Is Trump a master of failing fast?
Marketing professor and expert in neuroeconomics Baba Shiv has said that
that failure is another mother of invention, while Astro Teller of Google X
actively rewards failure.
As a business approach, failing fast is about doing over doubting, about
trying things out rather than second-guessing every possible outcome.
Is Trump a master of failing fast? There has been his ram-raid attempt to
repeal Obamacare, his rushed immigration orders, and his recent off-the-cuff
approach to Syria. Trump looks to be prioritizing speed-of-action over
considered rolling-out of policy.
In the workplace, one of the supposed benefits of a fast-fail approach is that it
shifts focus away from blame culture – which in turn promotes innovation.
Time will tell whether the Trump administration is a friend to innovation. But
it’s probably fair to say that the President is not averse to blaming!
Avoiding a blame culture also means avoiding the concealment errors. We
have seen time and again that Trump is not inclined to hold his hands up
when called out on something: see the way he stuck to his guns over the
wiretapping claim. And, as we know, building a culture starts at the top.
Does the White House have a system of error reporting? It seems unlikely
that fessing up is encouraged and even less likely that it would be rewarded.

Of course, politics and tech are different worlds in many ways but Trump’s
approach, as we saw during the election campaign, seems often to come
straight from the locker room – and that’s a place where thinking positively
about failure simply doesn’t happen.

Leadership techniques: the ancient
and the modern
When I was reminded by this story of Google’s mindfulness program, I
couldn’t help but smile once again at the irony. What gets me is that image of
the brain-mushing internet god, the search engine that powers so many
mindfulness-free online daydreams, promoting the ancient technique that is
the very opposite – you could argue – of its own effects on the world. After
all, Google is always there when we need to escape into the timeless online
realm. Mindfulness is about being present and rooted in the present physical
world.
But is it so crazy, really? Leadership is about working from the point we find
ourselves, not lamenting an impossible state of affairs we identify as lost.
Google is right to promote mindfulness. Google is the world today. That’s
not going to change anytime soon. But mindfulness is far, far older (it’s fair
to say Buddhism isn’t a flash in the pan). Google – ie the internet – and
mindfulness should be able to work together.
So good on them for their mindfulness program. They’re showing leadership
with it. And in our own, smaller ways, we too should be promoting
mindfulness. For even if all the hype around it might have your fad radar
beeping like mad, rest assured that mindfulness is no tae bo. You won’t ever

look a fool for promoting these qualities.
But on the subject of the zeitgeist, mindfulness is very in keeping with the
requirements of what gets called “resonant leadership” . Resonant leadership
is about those very positive human qualities that work as well in life and love
as they do in the workplace. Where mindfulness comes in is by helping us to
keep them to the forefront even when the pressure is on. We might present
the best version of ourselves under calm circumstances (again, in life, love
and the workplace) but our demons can come to the fore when stresses strike.
Ironic, given its name, mindfulness helps us to physically dissipate the stress
through simple breath exercises and body scans. In terms of conveying the
bigger picture to our teams when the pressure’s on, mindfulness helps to clear
our thought process of neurotic fireworks. And it always will.
Mindfulness and Google; ancient Buddhism and very modern “resonance”.
None of this should be off limits to us as leaders.

Leadership that can turn a company
round
OK, things are not going well. That must not mean forgetting everything
you’ve learned, hitting the bunkers and hoping for the best. This is when
everything you’ve learned must flow as freely as ever before. Here are a few
pointers to bear in mind.

1. Remind your team what success looks like
When things are going badly, we can start to forget what success looks and
feels like. Then we’re really in trouble. Start small. Point out minor triumphs
– this takes skill, if you’re not to sound deluded. But get it right and
momentum builds. Then you can ask for more of these little victories. They
add up.

2. Show up
Do not go missing. Do not bury your head in the sand. Mindfulness
techniques can keep you grounded and present and open.

3. Unclog the channels of communication
The tension, the putting-out-fires atmosphere of a struggling business can
bring on white noise, or cause people to stop talking to one another as they
focus on trying desperately to at least get their bit right. Don’t let that happen.

4. Eyes on the prize
Not down at the floor. Not flitting nervously. It’s really worth engaging with
mindfulness techniques, which can keep the stress demons away and make
sure our physical presence does not betray inner turmoil.

Managing stars, strugglers and
everyone in between
Your team is likely to have its fair share of both stars and strugglers.
Obviously the golden rule in managing them is this: manage them.
Depending on your own interests and instincts, training and experience, you
might be inclined to leave one of these categories to their own devices. Stars
can see to themselves, can’t they? As for strugglers, what will be will be?
Nope. You must engage. And that includes with everyone in the middle
ground too! Here are a few ideas for how to stay

Don’t give special treatment
It’s crucial to avoid singling out individuals whether they are a star or a
struggler. Try not to have more impromptu catch-ups with them than you do
with anyone else. Team members might be engrossed in work at their desks,
but they notice when others are called away.

Always focus on improvement
However well a team member is doing, or however much they are struggling,
the main focus in appraisals should be on improvement. But tailor this to the
individual’s particular situation: what would represent the next step for them?

Autonomy for all

For a star, autonomy can let them express themselves, and hopefully they will
open doors you didn’t even know were there. For strugglers, autonomy shows
faith. Moreover, one trap that strugglers can fall into is not believing they are
capable. This is self-perpetuating. Spoon-feed them and it’ll only get worse.
Autonomy is empowering.

Be careful in meetings
You’re scanning the room for a response during a meeting. Use mindfulness
techniques to ensure you stay on top of your tension. Otherwise you might
find your eyes flit more regularly than they should to the star, while the
struggler receives short shrift.

Leaders must accept that they are not
infallible
You’re the leader. You’re the pick of the bunch, the crème de la crème, a
rock. You have a presence that inspires others to follow and believe in you.
You have a strong, unflappable leadership identity.
But, actually, the reality – as experienced by you, the leader, is never that
black and white, is it? The idea that your “leader” self is unchanging and
solid is an illusion. Indeed, a chunk of the knack of being a successful leader
lies in creating and perpetuating this mirage. In fact, if you do feel utterly
grounded and stable in your identity as a leader, then something’s probably
amiss.
It was this article that got me thinking about this subject. August Turak is
clearly a leader who knows that there’s no one “he” who leads; rather,
leading is a collection of qualities and responses you have learned to
demonstrate when required. Even when the rest of your self is being pulled
from pillar to post, cast adrift in a Force Ten gale.
It is often said that a leader must be responsive to change, able to react
skilfully and decisively to what can seem like chaos. What is rarely said is
that the internal life of a leader is also subject to change, to chaos. A leader –
or a someone who leads – needs to embrace this as much as they embrace the

flux that is external to them.

Success is a poor teacher – now more
than ever
The notion that success is a poor teacher is hardly new, but today its wisdom
is even more urgent: things are changing so quickly that what worked well
today – this business technique, that technical innovation, those leadership
skills – might be outmoded by tomorrow; what seems new and exciting to
your audience now might be old hat by dinnertime.
I think Tendayi Viki’s list of traits that an entrepreneurial leader needs as we
move full throttle into the fourth industrial revolution is really insightful. I
wonder if he might have added a couple more, though:

1. It’s OK to be unsure of yourself
Tendayi flagged “humility” in his article – humility to admit we don’t know
what the future holds. But I think it goes deeper than that. The leader’s role
has turned topsy-turvy: we’re told to be more hands on and more hands off,
get involved more and give more rope. It can seem as if the accepted notions
of leadership have gone out the window. They haven’t of course – it’s about
adaptation. But it’s OK to be a little, well, unnerved.

2. The supremacy of communication
Communication is one leadership skill whose importance is only increasing.

You as a leader might feel uncertain in this new environment – remember, so
do your teams and individual employees. In this environment, leaders cannot
hide. Strong leadership today means being more visible than ever – even if
you work remotely – to ensure you’re the human glue that binds.

How to attract and retain top young
talent
After a long recruitment process, you’ve found the right candidate for that
final vacancy in your team. It looks like the jigsaw is complete. They come in
for their first day, it’s all going well, and then you get an email from someone
you recruited a year ago and whose work you’ve loved: they’re resigning.
Talent retention nightmare.
Getting the team together – talent attraction and talent recruitment – is just
half the job for you as a leader. The other half is keeping it intact. Here are a
few pointers that can help you avoid losing established talent even as you
discover new stars:

1. Look after their wellbeing
I’m putting this first as it so often gets tagged on as an afterthought. What
makes people leave their jobs? Unhappiness, quite often. Now, an employee
might simply be unhappy with their role in ways that can’t be fixed – time to
move on – but what if they’re unhappy in ways that you could have done
something about? What if it’s about managing stress and anxiety at work?
Engage with team wellbeing and avoid losing people unnecessarily.

2. Show them the progression pathway

For strong talent retention, make sure your team members can see their next
step up. It might be clear to you but not to them – and rather than ask, they
might simply leave. Finding a new job – the “grass is greener” theory – can
often seem the best option. If there’s no obvious step up, be transparent about
that. What else can you offer them in terms of expanding their experience and
skillset? Skills development training is one obvious option.

3. Be as flexible as possible
Bend over backwards to accommodate flexible working requests. In the end,
this is going to help your organisation. The world of business is changing at
an incredibly rapid pace. If you build in a culture of flexibility into your
workplace, it is less likely to snap under strain. Remote teams and virtual
teams are the future.

How to make sure your succession
planning roadmap really works
When it comes to succession planning, there are many who believe that
identifying successors from within your company – particularly at CEO level
– is the safest, surest bet.
But, of course, we’re all increasingly mindful of the myriad ways that
diversity promotes success within companies.
I would absolutely say that diversity and succession planning are far from
incompatible. After all, your succession plan needs to be a dynamic
programme, not a stale list of names filed away somewhere.
If your succession planning programme is as dynamic as it ought to be, then
the list of potential candidates should be fairly fluid. Of course, there might
be one or two star candidates who are always there or thereabouts when the
discussions are being had, but the programme should be vibrant enough to
throw up curve-ball candidates.
Here are my tips for a successful succession plan programme.

Everyone’s a potential leader
Don’t be misled by the profile of the incumbent in the role – just because she

or he has a certain set of characteristics does not mean the right successor will
have the same. Leadership comes in many shapes and sizes. Treat everyone
as a potential leader and you drive standards up throughout the business. If
your company has a healthy diversity policy, this means the potentials will be
a mixed bunch.

Put the onus on the incumbents to identify candidates
Incentivize execs to develop their team. It’s a big help to HR if the person
currently in the role takes responsibility for identifying their potential
successor. And this should not be something that only kicks in when their
departure is announced or looming. Part and parcel of an exec’s role should
be mentoring and seeking out the person who will take their place: make
leaders accountable for developing their people.

The 70-20-10 talent development model
It’s not the exact science that some would sell it to you as, but I still think the
70-20-10 talent development model is a good rule of thumb. The general idea
is that 70% of development should come from experience on the job, 20%
from direct, focused peer mentoring and 10% from coursework and training.
For me, the big thing to remember here is that we should not be complacent
about the 70% part – if the company’s broader culture does not support it,
then development will suffer.

The key traits that make you a leader
rather than just a manager
This Forbes article really got me thinking about the overlap between
management and leadership. I’ve come to the conclusion that the difference
lies in the manager/leader’s approach to rules.
One of the reasons managers get to be managers is their efficiency and
dedication to the company’s ethos – note, though, that in the case of a
manager, for ethos we might really read rulebook.
Leaders, on the other hand, know that the rulebook is there to serve the ethos.
It is a tool, a secure platform to work from. To use a theatre analogy, a
playwright might stick like glue to the timeless Classical unities – the ancient
rulebook of theatre – without producing a work of drama that does anything
remotely interesting. To succeed in business, we need to do things that are
interesting, original, ingenious. Like an inspired playwright, we must push
the boundaries and test the rules.
Of course, it’s no good discarding the rulebook altogether. A rulebook is – or
should be – the distillation of years, decades, even centuries of experience.
Many rules are rules for a good reason – adhere to them, and you’re unlikely
to drop any real clangers. A good rulebook is a thing of wisdom. But bear in
mind that what is novel and ingenious today might well become wisdom

tomorrow – because it works so well. And this is where breaking the rules
comes in. A good leader knows that breaking the rules is OK. In fact, more
than OK – it’s necessary to move things forward. A manager, on the other
hand, keeps things ticking over, respecting the wisdom of the rulebook day
after day. But eventually that rulebook will be stale, and if your workforce is
made up solely of managers, your company will become stale too. We need
leaders who will write the future rulebooks – which the next generation of
leaders will rewrite in turn.

Five effective tricks for managing a
struggling team
Nobody likes conflict. But when you’re a leader trying to manage a
struggling team, it can feel as if you’re veering from one conflict situation to
the next: stakeholders are unhappy, customers are unhappy and staff are
unhappy.
The only way to fix the first two is to address the unhappiness and
underperformance of your team members. Here are a few tips for how to go
about approaching that with an employee.

Picture the team member in their free time
We are not our jobs. Of course, it can feel like we are, but really the person
we are at work and the things we do in the office – they are not us. So bear
that in mind when preparing to give negative feedback to a team member –
you are not criticising them, not ripping the key parts of their personality –
their very being – to shreds. Imagine them with their friends and family at the
weekend – that’s the real them, the really important stuff. If you get too
worked up about the criticism you’re about to impart, it’ll seem heavier than
it really is. Keep the big picture in mind and the criticism will be easier to
give and easier to receive.

Introduce solutions before even mentioning the problem
When you’re preparing to meet a team member to give negative feedback,
think deeply about the ways in which you might personally have failed them
or let them down and also come up with a few solutions to the situation –
training, rejigging their workload, more regular catch-ups. Begin the
discussion with those aspects and introduce the need for the solution later in
the chat. Really it’s the solution that matters, after all.

Consider that the ‘criticism’ might be welcome
Your team member might be absolutely crying out for help – but has been too
scared to ask for it. In fact, they might know they’re doing something wrong
but just need someone else to notice it too. And bear in mind, too, that you’re
actually serving your team badly by ignoring bad practice just to avoid socalled conflict. You owe it to your team to help them grow.

Get your facts right
Don’t be woolly. There’s nothing more infuriating than being criticised
without that criticism being backed up with examples. It doesn’t have to be a
case file that you slam down on the desk, but you should have some concrete
data to support your feedback.

Catch the problem early
Ideally, it won’t get to the point where you’re having some kind of
showdown. If you have catch-ups scheduled sufficiently regularly, then
feedback in those meetings should keep your team ticking along nicely. If
you find yourself having to dole out a big out-of-the-blue serving of criticism,
then it could be you’re not leading effectively.

The key signs you might be leadership
material
I’ve talked before about the way that managers stick to the rulebook and
leaders rewrite it. A related idea is this: leaders must push themselves to
move out of their comfort zone.
Nothing is more comfortable, for instance, than knowing that you’re a
shining example of the rules, regulations and right-thinking as laid down in
your company’s literature. You cannot be chastised or criticised (and if you
are criticised, you can promptly refer your critic to the rulebook). You’ll rise
steadily through the ranks, quite possibly, but you might not rise terribly
high.
A true leader might not rise quite as steadily. They will probably have ups
and downs. Their career trajectory might look a little crazy. And that’s
because they have a healthily tempestuous relationship with the rulebook.
They’ll test it. Sometimes that will go down badly. Their face won’t fit. But
at other moments in their career, their relatively cavalier, questioning,
ingenious mindset will open doors that others wouldn’t even know were
there. They’ll create openings that a manager might worry are too irregular,
too renegade.
As a leadership coach, I push my clients to challenge both the rulebook and

themselves. Getting out of our comfort zones should not be once in a blue
moon, like taking that annual cold dip in the sea or running a marathon. We
have to get comfortable being uncomfortable ! Leaders know that the space
they create by testing and pushing on the edges of their comfort zone is what
makes them leaders – by doing so, leaders never stagnate. They give off a
sense of dynamism – both physical and psychological – and that’s what
makes people want to follow them.
So what about you? As a leader, can you confidently say you keep on testing
the boundaries of your own comfort zone?

Tips for a succession planning
roadmap that really works
As I’ve written in another blog, your succession planning roadmap has to be
more than just a list of names kept on file somewhere. In fact, as maps go, it
has to be more like the latest whizzbang update of Citymapper than some
dusty old manual you chuck in the glove compartment. Here are my top tips
for creating a healthy succession planning roadmap.

Keep the roadmap live
Make sure your succession planning roadmap is dynamically linked to and
informed by other relevant areas of the business – most importantly, the
logged results of staff training, development and performance reviews. If
someone starts to shine in an area not previously identified as their strong
suit, that should feed in to the roadmap, especially if the area this person’s
doing well in makes them leadership material.

Rethink the role of job specs
Why are job specs generally only circulated when that job is being
advertised? Your company’s vision for what is entailed by each and every
role in the company should be public knowledge, available to all in the
company (and arguably to the external world, too). And when I say “what is

entailed”, I don’t just mean nuts and bolts – by the time the role is available,
the nuts-and-bolts requirements may have changed. The job spec should
include qualities, aptitudes and character traits that your company believes
the person in that role should have. This encourages aspirational thinking in
the workforce – junior staff can look at a senior role and know that, while
they fall down in, say, experience or specific skills, they do have some of
those natural traits the role requires – and that encourages ambition.

Introduce the roadmap at recruitment stage
This is a tweak on the old ‘Where do you see yourself in five years’ time?’
interview question. When assessing candidates for a role – however junior –
it’s worth speaking to them about where this particular role could take them.
Tell them what other people in this role have gone on to do. Ask whether
they have a more senior position they’re aiming for. If so, add that to the
roadmap documentation.
Is your own succession planning roadmap as dynamic as it should be?

Workplace wellbeing: why leaders
need emotional resilience as well as
emotional intelligence
As the noise around workplace wellbeing increases, it’s patently obvious that
leaders need emotional intelligence – but emotional intelligence is not much
good if a leader can only demonstrate it in favourable circumstances. It’s no
use being a calm, sage, empathetic presence if you turn into someone else
entirely when the pressure’s on or things aren’t going your way.
No, a leader must demonstrate emotional intelligence with consistency. To do
that, emotional intelligence has to be allied to emotional resilience and
fitness.
Our society has got very good at selling quick-fix calmness and yo-yo
lifestyles. By that I mean dry Januarys that let you binge in December (and
possibly February). Super expensive, hyper intensive HIIT classes rounded
off with a green smoothie and a motivational pep talk about taking the good
vibes from the class into the day ahead – good vibes that last about five
minutes, until you have to use public transport or get stuck behind a slowmoving tourist or cannot resist checking your email on your phone (while
slurping the dregs of that kale smoothie).

What I’m saying is that we cannot buy a healthy mindset or consistent
emotional intelligence. Mental health in all its forms is a long-term business.
It is not found in the bottom of a plastic cup of kale juice. It can’t be
generated – with any longevity – simply by busting a gut in the gym. It
cannot be created out of thin air by a session or two with a leadership coach
like me – I can only set things in motion for my clients. It’s up to them to
embody the things we work on and make them a habit not a quick, short-live
fix. The difference sounds quite subtle but training in emotional fitness is not
a remedy to stress or a binge lifestyle – truly embodied, it is a genuine
alternative to them.
Are you emotionally resilient as well as emotionally intelligent?

Morality: the important leadership
trait that might surprise you
The recent dreadful story about Oxfam employees’ sexual misconduct in
Haiti introduced a take on leadership that is rarely brought up in the modern
world: morality. In response to the revelations that Oxfam staff used Haitian
prostitutes, Penny Mordaunt, the international development secretary, called
for the charity to show “moral leadership”.
I think it was the close juxtaposition of the terms ‘moral’ and ‘leadership’
that really struck me. For in business, questions of morality are generally kept
in the outer orbits. Some might even claim that to bring morality into
business is painfully naïve.
But of course, there’s certainly one contemporary business topic that has
distinct moral connotations – diversity. Yet when writers discuss diversity,
it’s generally the business rather than the moral case that they seek to make.
It’s certainly the business case I generally try to make.
Yet I do also feel a distinct moral responsibility when it comes to diversity –
as I do in many other business areas. I’m glad there’s such a strong business
case for diversity but it got me wondering about how much room there is –
beyond diversity – for ‘purely’ moral considerations in business.

Actually, I think there’s plenty of room – and as the fourth industrial
revolution gathers speed, what we might term ‘moral’ discussions in business
will become more urgent. That’s because as tech takes up more and more of
the pie chart of industrial activity, the focus on the human segment will
become more acute. And that necessarily means moral as well as
philosophical deliberations.
As a leader, how much does morality occupy your thinking and inform your
business choices?

Feedback: the one habit your team
needs to form
What is it about feedback and teams that makes it seem to move in just the
one direction: downwards? Every now and then, yes, it does move sideways.
But it very, very rarely moves upwards.
No, feedback is almost always something that passes from a senior team
member to a more junior one.
It’s as if the giving of feedback is a special right bestowed upon senior team
members, a perk that more junior staff have not earned the right to enjoy.
But feedback is not a perk to be earned. Feedback is business bread and
butter. Like hard work, putting the hours in and keeping your projects on
schedule, feedback is simply something that makes a company tick.
Mary Shapiro has pointed out that “leaders can’t hold everyone accountable
because they can’t possibly observe everything.” When you put it like that, it
seems so obvious. But we need to get used to passing that bread and butter
around a little more, so that peers at the same level share it with each other,
and junior staff members feel empowered to pass it upwards to their
superiors. Business suffers otherwise.
As a leader who wants this bread and butter to be passed in all directions, the

trick is to remind your team again and again and again that feedback is an
observation on the work, not on the person who made the work. Keep on
reminding your team, then remind them some more, until your staff finally
take on board the crucial distinction between feedback and criticism. Get that
bread and butter flowing freely!
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