to admit that they
know that they do not know and surround
themselves with people who can compensate

for their weaknesses. Goffee and Jones in
their article "Why should anyone be led by
you" (Harvard Business Review, Sept/Oct
2000) note that when leaders reveal their
weaknesses, they reveal who they are -
"warts and all" and thereby create an envi-
ronment of interdependency and solidarity
within the team. This environment of inter-
dependence is of immense value - especially
during tough times where total organiza-
tional commitment and participation
become an absolute necessity. Such leaders
are phenomenal networkers.

Team  of  Rivals  

Leaders with character emphasize organi-
zational success over personal survival.
Such leaders go beyond personal loyalties
and select those who are loyal to the organi-
zational vision. Agreed, such decisions
involve risks of betrayal and call for courage
and inner strength in placing organizational
success over personal fame. This demands
going beyond personal differences, seeking
the highest good of the organization and
working with different and even difficult
people towards the end goal. Doris Kearns

Goodwin in her much publicized book,
"Team of Rivals", outlines how Abraham
Lincoln was an outstanding example of this
leadership characteristic. Goodwin offers
ground breaking insights into Lincoln's
leadership style when he chose his three
rivals in the republican nomination to serve
in his cabinet. William Seward, Salmon
Chase and Edward Bates - all accomplished
men of great standing, initially disdained
Lincoln in the race for the republican nomi-
nation in 1860. On his victory, they were
invited by Lincoln to serve as secretary of
state, secretary of the treasury and as
Attorney General respectively. Lincoln
turned rivals into allies and harnessed their
strengths for the greater good of the nation.
For Lincoln this race was about the future of
the nation and not about himself. Similarly,
principled leaders are able to lay aside per-
sonal rivalry for the greater good of the
organization. They see the role and place of
people in the organization and are able to get
that "Individual commitment to a group
effort" (Vince Lombardi). Goodwin argues
that had Lincoln not forged these "rivals"
into a team he would not have been able to

lead the nation through one of its darkest
periods.

Staying  power  

Bill Hybels refers to vision as the leaders
"most potent weapon". Driven by their
vision, such leaders stay the course with
hope despite the challenges. The focus is on
the long term. They understand that a leader
is essentially a purveyor of hope, and like
master builders, see the completed building
arising from the rubble and the chaos of
building sites. Jim Collins in his latest book,
"How the mighty fall: And why some compa-
nies never give up" (2009) underscores the
importance of hope - "if hope is abandoned,
then you should begin preparing for the
end". The discipline of delayed gratification
is honed into a fine art by such leaders as
they plod on steadily driven by the vision.

Character plays a crucial role in determin-
ing a leader's future. Moral and ethical chal-
lenges on the job test the strength of a
leader's character. We must not forget that
leadership is, primarily, service. As such,
serving others is uppermost on the minds of
the true leader. Leaders ought to see them-
selves as stewards of the "most important
resource of the organization" and as such
need to be trustworthy leaders.
Furthermore, ethics in business is sustained
by culture, not simply by compliance. Truly
effective internal controls are the result of
cultures of character - cultures that are cre-
ated and maintained by leaders of character.
The result of character is the mark that our
behaviour leaves on the lives of others.
Demand for leaders with character, there-
fore, will never diminish.
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THE CONSCIENTIOUS and well-meaning owner of
a small business cannot seem to get his work force
motivated, despite a good benefits package and
pleasant working environment. "I am coming to the
conclusion that it doesn't pay to be nice to people,"
he says. "Maybe if I fired a few of them I'd get better
results."

The supervisor of a 100-employe division of a
large company says his employes are demoralized;
he wants to know ways to increase their motivation.

An office manager is stunned to find out that two
of her best employes told another supervisor she did
not like them. "They are both top performers, and I
can never remember being dissatisfied with them in
any way," she says. "What's happening?"

These managers are discovering that managing
means managing people. In the course of consulting
and column writing I have found the two major prob-
lem areas for managers are how to motivate and
how to reduce conflict.

Take the owner who is contemplating firing some
of his employes. It is not that he is doing something
wrong by giving them a handsome benefits package
and good working conditions. He is just not doing
enough. If you are in his situation you should ask
yourself these questions: Do your employes partici-
pate in decision making? Do they have promotion
opportunities? Do they think you have made promis-
es you have not fulfilled? Do you reward them for ini-
tiative and superior performance?

People will work for money, but except in extreme
circumstances, they resist working for money alone.
They also want recognition, security and opportuni-
ty. There is, accordingly, a simple solution for the
supervisor of those 100 demoralized employes: Tell
them "thank you."

It is human nature to like praise and to be motivat-
ed to work for it. I often tell my clients, "Do you want
to make $1,000 in five minutes? Go and give an
employe a word of praise. His work rate will
increase, his motivational level will rise, and he will
pass along his good mood to others."

And you must be aware that all the good work and
good feeling you build up can be destroyed in ways
you little expect. Take the supervisor who was
amazed to find out that her two best employes
thought she disliked them.

It can happen like this: The manager is worried
about a procurement problem. Frank, the employe,
passes the manager in the corridor and greets her
with a smile. The manager, engrossed in her prob-
lem, looks up briefly and mumbles a reply. Frank's
mood drops. He wonders why she is angry with him,
what he did, whether he is doing a good job.

The next day, the procurement problem takes a turn
for the worse. Frank tries again. This time the manag-
er does not even respond. Frank's worst fears are con-
firmed. And the manager does not even realize it.
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