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Dear Friend,

Tell Me What I Need to Know
It's confession time.

When I was a much younger leader, I thought I knew it all. After all, that
had to be the case. I had been chosen as the leader, hadn't I? Well, you
can imagine how well that worked!

Having gotten whacked with reality more times than I care to share, the
pendulum swung in the complete opposite direction. I went through a
period when I was sure that I knew nothing. Imagine getting the short
straw and having to follow that type of leader!

At some point, common sense took over...thankfully! I realized that there
are some things that I do know (and know well), and that's

good. However, there are many other things that members of my team
are more adept at, informed about, and closer to than I ever will be...and
that's good too. So, I've learned over time (yes, the leader does learn!)
to appreciate the contributions of team members and to reach out to
them for input on an ongoing basis.

"Tell me what I need to know."

"Am I seeing this from all perspectives?"

"Here's where we need to go. How would you do it?"

"If we do X, how does it impact you...your work... our customers?"

You see, I've learned to take the little bit I do know, and combine it with
what they know, so that together we can do good things and achieve all
of our goals.

In last month's edition of EA Insights, we began a discussion of
examining your organization in order to help it function as smoothly and
effectively as possible. In Part I, we considered the management
perspective. This month, in Part II, let's explore critical feedback that can
be gleaned from staff members -- people whose opinions and insights
often are overlooked in the strategic thinking process.

So, whether you're in a leadership position or you play another role on the
team, I hope this article will help you to see some key areas in which staff
impressions can be invaluable.

All the best,

une

June Melvin Mickens
Executive Advantage, LLC

The Big Picture View of Business (Pt. II)
Seeing Things from a Staff
Perspective
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Often, when it's time to look
strategically at how a business is
doing, the entire analysis is done
from the perspective of those in
management. Don't get me
wrong. The management outlook
is an essential part of the equation,
one which we considered in The
Big Picture View of Business

(Part I).

However, the management view is only one part of the equation. As
we've worked with Executive Advantage clients, we've seen significant
value in stepping back and seeking to understand how the business also is
perceived through the eyes of those who are closest to day-to-day
operations -- the staff.

I'll admit that this approach isn't always without pushback (at least
initially); quite frankly, some leaders are reluctant to invest in soliciting
staff input. Sometimes their dis-ease is an issue of respect -- leaders who
don't immediately recognize the value to be found in feedback from those
who carry out the business' work on a daily basis. Sometimes their dis-
ease is a matter of focus -- leaders who have fished for feedback
previously and have gotten everything from flat tires to old shoes, but
little useful information. Sometimes their dis-ease is a matter of fear --
leaders who are uncomfortable with the prospect of getting input that
may cast an ill light on them, on trusted colleagues, or on key projects.

What we've found, however, is that, when we're able to help leaders get
past their initial concerns (of whatever sort), they begin to see the great
worth that's wrapped up in receiving targeted input from team
members. And, they get results that they realize are not to be dreaded,
but to be relished and to be used to enhance everyone's success.

To get truly worthwhile information, though, the inquiry must be
focused. While informal chats in the hall have their place, periodically
engaging in a formal process is what's needed to gain more balanced
insight. It takes a focused approach to determine staff members' real
level of understanding about the organization's direction and to uncover
their impressions about the progress that's being made as well as about
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the areas that are either ripe for continued growth or in jeopardy of
collapse.

There's much that can be learned from staff members. And, we find it
helpful to target seven areas:

Leadership. To be helpful, an inquiry regarding leadership shouldn't be
focused on specific people as much as on exploring the type of guidance
and direction that is present in the organization. Because staff members
perform a business' work each day, it's critical to grasp whether they
share leadership's knowledge and understanding of the basics. Does the
staff understand the mission and vision? This is essential because
ensuring that people appreciate why they do what they do pays dividends
in countless ways. Do they see the senior-most leaders modeling
organizational values and shaping an environment that not only aligns
with current direction but also that builds the type of workplace where
people are able and encouraged to do their jobs? These are components
of leadership that assist in determining whether there may be gaps in
organization-level leadership that inhibit effective functioning.

Strategy. Staff input related to strategy examines people's feelings of
inclusion, in appropriate ways, in the development of organizational
direction. Are their ideas heard and welcomed, even if all can't be
used? Is there understanding of the role one is to play in carrying out
strategy once it's determined? When change is necessary, do team
members view the organization as nimble and able to make timely
adjustments? Having strategy is wonderful, but if people don't
understand it, don't embrace it, or don't feel invited to participate in
strengthening it, their ability and/or desire to implement it will be
hindered.

Customer Focus. Staff members, in most companies, are the people
closest to customers. Given that, having a sense of how they see the
organization's commitment to, interaction with, and respect for customers
becomes essential. Such information uncovers areas in which customer
requirements and/or expectations are not being met, and it highlights
opportunities to strengthen staff training, problem-solving flexibility,
and/or internal communication that ultimately serves customers well.

Measurement, Analysis, and Knowledge Management. In any
organization, staff members regularly hear that the company is collecting
data about this, studying that, or watching the numbers on something
else. But, how often do staff members receive any follow-up on these
measurements to get a sense at the organizational, team, or individual
levels about what's actually going on? Soliciting input in this area helps
the company to understand whether people are getting the requisite
information, in a timely manner, to do their work and to have a sense of
how the business, as a whole, is doing.

Workforce Focus. In many respects, this is the most personal of the
areas for staff member input. Getting a picture of the business should
include getting a sense of how people feel the organization relates to
them, as individuals. Do people work together effectively? Is it a safe
place to work? Are people encouraged to continue professional growth
and to advance their careers? Do they see the environment as one in
which they are recognized for their efforts? In other words, do people
care? Staff members make a significant investment of time and effort in
work each day; don't underestimate the importance of their perceptions
of the organization's reciprocal investment in them.

Operations Focus. If you've ever been asked to do a job but you've not
been given the tools you need to do that job, then you know the
frustration involved first-hand. Frustration within an organization is
contrary to progress and teamwork, and inquiries about operations
disclose this type of information. Operations-oriented feedback yields
vital feedback about where the infrastructure is working, and where
correction is needed, all in an effort to have the work carried out smoothly
and successfully.

Results. The bottom line is the bottom line. Executives often know how
the business is doing in key areas. However, how much of this do staff
members know? Staff understanding of key results is especially
important in the areas that impact how they do their jobs, how they relate
to customers, and how confident they can be with the stability and
commitment of the organization (which enables them to be effective in
the two former areas).

Want to know how your business is doing? Don't neglect scrutinizing the
operation from a staff perspective. What you learn about the strengths,
as well as the challenges, related to actual functioning and/or perceptions
can be invaluable to advancing your work, building a solid team, and
leading well.
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At Executive Advantage, we are committed to providing results-based business and
management consulting, leadership development, and coaching support. We partner with
business leaders to build healthy, well-functioning organizations, where goals are met and
people thrive. We also partner with individuals to create professional (and personal) lives with

clearer direction, improved results, and greater balance.
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