Influencing in your region
In the second of a series of three articles, Hamish Davidson, Chairman of MJI looks at local authority Chief Executives and influencing at a regional level  
Heather Rabbatts, former CEO of the London Borough of Lambeth famously stated: ‘Partnerships? If I take on another, I’ll have to give one up first.’  Exasperation about spreading influence too thinly?  Exhaustion from too much ‘jaw, jaw’ and not enough action?  Frustration at being sucked out of her organisation and into other people’s issues?  

Despite Lambeth’s then relatively ‘poor’ reputation, Heather’s personal reputation and profile was in contrast very high. In fact, so high was her perceived impact and influence that organisations across Lambeth,  London and the country sought her out to ‘partner’ with them.  Indeed, she was the very first local authority CX to be offered a FTSE 100 Non Exec board position.  How is one to account, in a local government context, for achieving this level of impact and perceived influence outside of one’s own organisation, and what, if any, lessons may be learned? 

Being brainy

It definitely helps.  If you are going to wield influence with partners, you really do need to be able to hold your own intellectually.

Having good networks

You only ever achieve within your own organisation through those who work for you.  So too, you only effectively influence events externally through other people being prepared to listen to what you have to say and to take action as a result.  This means very extensive networks.  That being the case, it is astonishing how poor at networking so many CEO’s actually are.  Charles Wood, former CEO of the London Borough of Brent taught me a vital lesson long ago, and one that has stayed with me ever since – ‘never let go of the moral high ground’.  In the context of networking, this means ‘what goes around, comes around’ and you never know who will be in an influential position at some point in the future – in your ‘future’ - so don’t piss people off.  Sadly, given my day job, where only one person gets the job and the rest of the shortlist don’t (even though it’s not me who makes the decision), that can be quite tough.  The lesson, however, is that organisations come and go, but ‘people’ can always come back to bite you on the backside, so best avoid making enemies.

Being well connected, politically

The mistake that some representative bodies and think tanks have made over recent years is to become too well connected into the governing party – and it has been interesting to watch some of them scramble to re-connect with different political networks on both sides of the Atlantic.  And there are many CEO’s who have fallen foul of being ‘too’ closely connected with one party, or even faction of a party.  There is a fine line to tread here – access is critical, but as Icarus found, there are dangers in getting too close.
If necessary, not being scared to be as large, if not larger than your own organisation.

It’s true.  Heather was.  Lambeth was in deep trouble and knew they had to recruit a ‘heavyweight personality’ who would ‘beef up’ their credibility with Government and all their partners.  The same was true of Bob Kerslake, when he was first recruited to the nearly bankrupt City of Sheffield. It worked. Sometimes, it is you, as an individual, who lends ‘oomph’ to how your organisation is seen and perceived, and the impact and influence that you wield locally, regionally – even nationally.  And sometimes that’s a quiet and barely visible oomph, and sometimes it’s a vocal and high profile oomph.   

Combination of a strong political leader and strong CX
Miracles are possible.  Wendy Thomson and Robin Wales in the London Borough of Newham.  David Henshaw and Mike Storey in the City of Liverpool.  For brief periods of time, two powerful and capable personalities – officer and politician, can deliver stunning access and enhanced influence where the whole truly is greater than the sum of the parts.  However, it can be a fragile, even volatile relationship – and the key to avoiding disaster does seem, to me, to remember the politician has more longterm emotional commitment to the ‘place’.  The CEO needs to be the one who, when nearing the top of the curve and things are going great, needs to start planning an exit strategy – bearing in mind that it may take up to two years to bear fruit. 

Leadership (and influence) without authority
Ron Heifetz, talks about the irony of people waiting until they gain authority, formal or informal, to begin leading – who see ‘authority’ as a prerequisite. And yet, he says, “those who do lead usually feel that they are taking action beyond whatever authority they have”.  Reflecting back on many of the successful leaders I have interviewed over the years, I think Heifetz is spot-on, and it also picks up what so many Council Leaders want when looking for a new CEO – a person who will ‘just get on and do it’, whatever ‘it’ happens to be. 
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