Influencing within
In the first of a series of three articles, Hamish Davidson, Chairman of MJI looks at local authority Chief Executives and influencing within  
One of my favourite reads back in 2004 was a book called ‘Authentic Leadership’ by Bill George.  Business Week and the Economist had raved about it, and it had a foreword written by Warren Bennis whom I respect a great deal. The book opens with these words:

“We need authentic leaders, people of the highest integrity, committed to building enduring organisations.  We need leaders who have a deep sense of purpose and are true to their core values.  We need leaders with the courage to build their [organisations] to meet the needs of all their stakeholders, and who recognise the importance of their service to society.”

I was won over, immediately.  However, one phrase in particular, later in the book, has lodged in my mind ever since.  “Leadership is authenticity, not style.”  I have had cause to re-visit Bill’s words many times as I have prepared for talks around the importance of reputation, and investing in, managing and protecting one’s own personal reputation. 

Bill identifies 5 distinct dimensions of authentic leadership:
1) Understanding your purpose: To find your purpose, you must first understand yourself, your passions, and your underlying motivations.  Then you must seek an environment that offers a fit between the organisation’s purpose and your own … for if you lack purpose and direction in leading, why would anyone want to follow you?.  

2) Practicing solid values: The values of the authentic leader are shaped by personal beliefs … and a lifetime of experience.  These values define their holder’s moral compass. While the development of fundamental values is crucial, integrity is the one value that is required in every authentic leader.  If you don’t exercise complete integrity in your interactions, no one can trust you.  If they cannot trust you, why should they ever follow you? 
3) Leading with heart: Bill notes that organisations have moved from maximising the physical output of their workers to engaging the minds of their employees.  To excel in the 21st century, great organisations must go one step further by engaging the hearts of their employees through a sense of purpose.  If employees believe that their work has a deeper purpose, their results will vastly exceed those who use only their minds and bodies.

4) Establishing enduring relationships: Too many leaders, says Bill, believe their job is to create the strategy, organisation structure, and organisational processes – and then just delegate to work to be done. Such a detached style of leadership will not be successful in future.  Today’s employees demand more personal relationships with their leaders before they will give themselves fully to their jobs.  They insist on having access to their leaders, knowing that it is in the openness and the depth of the relationship with the leader that trust and commitment are built.

5) Demonstrating self-discipline: Authentic leaders, says Bill, must have the self-discipline to do everything they can to demonstrate their values through their actions, and when they fall short, have the courage to admit their mistakes. 
I have dwelt upon Bill’s articulation of authentic leadership at length because it is through the actions (or inactions) of others that you succeed (or fail) as a leader.  Those who work for you need to believe in you. And in a world of instant communication and easy access to information (and gossip), everyone in your organisation works for you (if you are the CEO), knows what is being said of and about you – and has the potential to be influenced by you.

Your personal reputation and what your ‘brand’ stands for is everything.  Like it or not, perception counts more than reality. Perception is the brand as experienced by an individual. Reputation is the sum of collective perceptions. Reputations are socially constructed and may or may not be based in reality. They can be earned, built, won, lost, destroyed, damaged and unwittingly or deliberately and maliciously undermined. The world isn’t always a nice place.

Your personal capacity to influence within your organisation is critically determined by your capacity to ‘connect’, positively and effectively, with your employees in particular, but also other stakeholders.  And your personal reputation is inextricably linked to that of the organisation you lead, and no one person is safe from challenge in this regard – just ask Lord Browne of BP.  As Tina Turner once declared in her role as ‘Auntie’ in the film, ‘Mad Max: Beyond Thunderdome’, “One day, cock of the walk – the next, a feather duster”.
Extrovert or introvert, whatever your background, sector and life experiences – I am drawn back once again to that recurrent phrase … “Leadership is authenticity, not style”.  I am quite convinced that to influence effectively, you need to be authentic, and for my money, Bill George has done a pretty good job of defining what it takes to be ‘authentic’.  I suggest it’s a worthwhile read.  
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