High Performance Leadership for the Coming Turnaround

By Danny Cox

How do I get productivity back up? Build morale? Achieve more with a downsized team? Manage change?  These are the common problems that I’m finding in organizations with which I’ve been working.

There is an answer. It’s a leadership system that any manager can use.  It’s one I developed when my back was against the wall after leading my office in a “freefall” from #1 to #36 in 3 month’s time!  My boss was looking for my replacement.  I took two days off to do some motivated thinking.

The system’s birth began by me drawing a line down the middle of a piece of paper.  On the left side I drew a symbol representing me, the manager.  On the right side I drew circles representing the people in the office and put each of their names in one of the circles.

I was on one “side of the fence” and the people on the other side! The “coach” wasn’t even on the team! A strong team has everyone on the same side.  Managerial threats or the manager going to their side to be a “buddy” doesn’t accomplish this.

I had to bring them over to my side one at a time by priority.  This priority was who was most respected by other team members, not on production.  Professional jealousy is destructive.

This “fence technique” involved writing a column entitled “Weaknesses” of each person. Not things I wanted to change in each person but only things to be aware of.  A “map through the mine field.”

The second column labeled “Strengths” was a difficult column to construct because the past’s lengthy focus on weaknesses. As the “Strengths” list grew my enthusiasm for each person’s potential soared.

The third column was “Strategy.”  It was my personal plan for working with each person to help develop more of their potential and based on being aware of each team member’s weaknesses but communicating with their strengths.  In other words, how a particular strength could be used in some facet of the job.

I had been unaware of their strengths but I had been communicating with their weaknesses, a mistake for managers and parents. If the phrase, “If I were you, I…” sounds familiar then you’re guilty. No one has ever heard the end of that sentence because they silently shout back in their minds, “You’re not me!” You’re comparing your strengths to their weaknesses.  It’s a futile effort to transplant your strengths into the person and there has never been a successful operation.  Period.

Better to say “With your strengths, I feel the best way to handle the situation you’re involved in would be to…” Then describe how one or two of the person’s strengths can be used in this circumstance.  You’ll have an attentive audience. This person knows that you have studied his or her strengths, and presented ideas on how to use personal strengths successfully.  It’s coaching at its very best.









.

Using this system consistently adds synergy to the team.  Each person sees personal growth and the same in others.  Production and morale increase as does energy and enthusiasm. Your efforts are rewarded with respect.  You are no longer a manager, but a leader.

This system brings quick results. When my boss was looking for my replacement, I applied it.  In four months we were back to number one and we didn’t stop there.  Continuing to coach their strengths, we broke office, company and industry records.

Later as a district manager with ten office managers and assistant managers, I taught the system to them with dramatic results. In five and a half years, including two recession years, production went through the roof with an 800% increase; morale soared and turnover dropped to near zero.  System confirmed!

This same concept can be used to manage change.  Even a strong high performance team may have to adapt to some new product or some new way of business.  As far as the change is concerned, picture all of your team on “the other side of the fence.”  Then help the most respected person adapt and become comfortable with the change.  Then on to the second most respected etc. When you have the top third (the most respected third) on your side, the rest will follow.

Begin by writing your most respected person’s name at the top of a blank piece of paper. Divide it into three columns, Weaknesses, Strengths and Strategy. The weakness column fills up quickly. The strength column fills slowly at first but with concentration you’ll pick up speed and enthusiasm for the person’s potential.  The Strategy column becomes your coaching plan for this person.  It’s based on being aware of the person’s weaknesses but communicating with their strengths.  Repeat this exercise for each of the team members.

A word of caution.  This list of weaknesses and strengths is never shown to them or left on your desk where it might be seen.  

Remember a good leader builds a team that out performs high or poor market conditions.

Danny Cox • Acceleration Unlimited

17381 Bonner Drive • Tustin, California • 92780

714/838-3030 • Email: Danny@DannyCox.com • www.DannyCox.com
© Copyright 2003
